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OBSERVATIONS ON T H E MIGRATION OF BIRDS 
IN T H E MEDITERRANEAN. 

BY 

COMMANDER H. LYNES, R.N., M.B.O.TJ. 

INTRODUCTORY. 

W H I L E serving in H.M.S. " Venus " on the Mediterranean 
Station from August, 1905, to February, 1908, I saw, 
one way and another, a good deal of the migration of 
birds, and in hopes that some of my observations may 
bring out a few fresh points or strengthen existing views 
on the subject, I have ventured to put together the 
following notes. 

A man-of-war seldom stops long at any one p o r t ; my 
observations were consequently of a rather disconnected 
nature. We were fortunate, however, in 1906, in having 
three of the spring months at Crete, and five of the 
autumn and winter months in Egypt. 

Malta, excellent for migration observation, but almost 
an ornithological desert in summer and winter, being the 
headquarters of the Mediterranean Fleet, was of course 
a frequent port of call during the commission; however, 
as the " Venus " never happened to stop there for more 
than a few weeks during the spring and autumn, I was 
unable to make many notes on the passage of birds 
through tha t island. 

At Crete, in the spring (February, March and April, 
1906), our opportunities for studying migration were not 
so favourable as could have been wished ; the ship was 
at sea, patrolling the coast a great deal of the time, and 
when at anchor she always lay some distance from the 
shore. We left Crete, too, some time before the vernal 
migration had ceased. 

In Egypt the conditions were much more favourable. 
We were there from August, 23rd, 1906, to January 
20th, 1907—spending most of our time at Port Said, 
with four short visits to Alexandria, going out of 
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harbour for a few days' gunnery and torpedo practice 
every two or three weeks. At Port Said the ship was 
moored close to the shore, birds on passage were 
constantly flying by and settling in, or even flying 
against, the rigging, and I was able to get ashore in the 
early mornings and in the evenings fairly frequently. 
Less than one hundred yards from the ship was the court
yard of the " Navy House " containing some six trees, 
whose foliage was a great attraction to migrants, and 
consequently to me, as one could go over there, see what 
there was to be seen, and get back to the ship in about 
ten minutes. 

Since most of my conclusions are based upon observa
tions made in Egypt during the autumn migration, I 
propose to deal with tha t first, then with the spring 
migration at Crete and, finally, with migration at sea, 
in the Mediterranean. 

I .—AUTUMN MIGRATION AT AND AROUND PORT SAID. 

Geographically, Port Said seems admirably suited for 
observing bird migration. Hosts of birds breeding in 
European Russia, and Central and South-eastern Europe, 
winter somewhere in tropical or sub-tropical Africa, and 
they must converge, on their southward passage, to the 
comparatively narrow, fertile strip of land between the 
great deserts of Sahara and Arabia,* since it appears that , 
whatever may be the case in spring time, in autumn, 
when they lack the spring excitement of going up north to 
breed and many of them are in partial moult, birds do not 
progress at such a pace as would enable them to venture 
across the deserts, for fear of starvation overtaking them. 

Port Said is in the centre of this strip, and being right 
on the sea-shore, is the first land to be seen by those 
birds that cross the Mediterranean Sea, after what must 
be the long over-water passage of their whole southward 
migration. 

* Palmen's route No. 4. 
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After such a voyage, land, even though the alighting 
place be but a pile of scrap iron among the docks, or a 
miserable little bush in the sandy wastes, is only too 
welcome to these over-sea migrants, as I shall hope to 
show. 

I t seems to me that for such a study as migration, 
the area under observation should be sufficiently re
stricted for an observer to have a comprehensive grasp 
of all that is going on in that area. All our best records 
appear to come from small and isolated areas—Heligoland, 
Fair Island, lightships and lighthouses, may be quoted as 
instances of this. If observations are made over a wide 
field it can but be bewildering, one cannot feel certain of 
departures, the birds may just have moved their position 
a little, and not really have continued their migration, 
arrivals may easily be overlooked, individuals un
recognised. 

Considering the orders Passeres and Picarice only, 
Port Said appears to possess about eight breeding 
species, all of which are resident, so when it is considered 
that the species actually identified in the autumn 
numbered eighty (further observation might very well 
increase the number to one hundred or more), it will be 
realised tha t at Port Said there is not the same difficulty 
in gauging the extent of a migratory movement as in 
places like England, where individuals of many species 
migrate over the heads, as it were, of resident individuals 
of the same species. 

