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

BY 

COMMANDER H. LYNES, B.N., M.B.O.U. 

I .—AUTUMN MIGBATION AT AND ABOUND PORT SAID, 

(Continued from page 51.) 

E, Height. 

TBAV.ELLI:NG birds—I mean those whose evident intentions 
were to proceed and not to alight—were never seen either 
near the land or at sea; and in the harbour, all arriving 
birds seemed to be in a state preparatory to alighting, 
either flying in quite low like the Quails, which rose from 
just above the surface of the water, only to clear the 
houses and shipping ; or dropping down from what may 
have been a good height, slowly making for cover as 
indicated by an uncertainty in direction. 

On the sea near the land, birds seen were almost 
invariably quite close to the water's surface, a matter of 
a few feet only. I t is, however, a significant fact that 
outside of a radius of about ten miles from land, whether 
in Egyptian or other waters, no birds ever came near the 
ship (except such as appeared to have lost their bearings) 
whose appearance could not be directly ascribed to some 
untoward event such as wind or rain, and on these 
occasions they would fly around, follow, or alight on 
board the ship. 

This only bears out what is doubtless another generally 
accepted fact, viz., tha t sea passages, if not also land 
passages, are at any rate in the majority of cases, carried 
out at a height at least above the normal limit of human 
vision, and that a descent is only made when the bird 
intends to alight. 

The position relative to the Egyptian sea-shore, at 
which the descent is made, appears to vary with the 
species. Quails seem always to arrive at the coast-line 
only a few feet above the surface of the water. I have 
also a few somewhat similar notes for the Corn-Crake, 
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Water-Rail and Spotted Crake, but the small birds 
seemed to appear suddenly from nowhere as if they had 
dropped down rapidly from a height. On the evening of 
September 6th I went over to the Navy House courtyard 
to see whether there were any Nightingales in the trees 
there. A careful examination of the two largest trees 
whose middle boughs swept the balcony revealed only 
one Nightingale, although there were plenty of other 
birds there. Toward sunset I suddenly became aware 
tha t there were more Nightingales, quite a number in 
fact, and I shot two Sprossers and one eommon Nightin
gale for specimens. Although the trees had been closely 
watched the whole time, these arrivals had escaped 
notice, which could scarcely have been the case had 
the birds approached from anywhere near the horizontal, 
hence the conclusion that they had dropped in almost 
vertically. 

Such a conclusion may seem rather far-fetched, but it 
is nevertheless an undoubted fact that birds can and do 
sometimes make downward swoops of very great rapidity. 
This may be seen on a winter's evening in London by 
watching the Starlings coming in to roost in the big 
poplar trees in St. James's Park. One's attention is first 
drawn to the sudden appearance in the tree-tops of the 
first party of Starlings, which proceed to settle down in 
their night quarters with the noisy chatter characteristic 
of the species. Stop near the trees, and you cannot fail 
to be aware both by eye and ear that the numbers of 
birds are increasing every few minutes, and yet no more 
have actually been seen coming in. Now move two or 
three hundred yards away from the trees, and careful 
watching will reveal a par ty of Starlings, high in the air, 
coming from the northward. They look as if they are 
going to take no interest in our poplar trees, as they 
seem to continue their flight until they are right over 
them. Suddenly there is a check, and down, almost 
vertically, they come hurtling through the air, growing 
from a speck to a Starling with such marvellous rapidity 
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that one feels at a loss to say exactly how it has all 
been done. 

With regard to departures of birds at Port Said all I 
ever noticed was a restless movement in a southerly 
direction in the evenings. As already described the birds 
were from twenty to a hundred and fifty feet high, but 
I have little doubt that if particular attention had been 
paid to the point, some of them might have been noticed 
mounting to their passage altitude during the short 
Egyptian twilight. 

F. Speed. 

The only passage speeds I was able to deal with were 
those of some of the species which arrived flying low. 
The best observations were made on the Quails by 
timing them from the moment they crossed the fore and 
aft line of the ship to the moment that , with a pair of 
glasses, they could be seen to fly into a Quail net exactly 
500 yards distant. 

The result gave a speed of just fifty knots an hour. 
Corn-Crakes, Water-Rails and Spotted Crakes arriving 
appeared to be going just about the same speed, but 
proper time-observations of them were never obtained. 
No matter whether at the sea-shore or in the harbour, the 
speed of these particular birds as they came in never 
appeared to be appreciably different, but whether it was 
that at which the whole passage across the sea had 
actually been made is, of course, impossible to say. 

I question much, however, whether these and like 
species of birds that possess a continuous whirring flight 
on migration are capable of any but a very limited 
increase of their ordinary speed on the horizontal, or of 
much diminution of it without intervals of " soaring." 
On downward grades, no doubt, almost any speed is 
possible, but this cannot apply to long distance flight. 
In a ship, an increase of a few knots on the normal speed 
requires a disproportionately high relative increase of 
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horse-power, and it seems rather unnatural to expect a 
bird's flight-mechanism to be capable of such analogous 
expansion of power, since it would be the reverse of 
economical to maintain a similar reserve of power. 

