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SUPPLEl\1ENT TO p ART I l 

D ATA ON BREEDING I N T H E COUNT Y FOR 1930 

THE writer was u_nable to visit Somerset in the spring of 1930, 
but observa.t,ions were made by correspondent s at practically 
a ll the sites and counts of nests are available for most of them. 
Somerset was one of the three count ies in which t he mainte
nan ce of an annual census over a period of years was specially 
recommended in the British Bircls Heron Census Report, and 
it is hoped in future to arrange for the taking of regular annual 
counts at a.ll sites. T he 1930 data are as follows : 

SoMERTON. Ylr. R. Pretor-Pinney was un able to get an exact 
count, t he foliage being particularly dense, but considers t hat 
there were rather fewer occupied nests than in 1929. 

HALSWELL PARK. 33 occupied nests, 28 at the usual sit e and 5 
more, in which broods were reared, about 1,000 yds. to the west. 
Several trees in which nests were built in 1928 and 1929 were 
blown down during the severe gale in February, just when the 
birds were coming back, and this possibly caused some dis
turbance, though the fallen t imber was not removed or cut 
(Keeper William IJ.'homas). 

BANWELL. Total of occupied nests, May 24, probably not less than 
28, with possible maximum of 32. Nests with visible young or 
remains of egg-shells below, 21 ; nests (other than the precedin g) 
·with large a mount of droppings below, so presumably new, 2; 

1 PMt I appeared in the P roceedings, lxxv, pp. 61-90. 
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nests with some droppings below and probably occupied, but a 
little more doubtful, 9. A number of young had undoubtedly 
already flown (W.R. Taylor and F. R. W illcox). 

BROCKLEY. 17 occupied nests visible, June 1, all in ashes, but the 
oaks (which contained several n ests in 1928) were in full foliage 
and no nests could be seen in them (F. R. Willcox). 

FivEHEAD. Number of nests in mid-March approximately as in 
1928 and 1929, but heronry not visited after that date (Rev. 
C. J. Pring). 

ALLER's Woon, DULVERTON. Not more than 9 pairs bred (Dr . H. 
Oarnpbell Thomson). 

SHAPWICK. 16 nests occupied (S. Lewis). 
MARSTON PARK. 6 occupied nests (J. Snelgrove). 
ETSOME Woon. 10 occupied nests, May 30 (R. Pretor-P inney). 

An interesting and gratifying increase in this newly-established 
colony . 

EDINGTON. Deserted (S. Lewis). 
NEAR WILLITON. Three birds visited the site in the spring, but 

none bred. 
EXFORD. H erons did not breed in Court Copse ; one bird believed 

to have been shot (Rev. A. C. Carne). 

In addition to the above, particulars h ave been received of a 
curious case of an isolat e3d nest at a new site and of a small 
colony on E xmoor , which, somewhat astonishingly , has escaped 
notice up to the present year. Details of these follow: 

WITHYPOOL 

I am indebted to Mr. David B. Grubb for kindly informing 
me of the exist ence of a hitherto unrecorded small heronry in 
a wood on the Barle near W"it hypool. On May 29, 1930, he 
found t wo n est s in oaks about 50 y ds. apart a,nd each con
t aining two fully fledged young. A third nest a little higher up 
the slope was obviously n ew, but was empty and had certainly 
not had young reared in it. Only four old birds were in evi
den ce. L ater Mr. Grubb was able to ascertain that Herons had 
n ested in this locality for about ten years, usually two or t hree 
pairs. Unfortunately four birds are stated to have been killed 
not very long before Mr. Grubb's v isit, which would account for 
the empty nest. Tha t this well-established little colony, known 
to at least some of the local p eople for a decade, should have 
escaped notice for so long and not even h ave been brought to 
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light by the special enquiries made in connexion with the 1928 
Heron Census illustrates forcibly h ow difficult it is to m ake 
certain that no regula r breeding places have been missed even 
in a comparatively well-worked county. 

E AST H u "T SPILL 

Mr. F . H . L . Whish reports an extraordinary case of a H eron 's 
nest built in 1930 about 12 ft . up in a sm all apple-tree in an 
orchard in the parish of E ast Huntspill. It was a very badly 
made nest lined with fibre of sor ts, and when seen b y him con 
t ained three young, of which one was abou t h alf the size of the 
other two . This case was also investigated by Mr. Lewis . 

CORRI GENDA I N P ART I 

p. 72, l in e 22, for' l\'Iay 8 ' read' June 8 '. 
p . 79, Ice H ouse Cop se, Shapwick , under 'NUMBERS' add : ' 1928, 14 pairs 

(S. Lewis) '. 

PART II 

SOME ECOLOGICAL DATA AND GENERAL 

CONCLUSIONS 

The present section is m ainly devoted to a variety of matters 
bearing on t he ecology of the H eron in Somerset which it has 
seemed best t o treat independently of the accounts of the· actual 
heronries. Some of them are quite eviden t ly best t reated in 
this way, while others, such as, for example, the question of 
feeding grounds, migh t also have been dealt with quite appro
priat ely in connexion with the individual colonies. The advan
t ag es of treating corresponding da ta from the various breeding 
places collectively under a common heading are, h owever , 
obvious. Some of the facts dealt with have been stated inci
dentally in P art I , but n o ha rm will be done by the trifling 
amount of r epetit ion involved. 

Unfortunately this section cannot claim to constitute any
thing even remotely approaching a finished ecological study . 
R athe; it must be regarded as a kind of st ock-t aking of the 

V ol. LXXVI (F ourth Series, Vol. X VI), P art II. e 

• 
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rather disconnected and often incomplete data which have been 
accumulated up to date. Yet for the majority of British birds 
so little data of t his type is available in a systematized form 
that it has seemed worth while to publish it, if only as a founda
t ion on which it is hoped more may be built. Many of the 
subjects touched upon here have been dealt with in their wider 
aspect for Great Britain as a whole in the Report on the Brit ish 
Birds Census of Heronries .1 It should be remembered that 
what is said here is not always or necessarily of more than local 
applicability, the present study being concerned essentially 
·with the condit ions found in one particular county of south
western England. 