Now although, on the map, Port Said looks as if i t 
might be a most unrestricted observing area, and to 
the eye of the steamship passenger, probably as if no 
bird could ever be tempted to alight in such a sandy, 
treeless spot, it really possesses in its physical features 
the requisites of an excellent observing station. From 
the accompanying chart (Figure I.), it will be seen tha t 
just south of the town lies the enormous expanse of 
salt water called Lake Menzaleh, which is very shallow 
and fringed with innumerable swampy and muddy islets, 
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admirably adapted as feeding places for the water-loving 
birds. Natural accommodation for " land " birds is 
almost entirely dependent upon the presence of fresh 
water, for it is only in its immediate vicinity that 
anything but a low sparse scrub exists. Thus it is in the 
gardens, in and about the town, and around the banks of 
the fresh-water canal and the waterworks tanks that we 
find the tamarisk bushes, Aleppo pines, and other trees 
whose foliage forms so welcome a retreat for the swarms 
of tired and hungry little Warblers, Chats and other 
Passerine birds, after their long journey over the Mediter
ranean Sea. 

In the following notes I have not attempted to include 
any but " land " birds, as I was quite unable to cope 
with the water and marsh birds as well : my remarks 
are therefore confined to the Passeres and Picarice, 
together with a few notes only upon isolated species of 
one or two other orders. The subject will be divided 
into the following headings :—A. Migration Period. 
B. Weather and Progress of Migration. O. Times. 
D. Direction. E. Height. F. Speed. 0. Age of 
First Arrivals. II. Habits. 

A. Migration Period. 

When we arrived at Port Said on August 23rd, 
migration was in full swing and had doubtless commenced 
some weeks before. The passage continued in full in
tensity, tha t is, the numbers of individuals remained 
great, though the species varied, up to the end of 
October, when the stream began to subside ; but it was 
not until well into December that only belated migrants 
or winter visitors had finally ceased to arrive, showing 
(since, as I shall subsequently relate, the spring migration 
starts in February) that ordinary passage migration is 
really at a standstill only for a very short period in 
winter in the Mediterranean. 

As an example of what may be called migration in 
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" full swing," I will quote the following extract from my 
diary of August 26th :— 

"Landed at 2.30 p.m. to explore the region of the 
fresh-water canal. Soon found that even in the little 
desert space before reaching the canal, birds were very 
abundant. Shrikes, Great Grey and Red-backed, were 
especially numerous, perched on every other bush, post, 
or knoll. Common Wheatears were also plentiful, and 
so were Quails, endeavouring to lie perdu in the sparse 
thistle-like bushes. As there was so much of interest on 
the route progress was but slow, and it was not until 
4.30 that I had covered the half mile between the landing 
place and the grove of Aleppo pine trees around the 
waterworks at the terminus of the fresh-water canal. 
Here was a marvellous spectacle, literally thousands and 
thousands of little soft-billed fly-catching birds were 
among the trees. They were chiefly Willow-Wrens, but 
there were also many Bonelli's Warblers, Lesser White-
throats, Nightingales, Great Grey, and Red-backed 
Shrikes, Spotted Flycatchers, Hoopoes, and doubtless 
other species invisible among the thick foliage. All the 
inhabitants of this ' avian metropolis ' appeared to be 
imbued with activity, searching for food in a restless 
sort of way, as if anxious to catch what they could 
and be off again. , 

" Birds were by no means the only creatures whose 
presence was obtrusive for, being Sunday, ' tout le monde 
en famille ' was picnicing under the same trees. 

" Shooting, fortunately for human as well as bird life, 
being prohibited in the immediate vicinity of the water
works, I was unable to procure any specimens there, but 
proceeding quietly down the canal, the tamarisks that 
fringe its banks were found also to be teeming with 
small birds. Boys were catapulting them, ' sportsmen ' 
were shooting them, one gay chasseur had a sort of 
buttonhole consisting of a Quail, a Cuckoo, a Hoopoe 
and smaller fry, and many had network game-bags 
bulged out with Quail and ' etceteras.' Even among the 
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crowd of people Quails occasionally sprang from the 
bushes accompanied by cries of ' caille ! '—' quaglia ! ' 

" From five o'clock onwards there seemed to be a 
general movement of the birds to the southward follow
ing the canal. Commencing in a small way, this move
ment increased and appeared to reach its height shortly 
before sunset, when the air seemed to be full of small 
birds flying along from 20 to 150 feet high. On re
passing the waterworks trees about seven o'clock just 
before dark, the only birds I could disturb there were 
Nightingales and Spotted Flycatchers, all the others had 
apparently moved on." 

