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LAPLAND AND OTHER B U N T I N G S ON THE 
P E N N I N E S IN WINTER. 

BY 

JOHN ARMITAGIi. 

T H E autumn and winter of 1933-34 were abnormally dry, and 
conditions were ideal for work on the uplands, particularly 
those areas covered with moor-grass. During a normal 
season the tussocky ground is wet and sometimes water
logged. Moor-grass (Molinia ccerulea) is a perennial of great 
strength and tenacity, dominating large tracts of the Pennines, 
excluding other plants and successfully resisting wind, flood 
and fire, besides carrying, without apparent ill-effect, a host 
of gall-midge larvae (Cecidomyidce) at its base. 

Birds—fourteen species at least—feed on the seeds of moor-
grass, and later, being aware of the myriads of larvae in the 
plant 's haulms, they peck into the tussocks, shredding the 
sheaths and eating the vegetable core and clusters of maggots. 
A bumper crop of seeds fell in the autumn of 1933, providing 
an abundant food supply for the birds ; therefore, uprooting 
of infested haulms was less noticeable and the tracing of 
Snow-Buntings (Plectrophenax nivalis) proved exceptionally 
difficult. My wife and I averaged three days per week in the 
hills, but the season's bag of " Snowbirds " only amounted 
to seven—odd birds in four different localities. Other ob
servers were more fortunate, and we received full details of 
the birds seen by T. Baddeley, A. E. Baron, T. Bell, A Bell-
field, F . Brindley, J. J . Cash, R. Clapham, H. Horsfall, R. E. 
Knowles, W. Shipton and F . Taylor. I. Whit taker searched 
many E. Lanes, haunts of Snow-Buntings, but without result. 

Altogether, the season's reports involved six counties. 
First arrivals were noted on October 17th, and the last were 
recorded on March 3rd. R. E. Knowles, long associated with 
the E. Cheshire hills, states tha t the Buntings are regular 
winter visitors there, and my experience in the High Peak 
and N. Staffs, is similar. Nothing new has transpired 
since the previous season's notes were written (see Brit. 
Birds, November, 1933), but three records from one spot are 
of interest. Two Buntings were seen in a dry drain on Black-
stone Edge, S.E. Lanes., on November 9th ; three were 
found in the same place on November 27th, and on December 
17th one was still there and another was running along a 
gully just below. The highest number (nearly fifty) were 
seen on Axe Edge, N. Derbys., on October 19th. 
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Reed-Buntings (Emberiza schceniclus) wintered on the 
Pennines in great numbers, the bulk of them arriving towards 
the end of October and leaving during the last few days of 
March. On October 8th, H. M. Salmon drew my attention 
to one on Grinlow, near Buxton (1,300 feet) ; on October 13th 
a few turned up on Molinia beds below Goyt's Moss, and by the 
end of the month I had seen parties in the three N. Staffs, 
localities of Hollinsclough Moor, Blackbank Moor, and 
Goldsitch Moss. Mild weather on February 24th and 25th 
apparently caused a movement of Reed-Buntings near Whit-
worth, S.E. Lanes. They were seen in the open cloughs 
below the moors, but wintry weather appeared to send them 
back to the tops. The latest date came from an E. Cheshire 
moor where R. T. Hindley saw a solitary female Reed-
Bunting on April 3rd. 

They roost in thorns and other bushes, in peaty gruffs 
and drainage channels, and on moorland tracks and sheep-
walks, but a large proportion sleep in company among and 
below dead bracken, and a favourite haunt of Reed-Buntings 
wintering on the moors is a Molinia slope with a bed of 
bracken or stunted plantation nearby. Usually flushed in 
ones and twos, they rise with thin squeaky call-notes, and when 
several are disturbed, they tend to band together and remain 
so for a time. The greatest number seen in one day was in 
S.E. Lanes., on November 12th. A party of us swept 
through a " s e a " of moor-grass covering Whiteley Dean 
and about thirty Reed-Buntings flew from a fringe of bracken. 
Several scattered birds were put up on Clegg Moor ; below 
Blackstone Edge was a flight of eleven and about twenty-five 
odd birds, while on Chelburn Moor a flock of about thir ty 
was joined by a dozen more singles which were spread over a 
large area. Blackbank Moor, N. Staffs., was populated 
by a substantial flock in autumn ; they seemed to scatter 
and diminish through the winter, but individuals collected 
again and, before leaving, the par ty assumed similar 
proportions to the autumnal gathering. 

An interesting record during the 1933-34 season was that 
relating to a flock of about twenty Lapland Buntings (Calcarius 
lapponicus) near Rochdale, Lanes., on December 30th. 
One was shot a few miles away (Bury district) many years 
ago. There is an authentic record by I. Whit taker of a small 
party below Blackstone Edge, four miles N.E. of Rochdale, 
during December, 1927 ; a discovery unpublished because of 
the finder's unsatisfactory view of the birds and the fact tha t 
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the species is practically unknown on the Pennines. It was 
a very cold day with snow lying about and the flock (about 
a dozen birds) was seen near an old lane (700 feet). Neither 
Reed- or Snow-Buntings, they were unlike anything pre
viously seen, and there was just time to note that one or two 
had chestnut napes, when the entire flock rose and vanished. 

My own experience was more fortunate, although visibility 
was appalling. Losing my way to Rooley Moor for over three 
hours in thick mist, I walked at length into the group of 
Buntings at a spot which I marked and located later as the 
upper end of a lane (900 feet) above Green Booth. At a 
glance they suggested sturdy Reed-Buntings, but with a 
different carriage and action. Some were running quickly 
about the path ; others rummaged among the snow-covered 
grasses, and the remainder perched or crouched near stones 
fallen from the wall and on the wall itself. They were a 
variable lot with light-coloured bills, and plumage darker 
than expected, but no doubt the white mist and snow con
tributed towards this impression, or they may have been soiled 
through contact with grimy vegetation. One bird, presum
ably an adult male, had a dark head with a light streak over 
the eye, a light spot well below the eye, a chestnut patch at 
the nape of the neck and striated back and sides. 

Standing within two paces of the nearest, I was able to 
write and sketch many details, until the sound of a shot 
startled them into flight and the mist swallowed them up 
immediately. Further visits to the lane revealed the pro
bable attraction, an abundance of moor-grass seeds which 
had blown into the sunken lane from adjoining land, and on 
January 20th some Yellow Buntings {Emberiza c. citrinella) 
were seen, together with evidence of their roosting near the 
stones and in recesses of the wall. Systematic searching of 
the Molinia beds may some day show the Lapland Bunting 
to be an irregular visitor to the Pennines, and a likely associate 
with the Snow-Bunting. 


