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I can perhaps throw some light on the note by
Robin Sellers (Brit. Birds 102: 279) regarding
Goosanders Mergus merganser in Cumbria
eating bread. It seems likely that these birds had
previously visited Hogganfield Loch, in
Glasgow. Goosanders have congregated at this
loch in winter for the past 20 years or more,
ranging from a few birds up to flocks of 150 or
more. The larger flocks are usually present in
autumn, when huge shoals of young Roach
Rutilus rutilus are preyed upon, sometimes co-
operatively.

Roach are attracted to the
duck and swan feeding areas of
the park when people throw
bread into the water. When
some of it falls to the loch bed,
the Roach congregate to feed.
Twenty years ago, Goosanders
approached the edge of the loch
cautiously and, if they were
successful in catching a fish,
quickly made off into open
water. Gradually they learnt
that they were not going to be
molested and became increas-
ingly bold. By 1995 this was
regular practice each winter.

In due course it appeared
that when the weather was
coldest, fish were being ignored
and the Goosanders were
taking bread exclusively,
fighting for crusts among the
other waterfowl. Eventually
they were seen regularly
coming out of the water and
competing for bread on land
with other species (plates 341 &
342).

When competing for chunks
of bread in the water, Goos-
anders are amazingly fast and
will often run over the backs of
Mute Swans Cygnus olor to grab
a slice. In the winter and spring
of 2008/09, c. 30 birds were

present and appeared to be happily eating bread
most of the time, the long-term effects of which
remain to be seen. Most of the ‘redheads’ appear
to be immature males, with adult females being
in a very small minority. One adult male has
been hand-caught at Hogganfield and ringed.

Typically, when these Goosanders (some
identified as the same individuals on the basis
of distinctive moult patterns) venture to other
lochs and waters in the area (e.g. Gadloch and
Antermony Loch), they revert to becoming wild

Goosanders taking bread

341 & 342. Goosanders Mergus merganser and Mute Swans Cygnus olor
at Hogganfield Loch, Glasgow, May 2009.
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The recent item on visible migration of
Eurasian Bitterns Botaurus stellaris (Brit. Birds
101: 692) recalled my own observations of the
departure of wintering Bitterns at Wintersett
Reservoir, Yorkshire, where since 1993 up to five
birds have wintered regularly in small Phrag-
mites reedbeds, being present between October
and March.

At 18.50 hrs on 12th March 1999, I observed
a Bittern flying around the reservoir calling
‘kau’ repeatedly in the dusk light. At the time I
did not realise the significance of what I had
observed. Some years later it all became clearer
when I observed several wintering Bitterns
depart on spring migration in a similar fashion.

On 13th March 2002, two birds were
roosting in the Phragmites at 18.35 hrs, as usual.
At 18.40 hrs, one took flight and flew around in
large circles, gradually gaining height and
calling repeatedly. After five minutes, two
Carrion Crows Corvus corone began to mob it
and it quickly returned to the reedbed to roost.
Both birds were still present on 16th March; at
18.45 hrs one took flight, calling, and was
quickly followed by the second bird. Both birds
flew around together in circles, gaining height
and calling ‘kau’ repeatedly before they flew off
high to the northeast, still calling, at 18.55 hrs,
about 44 minutes after sunset.

On 19th March 2003, one Bittern emerged

from the main reedbed at 18.55 hrs and was
quickly joined by a second. Both circled higher
and higher, calling repeatedly, then a third
joined them briefly before dropping back into
the reedbed to roost, while the original two flew
off high to the east, still calling, at 19.05 hrs,
around 49 minutes after sunset. On 20th
March, one Bittern rose from the main reedbed
at 18.55 hrs, circled higher and higher while
calling repeatedly, and flew off east at 19.00 hrs,
still calling, about 42 minutes after sunset.

On 15th March 2004, two Bitterns emerged
from the reedbed at 18.45 hrs and attempted to
gain height. Although it was a mild evening, a
moderate to fresh southwesterly made it diffi-
cult for them to do so and at 18.50 hrs they flew
off east at a moderate height, still calling, some
39 minutes after sunset.

