
GULLS FEEDING ON GRAIN 
By T. A. W . DAVIS 

DURING the third week in August 1955, gulls frequented a field 
overlooking the Dale Estuary in St. Ishmael's, Pembrokeshire. 
They spent the whole day there, and fully three acres where they 
assembled were littered with patches of corn husks, each patch 
being a disintegrated pellet. I was of the opinion that the pellets 
were deliberately broken up by the birds, as in many cases they 
were still moist. The field had recently been sown with rape, and 
in the very dry weather remained bare for some time. The gulls 
passed the time rest ing: a large proportion were usually sitting 
down. The gulls were in full moult, the ground being strewn with 
feathers. Lesser Black-backed Gulls (Larus fuscus) were always 
in the majority, usually 80 per cent or more of those present, 

and most of the remainder were Herring Gulls (L. argentatus). A 
few juveniles were always present, and sometimes Great Black-
backed Gulls {L. marinus), which did not appear to remain long. 
The flock was usually between 200 and 300 strong. 

About the beginning of September the daytime roost moved 
into the next field but one, which had been dressed and sown with 
rape a little later than the one first chosen. Up to 100 gulls still 
resorted to the first field occasionally, perhaps when disturbed in 
the other. On 6th September at about 16.00 hours I estimated 
that there were 800 gulls, fully 80% per cent of them adult Lesser 
Black-backs, in the second field. The next day out of more than 
200 gulls there, ten were juveniles, ten Herr ing Gulls, the rest all 
Lesser Black-backs. The area littered with pellets was four or 
five acres. 

At 18.30 hours on n t h September there were 150 to 200 present 
where the same number had been seen at midday, and I watched 
them leave to g o to roost. A few, mostly Herr ing Gulls, rose at 
18.35, anc* were soon followed by small parties of Lesser Black-
backs. There had been much calling when I arrived, and the 
clamour intensified as each party left the flock. Some birds, 
after rising and' flying round, settled again. At 18.40, with half 
the sun below the horizon, all that remained rose together in a 
flock about 50 strong, and headed, as those already gone had 
done, towards Middleholm and Skomer Island about six miles 
away. The next day I visited the place several times to see the 
flock build up. At 06.25 there were 4 Herr ing Gulls, at 08.45 
about 15 each of Herring and' Lesser Black-backed Gulls, and 
at 09.15 about 100 gulls ; at 16.30 there were about 200, mostly 
Lesser Black-backs. It is therefore probable that at this season 
many feed only once, in the morning, and then rest at a daytime 
roost till they leave for their night roost. 

From about this time they began to spend less time at the 
resting-places, and the numbers decreased, but they did not 
entirely desert them for at least another ten days. On 16th 
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September there were only a few fresh grain pellets, and on the 
19th there were none, though at one time during the morning 
between 150 and 200 gulls had been present. Early the same 
afternoon hundreds, including some Lesser Black-backs, were 
bathing at a favourite place in the stream of the estuary. 

I thought at the time that the probable reason for the birds ' 
spending so much time idling at daytime roosts was the effect 
of the moult. Most Herring Gulls then had gaps in their wings : 
the Lesser Black-backs had not, but they, too, were moulting 
their body-feathers. A more likely exolanation has been suggested 
by P . J. Conder (in litt.) who saw similar flocks, which included 
Scandinavian Lesser Black-backs (L. / . fuscus), on Skokholm. 
He points out that the time coincides with the main passage of 
Lesser Black-backs down the coast, and thinks the flocks consist 
of migrants with some resident birds. This would account for 

Lesser Black-backs being present in so much greater numbers than 
Herring Gulls, and for the fluctuation in the size of the flocks 
from day to day. 

While the gulls were spending so much time idling in the two 
bare fields I saw none on several stubble fields within sight of my 
house in the early morning. Perhaps they fed on the first stubbles 
they came to on their way from their roosts on Middleholm and 
Skomer, or on their passage from the North. On 25th September, 
in a field near-by with wheat, barley, and oat stubbles, there were 
about 14 gulls on the barley stubble at 09.20 hours, two or three 
of them Lesser Black-backs, the rest Herring Gulls. In the same 
field on 3rd October about 40 birds were present at 07.00, mostly 
adult Herring Gulls, two adult Lesser Black-backs, and a few 
juveniles of either or both species. They were concentrated at the 
spot where the corn had been threshed, and a few only were 
dispersed on the adjacent barley stubble. By this time most of the 
Lesser Black-backs had already left the district. 

