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R ing Ouzels Turdus torquatus from both the British and the Scandinavian 
populations regularly occur on passage in lowland England, where the 

species does not breed. Although Durman (1976) analysed the timing of this 
passage through Britain using bird-observatory records, little has been written 
on the behaviour and habitat choice of birds pausing or stopping over: Cramp 
(1988) could refer only to Witherby et at. (1938) and to Gilbert White (1789), 
who was the first to record Ring Ouzels on the sheep downs of Hampshire 
and Sussex. Nowadays, more are recorded in Sussex than in any other south
ern English county, most being found on the chalk of the eastern South 
Downs, where they regularly stop over for several days (Lcverton 1989). 

Stopover sites such as wcdands and estuaries are well recognised for wild
fowl (Anatidae) and waders (Charadrii)—relatively long-lived species which 
migrate cither as family parties or in big flocks containing old and experienced 
as well as young birds, and where ringing has shown that the same individuals 
return year after year. Stopover sites are often claimed for passerine migrants 
too (Ellcgren 1990; Karlsson et al. 1988; Safriel & Lavec 1991), usually without 
defining the term. Indeed, it was omitted by Campbell & Lack (1985) from 
their comprehensive ornithological dictionary: although 'refuelling sites' arc 
mentioned under their entry on migration, these are not necessarily identical. 
For example, Bairlcin (1987) showed that passerines carrying an ample supply 
of fat may stop over in the Sahara simply to rest in the shade throughout the 
day, without feeding at all. 

But how valid is the concept of a 'traditional' stopover site for short-lived 
passerines which migrate singly or in small groups which may be made up 
entirely of young birds making their first journey? Can they purposely navi
gate towards a staging area they have never seen, or do they merely stop over 
if the place where they happen to land is fortuitously suitable, and move on as 

\Bril. Birds 86: 253-266,June 1993] 2 5 3 

file:///Bril


254 Migrant Ring Ouzels on the South Downs 

soon as they can if it is not? Does any site regularly receiving falls of migrants 
qualify as a stopover site (to take an extreme example, a North Sea oil rig in 
fog), or should the term be reserved for areas deliberately selected by migrants 
because of habitat as well as geographical location? The distinction between a 
voluntary and an involuntary stopover site may be hard to make and often 
blurred, yet the type of site must influence the physiological condition, perhaps 
the age and sex ratios, and the subsequent behaviour of the individuals which 
stop there. 

Between 1976 and 1989, having access to downland near Lewes in East 
Sussex especially favoured by passage Ring Ouzels, I was able to make the 
following behavioural study, and to evaluate the arguments for this part of the 
South Downs being a stopover area, in the stricter sense, for passage Ring 
Ouzels, as opposed to a chance-found refuge. 

Site and methods 
The site covered about 8 km2 (800 ha) of chalk downland ranging in altitude 
from 30-200 m and lying between 5 km and 10 km from the coast. More 
casual observations were made over a wider surrounding area. Most of the 
site was open farmland, either arable (chiefly barley and wheat) or improved 
pasture, in large fields often of 25 ha or more and of limited interest to birds. 
Some of the steeper slopes, however, remained as unimproved chalk grass
land, mostly of SSSI status, often with belts of gorse Ukx europaeus and being 
invaded by pioneer scrub such as hawthorn Crataegus, elder Sambucus nigra, 
bramble Rubus Jmtkosus and raspberry Rubus idaem. This was tall and very 
dense on some hillsides, but far more open and scattered on those regularly 
grazed by cattle and sheep and with a high population of rabbits Oryctolagus 
cunicuhis. 

Observation and ringing took place on many parts of the site throughout 
the year, with visits increasing from once or twice weekly in winter to almost 
daily at the height of the passage seasons (especially in later years), when the 
areas holding most migrants received the best coverage. Attempts were made 
to mist-net any Ring Ouzels found. Their behaviour was observed, originally 
as an aid to catching them, but in later years for its own sake. All birds caught 
were aged and sexed, then weighed and measured, using the techniques given 
in Svensson (1984), before being released with the minimum of delay. No 
attempts were made to rctrap birds thought to have been caught once 
already. Netting operations, whether or not successful, had no apparent effect 
on how long individual Ring Ouzels stayed, but they did become more wary. 

Because of the plumage differences between the sexes, and to a lesser extent 
between first-year and older birds, coupled with considerable individual varia
tion in the size and clarity of the breast crescent and the amount of yellow on 
the bill, it was generally possible to differentiate in the field single birds or 
small parties stopping over for several days from new arrivals, even if the pres
ence or absence of a ring could not be seen. Such assumptions were occasion
ally confirmed by accidental retrapping. 

