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Grey Heron preying on Rabbit and Common Kingfisher

Notes

John Sparks
Pineleigh, Church Road, Leigh Woods, Bristol BS8 3PG

Martin Coath
77 Oakhill Road, Sevenoaks, Kent TN13 1NU

Grey Heron eating Rabbit

On 25th April 1999, at a warren near Blakeney,
Norfolk, my wife and I surprised a Grey Heron
Ardea cinerea holding a half-grown Rabbit
Oryctolagus cuniculus, still live and kicking, by its
neck. On seeing us, the heron struggled into the
air with its catch, just managed to clear a
hedgerow and landed by a puddle, whereupon
the heron dunked the Rabbit and stabbed it a
number of times before attempting to swallow
it. The Rabbit was eventually gulped down head
first, after which the heron, looking

uncomfortably replete, took a sip or two of
water and retired to the centre of a field to digest
its meal.

Further to this, in November 1998, at a lake
near Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, my nephew,
Paul Rusher, observed a Grey Heron seize and
swallow a Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis
which had alighted on a low branch, within
striking distance of the heron. I can find no
account of Grey Herons taking this species.

On 5th May 1998, on flooded meadows near
Swale NNR, Isle of Sheppey, Kent, I saw a Grey
Heron Ardea cinerea struggling with a large prey
item, which I noted with surprise to be a well-
grown young Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus. The
heron dunked the wriggling animal twice in a
pool, and then manoeuvred it head first into its
bill. Three great gulps, a distended neck, and
that was the last of the luckless lagomorph. BWP
(Vol. 1) states that the Grey Heron usually
catches prey by grabbing or stalking, and usually

kills it before swallowing. Prey items are said to
include small mammals such as Moles Talpa
europaea, voles (Microtinae) and shrews
(Soricidae), but there is no mention of Rabbits
or similar-sized prey. It also seems unusual that
the heron made no attempt to kill the Rabbit
before consuming it. The whole episode lasted
about a minute, and the moral for Rabbits
would seem to be not to believe everything one
reads in BWP.

Purple Heron following the plough
The note by J. Ignacio Dies (Brit. Birds 92: 679)
prompts me to record the following. In late
August 1982, near Illmitz, by the Neusiedler See,
Austria, my wife and I were cycling through an
area of small fields which was waterlogged in
places, following heavy thunderstorms. While
watching flocks of Black-headed Gulls Larus

ridibundus and Carrion Crows Corvus corone
behind a tractor and plough, we noticed that a
Purple Heron Ardea purpurea was also following
the plough, striding along the furrows. As we
watched, the heron seized a quite substantial
rodent (it appeared to be a vole Microtus) and,
with some effort but no apparent difficulty,

EDITORIAL COMMENT The above two observations are of interest because of the size of the
mammal prey, and the fact that (at least in the latter case) it was alive when swallowed. There is a
previous record of a Grey Heron swallowing a large Common Rat Rattus norvegicus (Brit. Birds 75:
181), while young Rabbits were mentioned as a prey item of this species by F. A. Lowe (1954, The
Heron). The Grey Heron is an opportunistic feeder and will take birds of a variety of species; one was
seen to catch, kill and swallow a Hoopoe Upupa epops in Oman (Brit. Birds 84: 57-58), but we are
unaware of any records of Grey Herons taking kingfishers.
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swallowed it. We were intrigued by the heron’s
ability to swallow whole such a prey item, and

also by its apparent indifference to the noisy
tractor only a few metres ahead of it.

Edward Mayer
28 Yale Court, Honeybourne Road, London NW6 1JG

EDITORIAL COMMENT Although Grey Herons Ardea cinerea have been recorded following the
plough (e.g. Brit. Birds 71: 270), we are not aware of any published observations of Purple Herons
doing so. Nervertheless, there are verbal reports of the latter species behaving in this way.