Before proceeding to rev iew the special local data it may be 
appropriate to p lace on record a few conclusions of a more 
general character which have impressed themselves on the writer, 
largely as the result of the experience gained in the 1928 census, 
which may not be without some practical v alue to others under
taking similar investigations. One is t hat, except when the 
young are well-grown, any normally cautious observer paying 
only one visit to any but the very smallest heronry and not 
carrying out intensive observations, will almost certainly under
estimate the number of pairs breeding. There are several 
reasons why this should be so . One of the chief is the astonish
ingly small and flimsy construction of some nests which are 
nevertheless occupied. Some of the smallest and flimsiest nest s 
seen in 1928, which n o one withou t direct proof to that effect 
would venture t o count as occupied, were found to be in use. 
Some which from appearances would h ave been regarded as, a t 
most , in an early stage of building or possibly only experimental 
constructions, were found on observation not only to be com
plete, but judging from the behaviour of t he owners, practically 

• certain to contain eggs. It is possible that such nests are 
added to during the course of incubation, but the fact remains 
that there may be actually eggs in a nest which no one on a 
mere inspection from below would venture to presum,_e to be in 
occupation. 

Again, there is great variability in the shyness ( or the reverse ) 

1 E. M. Nicholson, B1•itish B irds, =.-ii (1929), 334-372. 
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of individual birds. Some after being flushed return with great 
readiness, others only with hesitation after a long interval. The 
n est. of some of the shier individuals would often be presumed 
to be old or deserted but for prolonged observation. In som e 
case one may return again and again to a given nest and see no 
sign of the owner, and yet it may prove to be occupied all the 
time. Such differences are not merely fortuitous ; it might be 
supposed that on any occasion a certain number of the birds, 
once they were flushed , would go off to feed or stretch their 
wings, while others, having perhaps been off more recently, 
would be anxious to settle down again quickly, and that the 
individuals which remained away longer would be different on 
different occasions. It can, however , easily be shown by 
observation that the birds which come back quickly and those 
that take alarm easily and do not readily return a,re always the 
same. No doubt the differences are dependent in part on the 
state of incubation of the eggs, but there can be no doubt what
ever that they are also due in large m easure to real tempera
mental differences in the birds. 

Another factor which must not be overlooked in connexion • with census work is the relatively late date up to which new 
nests may go on being added. In consequence of this it is 
necessary to carry on observations until at least the latter part 
of April in order to be certain that the exact total of breeding 
pairs in any given colony has been ascertained. Fuller details 
in this connexion will be found on p. 76. 

With these preliminary considerations we may pass on to 
review the bionomical and ecological data available for our 
own county. 

FEEDING GROUN DS AND FORAGING RANGE 

The feeding grounds of the principal colonies can in all cases 
be easily indicated in a broad way and in a few instances can be 
defined with some precision, but systematic observations to 
determine accurately the feeding range of each of the regular 
heronries would be well worth undertaking by any observer 
with the requisite leisure. The facts at present available are 
tabulated below. 
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SOMERTON. The principal foraging area is Sedgemoor. The main 
feeding grounds according to Mr. Pretor-Pinney would be about 
five miles away from the heronry in a westerly direction and also 
on King's Moor, an offshoot of Sedgemoor to the south. Sedge
moor, however, is only the main part of a well-watered lowland 
tract extending almost uninterruptedly from Somerton to t he 
sea twenty miles away, and there is no definite evidence as to 
how far away over this area the birds may range for feeding 
purposes. 

fuLSWELL PARK. Chief feeding grounds are the lowlands to the 
east and north, from about three miles distance upwards, and no 
doubt also the Vale of Taunton. The most distant feeding ground 
is proba bly the Bristol Channel coast at about eight miles. 
Further precise observations lacking. 

'.BANWELL. The feeding grounds are the lowlands on both sides of 
the Mendips from under a quarter of a mile distant to the Bristol 
Channel shore five or six miles away. The birds may range 
farther, but on this point there is no definite evidence; probably 
they do not habitua lly go much farther, since the above area 
provides plenty of food close at hand. 

BROCKLEY. The main feeding grounds are t he neighbouring marshy 
lowlands from about a quarter of a mi.le distan t to the Bristol 
Channel coast (5½ miles) and Blagdon Reservoir (4½ miles) . Birds 
may be observed comj11g in from both directions, as was also 
reported to the Heron Census by Mr. T etley. Barrow Reservoirn 
(4 miles) are also visited, but according to my experience not to 
any marked extent. 

FrvEHEAD. Chief feeding ground West Sedgemoor, from imme
diately below the heronry onwards. Some are also believed to 
go to Curry Moor (c. 3 miles) and to AIJer Moor, near Langport 
(c. 4 rniles) (Rev . C . J. Pring). 

ALLER's Woon. Chief source of food supply is the Exmoor streams 
from under a quarter of a mile distant upwards, also an old pond 
in Pixton Park (also under a quarter of a mile) (F. Goss). How 
far away the birds range is uncertain, but Herons may be com
monly seen on the coast at Dunster, t welve miles away. Half 
a dozen or so may be observed at times, which is more than can 
be accounted for by t he odd pair or two that breed near Dunster 
in some years, and unless they are non-breeding birds t hey must 
come from Dulverton or from ,-vithypool, which is practically as 
far. 

SHAPWICK. H ere the hcr:onry is actually in the feeding territory, 
namely the mid-Somerset Peat Moors, but there is no evidence 
as to how far away the birds range. 