Numbers and t iming 

In the 14-year period, an estimated 49 individual Ring Ouzels were seen in 
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spring and 234 in autumn. Because their nearest breeding area, in south 
Wales (Sharrock 1976), is over 200 km from the Lewes site, and summering 
or wintering are unknown in Sussex (Shrubb 1979), there was never any 
doubt that all tiiose seen were on passage. Fig. 1 shows the finding dates, 
though doubtless some had arrived a day or two earlier. Unsurprisingly, the 
pattern is very similar to that at Dungeness, Kent, and Portland, Dorset 
(Riddiford & Findley 1981). 

Fig. 1. Finding dates by five-day periods of Ring Ouzels Tardus torquatus at a stopover site near 
Lewes, East Sussex, 1976-89 

In autumn, 69% were found after 8m October, so, according to Durman 
(1976), these can safely be considered Scandinavian in origin, the British pop
ulation having left the breeding grounds by the end of September. Those seen 
before 8th October could belong to either population, but the clear sub-peak 
in the last ten days of September probably reflects the main passage of British 
birds. Ringing evidence supports these views: a nesding ringed in Gwent in 
1980 was controlled at the site on 19th September 1980, while one of a flock 
of ten ringed on 23rd October 1987 was found in Norway the following 
July—the first such confirmation that Scandinavian Ring Ouzels pass through 
Britain in autumn (Mead & Clark 1989). No separation of origins was possible 
in spring. 

Although Ring Ouzels might arrive in almost any wind and weather, larger 
numbers in spring and autumn were usually associated with anticyclones giv
ing light easterly winds and haze or coastal fog: classic conditions for falls of 
Scandinavian drift migrants. This probably explains why numbers varied 
greatly from year to year. In spring they ranged from no sightings at all in 
several years to an exceptional 30 in 1989, and in autumn- from a single indi
vidual in 1978 to 80 in 1988. 

A basic premise of this study is diat parts of the South Downs are impor
tant specifically for passage Ring Ouzels, not just for passerine migrants in 
general. Thus it needs to be shown that Ring Ouzels are more numerous 
there than at other major passage sites, and that they are disproportionately 
numerous compared with other species of migrants. Table 1 compares the 
Lewes site with three coastal observatories and Beachy Head. To lessen the 
problems of different coverage and methods of counting (bird-days or 
numbers of individuals) ringing totals are used, comparing Ring Ouzels with 
two other species of passerine chosen because they are purely migrant at all 
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Table 1. Ringing totals of Ring Ouzels Tardus torquatm, Common Redstarts Phoanaavs 
pheaacums and Pied flycatchers Fkedula fypoleuca at Lewes and Beachy Head, East Sussex, 

compared with those at three major coastal observatories, 1976-89 

Site 

Lewes 
Beachy Head 
Spurn, Humberside 
Dungeness, Kent 
Portland, Dorset 

Ring Ouzel 

133 
92 
64 
54 
14 

Redstart 

126 
270 
560 
86? 
727 

Pied Flycatcher 

3 
73 

527 
816 
443 

the sites, are readily caught in nets or traps, occur at similar seasons and origi
nate both from Britain and from Scandinavia. 

More Ring Ouzels were caught at Lewes than at the three observatories 
combined, but less than 6% of their total of Common Redstarts Phoenicums 
phoenicwus and under 0.2% of their Pied Flycatchers Fkedula hypoteuca. Even 
allowing for some bias through targeting of Ring Ouzels at Lewes, the figures 
suggest that they are disproportionately numerous there (and Pied Flycatchers 
oddly scarce). Secondly, the totals for Beachy Head, where no special attempts 
to catch Ring Ouzels are made, confirm their relative frequency on the east
ern South Downs. 

