
Notes on the transcription, kindly undertaken by Dave Barrow in March 2016. 
 

As far as possible we have tried to reproduce a text which closely follows the original in every 
respect, with the exception that the type-face has been changed and species names are 
emboldened. We have followed what appear to be the printer’s conventions, in the original, as 
follows: 
 

• Full stops are followed by three spaces. 
• Colons and semicolons are both preceded and proceeded with single spaces; some may 

be transposed, in error because of the poor resolution of the original. 
• Original spellings have been retained, eg. unfrequently for infrequently. 
• The use of upper case, or not, within place-names etc. has been retained. 
• Paragraph numbers are those of this document, not the original, added here in order to 

divide up an otherwise in parts very dense and potentially confusing text. 
 

Word count: ca. 2,600 
 

NOTE.  An additional copy is being sought via Inter Library Loans, not least to try and resolve 
some of the missing dates:  Ed. 4.4.16. 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
 
 
Item 11.0 
Sea Birds Inland 
Beckwith, William E. (1886(b)) 
The Field. 11 December 1886, page 872 
 
ca. 2,650 words 
 
 
1.  Although a notice of the sea birds that casually visit an inland county like Shropshire 
possesses little scientific value, a remarks on their occurrence may prove interesting ; and 
it is remarkable that, while many of them fly across the country, or sometimes tarry to feed 
about rivers and pools, others – such as the little auk, the kittiwake gull, the skuas, the 
Manx shearwater, and the petrels – are almost invariably found in an exhausted and dying 
condition, being apparently unable to obtain food or to regain the coast.   Stormy weather 
is no doubt the principal cause of marine birds wandering from the sea, but in spring the 
terns, the black-headed and the herring gulls, appear so regularly, that probably they 
often take a direct route to the breeding grounds.   Though lying only about forty miles 
from the west coast, Shropshire is most completely separated from it by the mountainous 
counties of North Wales, and, with the exception of the estuary of the river Dee, which is 
twenty miles from its northern border, is not more nearly approached by any tidal river, 
though doubtless sea birds migrating northward in spring often follow the course of the 
Severn from the Bristol Channel. 
 
2.  Of the different kinds that have occurred, a few single specimens only of the common 
guillemot had been recorded previous to Feb. 3, 1885, when a flock of fourteen visited 
Ellesmere ; and some of them were killed on the canal.   Mr Rocke (Zoologist, 1863, p. 
164) says that the black guillemot has also been obtained, but not, I believe, recently.   
The little auk appears to have been long known as an accidental visitor in autumn and 
winter.  Strickland sent notice to Yarrell of three found in Shropshire in November, 1841 ; 
and within the last twenty years it has been twice caught near Shrewsbury, and has also 
occurred near Hodnet, Shifnal, Church Stretton and Ludlow.   On Nov. 20 1884, I saw one 
of these singular-looking birds that had been swimming about on Newton Mere, near 
Ellesmere, and was so tame that it was killed with a stone. 
 
3.  A young puffin was found in 1855 on Corndon Hill, on the borders of 
Montgomeryshire ; and in December, 1878, a razorbill was caught, unable to fly, at 
Bromfield, near Ludlow.   Early in this century some cormorants came to an island with 



tall trees on it in the Severn at Fitry, a small village six miles above Shrewsbury.   Slaney, 
who notices the fact in his “Outlines of Smaller British Birds,” states that at first there were 
only two or three, but that their numbers gradually increased to sixteen or eighteen ; and 
five or six of those birds remained in that neighbourhood, and at The Isle, a little lower 
down the river, until 1840 or 1841, when, being constantly shot at, they left altogether.   
Unfortunately, I cannot now ascertain whether they bred there, but I think that probably 
they came only in autumn and winter. Slaney says they left before the breeding season, 
returning in increased numbers in the autumn ; and other people, who well remember the 
birds themselves, cannot recollect having seen or heard of their nests. 
 
4.  Young cormorants now sometimes come to our rivers and pools.   The late Mr Rocke 
mentioned having seen and killed them at Clungunford.   About the year 1864 three were 
seen near their old haunts at Fitry.   One has since been shot there, and I have known five 
or six others killed on the Severn.   In the autumn of 1884 a cormorant was killed at 
Chetwynd, near Newport ; and in the end of October one visited Ellesmere Mere, where, 
being strictly protected, it stopped for five or six weeks, and became comparatively tame.   
This birds regular habits were most interesting.   After its morning fishing, during which it 
outdistanced even the great crested grebe in diving, it retired to a post in the middle of the 
mere, and hung out its wings to dry in an absurd looking way, turning round and round, in 
order to expose its plumage to the sun.   After having thus preened itself it sat quietly, and 
apparently asleep, for the rest of the day: or, if disturbed by a boat, “flopped” off to another 
post.   The following year one of these birds was again seen on the mere, but stayed for a 
few days only. 
 
5.  Unlike the cormorant, the shag is a very rare visitant.   Some years ago a specimen, 
now in Lord Hill's collection at Hawkstone, was killed on Ellesmere Mere : and Mr Rocke  
mentions a young one which was taken to him in the autumn of [18??], that had been 
caught at Longville, near Craven Arms, where it had joined a flock of ducks. 
 