MARSTON PARK. One of the feeding places is the lake only a few 
hundred yards away. Birds seen at Mells (41 miles) are also 
proba bly from here, and l\fr. Snelgrove informs me that they also 
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spend a good deal of their time around the Duke of Somerset's 
fishing pond at Witham and can be seen passing to and fro. 
These waters and the streams of the district are evidently the 
main sources of food supply. 

Summarizing, it may be said that the Somerset heronries are 
all either in or very close to the feeding territories . It is some
times a sserted, not without some grounds, that Herons tend to 
avoid feeding in the immediate vicinity of the breeding place, 
even when food is available.1 In the case of some of the colonies 
now under considerat ion- e.g. Brackley, Aller 's Wood, Marston, 
etc., there is ample observational evidence that the birds get a 
good deal of their food quite close at hand (i.e. to within a 
quarter of a mile), though at any rate in the first case it is well 
established that equally or more important feeding grounds 
exist several miles away. So far as the evidence goes an average 
range of the order of about five miles from t he heronry seems to 
be most usual, but in the case of the Exmoor birds there is good 
circumstantial evidence of a range up to twelve miles. 

FOOD 

At all the colonies foraging in the lowlands of Central and 
North Somerset eels, frogs, and voles seem to bulk largely in 
the diet. It is not al ways realized how very largely Water Voles 
(Arvicola amphibius) are eaten by Herons. The quantity which 
must be destroyed is amazing, a large propor t ion of pellets often 
consisting almost exclusively of fur of this animal. Out of 
thirty-one p ellets from Brackley carefully analysed by Mr. L. A. 
H awkins twenty-four contained rem ains of Water Voles, while 
about a dozen pellets sent me from Halswell by Keeper W. 
Thomas yielded practically nothing else, except a few elytra 
and other fragments of water-beetles. No doubt fi sh bones are 
very largely digested, while fur is not, which will have the effect 

1 In this connexion i t is of in terest to note tha t the late Sir J . F. F. Horner 
informed \Viglesworth, in a letter now in m y p ossession, that b efore the H erons 
t,ook to breeding a t Mells they were commonly to be seen fi shing in th e lake 
there and tha t t h is was also the case a fter they abandoned the place as a 
breeding s ite, but that while they bred there t hey were rarely seen a t th e la ke , 
go ing clear away to feed . 
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of causing the castings to give a som ewhat exaggerated im
pression of the extent to which small mammals bulk in the diet, 
yet even so it is evident that the latter must be a very favourite 
article of food. 

At Somerton Mr. Pretor-Pinney gives •' eels, frogs, and water
ra,t s ' 1 as the staple diet and has observed a whole Water Vole 
disgorged by a bird at the heronry, while at Shapwick Mr. 
Lewis notes 'eels, frogs, toads and rats ' . The same observer 
has twice seen a Heron on the P eat Moors swallow a Grass-Snake 
(Brit. Birds, xxii, 1928, p. 65 ; and xxiii, 1929, p. 38) , so that 
apparently this habit is not unusu al in that district. At 
Brockley, Banwell and H alswell Park it is apparent from the 
feeding range of the birds that small sea fish, molluscs, and 
other m arine organism s must enter into the diet to som e extent. 
At the first-named colony Mr. H . Tetley states that many 
remains of trout, presumably from Blagdon, can be found on 
the ground when the young are fairly large, but Mr . H awkins 
found fish remains almost completely absent from pellets 
collected there in April and May. Mr. Hawkins's data are much 
the most complete for any heronry in the county and are given 
in full in the accompanying table, but it may be convenient also 
to sum up the result s here in a few lines. The figures refer to 
the number of p ellets in which remains occur. 2 

Water -Vole, 24 (1 whole hind-quarters, 8 fur only, 1 fur, claws and 
teeth, 12 fur and claws, 2 fur and teeth) ·; Colymbetes fuscus, 14 ; 
Dytisciclae, 10 ( + 3 ?) ; Hydrophilus piceus, 1 ; Cercyon, 1 ; 
Geotrupes (1), 1 ; other Coleoptera remains, 5; Notonecta, 9; 
Dragonfly, 1 ; other insect remains, 5 ; a caddis case, 1 ; P yra
midula rotundata (land snail) , l ; part of fish about 6 in. long, 1. 
Fur, teeth and bones of a Long-tailed Field-Mouse (Apodemus 
sylvaticus) were found in one pellet, the attribution of which to a 
Heron was not , however, quite certain. 

At Dulverton also trout a re u ndoubtedly eaten to a con
siderable extent and are considered by Mr. F. Goss to constitute 
the main food, but frogs, voles, etc., are also taken freely and 
t he saine observer states that two or three birds can always b e 

1 The terms' ,'later Rat ' a nd ' W ater V ole' are, of course, synon ymous. 
2 In the Heron Census R eport (loc. cit., p . 344) minor slips in t he nwnbers 

h ave been m ade in on e or t wo cases. 



The H eron in Somerset 71 

MR. L. A. HAWKINS'S ANALYSIS OF PELLETS FROM BROCKLEY 

,·ege- 1 Other remains , No. Date . Water Vole. Insects. tuble Weillht 

I 
1111,ttor. (grnins).I remarks, etc. 
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+I 
1 21.4.28 + - - + - - 249 
2 2 1.4.28. + + ' + ' + 2 + - 267 
3 23.4.28 + + - + - + 50 Sm!Llle1· beetle. 
4 23.4.28 + - + - - - + 245 Insects. 
5 23.4.28 + - - ;,I + ? - - 22 
6 23.4.28 + + - I + - - - ? Geotrul)es(Coleoptera). 
7 23.4.28 , + + - +?1 - - 77 
8 23.4.28 - - - + 3 + + 30 Cadclis cnse; beetle 

I olytron. 
9 5.5.28 1 - - - - -

I 
- - - Portion of a fisb !Lbout I 6 in. long. 

