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Short Notes 

Restricted winter range of a Merlin in west Galloway 

It is stated in BWP (Vo!. 11) that male and 
possibly female Merlins Falco columbarius 
wintering in southern England may keep to 
restricted individual home ranges and show 
marked aggression towards other species 
there. No evidence for this behaviour was 
obtained from a study in west Galloway bet
ween 1965 and 1984 (Dickson, BB 81: 
269-274). However in 1984/85 I did observe 
a brown Merlin which was apparently 
occupying a small range on the study area 
during the winter. This behaviour has not 
been noted subsequently. 

The hunting range of c.30 ha lay about 
2 km from a small communal roost of 
Merlins to which this bird apparently return
ed at dusk. The range mainly comprised 
pasture with rough edges, rough pasture 
with rushes, and a stubble field. A flock of 
300+ Skylarks Alauda arvensis over
wintered in these fields, as did about 50 
Meadow Pipits Anthus pratensis, 100 Chaf
finches Fringilla coelebs and 100 Linnets 
Fringilla cannabina with other species such 
as Fieldfare Turdus pi/aris occasionally 
present. 

I made 32 visits on 22 dates between 23 
December 1984 and 17 March 1985 and the 
Merlin, probably an adult female from the 
grey sheen on the lower mantle and upper 
tail feathers, was present on every occasion. 
It was not seen after 17 March 1985. It 
usually remained on its range until dusk and 
was once present 25 minutes after sunset. 

Hunting flights were observed on 18 
dates (Table 1). The most common hunting 
method (33 occasions) involved low, fast 
flights of c. l00 m from a perch or the 
ground at flocks of passerines just as they 
flew up. If the first attempt failed, it would 
sometimes suddenly twist and attempt to 
catch another bird. After an. unsuccessful 
attack, the falcon would fly on for about 
100-150 m before landing. By that time the 
prey species, after circling, would also be 

preparing to land. The same hunting routine 
would then be repeated by the Merlin, 
sometimes soon after the earlier attempt. 

On seven occasions, it chased 
passerines which had been flushed by a Hen 
Harrier Circus cyaneus and twice both 
species chased the same bird, unsuccessfully. 
On six occasions it was seen to stoop at birds 
in flight and once, to approach Skylarks on 
foot. It was also watched jumping from a 
fence post to strike at prey in the grass, and 
flying up from the ground in an attempt to 
catch a Meadow Pipit flying overhead. It 
was once seen apparently caching partly
eaten prey. G. Page & D.F. Whitacre 
(Condor 77: 73-83) noted a Merlin caching 
prey on four occasions in winter, once retur
ning to eat it the next day. 

TABLE 1. Number and frequency (%) of attacks 
on si" prey species by a Merlin in west Galloway 
in winter 1984/85. 

Successful 
Species Attacks attacks 
attacked n \%) n 

Skylark 40 (81.6) 3-5 

Linnet 3 (6.1) 0 

Meadow Pipit 2 (4.1) 0 

Chaffinch 2 (4.1) 0 

Fieldfare 1 (2.0) 0 

Lapwing 1 (2.0) 0-1 

Totals 49 3-6 

The Merlin showed aggression to Hen 
Harriers on four occasions, Peregrines Falco 
peregrinus on three occasions and Sparrow
hawk Accipiter nisus once. It did not react 
to another Merlin flying across the fields 
once nor to Hen Harriers on 15 occasions, 
Peregrines on 10 occasions, Sparrowhawks 
on four occasions, 'Short-eared Owls Asio 
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flammeus once and Barn Owl Tyto alba 
once. Conversely, Hen Harriers were aggres
sive towards the Merlin on three occasions. 
Carrion Crows Corvus corone sometimes 
mobbed the Merlin as did a Common Gull 
Larus canus and two Lapwings Vanellus 
vanellus. Page & Whitacre saw a female 
Merlin chase other Merlins away from its 
hunting area on six occasons in California, 
but J. J. Craighead & F. C. Craighead (1969. 
Hawks, Owls & Wildlife. Dover, New York) 
considered that hawk winter ranges in 
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Michigan were undefended and conflicts 
there were exceptional. 

The reasons for a winter range being 
occupied by a Merlin in west Galloway on
ly in winter 1984/85 are unknown but the 
following factors may have contributed: 
January and February were exceptionally 
cold; prey was readily available and concen
trated in a fairly small area all winter 
(although this is not an exceptional occur
rence); the hunting area was close to a small 
communal roost. 

R. C. D;ckson. Lismore. New Luce. Newton Stewart DG8 OAJ 

Siskins breeding in birch 
Since publication of a short note on Siskin 
Carduelis spinus breeding in a Strathnaver 
birchwood (SB 14: 188), it has become 
apparent that this may be more established 
in the area than originally suspected, and 
therefore worth watching for elsewhere. 

After discovery of the original nest in 
1986, no attempt was made to find more . 
In 1987 the feeding station was kept 
supplied with nut bags as usual from April 
to July and an estimated minimum of six 
pairs visited them. From 1986 we noticed 
Siskins appearing more widely in the 
birch woods of lower Strathnaver over a 
distance of approximately 12 km, and by 
spring 1988 we were seeing them in all 
birchwoods visited there. 

In 1988 no nut bags were provided 
between early May and mid-June. On 17 
June a nest was located near the top of a 
7 m birch 30 m from the feeding station. 

The eggs hatched on 26 June, so nesting was 
initiated at a time when the birds could not 
have been dependent on the food. we 
provided. It also seems likely that more 
distant birds observed were outwith its 
influence. When the feeding station resumed 
operation on 15 June two males and one 
female were feeding on the nuts within an 
hour, and within 48 hours at least three 
males and six females had been seen. At the 
nest, the male fed green matter, which was 
clearly not peanuts, to the sitting female . 

Siskins usually nest in pinewoods. Our 
recent observations of Siskins in the 
Strathnaver birchwoods in spring, at the 
feeding station in April to July and of two 
nesting pairs suggest that several pairs are 
now resident and nesting in these woods, 
and that they feed opportunistically rather 
than depend upon the food we provide. 