# * # * * 
The accompanying diagrams (Figures II. and III.) will, 

it is thought, give a more or less comprehensive view of 
the progress of migration of the more notable species that 
visited the Port Said district throughout the autumn. 

B. Weather and Progress of Migration, 
From the day we arrived at Port Said (August 23rd), 

up to the end of September, the sun pursued its daily 
course unobscured by clouds, light N.JST.W. breezes 
always sprang up in the afternoons, and frequently 
continued throughout the greater part of the night, 
making the atmosphere cool and dry, in spite of an 
average temperature of 81° F. in the shade ; the morn
ings and forenoons were always calm—each day's weather 
was the pattern for the next, with tropical regularity. 

Very soon after the Autumnal Equinox there came a 
marked change. The wind, though still never more than 
a moderate breeze, blew more irregularly throughout 
the twenty-four hours, and nearly always from N.N.E. 
or N.E. when it was blowing at all—an alteration which 
brought a somewhat moister atmosphere, but could 
hardly be considered to have had any effect upon the 
migration. 

The first rain, a thunder-shower, fell on October 7th, 
and there was some heavy rain on October 19th, but in 
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other respects the whole of October and nearly all 
November kept fine and warm (average noon temp. 
77° F . to 72° F.), the wind, never more than " fresh 
breezes," blew from N.E. or N.W., more often the former, 
and on one occasion only from the southward. 

On November 27th the weather broke up suddenly ; 
the temperature fell about 8° F. , and winter, in the ever 
varying moods characteristic of that season in the 
Mediterranean, was ushered in by a succession of strong 
winds and foul weather from the S.W. 

So that , as far as the local weather went, it may be 
said that up to the end of November the weather con
ditions were entirely propitious to migration—after that 
date the reverse. 

I t might perhaps be supposed that with such favour
able and regular weather conditions throughout 
(practically) the whole of the migration period, the flow 
of migration would have been equally regular, but such 
was not indeed the case. 

Throughout the whole period, even when migration was 
at its greatest intensity, the number of arrivals varied 
greatly from day to day. The migrants came in diurnal 
waves, sometimes a day, or even several days in succes
sion would go by with a small wave, and then the next 
day there would be a large one, when migrant arrivals 
would simply swarm everywhere. By 8 a.m. any day 
one could say " it is a good migration day " (or a bad one), 
though nothing but the presence or absence of the birds 
themselves was there to enable such a fact to be stated. 

All this only brings out what is, I think, generally 
accepted, and what it is only reasonable to suppose, viz., 
that it is mainly to the weather conditions at the point 
of departure for the migration flight, tha t one must look, 
in order to realise what the birds are going to do. 

Now Port Said notably enjoys much more halcyon 
weather during the autumn months than Crete, Cyprus, 
Asia Minor, and even than Alexandria only 150 miles 
distant; and an inspection of the actual weather 
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conditions at the northern side of the Levant from August 
to October, 1906 (Figures IV. and V.), may reasonably 
be considered to provide an explanation of the irregu
larity of migration arrival at Port Said during tha t 
period; an irregularity which, with the continuously 
favourable weather conditions at the latter place, seemed 
so illogical. 

In the diagrams (Figures IV. and V.), I have chosen 
the Constantinople district, merely because it is the only 
place near the north side of the Levant whose meteoro
logical data I have been able to obtain. I should have 
wished to get the same for Cyprus and several points in 
Asia Minor as well ; however, I think the Constantinople 
weather may fairly be assumed to represent, more or less 
the weather which a large proportion of the migrants 
arriving at Port Said actually experienced at the point 
of departure for their flight across the Mediterranean. 

Referring to the diagrams, it will be seen that even at 
the end of August the Constantinople weather showed 
signs of breaking up, in September about nine of the 
days were unfavourable to migration, and in October 
the weather became very unsettled, whereas at Port 
Said there was not a single day unfavourable to migra
tion the whole of this time. At Constantinople the 
atmosphere was much moister than at Port Said, and 
the temperature much lower, in August averaging about 
10 degrees lower, in September 15 degrees, and in 
October as much as 20 degrees. 

Figure IV. gives, side by side with the weather chart, 
a graphic representation of the progress of migration 
through Port Said between the same dates, but I am 
afraid that the notes and observations are not full enough 
to make this as satisfactory as I could wish, and I would 
ask therefore that this part of the diagram be taken 
merely as suggestive of what more extended and complete 
observations might have made conclusive. 