10 23.4.28 + - + - - - - 188 Elytron of Ge,· 011 
(Coleoptem) e.n'a' oth er 

I 
1 ron1ains of iusecta. 

11 23.4.28 I - - - + - + - - I Insecta. 
12 23.4.28 + + - - + + + 255 
13 23A.28 I + + - - - I + - 170 
14 23.4.28 + + - + 2 - + - 67 Hends of insects; bones 

of--? 

15 J 2.5.28 - - - - - - - - Eh·tron of Hyd,ro1>l1ih1s 
'Piceus detached i11 

I ca1-ri11go frmu a pellet 
or this tl!Lte. 

16 23.4.28 + - - - - - - 250 
17 5.5.28 - - - - - - - - Hind q u!Lr ters of Water 

Vole . 
18 5.5.28 + + 13 - - - I - - 182 I Insects. 
19 5.5.28 + - - + + + 3 - 130 

Other Coleottero. ('? ver-20 5.5.28 + - - - + - + 35 to bro. of fis ). 21 5.5.28 - - - + + 

I 
+ - 75 

[22 12.5.28 - - - - - - - 52 I Fur, t ooth and bouos of 
Loug · tn.i1ec1 Field 
Mouse. Extc1·no.J ap-

I 
poaranco of pel let 
was recorded as inore 

I 
like Owl's t htLn typicnl 
l:foron's. 'J'his uin.y 
havo boon clue to clif-
fercnce in the fur of 

I 
which it was com-
posed, but orig-in en n-
not beconsicleredquite 
certain. I 

23 12.5.28 - - - + 4 - - + - ColcopLol'a retua.ins. 
24 29.5.28 + + - + 4-6 + + I - 69 
25 29.5.28 + + - - - - I - 40 
26 29.5.28 + + - + 5 I - - + 40 
27 29.5.28 + - - -

+ ?I 
- - 13 

28 29.5.28 + + - - - + 30 
29 29.5.28 + + _ . + 6 - - - 189 Dragonlly & Coleoptera. 

30 29.5.28 + -

,i~:I 
- + 60 Pyr(nni<l ula 1·ot,n1da ta 

31 29.5.28 + - - - 49 (snail). 

T otals .. 23 13 9 I 9 -
( + S?) 

1 Presumed Water-Vole. 
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seen at an old pond in P ixton Park where there are no fish. At 
Marst on P ark th e H erons were alm ost certainly responsible for 
numerou s empty shells of t he F reshwater Mussel (Anodonta 
cygnea) which I found round the lake; indeed t he fact that I 
ev en found one su ch shell under th e nest trees well away from 
the lak e leaves h ardly any doubt of this. 

DISTRIBUTION OF H ERONRIES (P late XIII) 

Turning n ow t o consider the distribution of h eronries in the 
county, which can be readily visualized by referen ce t o the 
accompanying map , we find t hat on the whole t his is very much 
what migh t have been anticipated from a consideration of the 
nature of the countr y an d the h abits of the birds. The richest 
feeding grounds are u ndoubtedly th e alluvial m oors which 
occupy t he major p art of Cent r al and North-west Somerset, 
and seven ou t of t he eigh t principal h eronries are related to th is 
area. P len ty of good breeding sites are available, so t hat none 
of th e colonies are far away from the feeding grounds, an d 
between t hem th e whole of th e available foraging area is 
probably pretty well covered. Brockley is related to th e N or th 
Marsh , Bamvell t o the m ore sou th erly par t of this and evidently, 
to som e extent at least , t o t he levels on t he oth er side of the 
lVIendips, Shap wick to t he peat moor count ry ~north of the 
P oldens), Somer ton and E tsome to Sedgemoor (sou th of the 
P olclen s), Fivehead to th e more sou th erly m oors (\Vest Sedge
moor, etc.), and Halswell Park to th e ~ ore west erly lowlands. 

Th e rem ainder of the county, that is to say the whole of West, 
East and North Somerset (apart from t he Nor th Marsh ) and a 
n ar rower strip alon g th e southern and south-east ern borders, 
is p redominan t ly above, an d much of it considerably above, 
the 250 foot cont our, and here, with t he excep tion of two areas, 
there are n o heronries. The two areas in question are E xmoor , 
which is rich in t rou t streams, and the F rome district, in which 
n eighbourhood it is probably not without significance that there 
are more ornamental wat ers t h an anywhere else in the county. 
The fact that H erons have b red regularly in this district for 
many years (Mells and its successor, Marston, and_ Longleat, 
just over the border) is sufficien t eviden ce that it possesses 
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advantages not shared by the large area between the Mendips 
and the Avon, which is, in fact, rather poor in streams and 
poorer in fish , and in which there is no evidence of so much as 
even a single pair of Herons having bred at any time. 

ALTITUDES OF HERONRIES 

Altitude probably plays little if any direct part in influencing 
the selection of breeding places, which are probably determined 
primarily by general suitability of sites coupled with reasonable 
ease of access to the feeding grounds. There is no necessary 
correlation between the level of the feeding grounds and the 
altitude of the heronry. H eronries related essentially to the 
alluvial flats may be on relatively elevated ground adjacent, 
chiefly no doubt because the flats are not so well t imbered. It 
is probable, therefore, that not much importance is to be 
attached to the exact elevations at which heronries occur, yet 
a list showing the approximate ~ltitudes in feet of the various 
Somerset heronries may be of some interest. This is as follows : 

Exford, 950; Withypool, 800; Aller's Wood, Dulverton, 
450 ; Halswell Park, 400 ; Marston Park, 260 ; Banwell, 250 ; 
Fivehead, 200; Somerton, 150-200; Etsome Wood, 190; 
Brockley, 150; Shapwick, 50. 