G.G. & I.M. Bates. 105 Strathy Point. Strathy. Sutherland 

Gannets breeding on mainland Scotland 
Troup Head is located 14 km east of Banff 
on the southern side of the Moray Firth. The 
main colonies of breeding seabirds are 
spread along 4 km of seacJiff composed of 
metamorphic sandstone and congolomerate 
which rises to a height of c.110 m. 

The first reported sighting of pros
pecting Gannets Sula bassana was in 1986 
when birds were seen patrolling the cliffs. 
As far as we know nobody visited the site 
in 1987. On 9 May 1988 there were 24 
Gannets on the ledges. Both adult and sub-
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adult birds were present and some were 
apparently paired and occupying nests. On 
29 July four chicks, estimated to be five 
weeks old were seen. By 5 September all 
four chicks were well on the way to fledging, 
one had lost most of its down, the other 
three were still partially covered with down. 

Most of the Gannets occupied a single 
long ledge about 30 m above sea level, the 
remainder occupied smaller adjacent ledges. 
They may have displaced Guillemots Uria 
aalge because there is a dense Guillemot 
colony below the ledges and in early May 
Guillemots were present on the main ledge 
amongst the Gannets. The structure of the 
cliffs does not appear suitable for a sub
stantial increase in Gannet numbers in the 
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immediate vicinity because there are only a 
few broad ledges on the cliff and these are 
scattered. 

The only other colony of Gannets 
breeding on the British mainland is at 
Bempton in North Humberside. Here, too, 
Gannets have displaced Guillemots, and the 
colony is fragmented . All the other Scottish 
gannetries are on offshore islands, the three 
nearest to Troup Head being the long
established one at Bass Rock 175 km to the 
south, and to the north the Sule Stack 
colony 185 km away and the recently estab
lished Fair Isle colony 210 km distant. 

We would like to thank M. Tasker and S. Wanless 
for assistance with field work. 

J. Matthews and S. North, Nature Conservancy Council, 163 Mid Street, Keith. 

Red-necked Grebe breeding in Scotland 
On 12 June 1988, a pair of Red-necked 
Grebes Podiceps grisegana was seen 
courtship-displaying (calling with head
bobbing and preening) in a secluded bay on 
an inland Scottish water. A single bird had 
been present earlier. On 14 June one adult 
was sitting on a nest platform and from time 
to time it left the nest and dived for green 
weed which it added to the nest. The nest 
had originally been built by a pair of Great 
Crested Grebes Podiceps cristatus which 
hatched three young towards the end of 
May. 

Both Red-necked Grebes were nest
building on 18 June and at 1500 GMT next 
day there was one egg. At 0830 GMT the 
following morning the nest contained two 
eggs, one a fresh pale blue and the other 
stained which suggested that incubation had 
started. Everything appeared normal a week 
later on 26 June but when the nest was 
revisited on 30 June to determine the full 
clutch, it was empty. Only one adult was 
seen and it too had apparently left by 3 July. 

The nest was in one metre of water on 
branches of straggly goat willow Salix 
caprea backed by mature trees and reed 
canary grass Phalaris arundincea along the 

water's edge. Like the original Great Crested 
Grebe nest, it was constructed of amphibious 
bistort Polygonum amphibium and water
milfoil Myriophyllum sp. The nest was well 
concealed by the willow and appeared to be 
fairly safe from avian and most mammalian 
predators. However on 3 July a dead half
grown mink Mustela vison was found 200 
m away and in all probability mink were the 
cause of the nest failure. 

This appears to be the first breeding 
record for Scotland. It follows records of 
summering birds in the same general locality 
in recent years . In 1980 a pair built a nest 
but did not lay. At least a single bird has 
been present on the same water every year 
since then, but there was a pair in 1983 and 
a pair with a single bird in 1985. In both 
these years the pairs were seen courtship
displaying and may have attempted to nest 
although this was not proved. 

This record has been submitted to the Rare 
Breeding Birds Panel. For reasons of security the 
authors requested that their names be withheld 
from this note. Readers are reminded that a 
licence is required/rom the Nature Conservancy 
Council to visit the nests of Schedule J species. 
Ed. 
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Goosanders feeding on carrion 

Goosanders Mergus merganser are large, 
agile, predatory ducks that mainly feed by 
pursuing small fish which they eat whole. 
In Scotland the diet can be varied but in 
most situations is dominated by juvenile 
salmonids (Mills, D.H. 1962. Freshw. and 
Salm. Fish. Res. 29. HMSO, Edinburgh). 
From 96 stomachs Mills recorded 331 fish 
of which 71 % were juvenile salmon Salmo 
salar. The largest fish was a 31 cm pike Esox 
lucius which must have been near the upper 
limit for fish that could be consumed whole 
by Goosanders. The incident we describe 
below documents Goosanders eating a very 
large dead fish. 

On the 16 March 1988 two adult drake 
Goosanders were watched feeding on the 
carcase of a salmon as it floated down the 
River Ness beside Inverness. The fish was 
estimated from its size to weigh c. 3 kg and 
was red in colour. The river was in spate 
after heavy overnight rain and the incident 
occurred immediately above the upper limit 
of the tidal reach. Both ducks picked and 
tore flesh from the fish as it lay on the 
surface, and they dived to do likewise 
whenever it was submerged as it rolled in 
the current. 

About 10 Black-headed Gulls Larus 
ridibundus were attracted to the scene, Qut 
were kept away from the fish by the 
Goosanders which made threatening 
gestures whenever the gulls came within 
reach. The gulls did, however, pick up some 
scraps that were torn from the carcase by 
the ducks but which had dropped and 
floated downstream. 

Large numbers of adult salmon die in 
Scottish rivers but we can find no previous 
record of Goosanders eating them. The 
ducks may have been hungry if, for 
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example, live fish had been difficult to catch 
with the river in spate. Something similar 
might have occurred on the River Dee, 
Aberdeenshire. The stomachs of nine 
Goosanders shot there in late April 1987 
were examined : two, from drakes, 
contained very large salmonid vertebrae 
which, to judge from their size, came from 
salmon over 4 kg in weight; one, from an 
adult female, contained rabbit Oryctolagus 
cuniculus fur and large pieces of bone which 
could also have been taken along with flesh 
from a carcase in the river (M.l. Feltham 
pers. comm.). 