General behaviour 
Normally it was obvious when Ring Ouzels were present. In open habitats, 
they could sometimes be seen at a distance of 200-300 m. More usually, they 
saw the observer first, and gave the 'tuc . . . tuc' contact call grading into 
more urgent 'tak-tak-tak' alarm calls. They often perched prominently on top 
of a bush, like a Whinchat Saxieola rubetra or Common Stoncchat S. larquata, or 
less conspicuously on a bare side branch, where they had a clear view of the 
approaching danger. Having assessed this, they might cidier fly low, with fur
ther contact calls, to take cover in gorse or hawthorn, or to give the flight call 
while perched: 'tsierk', sometimes double: 'tsierk-sierk' or even treble; some
times there was an almost bugling quality: 'tsuurk'. These arc the calls listed as 
2b and 2c by Cramp (1988); all seem to be variants of the same call. They 
signal the intention to make a longer, higher flight, but this may not be put 
into effect if the danger subsides or if other individuals in the party are unwill
ing. Otherwise, they take off, with further flight calls, not simultaneously as 
would a flock of Common Starlings Sturnus vulgaris, but in ones and twos, 
domino-fashion, so that the airborne flock is strung out, often with 10 or 20 m 
separating individual birds. They gain height rapidly, often to 100 m or more, 
and leave at least the immediate area. The general direction taken by autumn 
migrants was westerly, but this may have been due to local topography. It 
seemed that they were visually searching for alternative suitable habitat, veer
ing frequently first one way and then another. About 30% of newly found 
Ring Ouzels left the site in this way, never to be seen again, either to continue 
their migration or to find a new stopover site locally. More often, having 
reached an altitude of over 200 m and flown almost out of binocular range 
(>500 m), individuals or flocks would surprisingly turn back and descend to 
the same or an adjacent coombe, presumably because no other habitat in 
view equalled that which they had left. Those that did not leave when found 
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typically stayed for three days, even if the weather seemed perfect for migra
tion and their weights were high with pre-migratory fat. If bad weather inter
vened, Ring Ouzels might stay a week or more, before leaving on the first 
suitable night. 

Habitat chosen 
During the 14 years of the study, Ring Ouzels were never found close to 
farmsteads or other habitation, near roads or the railway, or in deciduous 
woodland or shelterbelt. They were rarely seen on arable fields or improved 
pasture, on hillsides covered with dense scrub, or in small relict areas of natu
ral grassland and scrub surrounded by farmland; tiiose that were, never stayed 
for long, often moving on within a few minutes. In both spring and autumn, 
by far the most favoured habitat was extensive, steep slopes and coombes of 
grazed chalk grassland with only patchy, scattered gorse and scrub (plate 73). 

The angle of these chosen slopes varied from 10-25°, with an average of 
about 20°. They began around the 90-m contour, below which was flatter 
arable land or improved pasture, and rose steeply before rounding into an 
undulating plateau of slightly improved grassland just reaching an altitude of 
200 m. On the steepest parts of the slopes, sheep and catde paths formed nar
row terraces of bare soil an average of 1.5 m apart. Especially in die more 
sheltered coombes, elders and hawtiiorns of varying ages and sizes (some of 
the latter very old) covered not more than 10% of the hillside, but gorse, 
bramble and raspberry often clothed a further 10-25%. Other plants present 
included white bryony Bryonia dioica, black bryony Tamus communis, and bitter
sweet Solatium dulcamara. The turf of the hillsides was totally unimproved and 
very herb-rich, and, except where patches of tor-grass Brachypodium pinnatum 

73 . View of habitat most preferred by passage Ring Ouzels Turdus tmquatus in the study area on 
the South Downs near Lewes. East Sussex (John Holloway) 
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were established, was kept short by cattle and sheep grazing and by rabbits, so 
that in spring and autumn it was mostly 2-5 cm in height. Anthills were 
numerous. 

Feeding behaviour in spring 
In spring, Ring Ouzels fed exclusively on the shortest turf, with a sward height 
of 0.5-2.5 cm and up to 30% bare ground exposed by erosion, scarring and 
grazing pressure. Feeding methods were typically thrush-like: several springy 
hops, or a short run, followed by a peck. They were obviously taking surface 
items which could not be identified at long range, but checks of the feeding 
areas always revealed many spiders, and Diptera. They were never seen to 
take earthworms. 

Although some regularly fed 50 m or more from die nearest cover, they 
were usually within 5-10 m of the edge of gorse or other low scrub, which 
perhaps acted as a windbreak as well as a refuge in case of danger. Roughly 
half the day was spent feeding in sessions of up to one hour, between which 
they rested in the scrub (hawthorn bushes by preference). Occasionally, low-
intensity sunning was seen on the open turf close to cover. 

Because of the brownish cast to the downland turf in early spring produced 
by the persistence of old dead stems from the previous year, Ring Ouzels 
(females especially) were quite well camouflaged when feeding out in the open. 
The line formed by the pale edges of the greater coverts and carried on by 
the distinct pale fringes of the secondaries effectively split the birds lengthways 
and disguised their shape. Even the white breast-crescent of the males, 
startlingly obvious in a frontal view of the alert posture (and perhaps a danger 
signal to other flock members, like the white neck patches of the Wood Pigeon 
Columba palumbus), could at other times act as disruptive camouflage, breaking 
up the shape of die bird, for example when perched amongst straggly gorse. 
In all circumstances, Ring Ouzels were less conspicuous than the Blackbirds 
Turdus merula and Common Starlings which sometimes fed near them. 