The Exford site is perhaps the highest in Great Britain; f.Lt 
any rate it is nearly 200 ft. higher than any other of which the 
altitude was reported to the Heron Census. 

SPECIES OF TREES OCCUPIED 

The species of trees occupied and the numbers of nests in 
each tree in 1928 are recorded in the accounts of the individua l 
heronries, so that it is unnecessary here to do more than 
summarize . Four out of the t en regular heronries are entirely 
in conifers and slightly over a quarter of th e total number of 
nests in 1928 were in trees of this class, while the other colonies 
are wholly or almost wholly in deciduous trees .1 The oak, as 

1 In this conne:,cion it may b e inte resting to note that t h e F ol"estry Com
mission R eport on Census of Woodlands and Census of H ome-grown ~•imbe,·, 
19.!J,/ (1928), g ives the following acreages of wooclland in Somerset : Conifers, 
8,579 ac res; H ardwoods, (a) High fo rest, 7,004 acres, (b) Coppice, 40,680 acres; 
Mixed hard woods and conifers, 4,703 acrns . 
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in England as a whole, is easily the most fav oured single species, 
though this is perhaps more due to the fact that it is about the 
commonest tree of deciduous woodland, than to any peculiar 
advantages over several other species which ar e also popular. 
Fourteen of the thirty occupied t rees a t Somer ton in 1928 were 
oak s and seven ash. At Brockley t he nest s were in four ashes 
and frve oaks, while Fivehead is almost wholly in oak s (19 out 
of 21 in 1928), as a re the smaller colonies at Marston and Withy 
p ool. One n est only at H alswell in 1928 was in an oak, and the 
n est a t E xford was in an ash in 1929. Beeches predominate at 
H alswell Park, which , however , was formerly wholly or mainly 
in conifers (Scot s pine and spruce) , an d several beeches (3 in 
both 1928 and 1929) are occupied at Somerton . W ych elm 
(4-5) and sycamore (1 in 1928) occur at t he latter place only, 
and alder s (2) only at the now deser ted Edington site. Banwell 
is in Scots p ines, Aller's Wood in spruces and E tsome Wood in 
spr u ce and larch , while odd conifers containing nest s occu r in 
the heronries at H alswell (3 spruces, of which two were dead, 
in 1928) and Fivehead (1 Scots pine and 1 larch in 1928) . 

The preferences , such as they are, are sh own in t he following 
t able . If we go b y the percentage of each species in th e t otal 
number of trees containing occupied n est s (in 1928), Scot s pine 
i s a fair second to oak, with beech , spruce and ash taking the 
following places in descending order , but if we take the per
centage of the total number of occupied nest s in each species 
0£ tree, beech is second, with ash and Scots pine equal third. 
The differen ce is of course due to the fact that single sp ecimens 
of l arge spreading trees like oak , beech and ash can and often 
d o accommodate many more nests than can be got into a 
conifer . 
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Trees in order of p reference Trees in order of preferen ce 
on basis of percentage of nests in on bas is of p ercen tage of each in 

each sp ecies in 1928.1 t he total of occupied trees in 1928. 
P ercentage 

of nests . Percentage . 
1. Oak 33.7 1. Oak 31.l 
2. Beech 24.2 2. Scots pine 23.2 
3. Ash . } 13.9 3. Beech 17.2 

Scots pine 4 . Spruce 11.9 
4. Spruce 6.6 5. Ash 7.9 
5. Wych elm 4.8 6. Wych elm l 3.3 6. Larch 1.8 Larch . J 
7. Alder .73 7. Alder 1.32 
8. Sycamore .37 8. Sycamore .66 

Amongst the deserted sites recorded in P ar t I i t may be 
noted that the nest s a t Knowle, Mells, Uphill an d Christ on were 
in Scots pine, in Conygar Tower '\Vood in larches, at Carha mpt on 
in a Douglas fir, on Grabbist and Avill Ball in unspecified 
conifers, in Butleigh Wood (second establishment) in oaks, at 
W arleigh in wych elms, and at Blue Anchor in a p oplar. The 
1930 nest in an apple-tree (p. 65) is possibly unique . 

BRE EDING D ATES 

Although the da ta h ere are unfor tunately quite imperfect 
some p oints of interest have been noted. There is evidence of 
a quite distinct variation in breeding dat es as between differen t 
colonies, a variation which apparently cannot be attributed 
wholly to situation . At Fivehead on March 25, 1928, the calls 
of recently hat ched young were heard from two nests, .though 
at Sh apwick and Somerton on the 23rd and 24th and at Aller 's 
Wood on the 25th and H alswell P ark on the 30th n o evidence 
of any young being h a tched was obtained. On April 12 at 
Brockley young were noted for certain in four n est s, in one case 
well-grown , and they were certainly ha tch ed in several others . 

1 The figures a re based on the numb ers and d is tribution of nests on t he da tes 
when the various colon ies were v is ited by the au thor. In on e oi· t wo instan ces 
a few extra nests were subsequen tly added fo r which the requis ite d e ta ils a re 
not available, but they are t oo few mater ially t o affect t he figures. I n th e 
case of Somer ton 99 nests are reck oned as n ew for the p m-poses o [ th e table, 
this b eing th e number remaining after th e deduction of 12 pract ically cer tainly 
old nests from t h e t otal of 111. 
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On April 13 it was eviden t that quite a number were hatched 
a t Banwell (though L1nfortunately, in view of Mr. Lewis's very 
low estimate of t he number of pairs which eventually bred , I 
did not determine the number of nests in which they were 
distribu ted ); yet on April 14 young were only hatched in an 
extremely small p rop ortion of nests in the comparatively large 
heronry a t H alswell P ark. 

