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About the Herring Gull

These stunning large Gulls measure 54-60cm  with a Wingspan of  130-
150cm and weigh :690-1440g although the heaviest I have come across has 
been around 1200g

Herring gulls are an iconic resident both inland and on the coasts. Adults 
have light grey backs, white under parts, and black wing tips with white 
'mirrors'. They generally have pink legs and webbed feet with slighty 
hooked heavy, beaks with a red spot. In winter, dusky streaks mark their 
heads. They take four years to reach adult plumage. Juveniles are mottled 
brown; second-year birds are brown but show gray on the back.

They are ominivorous opportunists and eat carrion, scraps left by humans, 
offal, seeds, fruits, eggs, small mammals, insects and fish. They can be 
found around the coast, fields, large reservoirs and lakes, especially during 
winter and around rubbish tips, towns and gatherings of  people who leave 
food waste. They are now on the RED list due to ongoing population 
declines. 

They are one species of  RED listed wild seabird that we can, if  we are 
really lucky, get to see nesting, hatching and rearing their young.  It must 
be such a privellage to watch this, however and very sadly not everyone 
feels the same. They are like all wildlife protected by the law especially 
when nesting and it is an offence to remove nest material or eggs or 
otherwise tamper with them at this time. 

They have just one brood of  an average of  3 eggs, which they incubate 
for 28-30 days by the Female. The fledging period is between 35 - 40 days.  
The oldest recorded Herring Gull was 32 years 9 months 25 days (set in 
2013) BTO Ringing Data with an average age span of  12 years breading 
from 4.  



As they are able to feed themselves almost as soon as they hatch they 
tend to leave the nest early, and here is where the problems start! Their 
parents pair for life and both parents feed the chicks, although early on in 
the rearing period, the male will do most of  the feeding and the female 
most of  the brooding and guarding. As they grow, some the young gulls 
form nursery flocks. Watched over by adults, these nursery flocks can 
remain together until the birds are old enough to breed, however other 
young gulls choose to hang around their parents begging and calling for 
much longer than others showing just how individual they are.



Nesting Season 

The gull nesting season is almost upon us Gulls have become a lot more 
territorial now and some have started to stake out their nesting areas by 
occupation.

Nest building and  laying of  eggs starts in late May.  Some people dont 
want them nesting on their roofs. However Gulls are strictly protected 
like all birds are during nesting. It is a criminal offence to disturb nests 
without a licence from Natural England, which will only be granted in very 
particular circumstances.

As soon as hatchlings and fluffy chicks appear on roofs they start to fall 
off. They are very curious little creatures and left to their own divices they 
have a tendancy to wander.  Strong winds can be especially problematic.  
If  at all possible they should be replaced, very small chicks up to 3 days 
old do need the warmth of  their parents at night and will need access to 
the nest. Chicks older than 3 days don’t need to go back to their nest if  
this is difficult and can be placed on a garage, extension or back on to the 
main house where the parent will continue to look after them and feed 
them. Whining and whimpering, is normal and not a sign of  distress, but 
they should be monitored to ensure that the parent is returning... which is 
sometimes only at dawn and dusk.

Once they are a little older they are classed as nestlings, partially feathered  
with some Fluff  remaining.  As the feathers appear they start to follow 
their parents and attempt to fly. So now even more young gulls fall 
off  roofs. Where possible these should be placed on a roof  close to 
their original roof  to get them off  the ground and away from ground 
preditors. It is important not to place them on the wrong roof  or close to 
neighbouring nesting gulls. 



Gulls feed 3-6 times a day - mainly in the early morning, late afternoon 
and evening depending on the temperature.  People often become 
concerned that a parent is not returning, but Gull parents do not abandon 
their young very easily.  Feeding young gulls, is not recommended as this 
can cause them to become victims of  other gulls. 

A little older still Fledglings are fully feathered. A fledgling can be 
identified as those whose wing tips overlap just above the base of  the tail. 
Ideally there should be at least a 1cm overlap. As with all fledgling birds 
they are unsuccessful when they take their first flight and land in gardens. 
They need time to build muscle strength. Fledglings should be left alone 
even if  on the ground unless injured, in a dangerous location like a busy 
road or in a confined space (6ft x 6ft or very high walls).  At this time the 
parents may withhold food to encourage the gulls to fly to them. 

