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LOCAL MIGRATION IN AUTUMN IN SOUTH
WEST FORFARSHIRE. 

BY 

H E N R Y BOASE. 

T H E writer has spent a good deal of time for a number of 
years in watching migration in the Tay Estuary, On the 
whole, the district has proved rather interesting in this particu
lar branch of bird watching, and the accumulated records 
shew some notable features. I venture, in this paper, to 
deal in some detail with the early autumn passage of summer 
visitors from their nesting places on their way south, the 
preliminary movements to reach the main routes of their 
departure. The movements dealt with are, of course., more 
or less local in nature—I prefer the term " drift " for these 
movements rather than the more conventional term " migra
tion " or " passage", because it draws a distinction between 
the rather slow, leisurely movement of these early wanderings, 
and the relatively rapid and direct movement of true migra
tion. I will deal only with a small number of species which 
have proved to be rather closely associated in these early 
Sittings, and will further endeavour to shew that this " drift ", 
if leisurely, has definite form. 

The bulk of the observations on which this account is based 
were made in a public park belonging to Dundee, the Balgay 
Hill, a lightly wooded hill about 450 feet high lying to the 
west of the town. The hill stands out boldly from its 
surroundings and has fairly large areas of open park and 
arable land around it, and is closed to the public at sunset. 
Although mostly covered with trees standing well apart, the 
park has only a small number of nesting birds each year, 
and probably few of these get off a brood owing to the atten
tions of boys, but this renders the place all the better as a 
point of observation of passage. It has not been possible 
to examine the park each day, but during the second half of 
July, all August, and the greater part of September, the 
place has been worked about twice a week, and commonly 
more frequently during periods of activity of drift. Conse
quently, in working out the results, the conclusions have been 
arrived at by summing up the numbers seen during each 
period of four days during the three months, July, August 
and September, and where more than one observation had 
been made in a period; the largest count has been taken in 
every case. General experience had long indicated the 
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general form of the drift and these figures, only made up in 
detail now after about fourteen years' work, confirm that 
impression. 

It might be well to make clear that at present it has been 
impossible to determine the actual direction of movement 
over the passage line on which the Balgay Hill must lie. 
There are some indications, from the distribution in autumn 
of the Willow-Warbler (Phylloscopus t. trochilus) on the south 
shore of the Tay Estuary, that the drift may be to the south
east, but at the best it is surmise. Further, records at 
Buddonness seem to shew that the coastal movement, if it 
exists, does not pass through that point; while at Broughty 
Ferry, lying at the narrowest part of the Estuary, drift is 
well marked, almost equalling that at Balgay ; yet the indica
tions certainly do not point to passage across the Estuary 
at that point. Although drift is clearly in progress during 
daylight hours, nothing definite has been learned from this 
as to the direction of flight. 

Coming now to the actual birds themselves, the figures for 
the Willow-Warbler shew that quite definite movement may 
be in progress so early as the period July 5~8th, but the 
start of the main movement is not usual until July i7~2oth. 
There is then a gradual development of the passage until a 
maximum is reached during the period August 9-i2th. 
Thereafter, the drift is definitely broken and a second peak 
in numbers, perhaps representing two-thirds of the count in 
the main passage, occurs during August iy-soth, and the 
numbers are maintained at about one-half the maximum 
up to August 25-28th. After that, the numbers passing 
drop to a mere fraction (about one-seventh), rising to a final 
and rather definite peak (one-third maximum) during 
September 5~8th. From that time, the drift dwindles, 
closing commonly during the 13-ioth, but extended to 
September 27th on one occasion. There has been in most 
years a very distinct break in the movement from about 
July 30th to August 3rd: a break which, while not well shewn 
in the figures as made up, can be traced in a separate analysis 
of the period. The outline of this drift is based on the 
records of fourteen years. The largest number seen on the 
hill during that period was estimated at eighty, seen during 
the period August o-i2th. The drift during daylight, 
watched in a garden about one mile south-east of Balgay, 
shewed three main periods—in August—from 1st to 6th 
(a few only), 12th to 20th, and 24th to 28th. The birds 
remained only a few minutes in the trees and then departed. 
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Records at Buddonness have been few and far between, only 
five Willow-Warblers in all from about twenty visits in 
August and September. All but one were seen during the 
period August 17-2 5th, so that few appear to pass there (to 
linger, might be better) during that period. The remaining 
record refers to one seen on September 15th, 1924. 