The late date up to which new nests continue to be built is 
notewor thy, and t he observations in 1928 were sufficient to 
prove posit ively t hat in a number of cases this is not due to t he 
destruction or desertion of any p revious nest. At Somerton 
birds were still building up to at least abou t April 12 (cf. Pt. I , 
p . 66), while at H alswell Park between March 30 and April 14 
not less t han eigh t new nests were added by pairs not in occu
pation on t he earlier date. At Brockley five (or possibly six) 
nests were added after April 11. One of these is believed to 
have been a second a t tempt, but one was certainly and the 
others very probably the first nest s of t he season of their 
respective owners (cf. P t . I , p . 74) . This late building of cer
tain pairs seems t o be a common phenomenon in many, if not 
most, heronries. 

With regard t o the date of arrival at t he heronry precise 
par t iculars are available only in the case of Somer ton , where 
the earliest arrivals appear wit h considerable regularity in the 
first week of F ebr uary (cf. P t . I, p. 68) . The first bird was 
noticed in 1927 on Feb . 4, in 1928 on Feb. 6, and in 1930 on 
F eb. 3. 

N UMBER O.F E GGS AND Y OUNG 

Correspondents of the H eron Census were asked when possible 
to provide data on the number of eggs in the clutch , numbers of 
young reared , and so on. Little exact information was obtained 
for Somerset. At Shapwick Mr. Lewis finds a clutch of three 
'very usual ' , and at Banwell t he same observer reports ' five 
uncommon ; oftener three than four ' . At Fivehead one nest 
examined by the R ev. C. J. Pring on April 18, 1923, contained 
three eggs, while two examined on March 24, 1927, con tained 
three and four respectively . On March 31, 1928, when young 



The H ernn in Snmerset 77 

were h atched in several nest s, Mr. Pring not ed that two ha d 
shells of four eggs below them , two the sh ells of two eggs and 
one the shell of one. 

At Brockley in 1928 the observations indicate that four (or 
perhaps five) broods of three and at least five of two were 
reared, while one br ood of two died. D etaiL5 were not obt ained 
for all nests. 

SECON D BROODS 

In 1928 Mr. William Thomas, gamekeeper t o Lord W ha rton , 
informed me that from his observations h e was certain tha t 
second broods were sometimes r eared a t Halswell P ark, and 
on August 29, 1930, h e obligingly wrote t o t ell me t ha t one nest 
had had two broods reared in it t hat season. At tha t dat e the 
second brood were still in the nest , being then ' big, fine birds', 
which were shortly expected to fl y . This was the only case in 
1930. In reply to further questions Mr. Thomas wrote that he 
believed that it was 1927 or '28 that h e first definitely noticed 
instances of two broods being reared in the same nest , and on 
that occasion there were ' four or five nests with the second lot '. 

MOVE MEN TS 

The only definite piece of evidence bearing on m ovements 
which can be quoted is a case of a H eron ringed as a young bird 
a t Horton Spinney, Otmoor, Oxfordshire, on May 19, 1927, 
which was reported near Weston-super -Mare on December 17 
of the same year (Brit. Birds, xxi , 295). Assuming that this 
c ase was n ot exceptional , which th ere is no reason to suppose 
it was, it indicates that the Heron population of the _county in 
winter does not consist exclusively of local birds. To what 
e x tent and how far the latter may disperse outside the breeding 
season is at present quite unk n own. 

RELATIONS W I TH R OOK S 

The occurren ce of rook eries in m ore or less close association 
with heronries is almost too frequent to b e dismissed as purely 
fortuitous, though the explanation is by no mean s clear. Still 
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more curious is the variability in the attitude of the two species 
to one another where they breed together. Particulars of such 
associa tions in Somerset are given under the respective heronries · 
concerned in Part I (to which the page references below refer), 
an d not a.11 of the details there given n eed be quoted again here. 

At Somerton (p. 67) the Herons, when they migrated from 
K.ingsdon, established themselves in trees already occupied by 
a large rookery . Constant fighting is stated to have occurred , 
but it was only after nea,rly fifty years that the Rooks eventually 
abandoned the wood. 

At Brockley (p. 74) Rooks and Herons have bred together for 
many years past and appear to have been always tolerant of 
one another , nothing m ore than minor squabbles having ever 
been observed. At the present t ime, however , there seems to 
be a greater tendency to segregation than formerly, the main 
rookery being some hundred yards from the heronry, though a 
small num ber of Rooks still breed actually amongst the H erons. 
In 1928 the principal nest t ree contained seven occupied 
H erons' nests and abou t ten Rooks' . 

At Sha.pwick (p. 80) there is a small rookery at the corner of 
the copse, but some hundred yards from the H erons' nests and 
there appears to be no friction. The same is true in the case of 
Aller's Wood (p. 79), though here rookery and heronry are 
perhaps hardly close enough for any collision to be even likely. 

At Exford (p. 83) in or about 1918 a pair of Herons, driven 
from their previous breeding site b y timber-felling, were pre
vented by Rooks from establishing themselves in som e t rees in 
or near which there was already a small rookery. 

RELATIONS WITH CROWS AND PREDATORY BIRDS 

At the p resent t ime, apart from Man , the H eron has practi
cally no serious enemies. One of the ver y few of any importance 
is the Carrion-Crow, wh ose egg-sucking propensities may at 
t imes be a serious menace. At Fivehead, at least in the early 
years after its discovery, the heronry was much h arried by 
Crows, which were evidently responsible for its temporary 
desertion in 1924. F uller details will be found in Part I , p. 76. 
Since the enlargement of the colony which followed its re-
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establishment serious depreda tions by Crows do not appear to 
have been noted. 

At Somerton 1\1r. Pretor-Pinney states that some difficulty 
is experien ced in keeping the Carrion-Crows from sucking the 
eggs when the birds are off, butjt is eviden t that the protection 
afforded is effecti~e in preventing any serious damage. No 
evidence is . for thcoming of any significant depreda tions by 
Crows at any of the ot her sites. 