I would draw attention in Figure IV. to the short 
" h i t c h e s " very noticeable at the time in migration 
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passage at Port Said at the end of August and middle of 
September, and these appear to have synchronized with 
the unfavourable weather at Constantinople; on the 
other hand the unfavourable weather at the latter place, 
at the end of September, fails to show a corresponding 
influence upon the passage. 

C. Times. 

To analyze thoroughly the times of arrival and 
departure of migrants would have required very much 
more attention and application than I was able to give ; 
it would necessitate the choice of a spot where one could 
be sure that arrivals were fresh arrivals; remaining on 
that spot the whole time, and being ever on the alert to 
pick up fresh arrivals and note departures. 

The more one studies observations on this point the 
more one is driven to the conclusion, perhaps an obvious 
one, but nevertheless worthy of note, that although the 
main body of the migrating birds follows a certain 
routine, yet in all species there is a rather large per
centage of exceptions to this routine, and one must be 
very cautious in drawing conclusions from single observa
tions. And surely this must be so. Birds are so very 
dependent upon weather conditions, not only for their 
food but also for their locomotion, tha t to expect them 
to move as if by clockwork would be hardly reasonable. 

So far as I could make out, the birds, speaking in a 
broad and general way, began to arrive, tha t is to alight, 
with the first streaks of dawn, the maximum intensity of 
the movement being somewhere about sunrise, after 
which it slowly diminished, but a fairly strong arrival 
nearly always went on until about noon, as could be 
observed from the ship in the harbour. From noon 
onwards there seemed to be no further migration until 
about half-an-hour before sunset, when a small number 
of fresh arrivals might frequently be seen coming in 
from the northward over the sea. This latter movement, 
though not to be compared in intensity with that of the 

D 
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morning, was nevertheless a well marked one, and one 
which, occurring as it did with moderate regularity, must 
I think be put down as a feature of the daily routine and 
not merely as the influx of certain individuals which had 
become separated from the main body and had arrived 
abnormally late in consequence. Species noticed as 
taking part in this movement were Redstart, Nightingale, 
Willow-Wren, White Wagtail, Short-toed Lark, Sky-Lark, 
Nightjar, Corn-Crake and Water-Rail, besides some small 
unidentified species, and some Limicolm. 

Departures were more difficult to observe, but I 
concluded that they took place at dusk from the following 
facts:—The birds generally got more lively and were to be 
found feeding and moving about restlessly towards 
sunset after a decided period of torpor during the 
afternoon; large parties of birds were seen beginning 
to move southwards about the same hour; and on " off-
migration " mornings, succeeding days that had brought 
plenty of birds, there were hardly any to be found. 

As 1 have said, there was scarcely a species that did 
not present exceptions to the above generalization, and 
these exceptions may doubtless be put down to in
dividuals on the " sick l i s t " requiring longer than a 
day's rest to recoup themselves. 

One thing, however, impressed me as being an 
undoubted fact, viz., tha t taking it as a whole, the 
successive arrival, resting, feeding and moving on, was a 
performance that recurred every twenty-four hours at a 
greater or less intensity throughout the whole season of 
true passage, and I cannot but think tha t the statement 
of certain writers on migration that birds dawdle about 
and quietly moult on their autumn migration, though it 
may no doubt be true for places perhaps more remote 
from their breeding quarters, is not the case at Port Said, 
which is comparatively close to their breeding quarters. 

Although at night time I watched several times with 
glasses for birds crossing the face of the moon, I never 
saw any, and the only instances I can quote of migrating 
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passage at night are (1) Bee-Eaters, September 19th, 
6.30 p.m., at dusk, heard passing south, and (2) 
November 18th, 7 p.m.. quite dark, when burning search
lights off Damietta, a number of small birds appeared from 
the northward fluttering in the rays. Both of these occur
rences may have been the continuation of the evening 
arrival last mentioned. 

I t seems to me rather curious that such a representa
tive South-east European species as the Bee-Eater should 
have been observed on the above and on one other 
Occasion (also at dusk) only, during the whole migration 

season, and the incident may have its own significance 
with regard to the mode of migration of that particular 
species.* 

D. Direction. 

- The direction of the flight was always south or within 
a few points of it, but arrivals were inclined to come 
from a little to the east of north rather than from the 
west of it. This is perhaps only what might be expected 
from the geography of the Levant and its contiguous 
land areas. 

(To be continued.) 

* Col. I rby (Orniih. Straits of Gib.) makes a similar note about the 
autumn passage of Bee-Eaters a t Gibraltar, " all -with few exceptions 
being heard passing a t night." 
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