
NOTES 
These contributions have all been assessed by the eight members of either the Behaviour Notes Panel 
or the Identification Notes Panel. 

Feeding association of Little Grebes with Ring-necked Duck 
In winter 1992/93, an adult male Ring-necked Duck Aythya collaris was present 
intermittently on the River Kent at Kendal, Cumbria, where it often associated 
with a small group of Tufted Ducks A. fuligula. During the same period, up to 
seven Little Grebes Tachybaptus ruficollis were on the river. In mid January 1993, 
I became aware that two grebes appeared to be closely connected with the ducks, 
and that, when the Ring-necked Duck dived, they immediately followed. 

Since BWP (vol. 1) makes no mention of a feeding association for either 
species involved, I carried out four ten-minute systematic observations in late 
January and early February. I recorded 23 feeding dives by the Ring-necked Duck 
and 35 by the Tufted Ducks: on each of the three occasions when the Little 
Grebes were present, their dives were apparently co-ordinated to follow the 
Ring-necked Duck, rather than the Tufted Ducks; in the majority of cases, the 
grebes surfaced a few seconds after the Ring-necked Duck and stationed 
themselves within 1 m of it, so as to follow the next dive. N o other interactions 
were noted between the birds in this loose grouping. 

It is likely that a degree of apparent co-ordination will occur when birds are 
exploiting the same food source. In this case, however, the close timing of the 
dives would suggest that the Little Grebes were taking opportunistic advantage of 
the larger duck, whose dives may disturb, dislodge or scatter small prey items. 
Why the behaviour was more directly associated with the single Ring-necked 
Duck is more difficult to deduce. 
JOHN PPAIPW.LD 
44 Kendal Green, Kendal, Cumbria LA9 5PP 

EDITORIAL COMMENT Dr K. E. L. Simmons has commented: 'The Little Grebe 
is known to associate with feeding Common Coots Fulica atra (see Brit. Birds 49: 
501; 50: 351-352) and I have seen this myself; it has also been seen attending 
domestic ducks and two species of shoveler Anas (Brit. Birds 68: 293-294). On 
12th August 1975, Robert Gillmor and I spent seven hours watching grebes at 
Theale Old Gravel-pit, Berkshire, and noted a Little Grebe diving where several 
Mute Swans Cygnus olor were dipping and upending; the same or another bird 
also surfaced quite near us at times and we realised that it was going the rounds 
of all the fishermen dotted around the banks, probably looking for small fish 
attracted by their bait.' 

Black-necked Grebe associating with Tufted Ducks 
During 26th December 1993 to 16th January 1994, a Black-necked Grebe 
Podiceps nigricoUis was present at Fort Henry Ponds, Leicestershire. Throughout 
its stay, it associated closely with two male Tufted Ducks Aythya fuligula. The 
grebe swam very close to the ducks and was rarely more than 1 m away from 
either; all three frequently dived almost simultaneously, the grebe lagging slightly 
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behind. On one occasion, the grebe began to preen immediately after a Tufted 
Duck started to roll-preen. When disturbed, the group sought shelter together in 
a small reed-fringed bay. 
TERRY MITCHAM 

30 Sutherland Way, Stamford, Lincolnshire PE9 2TB 

EDITORIAL COMMENT This is surely a feeding association, as observed between 
Little Grebes Tachybaptus ruficollis and a Ring-necked Duck A. collaris (see 
preceding note). 

Treetop-hunting by Hen Harriers 
Pre-roost treetop-hunting by Hen Harriers Circus cyaneus {Brit. Birds 84: 570) is 
quite common in west Galloway, Dumfries & Galloway. In this area, two roosts 
are bordered by large areas of willows Salix, mostly forming dense cover 5-8 m 
in height. In over 30 years of watching harrier roosts, I have seen treetop-hunting 
on most visits: the harriers fly at slow speeds across the top of the willows, 
systematically coursing from one end to the other and back again, sometimes 
several times before entering the roost. These hunts are typically like those used 
by this species when hunting over tall rank vegetation in open country. This 
behaviour may stem from a need to replenish energy stores before roosting if the 
harrier has been largely unsuccessful during the day. 
R. C. DICKSON 
Lismore, New Luce, Newton Stewart, Wigtownshire DG8 OAJ 