In t he days of Falconry the H eron was a recognised quarry, 
but nowadays it is rare to hear of H erons being killed by wild 
Peregrines. I am aware of only one defi~ite record of such an 
occurrence in Somerset, a case of a Heron att acked and killed 
by a pair of P eregrines above a Somerset peat marsh having 
been communicat ed by the late lVIr. F. H. Symonds to Mr. R.H. 
Brown and recorded in the Supplementary R eport on t he 
British B irds Census of H eronries.1 

At H alswell P ark I have watched the sitting H erons harried 
by a Buzza,rd. The bird k ept sweeping down over the nest s 
and caused a great deal of noise and commotion amongst the 
Herons. Two or more of the sitting birds actually reared up 
and lunged a t it as it swooped down at them. No doubt it was 
ready to pick up any unguarded nestling, yet it was difficult to 
resist t he impression that it was also deriving a certain satis
faction from tormenting the larger birds half in play . After a 
considerable time it left without having done any damage. 
This was on April 14, when not very many young were h a tched. 

Mr. J. Snelgrove reports a possibly analogous case of a 
K estrel mobbing a Heron at Marston Bigot t . When first seen 
the Heron was flying ahead, squawking, pursued by the smaller 
bird, but suddenly it turned and rushed at the Kestrel, which 
flew away and st arted hovering. ' The next day they were 
fighting again, making a terrific noise ', so that a neighbour 
rushed out , thinking her fowls were being attacked. On this 
occasion also the H eron drove off its sm all adversary . This 
would appear to be a case of pure tormenting, recalling the 
way in which Peregrines will sometimes torment a R aven. 

1 B,·itish B irds, xxiii (1930), p. 335. 
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D ESTRUCTION 

I n Somerset, t hough the t aking of H erons' eggs is illegal 
under the 1929 order, the birds themselves are not formally 
protected by law, yet in the county as a whole they are very 
little interfered with by Man. At most of the more importan t 
breeding places, such as Brockley, Banwell, Somerton and 
Aller's Wood , the n est ing birds are effectively protected by the 
owners , while at ot hers, such a s Marston , Fivehead, and Sh ap
wick , al though t he land -owners have n ot as far as is known 
evinced any activ e interest in t heir H erons, t hey are not inter
fered wit h . Over the greater part of th e area it is quite an 
abnormal occurrence for a H eron to b e shot . 

It is only in t he W est in connexion with the t rou t fishing that 
t here is any regular or habitu al destruct ion of H erons. The 
failure of the birds to establish them selves at the site near 
Williton, where they are prot ected by t he owner , is almost 
cer tainly due to shooting elsewhere in th e district , ch iefly, it is 
b elieved , on a single esta te . It is in th e Dulverton district th at 
t he p rincipal toll is taken , but even h ere , t hough ornithologists 
would be glad t o see it cease altogether, the destruction can 
hardly b e considered a serious factor. Th e birds are protected 
at t he breeding place and h ave maint ained t heir numbers at 
abou t t he same level for many years, t hough it is true that they 
h ave not significant ly increased , as t hey migh t h ave done . 
Mr. Fred Goss estima tes the number shot round about Dulver 
ton at a bout t wenty a year, probably not more, and from 
careful independent en quiries I a m satisfied that this can be 
safely accepted as a m aximum figure, particulars in my pos
session kindly supplied from an auth orit ative source suggest in g, 
in fact , t h at the average figure is probably not much over ten. 
From time to t im <;: others are sh ot further afield . Thu s, Mr. 
Grubb was informed tha,t fonr h ad been killed in 1930 at 
W it hypool, while a couple were sho t at Exford some years ago 
and a similar fate seem s t o h ave over tak en at least one of the 
local p air in the p ast year. These m ore or les spora dic cases of 
shooting in the E xmoor district must also be a t tributed directly 
or indirect ly to t he influence of fishing in terest s . 

It would b e idle to minimize th e dam age done by H erons to 
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trout, and ins tances of their unfor tunate weakness for killing 
fish too large for them to swallow- especially when the big 
fish are up on the spawning beds-are well authenticated in 
the Dulverton district. I have received particu lars of a recen t 
case where a H eron in one night stabbed and either killed or 
fatally injured no less than fourteen fish of one to three pounds 
weight. It is thus not to be wondered at that when H erons 
make a habit of visiting trout hatcheries and such places they 
meet with a hot reception, but t he general policy of shooting 
or subsidizing the shooting of birds at random anywhere where 
they are met with all over a fishing djstrict is quite futile, since 
it is a matter of observation t hat the losses are promptly made 
good from outside, it being evident from information collected 
in t he 1928 H eron Census that 'even in count ies where t he 
entire breeding stock has been annihilated by the gun . 
the Heron population, far from vanishing, remains almost , if 
not quite, as abundant as before ' . We cannot enter here into 
a ll the· pros and cons of the question of the protection of the 
H eron and the effective safeguarding of fishing interest s against 

. it, but may refer to the extremely well-balanced and level
headed discussion on this subject in the British Birds Heron 
Census Report,' which may be cordially commended to the 
careful consideration of fishermen and ardent protect ionists 
a like. 

NON-BREEDIN G BIRDS 

The question of non-breeding birds is a difficult one. In some 
districts of Great Britain good evidence has been obtained of a 
more or less considerable non-breeding population:' In some 
instances the conclusion is based on direct evidence, birds being 
regularly observed about the heronry which take no part in 
breeding operations, in others it is legitimately inferred from 
the const ant presence of H erons in the breeding season in 
districts or places- e.g. some of the Scottish I sles- where there 
are known to be no heronries . In Somerset no evidence at all 
of the forlber type has been obtained , while ev-idence of the 
latter class can hardly be looked for in a county where scarcely 

1 Loe. eit., pp. 368-9. 2 L oe. cit., p. 352. 

Vol. LXXVI (Fourth Series, Vol. XVI ), Part II. f 



82 The 1-Ieron in Somerset 

any point is more than about thirteen miles from some estab
lished breeding place. But my general experience leaves me 
in little doubt that any non-breeding population which may 
exist in the county at the presen t time is an insignificant per
centage of the wh ole. 