6.  The gannet has been obtained more frequently.   In 1861 an adult bird was killed on 
the Severn, near Melverley ; and in January, 1866, another, on the river Tern, near Market 
Drayton.   Mr Rocke had an immature specimen in his collection, which had been shot 
near Shrewsbury, in 1862 : and one found dead on the Cree(sic) Hill in 1863 is in the 
Ludlow Museum.   In 1883 a gannet was obtained on the river Tanat, near Llanyblodwel ; 
and it has also been killed near Welshpool. 
 
7.  During their migration in spring and autumn, especially at the latter season, a few terns 
often visit our rivers and pools, young birds being the most common.   The roseate tern 
has been only once obtained, and that many years ago, at Longden-upon-Tern.   The 
common tern, however, is of frequent occurrence, especially when journeying south in 
autumn.   An adult arctic tern, now in my collection, was shot by the Severn, near 
Cressage, on Aug. 3, 1885 ; and, though it has never again been so abundant as in May 
1842, when numbers were killed with stones at Bridgenorth(sic) , Ironbridge, and 
Shrewsbury, it is not unfrequently obtained.   A single specimen of the lesser tern, killed 
near Ironbridge in May, 1869, is the only recent instance I know of its occurrence: and 
although the black tern is fond of frequenting inland waters, it is a rare bird in Shropshire.   
Pennant, in describing Sterna naevia (the young of this species), mentions one shot on 
the Severn, a few miles below Shrewsbury ; and recently it has twice been killed on that 
river near Atcham, and Wroxeter.   I have also a specimen, shot on Oxon Pool, near 
Shrewsbury, in May, 1871.  Mr T. W. Gill obtained one by a pool near Gobowen in July, 
1883, and a young bird was shot on the canal, near Eyton, on the Weald Moors, in July 
1884.   in The Field, Sept 26, 1885, Lord Lewisham mentions a black tern that had for 
several days in August frequented Patshull Pool, on the Staffordshire borders, and also 
observes that one had been seen there on two previous occasions. 
 
8.  I now pass on to the seagulls, which, after storms in winter, frequently come inland ; 
and, even in summer, should the weather be very wet, one or two may sometimes be 



seen - these latter being, no doubt, birds that from some cause or other are not engaged 
in breeding.   On the 29th of October, 1874, a specimen of the rare Sabine's gull 
(recorded in The Field, Oct. 31, and The Zoologist, December 1874. p. 4262, as a little 
gull) was found exhausted at Nobold, near Shrewsbury, and was purchased by the late 
Mr Rocke, of Clungunford, for his collection.   Like all the other British examples of this 
species, it was in the plumage of the first year.   A specimen of the little gull was obtained 
near Ironbridge some years ago ; and on 4th of November, 1874, after a succession of 
high gales, three of these small gulls were seen on the Severn near Atcham, and an adult 
female shot.   This bird is now in my collection, having ben kindly given to me by the late 
Rev. F. B. Parkes. 
 
9.  The black-headed gull, as might be expected, is the most common of the family, and 
appears so frequently in spring and autumn, even in calm weather, that it may almost be 
looked upon as a passing migrant.  Indeed, as this bird nest by freshwater pools, it is quite 
at home away from the sea, and often stays for a short time about our rivers.  After the 
tremendous storms on the 14th of October, 1881, these gulls were very numerous and Mr 
Brisbourne, living at Charlton Hill, near Wroxeter, killed two right and left, a curious shot to 
make so far inland. 
 
10.  Centuries ago, the black headed gull had a breeding place in Staffordshire, but only 
three or four miles from Newport.   Plot, in his “Nat. Hist. Staff.,” 1686, gives a quaint 
account of “pewits,” as he calls them, having bred by some pools near Norbury, belonging 
to the Skrymsher family  “ultra hominum memoriam:” and also mentions that for two years 
they came to Aqualate Mere, but then they went to Shebden Pool, in the parish of High 
Ottley.   This gullery must have been a large one, for Plot says that the birds, which were 
sold at 5s. per dozen, and the price of which amounted in some years to fifty or threescore 
pounds, were “besides what the generous proprietor (Sir Charles Skrymsher) usually 
presents his relations, and the nobility of the county withall, which he constantly does in 
plentiful manner, sending them to their houses in crates alive, so that feeding them with 
livers and other entrails of beasts, they may kill them at what distance of time they please, 
according as occasions present themselves, they being accounted a good dish at the 
most plentiful tables.”   These gulls seem to have left off breeding in Staffordshire toward 
the end of the last century.  In Shaw's “History and Antiquities” of that county, published in 
17[??], the natural history portion of which appears to have been contribute by Dickenson, 
the following allusion is made to them : “Great numbers, as described by Dr Plot, 
continued to breed in the islands of pools near Batchacre (Shebden) until the year 1794, 
when and since which time scarcely a bird has bred in the neighbourhood” – a loss not 
only to naturalists, but also to those nobility and gentry who considered gulls fed on  
“livers and other entrails of beasts” a dainty dish !     
 