The records of the Spotted Flycatcher (Muscicapa s. striata) 
give a similar form of drift as in the case of the Willow-
Warbler. The movement, however, does not shew definitely 
until July 2i-24th, and reaches the first peak during 
July 2 5-2 8th. Thereafter, the drift continues on a smaller 
scale until the period August 9-i2th, when the average is 
doubled. For a period the numbers are less, then a minor 
increase appears during the period August 2i-24th, followed 
by the same drop shewn by the Willow-Warbler ; rising again 
during September i-4th to about two-thirds of the average 
numbers of the main passage, and remaining at about half 
these figures until September g-i2th. After that time, the 
numbers passing fall away and only two records have been 
got after September 24th. The greatest number seen on the 
hill at any time was estimated at twenty-five, and occurred 
during the period September i-4th in 1916, in which year 
the mid-August movement was scarcely noticeable, and when 
passage in unusual numbers continued so late as September 
i7~2oth. On the average, fifteen has been a common 
maximum, and nine is the average figure for the main passage 
of August 9-i2th. 

The Tree-Pipit (Anthus t. trivialis) drift differs from that 
of the Willow-Warbler by a tendency to run a few days later. 
Thus the first indication is delayed until July 9~i2th; the 
first marked passage on July 29-3ist; the main movement 
during August i3-i6th, when on the average double the 
numbers seen during the first run pass, that is, an average 
of eleven as against five. The second August peak comes 
in the period 25-28th, and after that time the drift is 
uncertain. The Tree-Pipit shewed the same tendency to 
linger in 1916 displayed by the Flycatcher, and in this case 
also the main passage of August was smoothed out. It is 
interesting to note that the Willow-Warbler shewed no 
disturbance of its usual routine in 1916. The Tree-Pipit 
drift has occurred at Balgay on one occasion so late as 
September 25th, and there are records of single birds at 
Buddonness on August 25th and September 3rd, 1923. 

The Redstart (Phwnicurus ph. phcenicUrus) occurs in 
company with these three species and its numbers follow 
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similar fluctuations. It differs from them in that the passage 
of July 25-28th shews numbers equal to those of August 
9~i2th ; that the gap in mid-August is more marked, extend
ing from August 13th to 24th, and that after a well-marked 
peak in the period August 2 5-2 8th the numbers are well 
maintained until September 4th. After that date the 
records are rather erratic, but cover a period to September 21st. 
The earliest date of drift so far obtained is July n t h , and the 
normal start in the period July i7-2oth. Recordsat Buddonness 
refer to birds there from September 29th to October 3rd, 1923, 
dates quite outside the limits found for the drift. 

In including the Tits, with the Goldcrest (Regulus r. 
anglorum) and Tree-Creeper (Certhia familiaris brittanica), in 
this account of autumn drift, the writer is perhaps treading 
on dangerous ground. However, there seems to be something 
more than chance in the appearance every year of these 
species in numbers shewing fluctuations at periods marked 
by activity of drift of purely summer visitors, and also 
associated with these in,quite definite parties. 

The Blue Tit (Parus cceruleus obscurus), the most plentiful 
of the Tits, shews annually a sharp increase in the period 
July i7-2oth, and a gradual increase up to August 5-8th, 
following definitely the Willow-Warbler drift at this time. 
A further peak in numbers occurs during August 2i-24th, 
and the numbers reach a maximum during the period from 
August 29th to September 8th. After this time there is no 
evidence of regular drift. The movement differs from that 
of the Willow-Warbler in that the maximum passage of the 
Blue Tit occurs at a later period when the last " peak " of 
the Willow-Warbler is due; the two earlier periods of marked 
movement refer to lower numbers to the extent of only 
two-thirds at August 5-8th. The passage as a whole stands 
out sharply and definitely both at the start and finish, and 
the numbers moving reach about one-third those of the 
Willow-Warbler. 