POPU LATION 

The breeding p opulation of Herons in Somerset was estimated 
by Wiglesworth in 1918 at not more th an abou t 126 pairs . With 
the information now at our disposal we may conjecture that the 
actual number was nearer 150, but t he history of individual 
colonies up to that date warr anted the conclusion which h e 
drew, t hat the Heron was a diminishing species in Somerset. 
This was attributed primarily to the influence of fishing in
terests, though at the date in question war-time t imber-felling 
appeared likely also to become a serious factor. Since t he war, 
however , and especially , it would seem, in the last few years, a 
striking increase has taken place. There is little reason to 
suppose that the attitude of fishermen towards the Heron has 
undergone any radical change in t he last decade, and evidently 
other factors were involved in the recent increase, as they 
probably were also in the antecedent reduction. But whatever 
the causes may h ave been the increase in recent years has been 
remarkable . The 1918 figure has nearly doublyd . The 1928 
Heron Census gave the breeding population of the county as 
273- 280 pairs . This was the second highest county t otal for 
Great Britain, being only exceeded by Norfolk (331- 351 pairs), 
while Sussex (268-276 pairs ) was practically the same. 

It is necessary to observe, however , that the breeding popu
lation of the county in 1928 was without doubt somewhat 
abnormally high. The number at Somerton, though not 
det ermined quite exactly, certainly exceeded any previously 
recorded, while several colonies, such as Banwell, Fivehead, 
and Shapwick, underwent spectacular increases, and the 
numbers at the other sites were all on the high side~ In 1930, 
possibly in par t--though we can h ardly suppose entirely- on 
account of the hard weather in the early spring, there was a 
considerable drop, probably to dist inctly below the average of 
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the last few years. At t he colonies which were most strikingly 
a ugmented in 1928 the increases have been satisfactorily m ain
tained , but others, such as Somerton, Brocltley and Aller's 
"\Vood, have reverted to about the average of recent years (in 
the first case possibly rather below it), while Halswell P ark, for 
no obvious reason , has dropped rather badly, from about fifty 
to only a lit tle over thirty . Unfortunately we have not quite 
complete figures for either 1929 or 1930, but the number of 
breeding pairs can be estimat ed at about 215 in 1929 and about 
220 in 1930. We may a nticipate a slight increase in the next 
year or two with some confidence and may perhaps venture the 
opinion that unless unpredictable influences result in any unex
pectedly large increase or decrease in the next few years, a 
figure of about 240- 250 pairs (not m ore) will be found to repre
sent about the a verage under present conditions. In any case 
unless the Sussex figure was also exceptionally high in 1928 
and was also followed by a marked drop in t he following years,1 

it seems fairly certain that the normal position of Somerset at 
the present time in respect of total H eron population sh ould be 
t hird in the county list , immediately following instead of 
immediately preceding Sussex. 

With regard to actua l density of population, as opposed to 
total numbers, this was actually greater in 1928 in Somerset 
t han in Norfolk, the census figures giving a density of one pair 
to approximately 3,759 acres, this being only surpassed by 
Sussex with one pair to 3,428 acres. But if the 1928 totals for 
the other count ies can be accepted as fair averages, the 1930 
figures for Somerset (one breeding pair to about 4 ,716 acres) 
would bring it down to the last place amongst the seven counties 
with a density of one pair to less than 5,000 acres, while if the 
opinion expressed above as to the probable average population 
is confirmed this would bring it up to fifth. Two of the counties, 
however , which precede it under this arrangement, namely 
Dorset a"9d Northants, are so much smaller that the comparison 
is hardly worth much. Of the counties over 900,000 acres in 
area Somerset, even on the basis of the present rather lowered 
total, is substantially exceeded in density of H eron population 

1 Eviden ce is not available on this point. 
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only by Sussex and Norfolk, while the density in Essex, though 
in 1928 it exceeded the 1930 figure for our o-wn county, is prob
ably well below t hat of Somerset as a rule. 

CONCLUSION 

It will be apparent from what has been sain a.hove that the 
present status of this imposing bird in our county is such as to 
give ground, on the whole, for considerable satisfaction not 
alone to Somerset ornithologist s, but to that wider public which, 
without specialized knowledge, tak es pride and pleasure in the 
heritage of the beauties of our native scenery and wild life. 

In thanking· once more the m any correspondents and in
formants who have helped to make this survey possible the 
author would like to emphasize at the sa,me time how large a 
field for investigation still r em ains even in connexion with this 
one species. It may be considered highly improbable t hat any 
substantial heronry rem ains to be discovered in the county, 
though the recent accidental finding of the well-established 
little colony at Withypool illustrates how unsafe it is to be too 
confident that no odd nests or groups of two or t hree nest s have 
escaped notice in the remoter districts. But there are many 
aspects of the local Natural History of the species which it has 
only been possible to treat very inadequately and which require 
working out much more fully, while there are other problems of 
a more general character about which hardly anything is known 
at all. Do adjacent heronries, for example , observe any sort 
of mutual limits in their feeding t erritories or do bixds from 
both range at random over the neighbouring ground ? I s there 
normally any interchange between heronries or is each a self
contained unit ? To what extent do the winter and summer 
populations differ in respect of the component individuals ? 
Such problems are in general far less easy of solution than most 
of those dealt with here, but intensive observation, especially 
in conjunction with marking experiments on a sufficient scale, 
may settle them in t ime. 


