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I was crossing Ramsey Island Sound, Pem-
brokeshire, on the afternoon of 4th July 2002,
when I noticed several Great Black-backed
Gulls Larus marinus and Herring Gulls L. argen-
tatus soaring in a thermal which was drifting
eastwards across the Sound. These birds were
circling clockwise about 100 m above the sea
surface. An adult Northern Gannet Morus bas-
sanus approached at a low height from the
north and joined the thermal at low level. The
gannet extended its wings fully and began to
orbit clockwise on stiff wings. It achieved a rate
of climb in excess of the gulls and soon climbed
above them, without any flapping action. The
gannet’s rate of climb was impressive. In fact, it
looked remarkably like a modern, high-perfor-
mance sailplane as it gained height to about 

200 m before leaving the thermal, partially
closing its wings and departing southwards
(towards Grassholm?) at high speed.

The surface wind was a light westerly and the
air temperature was 21°C. The air mass was
unstable, with active thermals and fair-weather
cumulus clouds forming over the mainland.
Nelson (1978) mentions gannets using slope
soaring, dynamic soaring and soaring in
standing waves, while del Hoyo et al. (1992)
refer to gannets dynamic soaring; but neither
mention gannets soaring in thermals.
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Notes
Northern Gannet thermalling

White Pelican taking Feral Pigeon

John Stewart-Smith
Mathry Hill House, Mathry, Pembrokeshire SA62 5HB

Egg weight and growth of nestling Merlins in Dumfries & Galloway

Alan Gibson
40 The Avenue, Muswell Hill, London N10 2QL

‘A wonderful bird is the pelican – its beak can
hold more than its belly can’. This ditty
appeared to be true on 7th October 2002 in St
James’s Park, London. One of the Park’s White
Pelicans Pelecanus onocrotalus had caught a
Feral Pigeon Columba livia and was having
trouble swallowing it. Several times the pigeon
seemed to be safely in the pelican’s gullet only

to re-emerge in its pouch still alive, and another
attempt was made to swallow it. On a number
of occasions the pelican dunked the pigeon, still
in its pouch, in the lake. Whether this was an
attempt to drown it, or to wet the plumage to
make it easier to swallow was not clear. The
meal took more than ten minutes to consume.
BWP mentions only fish as food.

There are few published data on the growth of
nestling Merlins Falco columbarius in the wild,
apart from one study in Orkney (Picozzi 1983),
and another, of the race F. c. richardsonii, in
urban Canada (Sodhi 1992). Between 1971 and
1977, seven broods comprising a total of 28
nestling Merlins from ground nests were
weighed regularly in Galloway, Dumfries & Gal-
loway. Six of the broods (24 nestlings) survived
to fledging, but one brood was predated, prob-
ably by an Adder Vipera berus (Shaw 1994).

Eggs were weighed when newly laid, and

again three weeks after incubation started; all
the eggs hatched. One brood of four nestlings
was weighed just after hatching, when the
young were in the first 24 hours of life and were
therefore of known age. Five other broods were
first weighed when the young were 1-3 days old
(estimated by backdating, using other nestlings
of known age as a reference), and all young
were weighed at intervals of 6-7 days thereafter.
All were individually marked using coloured
pens until they were ringed. In 1973 and 1974,
the outermost (tenth) primary of nine nestlings
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female’s body mass (212 g).
A clutch of four eggs
would therefore weigh
about 88 g on average, or
about 42% of the female’s
body mass. The heaviest
clutch of five fresh eggs in
this study was 115 g (54%
of the female’s body
mass), while the lightest
clutch (of five eggs) was
103 g (49%). The mean
weight of 13 eggs incu-
bated for three weeks was
18.3 g (SD ±0.72), an
average loss of 3.7 g per
egg during incubation.

Nestling weights
All the nestlings grew
quickly, with mean mass
of 13. 7 g (±2.06) at 1-2
days old, 72.7 g (±11.4) at
7-8 days old, 184.1 g
(+24.0) at 15-16 days old,
and 226.8 g (±20.7) at 21-
22 days old (table 1, fig.
1). Few nestlings were
weighed after 23 days,
since they are prone to
fledge prematurely at this
age. Two were, however,
weighed after their first
flight, at 25-26 days old;
their post-fledging
weights were 186 g and
214 g, within the range of
adult males and females
respectively.

Fig. 2 shows the weight
and wing length (WCL)
of a brood of five
nestlings in 1973. This
indicates that there is a
clear distinction between

male and female nestlings at 23 days old, in
both wing and weight measurements, and sug-
gests that the three chicks with the longest wing
length and highest mass at that age can be sexed
accurately as females, while the two with the
shortest wing and the lowest mass were males.
Similar results were obtained in 1974.