On the basis of my observations, I fully
support the views of Provost & Massez (2008),
who suggested that co-ordinated watches at
dusk might give us a better idea of how many
Bitterns there are in Europe in winter. Bitterns
are extremely difficult to find in reedbeds
during the winter, even at sites like Wintersett,
where the reedbeds are small and scattered. It is
impossible to know how many winter in large
reedbeds like those at Minsmere (Suffolk),
Stodmarsh (Kent), Blacktoft Sands (Yorkshire)
and Leighton Moss (Lancashire) from casual
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EDITORIAL COMMENT Steve Campbell also wrote to BB to report the predilection for bread of the
Goosanders at Hogganfield and it will be interesting to see how widespread this behaviour might
become. We shall not publish every incidence separately, but we encourage readers to let us know if
they see Goosanders taking bread and we shall publish a summary in due course.

Spring migration of Eurasian Bitterns

and unapproachable but will tag onto other
ducks when fed bread, seemingly knowing that
they are safe.

The bread-eating habit of Goosanders in
Glasgow was reported briefly in the 1999 Scot-
tish Bird Report (Murray 2001) and referred to
birds that had been seen taking bread on the
River Kelvin in Glasgow, and also on the River
Cart in Paisley. Most, if not all, of these birds
would probably have spent some time at Hog-
ganfield Loch, where this habit appears to have
originated.

Smew Mergellus albellus have also been

recorded eating bread at Hogganfield Loch
(Forrester et al. 2007) and, for the record, other
diving ducks doing the same include Pochard
Aythya ferina, Tufted Duck A. fuligula, Greater
Scaup A. marila and Common Goldeneye 
Bucephala clangula.
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daytime observations, owing to the vast areas of
reed involved and the birds’ secretive nature.

Checking sites at dusk in spring, particularly
in mid March, is an excellent way to locate Bit-
terns as they embark on spring migration. The
birds are so vocal as they fly around prior to
departure that they are readily picked up in the
dusk light and can effectively be ‘counted out’
during the passage period from late February to
early April. Mild evenings with light winds and
clear skies provide the optimum conditions for

departures but, as observed on 15th March
2004, birds will leave on windy evenings as long
as conditions are mild and there is a following
wind. Any site, large or small, can be checked, as
long as the observer is there at the critical time
of up to an hour after sunset.
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France. Ornithos 15 (3): 181–186.

Peter Smith
16 Templar Street, Wakefield, West Yorkshire WF1 5HB

More Peregrine kleptoparasitism
Following Simon King’s note describing a
Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus robbing a
Hobby F. subbuteo (Brit. Birds 102: 406), the
following may be of interest. During the
autumn, both Peregrines and Merlins F.
columbarius frequently hunt over the sea off
Strumble Head, Pembrokeshire, in pursuit of
diurnal migrants. On 17th October 1989, a

Peregrine dashed out to sea to intercept a Merlin
carrying a passerine in its talons. When the
Peregrine closed in, the Merlin dropped its prey
(which the larger bird caught adroitly and
carried to land) before attempting evasive
action. On 24th October 1996, an effectively
identical event was witnessed at the same
locality.

Graham Rees
22 Priory Avenue, Haverfordwest SA61 1SQ

EDITORIAL COMMENT Nigel Collar has described a similar incident involving a Peregrine and a Merlin
(see Brit. Birds 95: 142), and we should perhaps have added a comment to that effect as a postscript to
Simon King’s recent note. It seems worth putting Graham Rees’s observations on record, however, as
they support Nigel Collar’s suggestion that such behaviour may not be exceptional.

Stone-curlew feeding on Grass Snake
The Stone-curlew Burhinus oedicnemus is a
regular breeding bird in Romania, with an esti-
mated population of some 400–800
pairs (BirdLife International 2004). On
4th June 2008, I watched a Stone-
curlew catch a juvenile Grass Snake
Natrix natrix near its breeding site, in
Dobrogea region (plate 343). The bird
caught its prey in short grassland at the
edge of a saltmarsh. It struggled with
the snake for some time, but finally
swallowed it. Taking the average bill
length of c. 40 mm (BWP), I estimated
the size of the snake at c. 250 mm. BWP
confirms that the main diet of Stone-
curlews is chiefly terrestrial inverte-
brates, especially beetles (Coleoptera),
and small vertebrates, but snakes are

not mentioned, nor are they by Vaughan &
Vaughan Jennings (2005). The species is clearly