The final stage is when the fledglings are flying and getting used to their 
wings. Sadly many become road casualties, window strikes and are found 
with a whole variety of  injuries. Injured birds should always be taken to a 
vet.  All veterinary surgeons are obliged by the Royal College of  Veterinary 
Surgeons to provide 24-hour emergency cover, free of  charge.



Poetry

Sea Fever 

I must down to the seas again, to the lonely sea and the sky,
And all I ask is a tall ship and a star to steer her by,
And the wheels kick and the winds song and the white sails shaking,
And a gray mist on the seas face, and a gray dawn breaking.

I must go down to the seas again, for the call of  the running tide
Is a wild call and a clear call that may not be denied;
And all I ask is a windy day with the white clouds flying,
And the flung spray and the blown spume, and the sea-gulls crying.

I must go down to the seas again, to the vagrant gypsy life,
To the gulls way and the whales way, where the winds like a whetted knife;
And all I ask is a merry yarn from a laughing fellow-rover,
And quiet sleep and a sweet dream when the long tricks over.

By John Masefield

The Good-natured Grey Gull
   
The Good-natured Grey Gull,
 who carried the Old Owl, and his Crimson Carpet-bag,
 across the river, because he could not swim.

By Edward Lear 



The Seagull  

Fair gull on the tide, indeed, 
of  the same hue as snow or the white moon, 
your beauty is without blemish, 
a piece like the sun, gauntlet of  the brine. 
You are light on the ocean wave, 
swift proud fish-eating bird. 
You’d go close by the anchor 
hand-in-hand with me, sea lily. 
Just like a letter you are painted silver, 
you’re a nun on the crest of  the sea tide. 
 
Perfect praise of  a girl, you are praised afar, 
make for the curve of  fortress and castle. 
Gull, look for one 
of  the colour of  Eigr on the lovely fortress. 
Say my ardent words, 
may she choose me, go to the girl. 
If  she’s alone, make bold to greet her, 
be courteous to the dainty maid 
for gain; say I will not live, 
noble refined youth, unless I have her. 
I love her, strength of  complete passion, 
oh men, neither Myrddin 
with his fine wheaten lips 
nor Taliesin ever loved a fairer one. 
A sought-after girl [dressed in] fine linen under copper [hair], 
exquisite visage perfectly formed. 
 
Ah gull, if  you get to see 
the cheek of  the fairest girl in Christendom, 
unless I get a most gentle response 
the girl will be the death of  me. 

Dafydd ap Gwilym - Born 1320, Ceredigion



Stories - based on actual events during 2020 

Bell - W535

Bell came to me from West Cornwall Wildlife Volunteers as an older 
nestling, she had been rescued by another volunteer as she couldn't be put 
back with her parents and eventually came to me with a group of  other 
young gulls,  I had not been part of  her initial care but as with most of  the 
Gulls once with others they learn the ropes quickly and start to eat well 
and integrate into the group.

In a pen of  20 young Gulls she didnt really stand out, just one of  the 
crowd. When West Cornwall ringing group ringed her with BTO colour 
ring W535 her weight was that of  an average smaller gull (hence i call her 
she), so nothing particularly unusual. Eventually she was soft released 
from the pen at the end of  August and I thought that would be the last I 
would see of  that group. However 5 days later Bell was back, she remains 
the only gull of  all of  the gulls I have personally released to return.  At 
first she would come back most days land on the shed roof  and thunder 
across the metal at great speed making sure she didnt miss out. As regular 
as clock work, she would be nowwhere to be seen until I went in the shed 
and then thud! there she was.

In November I began to only offer food once a day to try to wean her 
off  my support as she was obviously thriving and looking very healthy. So 



she returned a little less regularly, by December and with Avian Flu on the 
horizon I started to discourage her (by not offering food), but she would 
stalk me and land by me in the field when I was feeding horses or sheep 
so I took a little pouch of  food with me for a while to feed her well away 
from the captive birds (for biosecurity reasons).  By this time though as 
breeding season approached, the local wild gulls were establishing their 
territories they would chase her away but she still popped back from time 
to time always wanting food so I always found a way to offer her a little 
morssel.  I have now only seen her once in 2 weeks and on that occassion 
although I offered food she didnt land, maybe she was just saying 
goodbye?   

I miss her visits but I know she is finding food for herself  and not 
starving, she looks really healthy and I will always be  happy to see her if  
she returns again... maybe someone else will spot her... it would be nice to 
know where she is. 



Dark Gull - W512

This Herring Gull it was rescued and rehabilitated by the group last year.  
It came into the group in June as a fledgling, it was always one of  the 
biggest birds we had and when it was ringed by West Cornwall Ringing 
Group prior to release it weighed in as the heaviest and largest of  all the 
birds we had at the time. 