Raptors perching in close proximity

R. C. Dickson
Lismore, New Luce, Newton Stewart, Dumfries & Galloway DG8 0AJ

Felipe Siverio recorded a female Common
Kestrel Falco tinnunculus and a male Eurasian
Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus, in October 1989,
perched 40 cm apart in a tree on Tenerife,
Canary Islands (Brit. Birds 90: 190). Raptors
perching in close proximity to one another,
whether it be 40 cm or 140 cm, may not,
however, be that uncommon a phenomenon in
winter. On six occasions between 1991 and
1996, in west Galloway, Dumfries & Galloway, I
observed different raptor species in winter
perched close to one another on adjacent fence
posts: two cases involved Common Kestrels and
Merlins F. columbarius, and four involved
Merlins and Eurasian Sparrowhawks. No reac-
tion was shown by any of the species concerned.

The situation usually arose when one raptor,
having been displaced from a stob by another,
simply perched on the next available stob.

At their winter roosts, Merlins, Hen Har-
riers Circus cyaneus and Short-eared Owls Asio
flammeus will perch in close proximity on adja-
cent fence posts with no apparent interaction
between them (Scot. Birds 7: 24-49). Cade
(1982, The Falcons of the World) also recorded
Merlins and Sharp-shinned Hawks Accipiter
striatus on the Yukon River, in Alaska, USA,
making hunting flights from the same tree and
returning to a perch close by.

Perhaps one of the raptors in Tenerife had
just been displaced by the other and took the
next available perch, hence the close proximity.

L. P. Alder and C. Ettle
31 Hopton Road, Upper Cam, Dursley, Gloucestershire GL11 5PD

Hobbies feeding on the ground
On arriving at the Cotswold Water Park
complex, Gloucestershire, soon after 09.00 hours
on 13th May 1996, we noticed five raptors flut-
tering, hovering and running about among vege-
tation on the bank of one of the lakes. An
individual would occasionally fly up above the
vegetation, and we could then see that the
raptors were Hobbies Falco subbuteo. The falcons
were obviously pursuing insects, probably
Common Blue Damselflies Enallagma
cyathigerum, which were present in abundance at
ground level throughout the complex. The

morning was bright but cold, and, as the temper-
ature increased, insects gradually rose into the
air, followed by the Hobbies. By midday, there
was a group of 16 Hobbies chasing dragonflies
(Anisoptera) and damselflies above the site.

During several other visits to the area, over
a number of years, the temperatures were less
cold, and more typical aerial feeding by
Hobbies was observed. The falcons would typi-
cally hunt at lower altitude in the morning, and
gain height as the day warmed up, but we never
again observed them hunting on the ground.

EDITORIAL COMMENT Although ground-feeding is well known for this species (e.g. Brit. Birds 70:
76-77; Chapman, 1999, The Hobby), this is a good description of the phenomenon. Although the
concentration of 16 Hobbies may seem unusually large, this species does gather locally in pre-
breeding flocks; if this falcon continues to spread and increase in Britain, such gatherings may
become a more common sight in this region. It is interesting to note that flocks of up to 100 and
more occur in the African winter quarters.
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Chris Sharpe
Manx Bird Atlas, Greenbank, 33 Mines Road, Laxey, Isle of Man

Arctic Tern chicks being fed by several adults
During June 1998, a few pairs of Arctic Terns
Sterna paradisaea were holding territory at
Point of Ayre, Isle of Man. On 16th July, the
Manx Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals received an Arctic Tern chick, about
ten days old, from a member of the public, who
mistakenly believed that the chick was being
dive-bombed by gulls Larus. On 18th July,
another chick 10-12 days old was found at the
site, with at least three pairs of Arctic Terns in
the immediate vicinity. It was decided to return
the original chick (chick A, which at the time
was thriving in captivity on a diet of tinned cat
food) to the area, alongside the second chick
(B), and the release took place on 24th July.
Almost immediately, chick A was fed by several
adult terns, and further observations revealed

that it was fed by a total of eight different adults
over a period of ten minutes. Chick B was also
fed by at least two adults at this time. Chick B
was seen flying on 29th July, when chick A was
at the point of fledging.

BWP (Vol. 4) states, under Arctic Tern, that
‘In several Spitsbergen colonies with only 1-2
surviving downy young, several adults appar-
ently tended them indiscriminately … This pre-
vented in older chicks by their voice recognition
of parents’. Our observations indicate clearly
that adults will tend young which are not
related to them. It is surprising that there
appeared to be an element of recognition, even
though chick A had been absent for eight days,
and that the latter was fed by adults almost to
the detriment of chick B.