11.  The kittiwake is often found after gales, usually in a dying state ; though occasionally 
I have seen them flying about the Ellesmere meres, where both gulls and terns are known 
by the significant name of “storm birds.”   The common gull is rarely seen inland, but the 
lesser black-backed gull is not uncommon.   During the wet, cold month of May, 1886, 
this and the next were remarkably numerous, flocks, small parties, or single birds being 
seen almost daily : and on the 31st of that month I saw nine black-backed and two black-
headed gulls, swimming quietly about on a pool near Leighton.   Of the larger kinds, the 
herring gull, is, however, by far the most common, and frequently passes over the county 
in spring.   I find from my notes that in May, 1886, I saw it on twelve different occasions, in 
most cases flying from the south-east to the north-west : and , like the black-headed 
species, it sometimes appears in the summer months.   A young great black-backed gull 
was shot on the Severn near Cound in November, 1861, the only instance, I believe, of its 
occurrence ; and young glaucous gulls have twice been obtained, one having been shot 
at Pradoe, near Oswestry, when feeding upon a dead sheep, in November, 1886, and 
another at Bomere Pool, near Shrewsbury, in December, 1863. 
 



12.  Coming to the parasitic gulls, which seldom occur except after very boisterous 
weather, the common skua has been very rarely obtained ; but in 1879 two were killed – 
one an immature female, at Condover ; the other on the Severn, above Bridgnorth.   The 
Pomatorhine skua has, however, been found more frequently ; and, oddly enough, twice 
near the village of Baschurch, a fine and apparently adult bird was killed at Marton Pool in 
February, 1864, and a young bird, caught on the Great Western Railway, in October, 1881.   
Some years ago a specimen was found dead in Shrewsbury, and another killed near 
Shifnal ; and on March 30th, 1866, a fine female was captured, unable to fly, at Downton 
Castle, on the borders of Herefordshire.   Richardson's skua is the most common of the 
tribe, and a winter storm usually brings in one or more examples.   Those that I have seen 
have generally been in the plumage of the upper figure in Yarrell's plate (“British Birds,” 
vol. 3, p. 630), but occasionally in that of the middle one ; and a specimen in my collection, 
found dead near the Wrekin in November, 1878, resembles the lower bird, with a light 
coloured breast.   The sudden and extraordinary high gale of Oct 14, 1881, blowing as it 
did directly from the west, and accompanied as it was by torrents of rain, drove a great 
number of marine birds inland ; and, besides three of four of this species, that were found 
dead, “black seagulls” were reported to have been seen in several parts of the county.  
 
13.  Unlike the last, Buffon's skua has only once been obtained, a young bird, which is 
now in Lord Hill's collection, having been shot many years ago at Astley, near Shrewsbury.   
Although said to be so truly aquatic that it seldom resorts to the shore except during the 
breeding season, the Manx shearwater sometimes comes inland in autumn, and more 
frequently in wet foggy weather than after storms.   In September, 1859, two were caught, 
one on the Severn, in Shrewsbury, the other near Shifnal : in September 1873, another 
was killed on the Severn, at Montford Bridge ; and in October, 1877, one joined the 
poultry at the Hay farm, near Coalport, where it remained for several days, but at last was 
killed by a cat.   During the early part of September, 1882, a small flock of these birds 
appear to have wandered here.   Two were caught near Oswestry, and three others near 
Ludlow, Ditton Priors, and Cressage, three of them being adult, and two birds of the year.   
Again, in September, 1884, an adult bird was picked up near Shrewsbury, and two others 
were recorded in The Field as having been found at Aston-on-Clun  and Halston near 
Oswestry.   Several of these birds that I examined, though in good plumage and condition, 
were quite unable to fly, and even those that had gained fresh water did not seem able to 
recover their strength. 
 
14.  A few specimens of the fork-tailed petrel have occurred.   The late Mr Eyton's 
collection contained one, killed many years ago at Montford Bridge, near Shrewsbury, and 
one in Lord Hill's collection was shot at Fennimere Pool, near Baschurch, in 1854.   In 
November, 1865, two were obtained after a very high gale – one at Predoe, near 
Oswestry ; the other on Lord Bradford's property at Weston, near Shifnal.   In 1881 Mr H. 
A. Payne kindly sent me notice of one that had been found on Lord Stamford's property at 
Enville, on Nov, 23 : and about the same time a petrel was picked up dead near Middleton 
Scriven, in Shropshire, but whether it belonged to this or the next species was not 
ascertained.   On July 15, 1886, the weather having been for some time fine and calm, an 
adult storm petrel was brought to me that had been caught at Homer, near Much 
Wenlock.    I have also known specimens obtained near Wellington, Hawkstone, 
Ellesmere and Ludlow, and it has, I believe, occurred after storms in other places.   With 
this tiny wanderer I conclude my list of waifs and strays, birds whose very appearance 
seems to have no connection with calm inland scenery, and whose presence usually 
denotes wild, stormy weather.                                                  WILLIAM E. BECKWITH. 
   Eaton Constantine. 