It always had a darker colouring than the others so stood out in the group. 
It kept itself  to itself, was a strong but not over dominant member of  the 
group and after all the appropriate checks he was taken for release to the 
north coast on the 6th August 2020 with a group of  other fledglings, he 
wasnt the first to fly off  but before long he took to the sky and flew west 
down the coast.

It is a wonderful thing to see them flying in the open sky for the first time, 
they almost seem to smile as the swoop, dip and turn, realising what they 
were made so perfectly to do.  



He was not spotted again until the 9th February 2021 and thanks to the 
ID ring we now have a confirmed sighting reported to the BTO all the 
way from Douarbebez, Finestre ,France  this is 246.4 miles from his 
release site.

It is so good to hear that these birds are thriving in the wild and a 
testament I think to the hard work of  the whole group.



Boris - W533

This little Gull came to us as a late chick and was very sickly to start with, 
needing intensive care.  He spent a while with one of  our rehabbers who 
had to coax him to eat slivers of  fish on an hourly basis, this inevitably 
made him a little too tame and he would beg for food and call constantly.

When he had reached a reasonable weight he was moved to me to re-wild 
with a new group of  Gulls.  He became a normal independent juvenile in 
time and stopped calling and begging quite quickly as this was the job of  
another over tame bird called Billy whos story I tell below.  

Eventually when we were sure our job was complete Boris was very 
happily released at the end of  August after ringing and becoming part of  
the Urban Gull study by West Cornwall ringers for the British Trust for 
Ornithology. 

Wearing colour ring W533 we didn’t know if  or where he may travel to. In 
Mid November when we heard that he had made it all the way to Dorset 



and was spotted at RSPB Radipole Lake 155.8 miles from his release site, 
we were delighted. Especially as he had such a difficult start.  

He has been spotted again there on Chirstmas eve so it is possible he will 
become a regular visitor.  If  you are over that way you may like to look 
him up.



Billy - W505

He came to the group as a hatchling and due to being quite reluctant to eat 
was hand reared with one other for a while, during this time he became a 
little too tame and would call and beg from the rehabber incessantly.  
He came to me as a nestling and would call constantly, every time I was 
near their pen he would run to the fence call and beg. When it was time 
for food he was at the front begging and even when food was given he 
would continue to beg from the human instead of  eat the food.  When 
I had to clean the pen he would peck at my feet and if  I put my hand 
down to pick something up he would peck my hands.  With this attitude 
it was difficult to see how he could be released, but after the experience 
with Boris coming to me and recovering from his begging by the presence 
of  Billy, we wondered if  it would work again.  So Billy was packed off  
to another rehabber to re-wild him, he improved drastically and was 
eventually ready for release, still a little tame but much improved.  

A few weeks after release he was spotted in a local fishing village begging 
from the tourists eating chips, which was not good.  We decided to call 
down to visit him to see what he was up to but he seemed to keep his 
distance and so we hoped he was improving.  A few days later he was 
pecking at someone’s shoelaces, fortunately the person knew the group, 
caught him up and returned him to captivity for his own safety.  He stayed 



for another month and was very keen to leave having tasted freedom, so 
when we were sure he had rewilded off  he went again.  

Now we know where he is and he does hang around people with a group 
of  other juvenile gulls but he doesn’t approach humans or beg from them 
any more, when we have called in to check on him he keeps his distance 
and doesn’t allow us close him thankfully.



Beaky - W514

This gull came to me as a hatchling and joined my group in the nursery 
shed. As he grew it was noticed that he had a slightly over reaching beak 
hence his name. He was quiet and sociable in the pen and was easy to pick 
out because he was slightly different, we monitored him very closely to 
ensure that his beak was not affecting his ability to eat, interact and defend 
himself.  He grew strong and heavy and was one of  the heaviest gulls at 
the time he was ringed.  He interreacted with the rest of  the group and 
was one of  the more dominant birds.  On the 6th August he was taken 
with the group to be released, he flew off  quite quickly, circled around 
landed with a couple of  others on an outcrop for a while before taking off  
again.  