Merlin falling down chimney with prey 
During February 1993, Airs Ferry of Steeple Ashton, Wiltshire, recounted to me 
the following details. In late January 1993, Mrs Ferry was in her living room when 
she heard a commotion in the chimney. Suddenly, a small raptor clutching a 
headless Common Starling Stumus vulgaris shot out of the fireplace. She secured 
the bird and released it in her backyard, where it flew a short distance and 
dropped to the ground, apparently exhausted or perhaps injured. She retrieved 
the raptor and, after looking through her bird books, identified it as a Merlin Falco 
columbarius. She sought advice by telephone from the Hawk Conservancy at 
Weyhill, Hampshire, who convinced her that the chances of a Merlin coming 
down her chimney were non-existent and that it must be a Common Kestrel F. 
tinnunculus or some other species. Feeling unable to care for the falcon herself, 
she took it to Weyhill, where the staff, much to their disbelief, were forced to 
confirm that she had indeed had a first-winter female Merlin down her chimney. 
The sad end is that the Merlin died the following day. In her obvious great 
excitement in recounting this event, Mrs Ferry informed me that the headless 
Common Starling was 'almost completely dead'! I was unable to follow that with 
any sensible comment. 

Keevil Airfield is immediately next to Mrs Ferry's house, and a Merlin would 
not be unexpected in the area. In mid March 1993, the Imber Ranges military 
training area, about 8 km to the south, held certainly two or possibly three 
overwintering Merlins. 
M. H. SMITH 
42 Belkfield Crescent, Trowbridge, Wiltshire BAM 8SR 
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Aberrant tail pattern of adult Black-headed Gull 
On 11th May 1995, at Shibdon Pond, Tyne & Wear, we discovered a 
Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus which had been killed by a bird of prey. 
It had not been eaten, and we examined the corpse. It was a well-marked 
adult in relatively fresh summer plumage, with a very bright red eye-ring and 
small, neat, white tips to the black primaries; it showed no contrast in col
oration, or difference in feather generation, among any of the grey 
upperwing-coverts. It was, therefore, in at least second-summer or, more 
likely, third-summer plumage, second-summers tending to show less white on 
the black primaries. The tail feathers were of the same generation, but the 
two pairs on each side of the central pair had a black mark towards the tip of 
each feather; the pattern was symmetrical, although the black mark on the 
third tail feather on the right was more crescent-shaped, slightly broadened at 
one end, and somewhat less heavy than those on the other three feathers. The 
markings were undoubtedly due to pigmentation, and not to any contamina
tion. The spotted feathers showed no other abnormalities, appeared 'sound' 
in every respect, and, as they exhibited a similar degree of wear to the other 
rectrices, they were not retained from a previous moult sequence. They 
appeared to illustrate a remnant representation of a feather pattern normally 
found in a younger age-class of this species (e.g. first-winter). It would seem 
that this individual had managed to grow four adult tail feathers which, for 
some reason, showed a patterning of dark spots of a type associated with 
first-calendar-year Black-headed Gulls. 
KEITH BO WHY and BRIAN POUJNGER 

3 Alloy Terrace, Highfield, Rowlands Gill, Tyne Of Wear NE39 1AU 

Carrion Crow attacking and grounding Herring Gull 
On 3rd June 1993, near the Cob at Pwllheli, Gwynedd, I became aware of 
loud angry calls from a Carrion Crow Corvus corone flying about 5 m overhead 
in pursuit of a juvenile Herring Gull Larus argentatus. The gull, which was not 
carrying any food, was clearly trying to evade the crow, which followed it at 
speed around a roughly circular course about 100 m in diameter. The crow 
managed to seize the tips of the outer primaries of the gull's left wing, hanging 
on until the gull crashed out of control into the shallow water of a nearby 
drainage ditch. Still holding on, the crow landed heavily, largely on the gull 
itself, and then, with a violent jerk of its head, threw the gull on to its back, 
almost completely submerging it, before flying off. The gull preened for a 
couple of minutes and then flew away, apparently none the worse for the 
encounter. 

In fights between Herring Gulls on the ground, one or both individuals 
often seize the opponent's primaries and pull or swing it around by this hold, 
but I had never before seen a Carrion Crow do this, either on the ground or 
in flight. 
DAVID G. P. CHATFIELD 

Rhiwenfa, Rhkv, near Pwllheli, Gwynedd LL53 8AE 
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