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THE WESTWARD FLIGHT OF AUTUMN 
MIGRANTS IN THE TAY ESTUARY. 

BY 

HENRY BOASE. 

BIRD migration in the Tay Estuary is well marked both in 
spring and autumn. It has been watched in some detail by 
the writer and others for a number of years, and it was soon 
found that there were some unusual features in the autumn 
movements. The most important of these is the marked 
passage to the west in autumn, which, involving one species 
or another, occupies a period of about four months. In 
working out some of the details of this movement at Buddon-
ness, and for tracing a similar passage of at least one group, 
the Swallows, in other parts of Scotland, the writer is indebted 
to H. R. Colman. 

So far as has been traced, only one hint exists in older 
works of this movement of birds in the Tay area—a casual 
reference to the possibility of such a movement over the 
Auchterarder ridge, made by J. A. Harvie-Brown in his 
Fauna of the Tay Basin, which, while not stating anything 
definite, suggests that passage to the west over that line had 
been noticed. In the Scottish Naturalist for May, 1918 
(page 109), the writer gave an account of the movement of 
the Hirundines as then known, not so much with any attempt 
at finality in the matter, but merely to draw attention to the 
question, and, since then, he andH. R. Colman have continued 
the work in more detail. 

This westerly passage is used by a few species only and in 
widely varying degree. The Skylark (Alauda a. arvensis) 
heads the list for sheer numbers. The Meadow-Pipit (Anthus 
pratensis) and Swallow (Hirundo r. rustica) run it close in 
the importance of their movements, the Sand-Martin (Riparia 
r. riparia) follows in rank, and the House-Martin (Delichon u. 
urbica), the Swift (Apus a. apus), Finches, Pied Wagtail 
(Motacilla a. yarrellii), and perhaps the Mistle-Thiush {Ttirdus 
v. viscivorus), form the less prominent and often erratic users 
of this line of flight. Other species probably make use of it 
but show no consistency or numbers to merit their inclusion 
here. 

It must not be supposed that the species using this line of 
flight are confined to it at all times or at any one time. All 
the species mentioned show movement in other directions in 
autumn, mainly to the east and south-east, and may show such 
movement simultaneously with passage to the west. 
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The writer makes no apology for reviewing once more the 
records referring to the Hirundines. The passage of Swallows 
to the west was first noticed in 1911, and since then has been 
observed on a varying scale each year. The earliest record 
of this movement so far obtained is July 15th, 1923, of which 
year the summer was cold and wet, while the latest occur
rence recorded is October 15th, 1916, giving a maximum 
period of three months. The average period of passage, 
however, is from July 25th to September 25th ; records 
beyond the last-named date are for small numbers only. 
When passage has continued in October, it has generally 
happened that the last birds seen for the year were so engaged. 
Of course, there are some records where the birds were merely 
feeding, when the direction of their flight was uncertain, but 
on no occasion so far has passage in any other direction been 
seen in October. The passage to the west has been watched 
during all daylight hours, but in the period from midday to 
about three o'clock there is a distinct slowing down of the 
passage. The birds may travel singly, more usually in small 
parties, sometimes in large parties, and varying in height from 
skimming land or water to high flighting almost beyond the 
range of unassisted vision. Over the town of Dundee, some 
at least pass at about five hundred feet. The weather does 
not appear to be a very decisive factor—it rather determines 
the manner of the flight, whether in ones or twos, skimming 
low against wind and rain, or wheeling in parties in the calm 
sunshine of an autumn evening. So far as has been noted, 
adults are in the majority among the early passage birds; 
later, young birds predominate. It is, however, not an easy 
matter to determine. 

The westward passage of House-Martins is not so marked 
as that of the Swallow; the numbers involved are far less. 
The earliest record of passage to the west is July 25th, 1920. 
Only one other July record has been got, that of July 27th, 
1923, and in general the passage does not develop until the 
second week of August. The latest date of this passage so 
far noted is October 7th, 1912, but ordinarily it is over by the 
fourth week of September, thus showing an average period 
of about five weeks. House-Martins appear to be less sociable 
in migration than the other Hirundines and generally travel 
alone on this line of flight, not associating with the move
ments of Swallows and Sand-Martins. They are met with on 
passage to the east and south-east rather more frequently than 
either Swallows or Sand-Martins. 