343. Stone-curlew Burhinus oedicnemus with Grass Snake 
Natrix natrix, Dobrogea region, Romania, June 2008.
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a resourceful feeder though, since Vaughan &
Vaughan Jennings (2005) included beached dol-
phins (Cetacea) and human corpses during the
First World War as recorded food items! 
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Dark Collared Doves on St Kilda
On 27th May 2008, a strikingly dark-looking
Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto was seen
with four others of normal appearance around
the radar base on Hirta, St Kilda, Outer
Hebrides. The difference in coloration between
the dark bird and the others was considerable,
and my first impression, at long distance, was
that the bird might be a different species.

Small numbers of Collared Doves were
recorded daily on Hirta between 20th May and

28th June 2008 (plate 344), with a peak count of
12 on 2nd June. Between 28th May and 14th
June, I saw several ‘dark’ birds, with a maximum
of 4 together on 2nd June. These dark individ-
uals were not seen daily, although typical birds
were seen every day and, since the species was
only ever encountered in a small area of the
island, around the radar base, they were prob-
ably absent rather than unrecorded.

One possible explanation for the dark
plumage could be that the birds had received a
dusting of soot from the chimney of the small
power station on the base, upon which the
doves sometimes perched, yet birds were never

observed perching there for long, and both dark
and normal birds were seen on the chimney.
Furthermore, the fresh corpse of a dark Col-
lared Dove found on 12th June bore no obvious
traces of soot particles.

Rather than being darkened by loose parti-
cles, perhaps the birds’ feathers had been per-
manently stained by emissions, either from the
small chimney on Hirta or another source else-
where. Dark Collared Doves have not been

recorded on St Kilda before,
although the species has
been recorded annually in
small numbers since 1965,
without breeding (Harris &
Murray 1978; Murray 2002).
The dark birds did not
conform to descriptions of
any unusual subspecies of
Collared Dove, such as S. d.
intercedens (Sri Lanka), S. d.
stolickzae (central Asia) or S.
d. xanthocyclus (Burma),
none of which has ever been
recorded as a vagrant to the
UK (BWP; Gibbs et al. 2000;
Forrester et al. 2007).
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344. Dark Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto (left),
St Kilda, Outer Hebrides, June 2008.
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Tawny Owl entering house via cat flap
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In November 2008, I delivered nestboxes for
Tawny Owls Strix aluco and Barn Owls Tyto
alba to a house in Moreton-in-Marsh,
Gloucestershire. In conversation with the
householder, I was amazed to learn that the
reason she wanted a Tawny Owl box was
that, on more than one occasion, a Tawny
Owl had entered her house through a cat flap
on the front door. The large house was in a
quiet part of the village, with adjacent wood-
land and a large garden with plenty of shrub-
bery. The cat flap was just a standard cat flap,
roughly 20 cm square, situated low down on
the front door. I was even shown a photo-
graph of the Tawny Owl perched on a book-
shelf in the living room! I am unaware of any
similar behaviour by this species.

Greg Turner
27 Truman Place, Chicksands, Shefford, Bedfordshire SG17 5TL

Black Redstarts Phoenicurus ochruros regularly
overwinter in the Cornish town of Wadebridge,
taking advantage of the relatively mild climate.
During winter 2007/08, I was aware of at least
four individuals in the town, two males, two
females, each maintaining a fairly small winter
territory (approx. 250 m x 100 m). One male,
which I believe
may have been the
same individual
returning for its
fourth winter to
the same territory
(and present again
in winter 2008/09),
was heard singing
on sunny days
throughout winter
07/08, even before
Christmas and
daily during March.
A duller male,
perhaps a first-
winter, maintained
a territory in the
centre of town,
and was also heard
singing on sunny

days throughout the winter. It was a surprise to
me to discover birds singing in the depths of
winter and I am not aware that this has been
recorded in the UK before. The Wadebridge
Black Redstarts usually leave the town in early
April.

Colin Selway
2 Two Tree’s, Wadebridge, Cornwall PL27 7PF

Midwinter song of Black Redstarts in Cornwall

345. Tawny Owl Strix aluco resting in library,
Gloucestershire, 2008.
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346. Male Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros,Wadebridge, Cornwall, March 2008.
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