Consider mankind—there is scarcely 20 per cent, 
difference between the " record " and the general average 
speed in any foot race. 

G. Age of First Arrivals. 

With regard to the much debated question of whether 
some of the adults of each species do or do not lead the 
way as pioneers of the migrant waves, I can only say 
that , with the exception of the Redstart and Wheatear, 
every species sufficiently well represented to enable a 
conclusion to be arrived at, appeared to have some adults 
among the first batch of arrivals, and this was actually 
proved by obtaining specimens in the majority of cases. 
There may, perhaps, have been adult females among the 
Redstarts and Wheatears, but their appearance was not 
sufficiently distinctive to enable me to separate them 
from the young birds. 

With so many individuals of other species migrating 
from (probably) the same breeding areas, and bound in 
the same direction, it seems rather natural to suppose 
tha t young birds may not always consider it necessary 
to have one of their own species as a guide, but may, on 
the contrary, join up with birds of other species—a 
supposition which is of course supported by the frequent 
appearance of heterogeneous assemblages of species 
during migration time. 

H. Habits. 

Since space naturally precludes a separate description 
of the habits of each species, I shall endeavour under 
this heading to describe, in more or less general terms, 
only such habits as the act of migrating seemed to have 
imposed upon the birds passing through Port Said. 
Firstly, there was the desire for seclusion on alighting, 
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and there is little doubt that fatigue resulting from 
the passage across the Mediterranean was its direct 
cause, since it was rest, and not food, that was first 
taken. Just as on our own eastern sea coast the 
autumnal North Sea migrants are to be sought during 
the day in the thickest bushes, tufts of grass, bean 
fields, and other cover—or as Gaetke in Heligoland 
found them in the scanty bushes and potato fields of 
that island, so at Port Said the birds of passage, on 
alighting, took possession of the bushes, trees, and 
thickest cover they could find, and when such-like natural 
cover was insufficient to cope with the influx of the 
migrants then they overflowed into all sorts of odd 
places like hotel verandahs, or on board the shipping in 
the harbour. Under the latter circumstances each 
species seemed to do its best to select something more 
or less corresponding to its own natural environment. 

Thus, on board the " Venus " in the harbour, the 
Water-Rail flew into the officers' smoking room through 
the open scuttle ; the Corn-Crake and Quail would alight 
on the quarterdeck and after a nervous glance around 
dive hastily behind a six-inch gun ; the Nightjar would 
fly silently about the " bosky glade " formed by the 
funnels and boats' davits, resting now and then on a 
skid-beam as being the nearest approach to a bough ; 
while the Willow-Wrens and other small warblers would 
perch on the masts, yards and rigging. Ashore, the 
Redstarts might be found in hundreds among the piles 
of scrap iron in the docks, and Golden Orioles in the little 
trees on the Bund crowded with people, while a heap of 
old tin pots and kettles or a roll of barbed wire in the 
extension works was a quite likely hold for a Quail. 

Naturally, this characteristic was not without its 
exceptions, for instance, one evening we saw a Corn-Crake 
perched in the topmost foliage of a sixty-foot Aleppo pine 
tree, and other like incongruities were noticed from time 
to time. 

Song, during the whole of the most important period 
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of migration, was entirely absent. The nearest approach 
to song, and the only example I ever met with during 
August, September, and practically all October, was tha t 
of a Nightingale, one of several in the Navy House trees, 
that I was watching, in the early morning of 26th 
August. This bird uttered a few of its liquid notes—but 
they were but an echo of the Nightingale's true song. 
Probably my presence a few yards away was the 
cause of this little outburst, which it struck me 
corresponded to the nervous song that warblers often 
utter when they first find an intruder at their nest. The 
other Nightingales in the tree were also uneasy at my 
proximity, but only showed it by making low croaks 
and agitated movements of the tail. 

Bluethroats, of which species the first representatives 
appeared in mid-October, were not heard to sing until 
after the beginning of November, and then only 
occasionally, and not well. 

Robins were first heard to sing in December, although 
the arrival of the species dated from the latter part of 
October, and the Chiffchaff, whose passage had begun 
in mid-October, was heard to sing on one occasion only— 
the early morning of the 4th December. Curiously, this 
was a dull, still morning, and it was quite a-surprise to 
hear not one, but several Chiffchaffs singing away for 
a few moments (only) as if it were June in England. 

I can record only one other species as having sung a t 
all—a Reed-Warbler—which came out on to the end of 
a tamarisk spray and gave forth a rapid, but clear, jumble 
of notes. This was on October 27th, the migration of 
the species having commenced in August; and a few of 
its representatives (of which this was very likely one), 
remained to winter in the district. 

Even in winter, the Song-Thrush did not appear to 
sing, and the Cuckoo, Golden Oriole, Hoopoe, Corn-Crake, 
and other species with striking " song-calls " alike went 
by in absolute silence. 