Feeding behaviour in autumn 
In autumn, Ring Ouzels occupied cxacdy the same hillsides as in spring, but 
fed almost entirely on berries; this was confirmed by examination of faecal 
remains. They were very seldom seen feeding on the ground, and even then it 
was suspected on most occasions that they were taking fallen berries, not 
invertebrates. Elderberries were preferred for as long as they were available 
(usually until mid October), then haws. Whitc-bryony berries and blackberries 
were sometimes eaten, but black-bryony berries, though locally abundant, 
never seemed to be touched. 

When feeding on elderberries, Ring Ouzels normally selected a tree which 
had grown up in the protection of a dense hawthorn, as frequently occurred; 
often the branches of the two were intertwined. If danger threatened, the 
Ring Ouzels could slip swiftly into the shelter provided by the hawthorn, 
its spiky twigs being an effective defence against attacking Eurasian 
Sparrowhawks Accipiter nisus whereas those of elder are not (pers. obs.). Certain 
mixed pairs of trees were favoured year after year. Especially on the morning 
of arrival, Ring Ouzels spent periods of an hour or more sleeping in these 
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hawthorns after feeding in the elder, though they were never used for roosting 
at night. 

Late in some Octobers, if the haws in the downland coombes were badly 
depleted (as in 1988), Ring Ouzels ventured out along a tall hawthorn hedge 
between two of the highest arable fields; otherwise they avoided such areas. 

flocking 
Some species of birds are gregarious on passage, others solitary. The Ring 
Ouzels in this study showed surprising variation. When more than one were 
present in the same part of the site, there was always some liaison between 
them. Sometimes all formed an inseparable tightly knit group. In other 
instances, they associated much more loosely, in extreme cases acting quite 
independently apart from occasionally exchanging contact calls. Not 
infrequently, there would be a discrete flock, plus a singleton only loosely 
associated with it. On 3rd October 1987, a single male exchanged calls with a 
flock of four in the same coombe, but never joined them. By 6th October, the 
flock had left, but the single bird stayed until at least 17th October, by which 
time it was associating with four new Ring Ouzels which had recently arrived. 

On the few occasions when larger numbers were present, they sometimes 
initially formed one big flock, which later broke down into smaller units, each 
in its own coombe. This happened in the major fall of mid October 1988, 
when a flock of at least 30 on the morning of 12th soon broke up into smaller 
groups (including later arrivals) of ten to 12 individuals. This may have repre
sented the optimum flock size (Caraco 1979) for the habitat and time of year; 
if so, there were rarely enough Ring Ouzels present on the site to achieve it, 
and most parties consisted of two to five individuals. 

In spring, the situation seemed more complicated. By 23rd April 1988, a 
flock of eight had built up from Ring Ouzels arriving in ones and twos over 
the previous ten days; they fed together on short open turf. A ninth individual, 
a first-summer female, atypically fed on very small patches of turf between re
generating gorse, and associated with the flock only when it briefly visited her 
area. Towards the end of the month, the flock broke down as three individu
als left and the remainder split into two groups which fed separately, 150 m 
apart, on the same hillside: two males in one and a male and two females in 
the other. 

During the study period, no obvious signs of sexual activity, such as display, 
courtship, aggression or territorial behaviour, were ever seen in spring, nor did 
males appear to associate more closely with females than with other males 
when both were present. Song was heard on only one possible occasion, on 
13th April 1989 a few brief notes presumed to be from one of a flock of four 
males (out of sight in dense cover) during the evening chorus of resident 
Blackbirds and Song Thrushes Tardus philmnelos. A tape of Ring Ouzel song 
never elicited a response in spring or autumn. 

Ring Ouzels which had associated during the day also roosted together. 
The favoured site was a low dense hawthorn bush or thick clump of gorse 
near to the edge of a larger area of scrub but separate from it, perhaps to give 
all-round visibility. Normally it was well away (up to 1 km) from the feeding 
and resting areas where the Ring Ouzels had spent the day. They would dis-
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appear almost surreptitiously, so that roosts were hard to find, well before 
dusk and up to 45 minutes before the resident Blackbirds went more noisily to 
roost. 