Rintoul and Baxter (1925) and van Someren (1930) record 
instances of Herring Gulls in Fife taking corn from stooks even 
to the extent, in the case of a field cut very early, of eating 
practically all the grain in it. Had any such thing occurred with 
the gulls I was observing, I must have heard of it. 

Of the thousands of pellets seen in the two fields where the 
moulting gulls rested, practically all were entirely of corn husks, 
the grain having been digested. One pellet of undigested oats was 
seen on 30th August, and several of whole barley on 16th 
September. A few, a dozen or so in all, consisted of crab-shell and 
fish-bones, one of the bones and feathers of a small Passerine bird, 
and one grain pellet contained a small limpet-shell. On three 
occasions pellets of gulls ' feathers were found. These were almost 
certainly produced as a result either of moulted feathers being 
picked up off the ground, or swallowed in preening. P . J. Conder 
(in litt.) found similar pellets on Skokholm. The only whole 
pellet of corn husks found was obtained when I walked up to the 
resting gulls. One Lesser Black-backed Gull disgorged a pellet as 
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it rose, and this was undamaged: it was oval, tapering sharply 
to a point at both ends, and measured 73 x 33 mm. It did not 
break up when dry. Samples of pellets were examined by 
H. A. Hyde, Keeper of the Department of Botany at the National 
Museum of Wales , Cardiff, who found one or two grains of oats 
still enclosed in husks, and the rest of the material almost entirely 
of pieces of oat-husk split down longitudinally. 

At places on the shore of the estuary where gulls assemble and 
rest in the daytime, pellets are rarely found. A pellet of grain 
husks was seen on the pavement in the town of Milford Haven 
on 30th August. 

On Skokholm, Pembrokeshire, Conder (1952) saw corn-pellets 
which consisted largely of whole viable grain, but these were 
few compared with what he saw on the Inner F a m e s , Northumber
land, in late October 1952, where "over large areas of this island 
there was a pellet every y a r d " . He attributes (in litt.) their 
abundance on the Fames to the fact that this is an important 
winter roost, whereas on Skokholm the birds are leaving the 
island by harvest. The pellets he saw were not broken up when 
fresh as were those in the fields where I found them so abundant. 
Gillham (1952) found grain pellets on Skokholm from May to 
November, and saw them as far at sea as Grassholm. In 
August 19^2, when they were unusually abundant on Skokholm, 
most were of sound grains. On 23th August she found forty to 
fifty pellets of whole corn on Middleholm (a regular winter roost). 
On the Isle of May, Rintoul and Baxter (1925) found quantities 
of gull castings on the North Ness, composed entirely of corn, 
which could be attributed definitely to Great Black-backs. It 
cannot be doubted, in view of the observations brought together 
here, that all three resident species of large gull at times take 
grain on a considerable scale, even to such an extent that it may 
be their staple or only diet for several weeks on end. In The 
Handbook grain is given as being among the foods taken by all 
three species, but the percentages do not suggest that it is 
sometimes a principal food. 

There is not enough evidence to establish whether gulls take 
to grain as a staple diet every autumn, or only in some years. It 
is reasonable to suppose that the habit is irregular, otherwise it 
would surely be better known. Large numbers of gulls in the 
district in which I made my observations obtain most of their food 
foraging on grassland and following the plough. In very dry 
weather, as in the late summer of 1955, earthworms would not 
be obtainable, and this might cause them to take to corn rather 
than seek their food in a different type of habitat. Birds on 
passage can be expected to join resident gulls feeding in corn
fields, and after feeding they may together resort to suitable 
places to rest. Other problems that arise from the observations 
presented in this note a r e : why is the corn taken sometimes 
digested and at others ejected whole and viable? and why are 
grain pellets sometimes found whole and at others, as in my own 
observations, only in a disintegrated state? The subject calls for 
further study by field-observers. 
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SUMMARY 

The behaviour of gulls, chiefly Lesser Biack-backs, at daytime 
roosts is described and it is shown that for three or four weeks 
their food was almost exclusively corn. Other observations on 
gulls taking grain are cited from the literature and compared with 
those of the writer. 
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