In the British Islands as we all know, some species sing 
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in winter as well as in the breeding time (vide also 
Messrs. Alexanders' Song-periods, BRITISH BIRDS, 

Vol. I., pp. 367-372), and if, in non-migratory birds which 
habitually sing in the winter, it is the moult tha t causes the 
cessation of song in the autumn, then in migratory birds 
the passage itself would seem to be the governing factor, 
since in such species it is reasonable to suppose that no 
extensive migratory flight could be successfully undertaken 
by a bird moulting any of the more important parts of its 
plumage, a supposition which is supported by the speci
mens obtained at Port Said during the period in question. 

So far as migration goes, therefore, it would appear 
that under such conditions as governed the process in the 
Port Said district, bird-song had no existence whatever, 
the isolated records during the migration period showing 
every probability of having come from individuals which 
had already settled down in the quarters in which they 
proposed to spend the winter. I t would have been 
interesting to have discovered whether any of these 
songsters were young birds of the year—but though alive 
to the desirability of such an investigation I was unable 
to procure any satisfactory data. 

Feeding, generally speaking, seemed to take place 
towards the close of the day, after the hours of rest. 
Small insects, such as mosquitoes, were available for the 
lesser insectivorous birds in great abundance in the 
evenings and probably also well into the night; since 
great swarms of insects are frequently attracted to the 
navigation searchlights used by ships passing through 
the Suez Canal in the dark. Thus, the feeding time of 
these soft-billed little birds was mainly about sunset. 

The Shrikes seemed to feed considerably earlier, and 
by 2 or 3 p.m. became conspicuous by taking up points 
of 'vantage on posts, telegraph wires and bush tops, and 
their prey being the larger ground and day-flying insects, 
such as grasshoppers, this would seem quite natural. I 
never saw the Shrikes molest small birds in any way, 
in spite of the fact that they were constantly sitting 
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among quantities of tired little Willow-Wrens and other 
small birds, but a resident told me that in the previous 
autumn he had seen a Red-backed Shrike take and eat 
a small bird, in one of the trees in his " patio." 

We had several instances both in Port Said and at 
sea off the Egyptian coast, of birds on flight striking the 
rigging, all in daylight. One can readily understand 
such a thing occurring in the dark, but when one 
considers the wonderful command of wing that must be 
possessed by birds like Starlings, Ducks, Waders, etc., 
which fly and turn with great rapidity in close formation 
without ever colliding—the inability of these migrating 
birds to avoid the ropes suggests diminution of wing 
power arising from fatigue as being the cause. True the 
birds damaging themselves thus were mostly Quail, but 
we had other species as well—a Willow-Wren and a 
Whitethroat for instance. 

In the early morning of November 3rd I liberated a 
Sky-Lark, caught by the wing in spiders' webs among 
tall bulrushes, and in the afternoon of November 8th I 
found a Sky-Lark fluttering along the ground a few miles 
south of Port Said, with one scapular broken, and a very 
badly bruised head—evidently by a collision—as the skin 
was intact. 

In considering to what extent the gregarious habit was 
affected by the various species passing through Port 
Said I have been chiefly influenced by observations 
made during the halt in the day-time ; owing, it must 
be admitted, to lack of sufficient data during the flight. 

Certain groups, such as Larks and Finches, undoubtedly 
both arrived and halted in parties, not necessarily of the 
same species, but I cannot be sure that the Turtle-Doves 
and Shrikes, which seemed to rest and feed in scattered 
bands, actually travelled in like manner ; on the contrary, 
I am under the impression that, in their case, one or two 
at a time was more usual on flight, and that a mixture 
of species travelling in company was the exception, 
rather than the rule. 
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Then again, the larger insectivorous species would 
naturally find it more lucrative to disperse in order to 
obtain their grasshoppers and beetles, while the seed-
eaters would be more likely to find enough food for their 
whole party in a small patch, where a particular kind of 
plant flourished in a suitable stage for consumption. 
Species that appeared always solitary, whether flying in, 
resting or feeding, were the Grey Wagtail, Nightjar, 
Hoopoe, Cuckoo, Quail, Corn-Crake, Water-Rail and 
Spotted Crake and some of the Raptores. 

Some of these solitary birds were, of course, young of 
the year, presenting the old difficulty of explaining how 
such individuals could find the way to their winter 
quarters, along a route they had never traversed before. 
When it is remembered, however, that these observations 
only concern one of the breaks in the journey and that 
all passage flight was probably carried out at a height 
beyond human vision, the fact of certain species flying 
in to alight, resting and feeding singly at Port Said is 
not wholly antagonistic to the theory that these birds 
are guided by old birds of their own or other species 
travelling along the same route. 

Species resting and feeding in more or less scattered 
bands, one, two, or even more, in each bush of a 
particular area, but with little, if any, concerted action, 
were Wheatears, Whinchats, Redstarts, Shrikes, and 
Golden Orioles. Turtle-Doves were not uncommonly in 
twos. The majority of species rested and fed in parties, 
composed of one or a few family parties, if one may 
judge from the proportion of adults and young birds. 
The masses of warblers seen on certain occasions, I am 
sure, had no concerted action as a whole, but simply 
represented the accumulation of numbers of smaller 
parties in a confined area. I think tha t about fifty was 
the maximum number of birds we saw in any " organised " 
party, the species being Blue-headed Yellow Wagtails, 
Sky-Larks, and perhaps Linnets. 
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