Learning 

The study provided a rare opportunity to observe birds learning about their 
environment in the field rather than in the laboratory. Newly arrived Ring 
Ouzels were visibly unsure and naive as remarked by Gilbert White (1789). 
If disturbed, their flight was aimless and erratic as they sought new habitat. By 
the end of the third day, however, those that stayed had learnt the geography 
of the immediate area up to a radius of 1 km. Besides their preferred feeding 
ground, they usually had an alternative, up to 700 m away, to serve as a 
refuge if disturbed. Even when this was completely out of sight owing to the 
convex dowrdand curves, they were able to slip away, often low and silently, 
on the correct heading, and return when the danger was past. They also had 
a regular roost site, and resting areas during the day. Once, on their third 
day, the leader of a party of three took them unerringly to drink and bathe at 
a small concealed dewpond on the flat plateau 98 m higher and 0.5 km dis
tant from the hawthorns where they had been feeding, and then returned. All 
Ring Ouzels apparendy soon learnt the position of mist-nets, and those not 
caught early on were increasingly difficult to trap. 

Interaction with other spec ies 

The only positive association seen was between Ring Ouzels and Fieldfares 
Turdus pilaris. Both contact and flight calls of the two species are not dissimilar, 
and Ring Ouzels, especially singles, sometimes joined and fed with Fieldfare 
flocks, or took off widi them when they left. When this happened, the attrac
tion was always short-lived, and the Ring Ouzels broke away as if realising 
their mistake. Occasionally, Redwings Turdus iliacus joined up with Ring 
Ouzels, as they often do with Fieldfares. 

Surprisingly, no interaction of any kind was observed between Ring Ouzels 
and Blackbirds, either in spring or in autumn. Even when male Blackbirds 
were chasing rivals from their territories in early April 1989, they completely 
ignored the Hock of five male Ring Ouzels which was conspicuously present. 
A breeding pair of Mistlc Thrushes 'Turdus viscivorus flew over to investigate this 
flock, but did not attempt to drive them away. Both these species are cited as 
possible competitors with Ring Ouzels for breeding territories (Durman 1978; 
Williamson 1975). The Ring Ouzels themselves showed no aggression and did 
not sing; had they done so, the response may have been different. 

On several occasions in autumn, Ring Ouzels making short low flights 
through scrub were closely followed and harried by Yellowhammers Emberiza 
citrinella, and once by Goldfinches Carduelis carduelis, perhaps in the same way 
as small passerines often chase Collared Doves Streptopeiui decaodo (Marchant 
1982). Once, a solitary male Ring Ouzel taking off in a coombe where crows 
Corvus were soaring was pursued at high speed for over 200 m by a Carrion 
Grow C. amine arrow, apparently with serious intent, until it gained the refuge 
of a hedge. A first-year male Ring Ouzel killed by a female Eurasian Sparrow-
hawk in October 1988 was the only known fatality during the study period. 
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Departure 
Departure, when there was no doubt that the Ring Ouzels were leaving the 
site naturally to continue their migration, was witnessed only a handful of 
times, always at dusk. In each instance, there seemed to be a 'departure cere
mony'. The most extreme involved an adult female and a first-year female 
which had arrived on different days but formed a close alliance. On the 
evening of 12th October 1985, both went to roost in gorse towards sunset. 
After about an hour's silence, when die light was almost gone, one began to 
give contact calls and was answered by the other. The duct progressed into an 
excited medley which included variations on the flight call and other sounds 
not heard before and not easy to describe—perhaps the 'chuckling note' of 
departing migrants mentioned by Baxter & Rintoul (1953). Both birds 
ascended to the tops of bushes, then left together. On two other occasions, 
solitary Ring Ouzels leaving at dusk gave a shorter series of less-intense calls. 

Once, the presumed 'invitation to migrate' was declined. On 18th April 
1989, two Ring Ouzels, the remnants of a flock of seven first seen on 7th 
April, rose into the air at dusk giving urgent flight and chuckling calls, and 
climbing steeply. Two others which had arrived that day answered them from 
the gorse where they were roosting with 'tuc tuc' contact calls only. Although 
the two departing birds continued to call as they climbed higher, and circled 
as if waiting for those on the ground to join them, they eventually left north
wards unaccompanied. The newcomers stayed a further seven days. 

Birds in the hand 
Of 49 Ring Ouzels seen in spring, 19 (39%) were caught, as were 115 (49%) 
of the 234 autumn birds. As about 30% at either season left the site almost 
immediately they were found, the proportion caught of those known to have 
stopped over rises to 55% in spring and 70% in autumn. 