Similar behaviour has been recorded in 
North America. Common Mergansers M.m. 
americanus gorge themselves on frozen, 
rotten fish in spring when live fish are 
difficult to obtain (Bent A.C. 1962. Life 
Histories of North American Wildfowl. 
Dover, New York). Salmon carrion is also 
recorded being eaten in North America by 
Mallard Anas platyrhynchos, Green-winged 
Teal A. crecca corolinensis, American 
Goldeneye Bucephala clangula americana 
(Bent 1962), Blue-winged Teal A. discors, 
Bufflehead B. albeola (Taverner P.A. 1938. 
The Birds of Canada. National Museum of 
Canada, Ottowa) and American Pintail A . 
acuta (D.N. Weir pers. comm.). There are 
records for two Western Palearctic duck 
species, Ruddy Shelduck Tadorna 
ferruginea and Mallard eating carrion, and 
three species, Scaup Aythya mari/a, Long
tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis and Eider 
Somateria mollissima eating dead fish 
(BWP Vol. 1) but no previous reference to 
sawbills eating salmon carrion in Britain. 

We would like to thank M. Marquiss and D.N. 
Weir for comments on a draft of this note. 

Stuart Rae, U Hartington Road, Aberdeen AB1 GY8 
Keith Duncan, Institute of Terrestrial Ecology, Hill of Brathens, 

Banchory, Kincardineshire AB3 "BY. 
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The summer flocking of juvenile Starlings 

In his monograph of the Starling Sturnus 
vulgaris, c.J. Feare (1984. The Starling. 
OUP) mentions an ecological separation 
between adults and juveniles in July and 
August; flocks feeding in trees were mainly 
juveniles whilst adults predominated in 
flocks feeding in grass fields. This could be 
associated with the fact that the juveniles 
are much less efficient at taking animal prey 
on the ground (Stevens, J . 1985. Ibis 127: 
341-347). In central Scotland, I have noticed 
an even more dramatic segregation from 
June onwards when large flocks of juvenile 
Starlings, frequently unaccompanied by 
adults, appear on the upland grasslands 
often 10 km from major breeding areas. 
This phenomenon was not mentioned by 
Feare (l984) and, although probably 
familiar to many observers, there appears 
to be little mention of it in the literature. 
There is a statement in the Popular 
Handbook oJ British Birds that "As a rule 
it scarcely ascends above the limit of 
cultivation, though sometimes ranging up 
on to the high moors and pastures in 
autumn and winter", but this is misleading. 
The following note summarizes what 
published material I have traced and adds 
some detailed records of my own. 

E.V. Baxter and L.J . Rintoul (l953. 
The Birds oJ Scotland. Oliver & Boyd, 
London) write that "small flocks, mainly 
composed of young birds, may be seen as 
early as the first week of June, wandering 
irregularly about the country". There is very 
similar comment by T.A. Coward {l969. 
Birds oJ the British Isles and Their Eggs 
(Barnes Edition). Warne, London). In 
neither case is the point made that these 
flocks extend their feeding range to upland 
areas distant from breeding areas. V.M. 
Thorn (l986. Birds in Scotland. Poyser, 
Calton) notes that 7000 birds in a July roost 
in upland Peebles were almost entirely 
young birds . The formation of flocks of 
juveniles is certainly widespread since G. P . 
Dement'ev and N.A. Gladkov (1954. Birds 
oJ the Soviet Union Vol V. Israel Program 
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for Scientific Translations, Jerusalem) 
comment on it for several localities in 
European Russia. 

I have found three unambiguous 
reports of the movement of juvenile 
Starlings to hill regions . C. Oakes (l953. 
The Birds oJ Lancashire. Oliver & Boyd, 
London) reports "Large flocks feeding on 
the hills after the breeding season normally 
contain a high proportion of birds in 
juvenile plumage, and in some instances, so 
far as examination will allow, flocks of 
many hundreds consist wholly of juveniles" . 
B. Galloway and E.R. Meek (l983 . 
Northumberland's Birds Part 3. Natural 
History Society of Northumbria) note 
"From late June onwards gathering and 
roosts of locally bred birds develop, often 
in the uplands . On 13 July 1947, for 
example, a flock of some 10,000 was 
watched on a Cheviot hillside". Finally, 
M.E. Massey (Bird Study 25: 167-174) 
found that Starlings were non-breeding 
midsummer visitors to a Welsh moorland 
at over 366 m, with a peak of 3000 juveniles 
in one flock; he further noted that this 
phenomenon was common in upland areas 
in south Powys. 

My records are from various sites in the 
Ochil Hills, central Scotland. There are very 
extensive slopes at altitudes mainly between 
300 m and 600 m which are heavily grazed 
by sheep and hence the vegetation is 
predominantly grassy. Heather Cal/una 
vulgaris is limited to peat hags or to lower 
and flatter areas maintained for grouse 
shooting. The records in order of date 
through the summer are: 

15 June 1978.600 birds (850J0 juvenile) 
at c.300 m. 
24 June 1976. 50 at 250 m on rough 
grass. 
26 June 1978. 2000 at c.500 m. This 
was during a plague of antler moths 
Cerapteryx graminis which was also ex
ploited by hundreds of Rooks Corvus 
Jrugi/egus and Lesser Black-backed 
Gulls Larus Juscus. 
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11 July 1976. 450 juveniles at 540 m on 
mixed short and rough grass. 
14 July 1985. 300 juveniles at c.350 m. 

The exploitation of antler moth cater
pillars is a long-standing habit since H.S. 
Gladstone (1910. The Birds of Dum
friesshire. Witherby, London) noted that 
thousands of Starlings visited the 
pastureland at Eskdalemuir in June 1885 
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when an antler moth plague was at its 
height. 

In conclusion it seems that I) upland 
areas throughout Britain are visited in 
midsummer by Starlings that breed 
elsewhere, and 2) there is often a striking 
segregation of age classes with a great 
predominance of juvenile Starlings. This 
situation has not, so far as I am aware, been 
clearly reported for any other species of 
British passerine. 