Craighead & Craighead (1940) considered
that it was possible to sex nestlings by body-
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Fig. 1. Mean weights of nestling Merlins Falco columbarius in Galloway,
Dumfries & Galloway, 1971-77 (see also table 1).

Fig. 2. Weight and wing length of a brood of five nestling Merlins Falco
columbarius in Galloway, Dumfries & Galloway, 1973.There is a clear 

distinction between males and females by the age of 23 days: the three 
nestlings with the highest mass and longest wing length are females.

2b.Wing length 
(WCL – see text).

was measured. To derive wing-chord length
(WCL), 30 mm was added to the measurement
of P10 (growing feather plus sheath). Weights of
adults were taken from BWP.

Egg weight
The mean weight of 20 freshly laid eggs was 
22 g (range 20.0-23.5g, SD ±1.09); each egg
thus constitutes about 10% of an average
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weight and size of feet at 5-6 days old. The sex
of nestlings in this study could not, however, be
determined by weight alone at an early age. In
fact, some lighter nestlings gained weight faster
to overtake siblings which had been heavier ini-
tially. The average mass for males at 17 days was
180 g in Orkney and 192 g in urban Canada,
and for females 230 g and 250 g respectively
(Picozzi 1983; Sodhi 1992). In this study, the
average mass at 17 days was 193 g for males and
225 g for females, and therefore comparable
with the results in Orkney and Canada. Conse-
quently, the sex of nestling Merlins in Dumfries
& Galloway was estimated fairly accurately

using Sodhi’s equation of (WCL +
22.482)/8.568. Although this equation was
derived from a population of a different sub-
species, it would appear that it can be used to
assess the age and sex of nestling Merlins accu-
rately in other parts of their range.
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Table 1. Mean weights of nestling Merlins Falco columbarius in Galloway, Dumfries & Galloway,
1971-77 (see also fig. 1).

Age (days) Sample size Mean weight (g) Range Standard deviation

1-2 6 13.7 11-16 2.1

3-4 11 26.2 19-34 4.7

5-6 7 46.3 37-50 5.6

7-8 6 72.7 57-90 11.4

9-10 11 97.1 81-140 16.9

11-12 3 130.7 127-136 3.9

13-14 7 154.4 135-168 12.8

15-16 9 184.1 139-221 24.1

17-18 8 179.5 165-234 29.8

19-20 5 213.4 203-231 10.8

21-22 9 226.8 187-272 30.7

23-24 4 217.8 189-234 17.3

25-26 4 216.3 186-260 27.2

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

Josef Chytil
Chairman, Czech Rarities Committee, Palava Biosphere Reserve, Namesti 32, CZ-692 01 Mikulov, Czech
Republic

Pair-hunting by large falcons
The recent notes on this topic (Brit. Birds 96:
39-43) made no specific mention of Saker
Falcons Falco cherrug, which prompts the fol-
lowing comment. Gorman (1998) described a
pair of Sakers hunting co-operatively in
Hungary, and pursuing species including Little
Egret Egretta garzetta, Avocet Recurvirostra
avosetta, Spotted Redshank Tringa erythropus,
Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus, Northern
Lapwing Vanellus vanellus, Feral Pigeon
Columba livia and Stock Dove C. oenas. I per-

sonally observed a pair of Sakers unsuccessfully
hunting the first four prey species on 9th
October 1997, at the Csaj-tó fishponds in
southeast Hungary. By contrast, the attacks on
the other three species reported by Gorman, in
different parts of Hungary, were successful.
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Recent notes concerning Black-headed Gulls
Larus ridibundus aerial-skimming (Brit. Birds
94: 437, 95: 392) made me recall somewhat
similar behaviour among a party of juvenile
Herring Gulls L. argentatus, on 22nd August
2000, at Portreath, Cornwall. Towards dusk,
about 100 Herring Gulls, including 20 juveniles,
were loafing near the shoreline. Three juveniles
were flying slowly into the light breeze, just
above the sea surface and within a few metres of
the shore, almost stalling, dropping to retrieve
objects, then walking out of the water and
placing them on the shore. At first I thought

they were feeding, but closer inspection
revealed that they were taking pebbles. Soon all
of the juveniles joined in the activity, perhaps
half of them at one time would either be taking
pebbles or chasing and harassing those carrying
them. Once a pebble was placed on the shore or
dislodged from the carrier’s bill, it would cease
to be of any interest. The adult gulls took no
interest in the activity at all, which continued
for at least 30 minutes. BWP briefly mentions
gulls picking up objects but gives no further
details.

EDITORIAL COMMENT Such play-like behaviour has been recorded before (e.g. Brit. Birds 45: 74),
and presumably involves young birds practising feeding.