All Ring Ouzels belonged to the nominate race, though the pale feather 
edgings of the body plumage, wing-coverts and secondaries varied greatly. 
They were all but absent on one autumn adult male, while at the other ex
treme one first-year male and one adult female closely resembled Svcnsson's 
(1984) illustration of the subspecies alpestris in the pattern of their undcrtail-
coverts, but less so in that of their belly feathers. 

In autumn, 25.2% of those caught were adults. This is probably less than 
their status in the population as a whole, allowing an average of four young 
per pair with the help of replacement clutches and partial double-broodcdncss 
(Flcgg & Glue 1975), but still high for a passerine trapped-at a migration site. 
The excess of males was not significant, even when both age groups were 
combined (x! = 2.81, n.s.). Mean dates of trapping for males and females, and 
for first-years and adults, were very similar (table 2). 

In spring, the excess of males was significant (x' — 5.26, P<0.05) among 
those trapped, suggesting that the similar imbalance of sight records at this 
season (Sussex Ornithological Society, unpublished files) is not due to ob
servers overlooking the duller females. Males also passed through earlier (table 
2), as noted by Durman (1976). 

Wing-lengths (table 3) exclude those from a few spring individuals with 
obviously abraded primaries. Being taken from live birds, they average slightly 
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Table 2. Age and s e x of Ring Ouze l s 1'urdm ton/uatm caught at a s topover s i te near 
L e w e s , East Sussex , 1976-89, wi th m e a n trapping d a t e s i n a u t u m n a n d spr ing 

Number in autumn 

Mean catching (late 

Number in spring 

Mean catching date 

Lst-y cT 

48 

14th Oct. 

7 

17th Apr. 

adult S 

19 

9th Oct. 

8 

4lh Apr. 

lst-y 9 

38 

13th Oct. 

•1 

20th Apr. 

adult 9 

10 

Hlli Oct. 

Table 3 . Wing-length (flattened and s tra ightened wing , in m m ) , and we ight (in g) at 
first capture , o f R ing Ouze l s 'lurdm lorquaius at a s topover s i te n e a r L e w e s , East 

Sussex , 1976-89 

Wing-length 
Range (no.) 

Weight in autumn 
Range (no.) 

Weight in spring 
Range (no.) 

Isl-y 6 

144,7 ±2.6 
136-150(525 

113.0 ±8.6 
89-128 [481 

114.9 ±6.2 
106-123(7) 

adnli S 

147.1 ±2.2 
142-151 (27) 

114.1 ±7.5 
103-130(19) 

107.9 ±7.0 
98-120(8) 

lst-y 9 

141.4 ±2.4 
136-146(40) 

108.9 ±8.6 
92-125(38) 

119.0 ±9.6 
109-131 (4) 

adult 9 

144.0 ±1.9 
141-147(10) 

105.8 ±7.0 
92-118(10) 

greater than published ones based on skins (Svensson 1984; Cramp 1988). 
There are insufficient published weights of passage Ring Ouzels to enable 

any detailed comparison to be made, but the average at Lewes in autumn and 
spring would seem to be high for a bird of this size (table 3), and most of 
those examined carried a good store of prc-migratory fat. Only the lightest in
dividual, a first-year male weighing 89 g, appeared in any way to be weak, 
and even this was well above the 51.5 g of an exhausted male in the Nether
lands (Cramp 1988). There were lew retraps (because of trap-shyness plus a 
policy of minimising disturbance), but table 4 shows instances of weight gain 
averaging 1.66 g per day. 

Table 4. Weight ga ins (in g) by p a s s a g e R ing Ouze l s limtus lorqualm at a s topover s i te 
n e a r L e w e s , East Sussex 

Age & sex 

lsi-v 9 
lst-v 9 
Isi-s 9 
lst-v 9 
lst-v $ 
lst-y 9 

Ringing date 

25.10.76 
25.10.76 
18.10.80 
19.tW.87 
03.10.87 
30.10.87 

Weight 

117 
120 
112 
96 

102 
96 

Retrap date 

' 29.10.76 
29.10.76 
24.10.80 
24.09.87 
17.10.87 
01.11.87 

Weight 

126 
126 
125 
101 
123 
100 

Cain 

9 
6 

13 
5 

21 
4 

g/day 

2.25 
1.50 
2.17 
1.00 
1.50 
2.00 

Size is fundamental to any bird's biology and its ecological opportunities 
and requirements (Calder 1984). Cilbert White (1789) correctly stated that 
'the Ouzel is larger than the Blackbird.' Inexplicably, later authors, including 
Witherby el al. (1938), Simms (1978) and Cramp (1988), together with all the 
modern field guides (Heinzcl, Fitter & Parslow 1979; Ferguson-Lees, Willis & 
Sharrock 1983; Peterson, Mountfort & Hollom 1984) mistakenly imply the 
opposite. Then: is some overlap, but the Ring Ouzel averages larger than the 
Blackbird in all dimensions, including total length (table 5), and is heavier. As 
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Table 5. Comparison of total lengths {in mm) of Ring Ouzels Turdus Imqualus and 
Blackbirds T. mmtla trapped near Lewes, East Sussex 

RING OII/KI. 