C.I. Henty, Department of Psychology, University of Stirling, Stirling FK9 4LA. 

Male-biassed sex ratio in Pied Wagtails wintering in Highland Region 
Most of the Pied Wagtails Motacilla alba 
yarrellii which breed in the north of 
Scotland move south in autumn to spend the 
winter mainly in southern England (Davis, 
P. 1966. Bird Study 13: 147-162). However 
some, perhaps no more than a few hundred, 
spend the whole of the non-breeding season 
in Highland Region (Lack, P. 1986. The 
Atlas of Wintering Birds in Britain and 
Ireland. Poyser, Calton). We describe here 
evidence that these locally overwintering 
birds are predominantly males and probably 
mainly adults. 

We sexed Pied Wagtails in the field by 
the coloration of the back, males being 
either black or black with some dark grey, 
while females are grey or grey with some 
dark grey. The sexes of the birds we have 
seen in Highland Region between November 
and February in 1983-88 are summarized in 
Table 1. In Caithness all those we were able 
to sex were males, though the sample was 
small. It is difficult to assess the age of Pied 
Wagtails in the field but those seen at close 
quarters which showed no contrast between 
the inner and outer greater coverts were 
taken to be adults (Svensson, L. 1984. 
Identification Guide to European Passerines, 
3rd edn., Stockholm). All the Caithness 
birds had uniformly dark backs and a 
generally clean-cut appearance and so most, 
if not all, were probably adults. 

The most detailed observations were 

made at a roost in Inverness at the Rose 
Street multi:storey car park in the town 
centre after the birds had entered for the 
night. Despite the rather poor illumination 
provided by the artificial lights all except the 
occasional individual which kept to the 
shadows could be sexed with confidence. 
Although some females were identified here 
most birds were males . From their generally 
clean-cut appearance we judged that many 
of the birds were adults, but could not 
always be certain. On 28 February 1987, 34 
individuals , about half those in the roost , 
were caught in a mist net. Of these 9 (26070) 
were first-year males, 15 (44070) were adult 
males, 3 (9070) were first-year females and 
7 (21070) were adult females, giving a male/ 
female ratio of 2.4: 1 and an adult/first-year 
ratio of 1.8: 1. The probability of the 
difference from a 1: I sex ratio occurring by 
chance was about 7070 for first year birds 
and for adult birds considered separately, 
and less than 2070 (highly significant statis
tically) for first year and adult birds 
combined (Binomial tests). Three further 
mist-netting sessions were carried out here 
in March and April 1988 by IRKM and 
A.D.K . Ramsey, and again males out
numbered females by about 2:1 (Table 1). 
Nine (26.5070) of the 34 individuals caught 
in 1987 were retrapped in 1988, indicating 
a high roost site fidelity between seasons. 

The sex ratio of Pied Wagtails in the 
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TABLE 1. Sex of Pied Wagtails wintering in Highland Region. 

Date Location 

CAITHNESS 

9 Feb 84 Dounreay 
19 Nov 85 
27 Nov 85 
29 Dec 85 Thurso 
4 jan 86 Scrabster 

27 Feb 86 Dou~reay 
9 jan/27 Feb 87 

INVERNESS 
29 Nov 86 Inverness 
21 Feb 87 
28 Feb 87 
11 Nov 87 Dalcross 
11 Nov 87 Inverness 
25 Nov 87 
16 Dec 87 
17 Dec 87 
19 Dec 87 
28 Dec 87 
25 jan 88 

7 Mar 88 
23 Mar 88 
7 Apr 88 

breeding season is approximately even and 
this is true also of those wintering, for 
instance, in Avon and Gloucestershire 
(R.M.S., unpublished). Overwintering in 
Highland Region by Pied Wagtails is 
presumably possible only in sites with access 
to a reasonably assured food supply and 
which avoid the worst extremes of the 
weather. The Winter Atlas shows the winter 
distribution in the Highlands to be mainly 
on low ground around the Moray and 
Beauly Firths. This is generally the mildest 
and most snow and ice-free part of the 

Sex Comments 

c! ~ 

1 
3 At roost 
4 At roost 
1 
1 
1 
1 

36 1 3 At roost 
50 15 At roost 
24 10 Caught at roost 
1 
1 
1 

10 3 At roost 
1 
1 

1 
30 15 Caught at roost 
24 12 Caught at roost 
11 2 Caught at roost 

Region. The advantages of remaining in 
Highland Region are presumably that a) the 
costs of migration to southern England are 
avoided, and b) there is ready access to the 
prime breeding sites either by holding 
territory on them throughout the winter or 
by returning to them sooner than birds 
which have overwintered further south. 

We thank National Car Parks for permission to 
catch birds on their property and Andrew Rarnsey 
for making available details of the birds mist· 
netted in 1988. 

lain R.K. Mackay, 3 lng/is Road, lnvergordon, Ross-shire IVl8 OIB. 
Robin M. Sellers, Rose Cottage, Ragnall Lane, Walkley Wood, Nailsworth, Glos GL6 ORU. 
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Desmond Nethersole-Thompson 1908-89 

Desmond Nethersole-Thompson died at 
Culrain on 2 March 1989, eight days short 
of 81 years. He was one of the most 
outstanding field ornithologists ever to work 
in Scotland. 

His ornithological achievements are 
best understood with some appreciation of 
his unusual character. A large man in height 
and stature, he instantly drew people's 
attention because of his expressive face, 
sharp eye, and rich oratorical voice. He was 
a romantic, a visionary, and a competitive 
trophy hunter, all traits characteristic of our 
best explorers. It is probably incidental that 
his exploratory field was ornithology. His 
drive and determination led him into helping 
fashion a restructured and illuminated new 
area of field ornithology where long-term 
observations of behaviour and good field 
craft were paramount. They also led him 
into an opinionated presence in society, 
often on the side of the underdog, and into 
two marriages, both of which helped sustain 
him in his work. He was an unusual man; 
in some ways a great one. 

