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TWO CONTRASTING SEASONS AT A 
REDWING ROOST. 

BY 

W. R. PHILIPSON. 

IN the winter of 1933-4 Redwings (Turdus musicus) were very 
abundant in south Northumberland and the abnormal 
numbers made their habit of communal roosting much more 
noticeable than is usually the case. In the following year the 
numbers were so much less that it was very difficult to follow 
their flights and I am quite sure that their roost, and their 
flights to and from it, would have escaped my attention if 
I had not known them from the previous year. And yet they 
travelled just as far from the roost every day in each winter, 
although they passed in threes and fours in the second winter 
where they had been in scores before. The distance that 
Redwings will fly to and from their roosts does not seem to 
have been appreciated, and this may be due to their undemon
strative, almost secretive, flights in the morning and evening 
twilight, which only become noticeable when the numbers are 
greater than usual. 

After I had first noticed the regular morning arrival of the 
flocks, I found it easy to trace the afternoon movement back, 
and located the roost in a young fir plantation near Cheeseburn 
Grange. I then spent some days watching the morning and 
afternoon movements but as I had little time at my disposal 
I could not make an exhaustive study. All my notes which 
relate to the numbers of birds and the direction and extent of 
their flights are summarized in the first half of the table. 
From this table a rough idea of the area supplied daily with 
birds from this roost can be obtained and it is shown on the 
map contained within a dotted line. The area is larger than 
might be expected and is quite comparable with that supplied 
by the Rook roost in the same district. No very precise data 
were collected regarding the actual boundaries, but indications 
of three other roosts were given by the homeward flights of 
birds to the north (at Ray and Wallington, January 1st, 1935) 
and the west (at Colwell, December 29th, 1934 ; near Stagshaw, 
January 5th, 1935) and by the arrival of birds from the south 
(south of Ovingham, December 31st, 1934 ; near Bladon, 
January 2nd, 1935). These notes take into account both 
seasons. 

The second half of the table shows similar notes taken during 
the following winter (1934-5); they show that the territory is 
of the same extent, but the contrast in the number of birds 
resorting to it is very striking. The consistently fewer 
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Redwings seen both in the morning and the afternoon com
pared with the previous season cannot be due to chance but 
indicates a very great change in the number of Redwings over 
a large stretch of country. The change was not due to a 
decrease in the area over which birds resorted to this particular 
roost because the notes show that the boundaries were the 
same in both seasons. Nor was there any indication of any 
independent Redwing roosts within the boundaries of the 
Cheeseburn roost, and only very minor roosts could have been 
overlooked. There was certainly a great decrease in the actual 
number of birds present in the second season and this was not 
due, apparently, to any difference in the weather, for both 
seasons were very mild. 

It is interesting that the change in numbers was not 
accompanied by any change in the area of the territory of 
the roost. At first I thought the large area of the roost might 
be due to the abnormal numbers resulting in a strengthening 
of the gregarious instinct. Some observations on the roosting 
of Blackbirds (Turdus in. merula) had led me to conclude that 
in areas where these birds are numerous fair-sized roosts are 
to be found and the birds will travel some distance to them in 
the evenings. On the other hand where Blackbirds are less 
plentiful they will roost singly or in small numbers in suitable 
cover where they spend the day. This parallel seems to be 
quite untenable in the present instance, and long flights to 
roost of several miles may be found to be general with Red
wings. 

The roosting of these Redwings is quite on a level with that 
of Rooks {Conns f. frugilegus) and Starlings {Sturnus v. vul
garis) although the numbers are hardly comparable with 
those in the Rook roost and the Starling roost in the same 
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district. They travel almost as far and quite as regularly as 
these species but the gregarious instinct does not seem to be 
so highly developed in them during the movements to and 
from the roost or during the day. They do not circle about 
the roosting trees before they leave nor do they leave in 
concerted flocks, but surreptitiously, one at a time, or in small 
parties. They do not fly without a pause to their feeding 
grounds but alight frequently and move on again ; this may 
be because they are not resident birds but only winter visitors 
and have no particular tie to any stretch of country. The 
individual birds of a flock too are more independent and will 
pause or move on regardless of the remainder. 

Date. 

ec. 20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
26 , 28 

, 29 
, 30 

1933-4-
Locality. Time. 

Bolam 8.20 
Belsay 8.0 
Stannington 8.10 
Gosforth 8.12 
Denton 8.20 
Wylam 8.03 
Harlow Hill 7.50 
Matfen 8.0 
Ryal 8.05 

Direc 
tion. 

N. 
NNE. 
NE. 
E. 

SE. 
S. 
S. 
W. 

NW. 

Num
bers. 

27 
48 
76 

± 2 0 
7 (misty) 

18 
62 
43 
68 

Date 

Dec. 

Jan . 
Dec. 
J an . 
Dec. 
Jan . 

>, 

30 
28 

4 
29 

2 
31 

3 
5 

1934-5-
Locality. 

Bolam 
Whalton 
Stannington 
Gosforth 
Westerhope 
Ovingham 
Matfen 
Kirkheaton 

Time. 

8.10 
7-50 
7-50 
8.10 
8.14 
8.07 
7-55 
8.0 

Direc
tion. 
N. 

NE. 
N E . 
E. 

ESE. 
S. 
W. 

NW. 

Num
bers. 

6 
3 
5 
5 
3 
7 
5 
4 

Table to show the direction of flight and the variation in numbers in two seasons at 
Cheeseburn Grange Redwing roost. 

In the half light I had continually to be on the watch not 
to mistake Redwings for Starlings. The size of the birds, the 
flight of the individuals, and particularly the movements of 
the flocks, resemble those of the Starling very closely. The 
shape of the tail was a very useful character, but the most 
helpful was the constant low call that often drew my attention 
to birds which I should otherwise have missed. 

The day may be spent in flocks or singly, feeding in the 
fields or in the hedgerows, that is on earthworms and insects 
or on berries. These flocks are usually greater than those seen 
in the morning flights from the roost for several of these will 
collect together while they feed. During the afternoon these 
flocks may become even larger by the amalgamation of other 
flocks and individuals, but sooner or later, usually about 
3 o'clock, the birds will begin to slip off to roost in twos or 
threes or larger parties. There is no concerted rising ; the whole 
process takes place without any demonstration, so that it is 
with surprise that you find that all the birds have gone. On 
the way to roost these parties will halt frequently usually 
joining other Redwings on the fields or in the trees and from 
there they leave in the same surreptitious manner. Upon 
arrival at the roost the parties will immediately settle in the 
trees so that there is no display to advertize their presence, 
and once in the trees, although there is a good deal of chatter
ing, they do not usually leave unless disturbed. 