Total length 
Range (no.) 

Bl-ACKHIRl) 

Total length 
Range (no.) 

Ist-y 6 

256.4 +4.2 
250-267 (41) 

243.3 ±4.8 
231-251 (50) 

adult S 

259.8 +5.5 
250-269 (24) 

252.2 ±5.2 
240-266 (50) 

Ist-y 9 

249.5 +4.5 
240-259 (27) 

239.9 ±4.4 
230-249 (50) 

adult 9 

252.2 ±5.8 
244-259 (10) 

244.5 ±4.6 
233-254 (50) 

a more northern and a more upland species than its congener, this would be 
expected (James 1970). The size difference also suggests that Ring Ouzels may 
have an advantage over Blackbirds, but not over Mistle Thrushes, in any 
direct competition for territory. 

Discussion 
The Ring Ouzels' preference in spring for steep, open, well-grazed downland 
slopes is easily explained: these were the only parts of the site where large 
areas of short natural grassland with a high invertebrate population still sur
vived, the lower and gentler slopes long having been converted to arable 
farmland and improved pasture. It is less obvious, however, why uhey chose 
those same hillsides in autumn, when they fed almost entirely on berries. The 
elders and hawthorns they prefer were widely scattered there, and the berry 
crop often reduced by summer drought on the thin chalky soil and by wind 
damage. The lower, more sheltered, heavily scrubbed slopes elsewhere on the 
site carried a far more abundant and luscious berry crop, which was much ex
ploited by migrant warblers, and by all other migrant and wintering thrushes, 
yet any Ring Ouzels which did land there soon moved on. 

To suggest that Ring Ouzels choose bare upland habitats on autumn pas
sage because these approximate most closely to their breeding habitat would 
be simplistic. Most species are far more cauiolic in their choice on passage 
than on their breeding grounds: Dotterels Chamdrius morinellus on East Anglian 
plough instead of mountain tops, Northern Wheatears Omanthe oenanthe on 
stubble fields instead of rocky hillsides, ChiffchafFs Phylbsmpm collybita in low 
scrub instead of canopy woodland, and Goldcrests Regulus regulm from conifer
ous forests using gorse are just a few examples. As food supply alone cannot 
be the reason for the Ring Ouzels' selectiveness, they must gain other impor
tant advantages. 

1 believe that reduced predation is the main factor. At a season when food 
is abundant, and there are no extremes of heat or cold, predation would seem 
lo be almost the sole threat to Ring Ouzels at: a stopover site, with female 
Eurasian Sparrowhawks the most dangerous predator. In their detailed study 
of the relationship between birds and berries, Snow & Snow (1988) recorded 
33 instances of raptors attacking or disturbing birds feeding on fruits in 113 
hours of observation, and found that the threat of predation strongly influ
enced the way the food source was exploited. On the steep Lewes downland, 
raptors (especially Eurasian Sparrowhawks) normally hunt along the contours 
rather than up and down the slope (pers. obs.), and this seems to be the case 
elsewhere (M. Shrubb in lilt.). Choosing steep hillsides might, therefore, enable 
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Ring Ouzels to predict, even on a site unfamiliar to them, the likely direction 
of a predator's approach. They could then concentrate their vigilance on an 
arc to either side rather than need to scan the full 360°. The sparseness of 
cover would also enable them to sec a predator at long range: certainly they 
usually spotted me at a distance of 200 m or more when I, too, approached 
along the contours. This factor might be especially important if flock sizes are 
well below the optimum, as the study suggests is normally the case. 

A further possibility is that Ring Ouzels choose very specific habitat for 
stopovers to increase their chances of meeting up with others, and so gaining 
the benefits of flocking. At least in Britain, Ring Ouzels are sparsely dis
tributed even on their breeding grounds (Sharrock 1976), and the likelihood of 
migrants meeting up after flights of several hundred kilometres would be small 
unless there was some mechanism for concentrating them. Whether or not 
their choosincss about where to stop has evolved to fulfil this purpose, it cer
tainly has that effect in practice. An analogy would be the habit of 'hill-top
ping', well recognised among many species of butterflies (Rhopalocera), which 
enables those distributed at a very low density over a wide area to meet up for 
mating at some salient feature of the landscape (Shields 1967). 