Red Grouse chick eaten by sheep

Dr Niall H. K. Burton
British Trust for Ornithology, The Nunnery, Thetford, Norfolk IP24 2PU

In the late afternoon of 25th May 1997, on
Muggleswick Common, Co. Durham, I was
watching a female Red Grouse Lagopus lagopus
feeding with her eight small chicks. The moor is
both grazed by sheep and managed (by
burning) for grouse, and the brood was just one
of three, all less than a week old, which were
seen within a period of 30 minutes as they
foraged in the patchwork of heather
Calluna/Erica and close-cropped turf. A female
Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus, her two-
week-old chick and three sheep were also
feeding close by. The grouse became highly
visible as they moved on to the short turf, and
one of the sheep, having looked up, ran for-
wards, picked up a chick and ate it whole. The
alarmed female grouse quickly removed her
remaining chicks into the heather, but the sheep
was prevented from taking a second only by my
intervention.

Furness (1988a, 1988b) reported previous
instances of sheep eating live Arctic Tern Sterna
paradisaea and Arctic Skua Stercorarius para-
siticus chicks on Foula, Shetland, and Red Deer
Cervus elaphus eating live Manx Shearwater
Puffinus puffinus chicks on Rhum, Inner
Hebrides. In those cases, and in contrast to my
observation, only skeletal parts (heads, legs or

wings) of the chicks were eaten, and Furness
suggested that the behaviour was probably a
means of alleviating a mineral deficiency,
perhaps of calcium, in the mammals’ diet. On
both Foula and Rhum, calcium levels in the
vegetation are low.

The chewing of antlers and the bones of
dead animals is a somewhat more common
behaviour among ruminants, although Wallis-
DeVries (1996) stated that such osteophagy
occurs as a direct response to phosphorus defi-
ciency, since calcium deficiency is rare. Furness
(1988b) suggested that ruminants would eat live
chicks only in areas with both mineral-deficient
vegetation and high densities of ground-nesting
seabirds. As the above observation shows, the
behaviour may also occur on nutrient-poor
moorlands where there are high densities of
breeding grouse or waders (Charadriiformes).

References
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BWP (Vol. 4) gives the height of the nest hole of
the Green Woodpecker Picus viridis as 1-5 m
above the ground, while Gibbons et al. (1993)
suggested that holes occur at 2-6 m. Glue &
Boswell (1994), from an analysis of BTO nest
record cards, also found 2-6 m to be the typical
range, with extremes of 0.6 m and 15.2 m. In
spring 2000, two occupied holes were discov-
ered at Elmstone, Kent, just 400 m apart, one
higher and one lower than these extremes.

The first of these was in a Grey Poplar
Populus × canescens in a narrow strip of wood-
land adjoining an orchard. Its height was calcu-
lated by triangulation to be approximately 24
m, considerably higher than the previously
recorded maximum.

The other was within a commercial apple
orchard. The diameter of the hole was 5.8 cm,
and its base was only 36 cm from ground level.
The diameter of the trunk at the level of the
hole was 30 cm, and the height of the trunk to
the first branch, above which the stems were far
too narrow to contain a woodpecker hole, was
50 cm. Although a woodpecker was seen exca-
vating and, some weeks later, emerging from the
hole, the breeding attempt was thought to have
been unsuccessful since no young were heard.
In the following winter, the internal depth of
the cavity was measured with a wire and found
to be 28 cm. This is within the range of 20-107
cm (mean 38.1 cm) given by Glue & Boswell
(1994), but it indicates that the base of the
cavity was only about 8 cm above ground level.

The presence of Green and Great Spotted

Woodpecker Dendrocopos major nests in apple
trees on this farm is not unusual, although, with
the use of dwarfing rootstocks and pruning,
most trees are now no more than 3-4 m tall,
and therefore too small to be used for nesting.
Earlier methods of growing were such that
some varieties, especially culinary apples, were
up to 10 m tall and large enough for Great
Spotted Woodpeckers to excavate nest holes in
the branches, as well as the trunk. One
remaining large ‘Bramley’ apple tree, however,
has a Green Woodpecker nest hole at 1.6 m
which was excavated in 1997 and used again in
1998 and 2000. Glue & Boswell (1994)
described the re-use of nest chambers by all
three British woodpeckers as only occasional.