A fiery temperament at times led him 
into controversy and breaking of social 
convention. Sometimes egotistical and 
impulsive, he did not always appreciate 
honestly held opinions that might differ 
from his purpose. Yet to most people he was 
warm-hearted and considerate. There was 
also a pensive, solitary side to him. He was 
even obsessive. He said you had to be to fmd 
many nests of Greenshank, Dotterel and 
Snow Bunting in Scotland, and I agree with 
him. These varied traits helped make it 
possible to meet the ornithological 
challenges that he set himself. Some 
individuals were hurt in the process but the 
wider world has benefited from his work. 

Of Irish descent but brought up in 
Lincolnshire, he was educated at St Paul's 
School and the London School of Econo
mics. The old naturalists and egg collectors 
influenced him greatly, and he became an 
egg collector too. He described his early nest 

hunting well in Chapter 1 of his book The 
Snow Bunting. 

On vacation in 1933 he went to Rothie
murchus, where he met Carrie of Whitewell, 
a skilled nest finder who had shown nests 
to Francis Jourdain. He also had his first, 
but not last, experience of being hounded 
by the local laird, who on this occasion 
ordered him to leave at once or be run out 
by every gamekeeper and policeman in 
Speyside! Fortunately for Highland ornit
hology this was no match for the Nethersole
Thompson determination. In his own good 
time he returned to his schoolmaster's job 
in England, but in April 1934 rejoined 
Carrie in her quest to find a Snow Bunting's 
nest. That summer they camped on the high 
tops, studying Snow Buntings, Dotterel and 
Ptarmigan. He decided to stay in Speyside 
with Carrie, fired by a desire to study the 
Highland birds, and the rarer they were the 
bigger the challenge. 

Their pioneering field work in the 1930s 
was done in isolation and without grants. 
They had no ready access to libraries or to 
discussion of their work with colleagues. 
Camping equipment and food were heavy. 
To continue the studies even in poverty, he 
had to sell some clutches to egg collectors 
in the 1930s. This illegal cropping was put 
to extra use by studying replacement 
clutches and their success. He openly wrote 
in his books that he had been an egg 
collector. In later decades, long after he had 
stopped taking eggs, many people type-cast 
him with this. Egg collecting had become 
unfashionable and a nuisance to serious 
study, but we should remember that fashions 
change and that many of today's ornit
hologists started by collecting eggs while 
schoolchildren. 

The first time I became aware of him 
was in The Handbook oJ British Birds. 
Much of it comprised plumage descriptions 
of museum specimens, but there were also 
notes of a very different sort on habitat, 
territorial and sexual display, calls, incub-
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Desmond Nethersole-Thompson (right) with Adam Watson recording a radio broadcast in Ardgay Wood 
in December 1982. Photograph courtesy of Chris Lowell. 

ation and fledging periods. Notes attributed 
to D .N .-Thompson excited me most. He 
was a pioneer in field ornithology. Admiring 
the field craft of the old naturalists and egg 
collectors, he also brought a restless ques
tioning of Nature, which was evident in such 
contemporaries as Frank Fraser Darling, 
David Lack and Julian Huxley. Sponsored 
by Huxley, he received a Leverhuhne Research 
Fellowship in 1940-42. Carrie Nethersole
Thompson and he wrote an innovative paper 
on "Egg-shell disposal by birds" (BB 35), 
and in 1943 on "Nest-site selection by birds" 
(BB 37). 

In 1942-47 he was an Irish volunteer to 
the British army and attained the rank of 
Captain. David Lack told me that during an 
exercise on difficult terrain in pitch darkness, 
Nethersole-Thompson was the only one who 

completed it on time and undetected. 
When a schoolboy in 1946 I went 

to Whitewell to see him, and also met 
Carrie and the family. We all shared a deep 
interest in the Cairngorms and their birds. 
He later wrote The Greenshank as a New 
Naturalist monograph (1951). Most of his 
work remained unpublished, however, as 
politics increasingly took up his time. 
After defeating the laird's wife as County 
Councillor for Rothiemurchus in 1945, he 
served on the council till 1964, was Labour 
Parliamentary candidate for Inverness-shire 
in 1950 and 1955, Chairman of Badenoch 
District Council in 1952-55, and Vice
President of the District Councils 
Association, Scotland, in 1957. 

By this time, he had given up egg 
collecting and in the early 19505 the RSPB 
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employed him as their warden in Speyside. 
Before the Cairngorms National Nature 
Reserve was formed in 1954, he specified in 
a far-sighted report (1952. Survey oJ the Birds 
oJ Rothiemurchus Forest and the Western 
Caimgorms. Unpubl. report to the RSPB 
and the Nature Conservancy) which parts of 
the high tops and forest were best for birds 
and should be given the strongest protection. 
He protested strongly when most of these 
parts were left out of the Reserve. His 
rebellion was disliked by the bird Estab
lishment, and between the early 1950s and 
early 1960s he was ostracised except by a few 
steadfast friends, of whom I was one. Later 
events have proved he was right about the 
Cairngorms, and his recommendations will 
be remembered when most of his critics on 
the issue are long forgotten. 

He started a second family in the late 
1950s in Sutherland, with Maimie. He 
readily acknowledged her influence in 
persuading him to quit politics and publish 
his past bird observations, and indeed the 
later publications would not have appeared 
without her unstinted assistance. He began 
a new study of Greenshanks in Sutherland, 
and the family helped with it. Three of them 
have since taken up ornithology profes
sionally. Major essays and many notes were 
contributed to David Bannerman for his 
volumes on The Birds oJ the British Isles 
(1953-63). After The Snow Bunting 
monograph (1966), the bird Establishment 
began to accept Desmond Nethersole
Thompson again. In 1967-82 he received 
NERC grants for writing up his past studies 
and for the new Greenshank research . 
Monographs appeared on The Dotterel 
(1973), Pine Crossbills (1975), and, with 
Mairnie Nethersole-Thompson, Greenshanks 
(1979) and Waders (1986). He wrote 
Highland Birds (1971), and combined with 
me on The Cairngorms, their Natural 
History and Scenery (1974). 