Juvenile Herring Gulls picking up pebbles

Dick Bodily
27 Sycamore Road, Houghton Regis, Bedfordshire

Unusual food item of nestling Sandwich Tern

David Brewer
RR1, Puslinch, Ontario N0B 2J0, Canada

Fieldfares roosting in Heather

The food of the Sandwich Tern Sterna sandvi-
censis, both of the adult and that fed to chicks,
consists almost entirely of fish, with minor
quantities of aquatic invertebrates and, more
rarely, terrestrial arthropods such as beetles
(Coleoptera) and bush-crickets (Tettigoniidae)
(BWP). On 13th June 1965, while ringing terns
on Horse Island, Ardrossan, Ayrshire, I picked
up a well-grown Sandwich Tern chick, which
promptly regurgitated a much smaller – almost
newly hatched – Common Tern S. hirundo
nestling. The Common Tern chick had obvi-

ously been recently swallowed, since it was in
near-pristine condition. It was not possible to
determine whether it had been dead or alive
when swallowed – although it bore no signs of
injury – nor whether it had been fed to the
Sandwich Tern by a parent or had been eaten
unaided. At that time, however, the nesting
areas of the two species on Horse Island were
largely non-contiguous, suggesting that it may
have been brought to the nest site by an adult.
As far as I know, there are no other records of
Sandwich Tern taking warm-blooded prey.

In their discussion of roosting, Clement &
Hathway (2000, Thrushes) mention Fieldfares
Turdus pilaris ‘roosting on heather moors in the
Pennines of England… presumably where trees
were absent’, while on the same topic BWP
states ‘and once in heather’. It could be inferred
from this that roosting in Heather Calluna vul-
garis is rare or unusual, but this is not the case.

In the New Forest, Hampshire, during the
1970s and early 1980s, the northernmost heaths

were extensively covered with Heather and
clumps of Scots Pine Pinus sylvestris, and it was
common in late autumn and early winter to see
several hundred Fieldfares appear at dusk.
Although young pines were used by roosting
Fieldfares, most preferred areas of deep
Heather, which were sometimes shared with a
few Redwings T. iliacus. These observations are
not surprising, given that Witherby et al. (1938,
The Handbook of British Birds) record that



It is remarkable that both Red-billed Chough
Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax and Hen Harrier
Circus cyaneus nested successfully in west Corn-
wall in 2002 for the first time in the county for
many years. But since when? And, indeed, has
the Hen Harrier ever previously nested in Corn-
wall? 

Red-billed Choughs last bred in the county in
1957 (not 1952, as suggested in a recent issue of
the RSPB’s magazine Birds). This breeding
attempt is documented in the Cornwall Bird-
watching & Preservation Society’s Annual
Report of that year: young were ‘hatched on 31st
May, but within a week the adults lost interest,
suggesting they [the young] had perished’. The
last successful breeding was in 1947, when the
same report lists that ‘three pairs reared broods,
and a fourth pair bred, but results are not defi-
nitely known’. The solitary survivor of the
breeding population was last sighted at Stem
Cove, St Mawgan-in-Pydar, on 17th June 1973.

While it is possible that the Hen Harrier bred

in Cornwall before 2002, the evidence is highly
suspect. The claim is based on Prof. James
Clark’s notes (1906, Victoria County History of
Cornwall Vol. 1: 337; and also in the Zoologist of
1907) that it bred on ‘Goonhilly Downs till
about 1841’, querying the date in his general
account of breeding birds in his 1906 Introduc-
tion. Clark credits F. V. Hill of Helston for the
information, which he presumably obtained
from him personally. Clark came to Cornwall in
only 1899, and in his paper The Birds of Corn-
wall (1902, J. Royal Institution of Cornwall XV:
202) he says nothing about breeding except to
mention Montagu’s Harrier C. pygargus. In
1863, Hill published a Catalogue of Birds
observed in the Lizard Peninsula (in: Johns,
C. A., A Week at The Lizard), compiled with
‘much care and from authentic records’, which
states: ‘Hen Harrier (Circus cyaneus). Rather
rare – occasionally breeding on the borders of
Goonhilly Downs.’ No dates or other informa-
tion are given.

The Red-billed Chough and the Hen Harrier:
when did they last nest in Cornwall?
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Fieldfare ‘Roosts… largely on ground’, while
Gilbert White (in The Natural History of Sel-
borne, Letter XXVII, 22nd February 1770) noted

‘They are seen to come in flocks just before it is
dark, and to settle and nestle among the heath
on our forest.’