The Sand-Martin, in its passage to the west, is commonly 
associated with the Swallow. The movement has been seen 
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so early as July 17th, 1920, and on one occasion extended to 
September i6th, 1923. Normally, however, the period of 
passage extends from the fourth week of July to the first week 
of September. Almost in every case, the last Sand-Martin 
for the year is seen on this flight, and on few occasions has 
flight in other directions been seen, even during the height of 
its passage. 

The Swift is also associated with the Hirundines on the 
passage to the west in autumn, but is rather erratic in numbers 
and dates. Over a period extending from mid July to the 
end of August, this movement of Swifts may occur. There 
is some evidence that passage may take place at a consider
able height, and this may account for the uncertain behaviour 
observed. When the passage does take place, the numbers 
are fairly large. Swifts have not been seen on passage at 
Buddonness in August so far. 

In point of numbers, the passage of the Skylark to the west 
is the most important. It differs from the foregoing species 
in that by far the largest numbers have been seen passing 
up river at or near Buddonness, and not to the west of Dundee. 
The passage has been seen as early as September 8th, 1925, 
but normally it does not begin until the second week is 
advanced. Passage may continue into December ; indeed, 
it is commonly revived under stress of weather, which goes 
to show that, as a movement, it has complexities. The main 
passage is over by the second week of October and after that 
time such revivals as occur are on a comparatively small 
scale. The time of passage in daylight is confined to the 
forenoon, and after half-past eleven or so there is generally 
a marked drop in numbers. The birds pass in parties of a 
dozen or twenty, generally at a moderate elevation, and they 
call frequently. Over Dundee, the birds rise to two hundred 
feet or so. On occasions, during the height of the movement 
during the last week of September and the first week of 
October, the numbers passing within sight near the Buddon
ness may reach thirty per minute up to half-past ten. At 
Buddonness, generally beyond the lights, a small proportion, 
perhaps 10-15 per cent., of the birds pass to the south instead 
of turning west up the river ; this has been observed only in 
October. 

The Meadow-Pipit passage is very similar to that of the 
Skylark. The earliest date of the movement, however, is 
August 30th, 1925, and the average date is in the first week 
of September, while the first week of October sees the finish 
of the main movement. Like the Skylark, irregular passage 
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of small numbers may occur up to the end of the year. The 
manner of flight and the time of the movement are similar 
to those of the Skylark. There is just a hint in some records 
that some passage may take place in the evening. In 
numbers, the Meadow-Pipit rarely exceeds one-fifth of the 
Skylark, with which it is generally associated. 

These six species are the only ones which use this overland 
route in any numbers. During the main movement, but for 
the most part during the second half of September and the 
first days of October, the Greenfinch {Chloris ch. chloris), 
Linnet (Carduelis c. cannabina), and Pied Wagtail pass in 
small numbers. These birds share the peculiarity of passing 
for the most part in the evening, which may indicate that the 
main passage takes place after dark. There is, however, no 
direct evidence of this. There are a few records for these 
species passing to the west at Buddonness in the forenoon 
during brisk movements of Skylarks. There is some indica
tion that the Chaffinch (Fringilla c. ccelebs), Lesser Redpoll 
(C. I. cabaret), and Mistle-Thrush may also take part in this 
movement, but the numbers seen have been very small. 

It may be well to indicate the limitations imposed in 
observing this passage up river. As usual it is somewhat 
dependent on the weather conditions, it is restricted in time 
and place of observation, and the presence of training camps 
on Buddonness with their rifle and artillery ranges has 
rendered difficult any work there until the break up of the 
camps at the end of August. Hence, the movements in July 
and August have been observed for the most part on the west 
side of Dundee. This portion of the record, however, covers 
a period of about fifteen years. It was not until the Buddon
ness was worked from 1922 onwards that the fuller under
standing of the records was possible. 