In the early 1960s, many Peregrine 
Falcon eggs were found broken in the nest. 
Organo-chlorine pesticides were implicated 
and at first it was thought that these 
chemicals had caused abnormal changes in 
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the birds' behaviour so that they deliberately 
broke their own eggs. In discussion with 
Derek Ratcliffe, Desmond proposed instead 
that the shells might have become thinner 
and unable to bear the birds' weight. He 
suggested that measurements of egg-shells 
in collections would show whether shells 
were thicker before the introduction of 
organo-chlorine pesticides. This key idea 
proved of great importance in demon
strating internationally how pesticides had 
affected predators. 

Nests, eggs and breeding behaviour 
fascinated him, and his publications show 
this clearly. He generally spent little time on 
what birds did outside the breeding season, 
but a notable exception was the early paper 
by Carrie and him on territorial behaviour 
and sexual display in Red Grouse (1939. BB 
32: 247-254). For studying behaviour, he 
firmly believed in "arsing", sitting in" one 
spot, immobile, for hours. "Legging" was 
a derogatory term he used for those who 
were so impatient and walked so fast that 
they found no nests and saw little of 
behaviour! Most times that I was with him 
in the field, he chose a spot with not a bird 
in sight or sound. We sat, often until cold 
and wet numbed us but then, nearly always, 
a bird appeared and did something that 
neither of us had seen before; his 
interpretations led to more observations, 
and we came off the hill elated. 

The Royal Society of Edinburgh 
awarded him their Neill Prize in 1977-79, 
"for his distinguished ornithological work 
in Scotland over the past thirty years", and 
in 1983 the University of Aberdeen gave him 
the degree of honorary DSc. The day before 
he died, he received news that he had been 
made an Honorary Fellow of the Royal 
Zoological Society of Scotland. 

Primarily a naturalist rather than a 
scientist, he had qualities which many 
scientific ornithologists lack - careful field 
craft, great persistence, excellent memory, 
and a belief that effective writing and 
speaking are much harder tasks than simply 
passing on information. Having written a 
book with him, I know he was better at 
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working hard and meeting deadlines than 
many scientists. 

Although he denounced the pompous 
and pretentious, he always gave time and 
encouragement to those who were not well 
known. Sometimes prickly and irascible, he 
was always contemptuous of spineless 
attitudes, often fumed about politicians and 
brash tourist developments, and reacted 
angrily to those who undervalued his 
contributions. In later life he remained an 
entertaining conversationalist with a 
pungent wit, and poked humorous sarcasm 
and nicknames when referring to others. 

He was a skilled communicator with 
people of all ages and walks of life, and also 
carried on much correspondence with ornit
hologists in many countries. An unusual 
characteristic was his ability, on seeing 
someone after a long absence, to pick up 
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and review the lines of discussion from the 
past. This recall was astonishing and 
warming. Another characteristic was the 
undivided attention he gave to anybody who 
was speaking to him. The conversation 
would usually turn to birds, and he then 
showed a deep interest, curiosity and 
enthusiasm. 

The main achievement for which 
Desmond Nethersole-Thompson has already 
been acclaimed is the completion of four 
detailed species rri'onographs based mainly 
on his own field observations and 
interpretations. Those who knew him well 
would consider no less important his 
influence and enthusiasm in stimulating and 
encouraging many younger naturalists. This 
will live on through his writings. 

Adam Watson 
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Items of Scottish Interest 
The papers and reports on birds in Scotland listed here deal mainly with status and distribu
tion. Papers in the widely available journals British Birds, Bird Study and Ringing and 
Migration are excluded. Most are available in the Waterston Library for reference. Items 
marked with an asterisk are available from the SOC Bird Bookshop post free to SOC members 
at the prices quoted . 

The librarian is glad to receive reprints or copies of papers on any aspect of ornithology 
or general natural history. 

Scientific papers 
Anderson, G .I., Morrison, A., Jones, M. & 

Wanless, S. 1988. Isle of May National 
Nature Reserve summer wardens' report 
for 1988. Nature Conservancy Council, SE 
Scotland Region (42 pp). Includes detailed 
seabird and wader counts. 

Anker-Nilssen, T., Hope-Jones, P. & Rostad, 
O .W. 1988. Age, sex and origins of auks 
killed in the Skagerrak oiling incident of 
January 1981. Seabird 11: 28-46. About 
55ClJo of the Razorbills were of the form 
islandica and were probably from Scotland, 
but possibly the Faeroes. 

Bain, C. & Bainbridge, I. 1988. A better future 
for our native pinewoods? RSPB Conser
vation Review 2: 50-53. 

Bell, M.V. 1988. Feeding behaviour of wintering 
Pink-footed and Greylag Geese in northeast 
Scotland. Wildfowl 39: 43-53 . A study 
covering nine winters. 

Bignal, E.M., Curtis, D.J . & Matthews, J.L. 
1988. Islay: Land types, bird habitats and 
nature conservation. Pt.!: Land use and 
birds on Islay. Nature Conservancy Coun
cil, CSD Report no. 809 (257 pp). 

Bourne, W.R.P. 1988. Herring GuU and Lesser 
Black-backed Gull nesting in Rosyth 
Dockyard. Sea Swallow 37: 65. 

Bryant, D.M. 1988. Lifetime reproductive success 
of House Martins. Pp. 173-188 in Repro
ductive Success: Studies of Individual 
Variation in Contrasting Breeding Systems 
Clutton-Brock, T.H. (Ed), Univ. Chicago 
Press. A study in the Central Region of 
Scotland. 

Cadbury, C.J . 1987. Moorland birds - Britain's 
international responsibilities. RSPB Con
servation Review 1: 59-64. 

Campbell, L.H., Bird, D.R., Suddaby, D. & 
Ellis, P.M. 1988. Breeding waders on croft 
and farmland in Shetland, 1987. Nature 
Conservancy Council, CSD Report no. 791 
(65 pp). A study by the RSPB. 

Campbell, L.H., Christer, W.G., Stenning, 
J.M., Davey, P.R. & Meek, E.R. 1988. 
Wetland and marginal moorland in 
Orkney. Nature Conservancy Council, 
CSD Report no. 891 (79 pp). A study by 
the RSPB. 