While it would obviously be advantageous for a newly arrived and tired 
Ring Ouzel to be able to join up at a stopover site with others which had 
arrived earlier and knew the best and safest feeding areas, it might be disas
trous if its flocking instincts were so strong that it was forced to accompany 
them if they left before it had time to replenish its own resources. Likewise, 
breeding birds in spring bound for northern Britain and Scandinavia, or 
autumn birds bound for different wintering areas of the Mediterranean or 
Morocco, might only be confused by attempting to travel together. It is tempting 
to speculate that the more tightly knit flocks seen at Lewes comprised Ring 
Ouzels which had arrived together or would leave together bound for the 
same general area, whereas the looser groupings were formed of those with 
diverse origins and destinations, coming together only to enjoy the mutual 
benefits of flocking while at the stopover site. For this to work, some form of 
communication would be essential. Subtle variations or dialects in the flight 
and contact calls might serve this purpose, while the more striking 'departure 
ceremonies' might convey information about physiological readiness to 
migrate and even the length and direction of the intended journey. 

The South Downs contain suitable habitat, are conveniently located next to 
a sea crossing, and are almost certainly reachable in a single flight by most 
British Ring Ouzels and those leaving southwestern Scandinavia in autumn. 
The great fluctuation in numbers from year to year, however, suggests that 
weather conditions, rather than any ingrained distance-and-directional 
instincts of migrants or knowledge gained from previous migrations, govern 
the numbers that arrive. This need not mean that the birds find the area 
purely by chance. Any species which has strict habitat requirements on pas
sage must have evolved effective ways of locating that habitat, otherwise selec
tion would favour greater flexibility. If some species can navigate by the 
infrasound waves caused by wind passing over mountain ranges, the Ring 
Ouzel which uses uplands for breeding, passage and wintering would be an 
obvious candidate to do so. Although the South Downs reach an altitude of 
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only 248 m, along their northern edge they rise abruptly from the Weald in a 
steep scarp slope, while to the south they end in sea cliffs up to 150 m high. 
This could create an infrasound signature audible to a bird for 'many tens of 
kilometres' (Dr D. Harper in litt). Once over the general area, Ring Ouzels 
locate suitable habitat by sight, and at night perhaps even by audible clues 
such as the bleating of sheep, signifying the presence of short-grazed turf. No 
doubt every migratory species has its own ways of minimising the risk that it 
will land in unsuitable habitat, and maximising its chances of finding a satis
factory haven; as yet one can only speculate how they might do it. 

Conclusions 
A combination of habitat, topography and geographical location enabled me 
study area to function as a true stopover site, especially in autumn, for passage 
Ring Ouzels. Evidence for this was as follows: 

1. Being at least 5 km from the coast, the site was not the first nor the last 
practical landfall for migrants approaching from any direction. 

2. The arrival of birds was not entirely dependent on particular weather 
conditions. 

3. Ring Ouzels were disproportionately numerous at the site compared 
with other migrants, and with other sites. 

4. Arrival weights were generally high (the birds could have continued). 
5. Birds generally stayed for several days, even in ideal weather conditions. 
6. Birds which stayed gained weight. 
7. There was a reasonable proportion of adults to first-years. 

For many individuals, refuelling may not have been the only, or even the 
main, function of stopping over: birds with perfecdy adequate fat resources 
seemed to do so simply to rest, to await better weather, to join up with others 
of their species, or even to mark time because their migration was ahead of 
schedule. 
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Summary 
Ring Ouzels 'f'ur/lus torqttalm on passage were studied at a site on the South Downs in East Sussex 
during 1976-89. They wen- very specific in their choice of habitat. In spring, they frequented 
sloop chalk hillsides with short natural turf. They used the same hillsides in autumn, even though 
the berries they fed on were lar more abundant elsewhere. Feeding, flocking and roosting be
haviour are described; as with habitat selection, these seem designed to minimise the risk of pre-
dation. Biometrics of the; 134 birds caught are given, including total length: contrary to all the 
modern literature, tile Ring Ouzel averages slightly larger than the Blackbird Turdus memta. Evi
dence is given that the study area was a 'voluntarily chosen' stopover site rather than a chance 
refuge, and speculation is made as to how passage Ring Ouzels might locate suitable habitat. 
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