This part of east Kent has few woodlands
and a paucity of large trees. The use by wood-
peckers of nest sites which may be regarded as
suboptimal elsewhere is not unexpected, espe-
cially since, in the case of the Green Wood-
pecker, local populations are larger than they
have been at any time since at least 1962.

We are grateful to David Glue, Norman
McCanch and Don Taylor for help with the
preparation of this note.
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High and low Green Woodpecker nest holes

Alastair J. K. Henderson and Andrew C. B. Henderson
Island Farm, Garthorpe, Scunthorpe, Lincolnshire DN17 4AB

EDITORIAL COMMENT David A. Christie has commented: ‘Although most woodpeckers appear to
have a preferred height range for nesting, they are dependent on the presence of dead or dying wood
in which to excavate their holes and, as a consequence, are constrained by the availability of suitable
substrates within their home range. Nest holes are constructed in sites where the wood is sufficiently
soft. In the context of the authors’ final paragraph, the observations recorded here are an excellent
example of this.’

Great Spotted Woodpecker using a megaphone for drumming
On 8th April 2001, at Tweseldown racecourse,
Hampshire, I heard a Great Spotted Woodpecker
Dendrocopos major drumming close by. On
looking for it, I found that it was, in fact, farther
away than I had first thought. It was drumming on
the base of a metal loudspeaker, part of the race-

course public-address system. This comprised
three horns fixed to a pole and arranged in a fan
covering about 150 degrees. The woodpecker was
standing horizontally on the base of the middle
horn and drumming on the metal surface. Even
more surprising than the choice of the metal sub-
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John Eyre
3 Dunmow Hill, Fleet, Hampshire GU51 3AN

EDITORIAL COMMENT David A Christie has commented as follows: ‘Several woodpecker species,
and particularly the Great Spotted Woodpecker, use a variety of artificial substrates on which to
drum. Metal surfaces are, in fact, utilised quite frequently for this purpose, the resultant sound being
at times extraordinarily loud. While it seems unlikely that the individual described here had ‘pur-
posely’ selected the horn that was directed at the other woodpecker, the effect was nevertheless
clearly impressive.’

L. P. Alder
31 Hopton Road, Upper Cam, Dursley, Gloucestershire GL11 5PD

EDITORIAL COMMENT Since Yellow Wagtails often perch on or in bushes, and occasionally take
berries and seeds in their winter quarters (BWP Vol. 5), this is perhaps not wholly unexpected, but
the observation is still worth publishing, and documents a food item not recorded in BWP.

Yellow Wagtail feeding on berries of Elder

strate was the fact that the bird had chosen the
horn that was pointing directly at another Great
Spotted Woodpecker, probably a rival male. The

latter was on a tree about 100 m away, and was
making a rather dull wooden response to the
vibrant, amplified drumrolls from the megaphone.

On 29th September 1992, at the Wildfowl & Wet-
lands Trust reserve, Slimbridge, Gloucestershire, I
watched a number of small passerines feeding in
a large, well-grown hedge along the West Finger.
Eventually, the group reached a large, fruiting
Elder Sambucus nigra, and a male Reed Bunting
Emberiza schoeniclus perched on top of this and

proceeded to feed on the berries. Almost immedi-
ately, a juvenile Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava,
one of a small group of this species feeding in a
nearby flash, flew into the centre of the Elder,
rather than perching on the top. After a few
minutes, it returned to the flash, having eaten
only berries and no insects while in the Elder tree.

Chris Sharpe
Manx Bird Atlas, Greenbank, 33 Mines Road, Laxey, Isle of Man

EDITORIAL COMMENT As the author points out, such nest sites are not unusual for this species.
In this case, the very long periods during which the vehicle must have been absent, and the behav-
iour of the female during those periods, are of interest. Perhaps even more remarkable are the
instances of House Martins Delichon urbica nesting on ferry boats in Scandinavia and the English
Channel (Brit. Birds 76: 232-233; 78: 148-149); one of the ships made a regular nine-hour round trip
of 240 km.