Davies, M. 1988. The importance of Britain's 
Twites. RSPB Conservation Review 2: 
91-94. Describes the two separate popula
tions of Twites in Britain, the Scotrtsh and 
Irish birds which move very little, and a 
population in the southern Pennines of 
England which winter in the Low Countries. 

Dennis, R.H . 1987. Boxes for Goldeneyes: a 
success story. RSPB Conservation Review I: 
85-87 . Describes their recolonisation of 
Scotland. 

Dennis, R.H. 1987. Osprey recolonisation. RSPB 
Conservation Review I : 88-90. The number 
of breeding pairs in Scotland increased from 
1 in 1954 to 43 in 1986. 

Dobson, R.H . 1988. The natural history of the 
Muck Islands, North Ebudes. Pt.5 Land
birds. Glasgow Nat. 21: 407-422. Seabirds 
and wildfowl were dealt with in Pt. 3 (1986). 

East, M. 1988. Crop selection, feeding skills and 
risks taken by adult and juvenile Rooks. Ibis 
130: 294-299. A study on agricultural land 
at Culterty Field Station, near Aberdeen. 

Ewins, P.1. & Kirk, D.A. 1988. The distribution 
of Shetland Black Guillemots outside the 
breeding season. Seabird 11 : 50-61. Most 
Shetland birds form moulting flocks in local 
inshore waters, but some Foula and Fair Isle 
birds move considerable distances. 

Fowler, lA. & Hodson, D. 1988. The Mallophaga 
of Leach's Petrels from North Rona, 
Scotland. Seabird 11 : 47-49. 

Galbraith, H . 1988. Effects of egg size and 
composition on the size, quality and sur
vival of Lapwing chicks. J. Zool. London 
214: 383-398. This paper and the three that 
follow were based on studies in the Carse 
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of Stirling, Scotland between 1984 and 
1986. 

Galbraith, H. 1988. Adaptation and constraint 
in the growth pattern of Lapwing chicks . 
J. Zool. London 215 : 537-548. 

Galbraith, H. 1988. Effects of agriculture on 
the breeding ecology of Lapwings. J. Appl. 
Ecol. 25: 487-503. 

Galbraith, H. 1989. The diet of Lapwing chicks 
on Scottish farmland. Ibis 131 : 80-84. 

Gibson, J .A. 1987. The 1985 census of Gannets 
on Ailsa Craig. Scott. Nat. 1987: 49-52. An 
annual census of Gannets on Ailsa Craig 
has been made by the author since 1950. 

Gibson, J .A. 1987. The 1986 census of Gannets 
on Ailsa Craig. Scott. Nat. 1987: 107-110. 

Harris, M.P. 1989. Variation in the correction 
factor used for converting counts of in
dividual Guillemots into breeding pairs. Ibis 
131 : 85-93. A study covering seven breeding 
seasons on the Isle of May. 

Kampp, K., Fox, A.D. & Stroud, A.D. 1988. 
Mortality and movements of the Greenland 
White-fronted Goose. Dansk Orn. Foren. 
Tidsskr. 82: 25-36. A study based on 
sightings of darvic-ringed birds, mainly on 
their wintering grounds in Islay, Scotland. 

Leaper, G.M., Webb, A., Benn, S., Prendergast, 
H.D.V. , Tasker, M.L. & Schofield, R. 
1988. Seabird studies around St Kilda, June 
1987. Nature Conservancy Council Report 
no. 804, Seabirds at Sea Team, Aberdeen 
(83 pp). 

Love, J .A. 1988. The reintroduction of the 
White-tailed Sea Eagle to Scotland 
1975-1987. Nature Conservancy Council, 
Peterborough (No. 12 in their Research and 
Survey in Nature Conservation series). 
£4.00· . 

McNish, W.J . 1987 (1989). Threave Wildfowl 
Refuge. Trans. Dumfriesshire and Gal/oway 
Nat. Hist. & Antiq. Soc. 62: 5-8 . Includes 
a list of birds seen on the Threave estate 
on the river Dee. 

Mayhew, P . & Houston, D. 1989. Feeding site 
selection by Wigeon in relation to water. 
Ibis 131 : 1-8. This was part of a study over 
three winters at Caerlaverock on the Solway 
Firth where up to 800 Wigeon regularly 
winter. 

Mearns, R. & Newton, I. 1988. Factors affecting 
breeding success of Peregrines in south 
Scotland. J. Anim. Ecol. 57: 903-916. Bas
ed on a 7-year study in southwest Scotland. 

Moss, R., Watson, A . & PaH, R. 1988. Mate 
choice by hen Red GroUse with an excess 
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of cocks - role of territory size and food 
Quality. Ibis 130: 545-552. A study in Kin
cardineshire, Scotland. 

Newton, I. 1988. Population regulation in 
Peregrines: an overview. Pp. 761-770 in 
Peregrine Falcon Populalions - their 
management and recovery by Tom J. Cade, 
James H. Enderson, Carl G. Thelander & 
Clayton M. White (Eds), Peregrine Fund 
Inc. 

Newton, I. & Mearns, R. 1988. Population 
ecology of Peregrines in south Scotland. 
Pp. 651-665 in Peregrine Falcon Popu/ations 
- their management and recovery, for 
details see Newton above. 

Newton, I. 1988. Age and reproduction in the 
Sparrowhawk. Pp. 201-219 in Reproductive 
success: studies of individual variation in 
contrasting breeding systems Clutton
Brock, T.H. (Ed), Univ. Chicago Press. 
Based on work in southwest Scotland. 

Ollason, J .C. & Dunnet, G.M. 1988. Variation 
in breeding success in Fulmars. Pp. 263-278 
in Reproductive success: studies of in
dividual variation in contrasting breeding 
systems Clutton-Brock, T.H. (Ed), Univ. 
Chicago Press. A study in Scotland. 

Owen, M., Black, J.M., Agger, M.K. & Campbell, 
C.R.G. 1987. The use of the Solway Firth 
by Barnacle Geese in relation to refuge 
establishment and increases in numbers. 
BioI. Conserv. 39: 63-81 . 