I had been posting my rehab work on Instagram and after a few weeks 
following some particularly rough stormy weather, big seas and strong 
winds, someone contacted me to say they had seen him on a bank at a 
local pond.  We were told he was quite tame and that they were able to 
approach and almost touch him.  This was not good news, so my husband 
and I drove to the pond to see if  we could find him.  As described he was 
sat on the side of  the bank looking a little sorry for himself, I was able 
to approach him but just as I reached out to catch him he leapt onto the 
water, he was obviously not completely healthy so we moved away and 
monitored from a distance. Eventually he once again got out of  the water 



and stood by a tree, we crept up on him and managed to catch him just 
before dark, after nearly ending up in the water ourselves a few times.  

He had a swollen runny eye and was very disorientated and wobbly, after 
seeing a vet a course of  medication was prescribed and he slowly began to 
improve.  

Having tasted the wild life he definitely did not want to be confined and 
as soon as he was recovered made numerous attempts to get passed me 
as I stepped in to the pen to feed him.  He was schedule to be returned at 
the weekend to the location from which we collected him but he wasn’t 
happy to wait.  On the 3rd September we had a bit of  a catastrophe and a 
piece of  the mesh roof  on the aviary became loose and created a hole… 
in seconds he was gone.  He flew high and was soon over the horizon 
without out a glance behind him, thankfully we have had no further calls 
about him so hopefully he is out somewhere in Cornwall enjoying his 
wonderful wild life.



We are so grateful to be part of  the ongoing research by the West 
Cornwall Ringing Group and the BTO.  There are many ringing programs 
which help to understand the movements of  our wildlife particularly 
important for these Red Listed birds. If  you do a little bird watching we 
would be really grateful if  you would look out for the ringed birds.  You 
would need binoculars and you may spot one if  you are really lucky.  Not 
all ringed birds have been rehabilitated by us so you can report them via 
the British Trust for Ornithology website who will then inform us of  their 
movements and let you know the history of  any ringed bird you report.

I am gathering stories about Gulls for a project with Plover Rovers and 
hope that I can find a whole range of  stories which I may turn into 
illustrations... 

It is important to remember that we teach these birds how to treat us their 
behaviour is learned,  like many corvids they help to keep the beaches 
and streets clean.  They seem to out wit us at every turn but in fact they 
are just exploiting our lack of  dilligence.  We leave our refuse sacks out, 
our food waste in open bins, fast food wrappers discarded on the ground 
and over the years many people have fed Gulls, just the odd chip or pasty 
crust.  If  they steal food they do so because they are very hungry, I have 
noticed that well fed gulls are not interested in food at all...no matter what 
you offer them.

I have always been amazed at the knowledge Gulls have of  humans, for 
instance at car boot sales (which only take place one day per week) the 
gulls begin to circle even before the people arrive, they know us better 
than we know ourselves, more importantly they know our bad habits our 
lazy nature and our ability to see cleaning up after ourselves as someone 
else’s problem.   They can be seen  on tips, behind fishing boats, tractors 
ploughing.  Their occupation is to find food and they see us as an easy 
source.  Once fed they can spend the rest of  their days enjoying the view 
and chatting with their freinds!  



What can we do...
There is so much we can do for Gulls Education is the key, so spread 
the word!  Engage with the misinfomation, reduce scaremongering with 
knowledgable accurate information, encouraging better human behaviour 
to discourage unwanted Gull behaviour, but also the following 

1. Join conservation groups
2. Support Charities who protect habitat and wildlife
3. Encourage good practice in Fishing, Farming and Land management
4. Vote with your purse, dont support bad practice in anything.
5. Sign petitions to protect Birds and especially habitat for Gulls
6. Share your love of  wildlife with friends and family
7. Sign petitions to end persecution and improve understanding

Some links for further information:-
British Trust for Ornothology

RSPB
Birdlife

The Wildlife Trusts
The Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust

Help Wildlife
West Cornwall Wildlife Rehabilitation & Rescue Volunteers 

The  aim  of   this  project  is  to  research  a  different  bird  each 
month, gathering poetry, songs, facts, stories and information to  further  
understand,  discover  and  share  ways  in  which  we can help them in the 
wild.  

More  of   my  work  can  be  found  on  my  website  including greetings 
cards, prints, printmaking and original drawings and paintings.

https://www.bto.org/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/
http://www.birdlife.org/
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/
https://helpwildlife.co.uk/
https://helpwildlife.co.uk/
https://helpwildlife.co.uk/
http://www.suzysharpeartist.com


SEE YOU IN 

If  you would like to see some more of  my work including original 
paintings, drawings, printmaking and greetings cards please visit my 

website www.suzysharpe.co.uk

May

https://www.suzysharpeartist.com