Pete Combridge
16 Green Close, Whiteparish, Salisbury SP5 2SB

Nigel Cleere
2 Hawthorn House, Roundfields, Upper Bucklebury, Berkshire RG7 6RQ

European Nuthatch foraging on brickwork
At 14.45 hours on 24th February 2002, I saw a
European Nuthatch Sitta europaea fly to and
alight upon the brickwork of a modern two-
storey building at Upper Bucklebury, Berkshire.
From about 1 m above ground, the bird worked
its way up the brickwork at the side of the prop-
erty, constantly moving its head in search of
food, and on several occasions it took a prey
item from the mortar between the bricks.
Nearing the top of the building, the bird flew
off and landed at the base of a small tree where
it resumed foraging.

In The Nuthatches (Matthysen 1998) and
BWP, it is stated that the European Nuthatch
takes most of its food from the trunks, branches

and twigs of trees, although both works also
mention prey being taken from the ground and
in the air. The only references to man-made
structures in the foraging behaviour of this
arboreal species concern its habit of hiding food
items in crevices in walls.

On a separate matter, it seems noteworthy
that neither of the above works mention this
species taking peanuts from suspended feeders,
a phenomenon which I assumed was extremely
well-known and something which I have wit-
nessed at countless sites in southern Britain
over the past 20 years (and see, for example,
Brit. Birds 95: 532).
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The inference is that Hill, who would have
only been ten years old in 1841, later relied on
the memory of country people for whom
names such as ‘kitt’ and ‘furze-kite’ could refer
to several similar species. ‘Moor Buzzard’
(Marsh Harrier C. aeruginosus) is equally likely
to have been used indiscriminately, accounting
for the supposed abundance of Marsh Harrier
in the early nineteenth century and its subse-
quent rarity in both Cornwall and Devon. Hill
did not mention Marsh Harrier, whereas, in
1808, Samuel James (published anonymously in
The Monthly Magazine XVII: 433), who lived on
the Lizard peninsula, called the Moor Buzzard
‘frequent’, without further comment or entries
for similar species.

Neither E. H. Rodd nor any other nineteenth-
century ornithologist in Cornwall noted
breeding Hen Harriers, only their occurrence in
autumn and winter. Moreover, Montagu’s Har-
riers did nest in various parts of Cornwall,
including the Lizard peninsula, though records
for the early part of the nineteenth century are
lacking, Hill only stating that it was ‘rare’.
Writing in the Zoologist of 12th September
1872, Rodd observed that ‘it is scarcely worth
noting specimens of this [Montagu’s] harrier in
the Land’s End district for their occurrence is
now quite frequent… They breed every year in
the Lizard district, where several have from time
to time been trapped.’

Subsequent nesting of Hen Harriers was
claimed by H. P. O. Cleave in the Zoologist of
1906, who claimed that he knew of two
(unnamed) sites where Hen Harriers bred. At
one of these, three young were reared in 1904,
and while two eggs were laid in May 1905, they
had disappeared by June. ‘The nest was a large
one, built in an oak-tree about 25 yards from
the ground. This species is supposed to nest on
the ground, but a local man said the large nest

in question was used by the harriers. I first
noticed these rare birds in November 1903,
again in 1904, and several times last summer
[1905]… There are only a few trees… and
about two acres of gorse and brake on the steep
side of a short valley about four miles from the
north coast.’ This must be the Cornish account
accepted in 1939 by Witherby et al. in The
Handbook of British Birds, among several
reports of nesting in England and Wales in the
previous 30 years. Since all harriers are ground-
nesters, the tree nest was most likely to have
been that of a Common Buzzard Buteo buteo.
Hen Harriers will, however, very occasionally
use trees.

Cleave was born and spent most of his life at
Trevanion, near Wadebridge. His sightings of
harriers in winter were probably of Hen, those
in summer were surely Montagu’s. Indeed, in
company with T. J. Willcocks of Tregorden,
Wadebridge, he located a Montagu’s Harrier on
St Breock Downs in 1922, where a successful
nest was found the following year. In fact, St
Breock Downs became the principal breeding
area for Montagu’s in the county during the fol-
lowing 25 years. Sites at Longstone, Music
Water and Blable lay only 6-8 km from the
north coast, the same distance from the sea as
Cleave’s unnamed locality in the early 1900s.

A similar situation to that in Cornwall arose
in Devon. Moor (1969, The Birds of Devon)
asserted that, of about 100 records of Hen Har-
riers since 1900, some of the summer sightings
‘could well refer to Montagu’s’, including one at
Welsford Moor, Hartland, on 11th July 1925, ‘as
the latter bred in this locality during the 1930s
and probably earlier’. The conclusion is that
Hen Harriers were less widespread nesters in
southwest England than is generally supposed,
and may never have nested in Cornwall during
the period for which harrier records exist.

R. D. Penhallurick
10 Treseder’s Gardens, Truro, Cornwall TR1 1TR
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