Parr, R. & Watson, A. 1988. Habitat preferences 
of Black Grouse on moorland-dominated 
ground in northeast Scotland. Ardea 76: 
175-180. 

Patterson, 1.1., Dunnet, G.M. & Goodbody, S.R. 
1988. Body weight and juvenile mortality 
in Rooks. J. Anim. Ecol. 57: 1041-1052. 
A study using baited traps from 1964 to 
1973 near Aberdeen . 

Ratcliffe, D.A. 1988. The Peregrine population 
of Great Britain and Ireland 1965-1985. Pp. 
147-157 in Peregrine Falcon Populations -
their management and recovery, for details 
see Newton above. 

Riddiford, N. & Silcocks, A.F. 1988. Fair Isle 
seabird monitoring scheme: report of third 
season's work. Nature Conservancy Council, 
CSD Report no. 879 (45 pp). 

Salmon, D.G. 1988. A late summer survey of 
Britain's wildfowl. Wildfowl 39: 155-163 . 
The results of a special extension of the na
tional wildfowl counts, in July and August 
1985. 
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Shepherd, K.B. 1988. Ornithological obser
vations made during visits to the Isle of 
Tiree, Argyll in February 1987 and spring 
1988. Nature Conservancy Council, CSD 
Report no. 856 (18 pp). 

Shepherd, K.B., Green, M., Knight, A.C. & 
Stroud D.A. 1988. The breeding birds of 
Tiree ~nd Coli in 1987188 with special 
emphasis on breeding waders. Nature Con
servancy Council, CSD Report no. 827 (105 
pp). 

Stowe, T.J. & Hudson, A.V. 1988. Corncrake 
studies in the Western Isles. RSPB Conser
vation Review 2: 38-42. A study of the Cor
ncrakes of the Uists using radio telemetry . 

Wanless, S. & Harris, M.P . 1988. The impor
tance of relative laying date on breeding 
success of the Guillemot. Ornis Scand. 19: 
205-211. A study on the Isle of May. 

Wanless, S., Harris, M.P . & Morris, J.A. 1988. 
The effect of radio-transmitters on the 
behaviour of Common Murres and Razor
bills during chick rearing. Condor 90: 
816-823. A study on the Isle of May. 

Wanless, S., Morris, J .A. & Harris, M.P. 1988. 
Post-chick-leaving behaviour of the Razor
bill as shown by radio-telemetry. Seabird 
11: 22-27 . 

Zonfrillo, B. 1988. The feather louse Halipeurus 
gravis gravis from a Sooty Shearwater in 
Scotland. Seabird 11 : 17-18. 

Multi-paper reports 
RSPB Conservation Review 1987. Cadbury, C.J. 

& Everett, M. (Eds) 1987. Royal Society for 
the Protection of Birds, Sandy (96 pp). 
£3.00· . Includes 19 special topics, mainly 
on the work of the Society. 

RSPB Conservation Review 1988. Cadbury, C.J . 
& Everett, M. (Eds) 1988. Royal Society for 
the Protection of Birds, Sandy (104 pp). 
£5.00·. Covers 21 special topics. 

Seabirds and Sandeels: Proceedings of a Seminar 
held in Lerwick, Shetland, 15·16 October 
1988. Heubeck, M. (Ed) 1989. Shetland 
Bird Club: 81 pp. Martin Heubeck and the 
Shetland Bird Club are congratulated on 
the speed with which these Proceedings 
have been published . The conference was 
held after the almost complete breeding 
failure of many species of seabird in 
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Shetland, especially Arctic Terns, Kit
tiwakes, Great Skuas and Arctic Skuas. 

Bird Reports 
Argyll Bird Report for 1987 and 1988. (c. 80 pp) 

C.A. Galbraith (Ed) 1989. c. £3 .50· . 
Arran Bird Report for 1987. (14 pp) Margaret 

Dunn (Ed) 1988. £1.00· . 
Borders Bird Report for 1987. (80 pp) R.D. 

Murray (Ed) 1988. £3 .00· . Includes a 
detailed 19 pp account of the 1987 census 
of sawbills and river birds in the basin of 
the river Tweed with nine distribution 
maps. 

Canna Bird Report for 1987 and 1988. (16 pp) 
R.L. Swann & A.D.K. Ramsay (Eds) 
1988· . 

Clyde Birds, incorporating the Clyde Bird 
Reportfor 1987. (90 pp) I. P . Gibson (Ed) 
1988. £3.00·. This new journal revives the 
earlier Clyde Area Bird Reports which 
covered 1973 to 1981, but now excludes 
Ayrshire, Arran and Bute. It inciudes 
special articles on the breeding wildfowl of 
Loch Lomond, and on a Sand Martin 
survey. Reports for 1982 to 1986 are in 
preparation. 

Fair Isle Bird Observatory Report for 1988. 
(74 pp) N. Riddiford (Ed) 1989. £3.00·. 

Fife and Kinross Bird Report for 1987. (40 pp) 
D. Dickson (Ed) 1988. £2.00· . 

Forth Islands bird counts in 1988. R.W.J. Smith 
1989. Edinburgh Nat. Hist. Soc. J. 26-27 . 

Moray and Nairn Bird Report/or 1987. (48 pp) 
M. Cook (Ed) 1988. £1.00·. Includes an ar
ticle on the large movements of Little Auks 
in Nov / Dec 1987. 

Northeast Scotland Bird Report for 1987. (59 pp) 
M.L. Tasker (Ed) 1988. £2.00· . Includes 
articles on coastal wintering shorebirds, and 
on wintering wildfowl at Loch of Skene. 

North Sea Bird Club Report for 1986. (87 pp) 
A. Anderson (Ed) 1988. £2.50·. Includes 
a 30-page systematic list of birds reported 
from 19 oil production platforms in the 
North Sea, and a report of an auk (pro
bably a Razorbill) swimming at a depth of 
140 m seen from a submersible. 

Scottish Bird Report for 1987. (55 pp) Angus 
Hogg (Ed) 1988. £3 .00· . 

W.G. Harper 
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