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T H E GRASSHOLM GANNETS IN 1924—A GREAT 
INCREASE. 

BY 

CLEMENCE M. ACLAND AND H. MORREY SALMON. 

SINCE the late Mr. J. J . Neale relinquished the lease of Grass-
holm about ten years ago very little appears to have been 
recorded concerning the colony of Gannets (Sula bassana) 
inhabiting the island. 

The late Mr. J . H. Gurney, in his book on The Gannet (1912), 
summarizes the previous records published in the Trans
actions of the Cardiff Naturalists' Society* and elsewhere, and 
estimates tha t in 1903 at the time of his a t tempted visit (for 
he was unable to effect a landing owing to weather and could 
only sail round the island) there were about 400 birds, while 
Mr. Morley H. Neale informs us tha t up to 1914 there were 
not more than 300 pairs at any time. 

Since Mr. Gurney wrote, as far as we can ascertain, no 
records have been published except an account of a visit by 
Captain Vivian Hewitt , in the Oologists' Record of December, 
1923. 

Captain Hewit t estimated that there were at the time of 
his visit, May 30th, 1922, 800 to 1,000 pairs breeding and the 
total number of Gannets about 3,000, but we were not aware 
of this record at the time of our visit. 

Having these facts in mind we did not anticipate the sight 
which presented itself to our view on June 21st, 1924, as we 
reached the highest point and looked down on the dazzlingly 
white array of Gannets congregated on the north-west side 
of the island. 

We had decided, before starting out, to t ry to get a record 
of the numbers as accurately as possible by means of photo
graphs, so apart from any other exposures, a series was taken 
purely from the census point of view, and from this series we 
have selected five prints which, for convenient reference in 
this note, we have numbered 1 to 5. 

Previously, the gannetry has usually been stated to consist 
of two or four separate small colonies, though Mr. Gurney, 
in the Transactions of the Norfolk and Norwich Naturalists' 
Society in 1903, says : " There is one place occupied by the 
largest company of Gannets which may well number a hundred 
or more, and further on are five smaller companies numbering 

* Vol XXII., part n. ; Vol. XXVI., part 1. ; Vol. XXXIII. and 
Vol. XXXVIII. 



GANN'ETS AT GRASSHOLM IN 1924. No. I. The south end of the colony. 

{Photographed by H. Morrey Salmon.) 



GANNETS AT GRASSHOLM IN 19:24. No. 2. In the centre of the colony—some of the birds in flight. 
(Photographed by H. Morrey Salmon.) 



GANNETS AT CRASSHOLM IN 1924. No. 3. In the middle of the colony looking north. 

(Phcdjgraphed by H. Morrey Salmon.) 



GANNETS AT GRASSHOLM IN 1924. No. 4. General view from the north end of the colony. 
(Photographed by H. Morrey Salmon.) 
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say forty Gannets apiece on an average, as well as three or 
four yet smaller parties of eight or ten," but now these seem to 
be quite incorporated into one large unbroken colony which 
stretches along the north-west side of the island from just 
opposite the detached rock called West Tump to within about 
a hundred yards of the extreme northerly point of the 
island, or approximately opposite the letters " H.W.M.O.T." 
which appear on the 6 in. scale Ordnance Survey map—sheet 
Pembrokeshire, XXXI. A.SW. and XXXI. C.SE., second 
edn. 1909. 

GANNETS AT GRASSHOLM IN 1924. No. 5. A few birds which could 
not be included on the extreme right of No. 4. 

(Photographed by H. Morrey Salmon.) 

A photograph (No. 1) was taken from the south, some 
distance from the edge of the breeding ground, showing 
comparatively a small section only, and two photographs 
were taken from a point well inside the colony, one (No. 2) 
showing about a third of the birds in flight and the other 
(No. 3) showing the centre section, if it may be so called, of 
the colony. 

The large rock in No. 3 is that which was occupied by one 
of the two original small colonies, and it is interesting to 
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compare this photograph with the one of the same rock, 
taken in 1893, illustrating the paper on Grassholm in the 
Trans, of the Cardiff Nat. Soc, Vol. X X V I . 

The next (No. 4) was taken from almost the extreme north 
end of the colony, and a fifth (No. 5) taking in a few birds 
which could not be included in No. 4. 

Of course, nothing less than an aerial view could possibly 
include every b i rd ; many nesting on the sides of gullies, etc., 
cannot be seen in any general photograph taken from within 
the colony itself, and the reverse sides of the rocks in No. 3 
do not appear in these photographs. 

The method of assessing the numbers was to count all the 
adult birds on the ground in photographs 1, 3 and 4—for 
convenience these were marked off into inch squares on 
8 in. by 6 in. prints—and taking a mean of three separate 
counts the figure arrived at was 1,930, to which must be 
added 90 birds appearing in No. 5. To this total we consider 
it reasonable to add 20 per cent, to account for the birds 
out of sight referred to in the previous paragraph. 

This gives an estimated total of 2,420 birds actually at the 
nests, but as in a proportion of cases both birds of a pair 
were at the nest it may be assumed without exaggeration tha t 
there were 2,000 pairs breeding. 

Calculating, however, on a minimum basis we get a to ta l 
of over 1,800 pairs if only 50 per cent, be added to the 2,420 
on the breeding area to allow for birds away fishing, and 
those in flight over the colony. 

The latter were approximately 900, as we found tha t the 
plate took in about a third of them, and the three photographs 
1, 2 and 3 show an average of 300 birds in flight each. Mr. 
Gurney, on his visit in 1903, remarks tha t he did not see above 
60, if as many, on the wing in the neighbourhood of Grassholm. 

Incidentally, it may be mentioned that Puffins, once so 
extremely numerous, have apparently now almost deserted 
Grassholm. 

Even at this late date a number of Gannets were bringing 
materials to the nest, and on more than one occasion a bird 
in immature plumage, probably about the fourth year, was 
seen carrying a long streamer of seaweed in its beak. 

The nests were the usual collection of seaweeds, tufts of 
grass and thrift, feathers, etc., and were built, as can be seen 
in the photographs, in all situations from the grass-covered 
earth slopes down to the ledges of the cliffs. 

The majority of them contained young in various stages, 
though there were a few eggs, mostly well incubated, which 



VOL. XVIII.] GRASSHOLM GANNETS. 185 

had a peculiarly pungent peppery-fishy odour. The gulls 
took some, though apparently fresh ones only, judging by 
the few empty shells we saw. 

It was unfortunate that the weather was responsible for 
giving us so short a time ashore, but we could not stay longer 
and risk being marooned for an indefinite time ; as it was, 
from the time of our first embarkation at 1.30 a.m., from 
which, after a couple of hours, the weather forced us to put 
back and make a second start at 10.30 a.m., to finally reaching 
the mainland on our return at 10.30 p.m., we spent eleven 
and a half hours in the boat. 