It seems clear that the movements described must refer 
almost entirely to birds nesting in Scotland. The marked 
fall in numbers by the first week of October is significant. 
The considerable numbers of Swallows and Sand-Martins 
involved, neither of which is a passage bird in numbers to 
northern Europe, and the early start of their passages are 
indicative of the nature of the movements under discussion. 
The Skylark presents at first sight a more difficult problem, 
yet the matter is rendered fairly simple when the arrival of 
Skylarks from northern Europe, as given by Eagle Clarke in 
his " Studies," is taken into consideration, namely from the 
first week of October, with the main arrival in the third week, 
which information rules out any real connection between the 



VOL. xx.] AUTUMN MIGRANTS. 271 

movements. The Meadow-Pipit shows a similar position to 
the Skylark in reference to the arrival of that species from 
overseas. In some years the passage to the west observed 
in the Tay Estuary has coincided with a passage to the south 
in south-west Scotland, as shown by the returns from lights 
there. As to the other species to which reference has been 
made—Swift, Pied Wagtail, etc.—nothing very definite can 
be said about them. The Pied Wagtail is, of course, almost 
confined to these islands and the Swift shows no record late 
enough to give any suggestion of passage from the north-east. 

As has been already stated in dealing with the Skylark, a 
proportion of the birds seen passing at Buddonness pass to the 
south instead of turning up the Tay, and this tendency becomes 
more marked as October is reached. It seems reasonable 
to suppose that this rising proportion in October consists of 
birds from overseas, from northern Europe, making their way 
south on the east coast of Great Britain. There have been 
several records of arrivals of Skylarks and Meadow-Pipits 
from the east in east Fife in the second half of September and 
early October. These may have been direct arrivals from the 
north-east or they may have been parties which had missed 
the Tay estuary and had turned in to St. Andrew's Bay for 
rest and food. The passage to the west of Skylarks and 
Meadow-Pipits, which continues during October and November 
and even December, may consist of immigrants from the north
east passing inland by the river route, but the observed scale 
of the movement is small, and it is conceivable that these 
daylight passages may still be the movement of lingering 
summer visitors to Scotland, of local migrants, and of resi
dents moving under stress of weather, and not to overseas 
immigrants, whose arrival is more likely after dark. 

As indicated in the opening paragraph, this passage to the 
west has been met with in other parts of Scotland. The 
passage of the Swallow group has been traced on both shores 
of the Tay Estuary, from Buddonness westwards to Perth 
and Bridge of Earn ; it has been found on the north side of 
Strathmore, in the hills at the head of Glen Clova, in Deeside 
about Ballater, about Dunkeld, in the stretch of Strath Tay 
about Aberfeldy, in Strath Tummell towards Rannoch, near 
Culross on the Forth, and in the area about Fort William. 
These records indicate the widespread nature of the passage. 
At Buddonness, the birds come from the north or slightly east 
of north, as though cutting straight across from the coast 
line at Abroath and turn up the Tay estuary at the Ness. 
The Skylark has been seen passing to the west in Strathmore 
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in the early afternoon, the forenoon of which day was marked 
by a very brisk passage at the Buddon. This bird was seen 
on one occasion passing to the west early in October in the 
upper estuary of the Forth. Finches have also been reported 
passing up river in the Forth within the dates given for the 
Tay movements, but the numbers have been small. 

The conclusion suggested by these notes is, in general, that 
the species mentioned show a definite passage westwards over 
a considerable area, that this passage seems to concern Scottish 
breeding birds for the most part, and that probably a small 
proportion of winter visitors and perhaps passage migrants 
may use the route. The existence of cross-country routes 
from Forth to Clyde and Forth to Solway has been known for 
some time and it is with these routes that the Tay passage line 
will be associated after passing the low ridge at Auchterarder. 
The view that this passage concerns the departure of Scottish 
breeding birds is strengthened by the fact that the Skylarks 
and Meadow-Pipits of much of Perthshire depart from their 
nesting places on the moors during the first half of August, and 
the evidence of passage to the coast from that time onward 
in the Tay Estuary is so slight that it seems quite unlikely 
that the departure is by an eastern route. 

The passage to the west in autumn might be expected to 
have its counterpart of passage to the east in spring. So far, 
the presence of this movement has been revealed by very small 
indications. The Swallow has been seen passing to the east 
on two occasions only ; in both cases they were single birds, 
the first seen for their respective years. The Swift has shown 
on this line of flight on three occasions, once so late as May 21st, 
1915. The Skylark has been detected once only, on April 13th, 
1924, when three small groups passed to the east. Beyond 
these records, nothing definite has been got. All these species 
show a definite passage to the west in spring. 