Pied Wagtail nesting in regularly used vehicle
On 17th June 1998, staff at ‘Manx Bird Atlas’
received news of a pair of Pied Wagtails
Motacilla alba which had built a nest in the
engine of a Land Rover. The use of such unusual
nest sites by this species is not uncommon, and
nests on boats and motor cars in daily use have
been recorded before (see e.g. Brit. Birds 55: 464-
465; 60: 486; 64: 544-545). In this particular
instance, the vehicle was used daily, sometimes
travelling up to 22 km on an individual journey.

The owners of the vehicle first became suspi-
cious after they had, on several occasions,
observed the wagtail beneath the parked vehicle
and jumping up on to the engine block. When

the vehicle was driven away, the female
remained close to the area where it was usually
parked, often patrolling a nearby wall in a
nervous manner. After noticing this routine
several times, the owners looked under the
bonnet and found a nest with four eggs between
the radiator and the front grill.

An attempt was made to relocate the nest on
to a shelter under the vehicle, but the female did
not accept this and the nest was replaced. The
female continued to incubate the eggs, which
hatched on 25th June, after which the owners
ceased using the Landrover. Four young fledged
successfully on 7th July.
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In April 2001, I noticed a freshly dead Hedge
Accentor Prunella modularis lying on the patio
outside my home in Maidenhead, Berkshire. At
the same time, several tits Parus and Green-
finches Carduelis chloris were foraging at the
nearby seed and nut feeders. One of the Blue
Tits P. caeruleus suddenly flew down to the
corpse and began to peck around the neck and

face, jabbing its bill under the feathers. This
behaviour continued for about a minute, before
the tit returned to a hanging nut feeder. Later, I
examined the dead Hedge Accentor and could
find no significant damage to its skin, sug-
gesting that the tit had been taking parasites
rather than trying to eat the flesh or the eyes.

At about 18.00 hours on 14th May 1998, at West
Bagborough, Somerset, I happened to surprise a
male Blackbird Turdus merula which was
feeding young in a nest on a ledge high in the
porch of my cottage. The four young were five
or six days old. I stood still while looking up at
the nest as I was about to open my front door.
Suddenly, the Blackbird flew down to land on
the ground, where it collapsed about a metre
from my feet. Its feathers were raised, and it
remained in the same position for at least a
minute, after which it very gradually stood up

and then, when fully alert, flew off. No call was
given. Subsequently, I watched both parents
continuing to feed the young, which eventually
fledged successfully.

BWP (Vol. 5) notes that female Blackbirds
with young in the nest may give distraction-lure
displays, by running to and fro while in a
crouched posture. I could not, however, find
any mention of male Blackbirds attempting to
distract while remaining collapsed on the
ground, as described above.

Unusual form of distraction display by male Blackbird

Dr A. P. Radford
Crossways Cottage, West Bagborough, Taunton, Somerset TA4 3EG

Colin Humphrey
20 Oldacres, Maidenhead, Berkshire SL6 1XJ

Blue Tit pecking at Hedge Accentor corpse

EDITORIAL COMMENT Members of the Notes Panel commented that this behaviour resembles
‘death-feigning’, which is usually an extreme response to a predator. It is perhaps surprising that it is
not more regularly documented for such a common species. In this case, it is also strange that the
male Blackbird had not become accustomed to the occupants of the house passing below the nest.

EDITORIAL COMMENT The Blue Tit was most probably taking parasites; mites are recorded in the
diet of tits (BWP Vol. 7).


	Notes
	Grey Heron preying on Rabbit and Common Kingfisher
	Grey Heron eating Rabbit
	Purple Heron following the plough
	Raptors perching in close proximity
	Hobbies feeding on the ground
	Red Grouse chick eaten by sheep
	References
	Arctic Tern chicks being fed by several adults
	High and low Green Woodpecker nest holes
	References
	Great Spotted Woodpecker using a megaphone for drumming
	Yellow Wagtail feeding on berries of Elder
	Pied Wagtail nesting in regularly used vehicle
	Unusual form of distraction display by male Blackbird
	Blue Tit pecking at Hedge Accentor corpse