The Great Tit (Parus major newtoni) is much less numerous 
on passage than the Blue Tit (numbers about 3:8), but it has 
•also the definite periods at July 25-28th, August 5-8th, 
August 2i-24th and September i-4th, the last of which is 
the period of maximum passage. On the other hand, drift 
continues in indefinite form on a moderate scale into October 
in numbers about two-thirds of the maximum and about 
one-half those of the other "peaks." 

The Coal Tit (Parus ater britannicus) records are for greater 
numbers than those of the Great Tit, reaching not far short 
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of half those of the Blue Tit. The drift opens in the period 
July 2 5-2 8th and this appears to be the period of maximum 
passage at Balgay. In other words, the bulk passing there 
come with the first wave of Willow-Warblers. Up to 
August 9-i2th some continue to pass ; after that period the 
movement becomes indefinite until September 5-8th, when 
there is a further passage. The average figures shew almost 
entire absence of this bird at Balgay after that time until the 
end of the month, by which time, perhaps, the roving parties 
of wintering birds have been established. H. R. Colman has 
furnished two records of interest for the Coal Tit—one 
concerning a party of about fifty associated with Blue Tits, 
of which there were about forty, and some Willow-Warblers, 
at Broughty Ferry on August 23rd, 1919 ; the other of a 
lesser number, associated with Tree-Creepers, Blue Tits, 
Goldcrests and Willow-Warblers, at the same place on 
August 8th, 1919. 

The Tree-Creeper has been recorded in small numbers only, 
but is easily overlooked. Any claim to passage made for the 
Creeper rests on its association with other species certainly 
on drift during a period from July n t h to August 15th, with 
perhaps most records for the period July 26-29th. The 
record of July n t h , 1920, is covered by drift on that date of 
the Willow-Warbler, Flycatcher and Redstart, and the main 
movement, if movement it be, certainly falls within the first 
main period of general drift. The Tree-Creeper has been met 
with in definite association with these various species at other 
points during definite passage of Willow-Warblers, so that 
the inference seems clear. On July n t h , 1920, the behaviour 
of the Tree-Creeper was striking in the excitement shewn by 
it. It chased, and was chased by, various Willow-Warblers 
and Tits that came near, in that care-free manner of birds on 
drift. 

The evidence of drift of the Goldcrest is not satisfactory. 
The various records made during the whole period may hint 
at some slight connection with the main drift periods of the 
autumn, but the only regular feature is its association almost 
annually with the late arrivals of the Great Tit at Balgay. 
During the last week of September, in 1922, 1923 and 1925, 
there were records of moderate numbers at Buddonness—in 
1925, there were some Goldcrests there on September 8th, 
but no connection could be traced in these records with those 
of Balgay. For the most part, the Goldcrests seen in July 
and August do not associate with the Tits and Willow-
Warblers then on drift. 
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The species dealt with are those forming the main passage 
at Balgay Hill. Certain other species have been found there 
but in numbers are insignificant. The Wood-Warbler 
(Phylloscopus sibilatrix), for instance, passes regularly, 
occurring with " rushes " of Willow-Warblers in early August, 
and the Garden-Warbler {Sylvia borin) was found at Balgay 
in 1920. It is rather remarkable that the Whitethroat 
{Sylvia c. communis) has been found on Balgay during drift 
on only four occasions and the Sedge-Warbler {Acrocephalus 
schcenobmnus) not at all, although both species are numerous 
enough in Perthshire and Forfarshire. It points to an entirely 
different behaviour on the part of these two species during 
their early movement in autumn. In the area just west of 
Dundee, the records of the Whitethroat shew indication of 
departure only, not of drift, and the same may be said of the 
Sedge-Warbler. Both species appear to be more numerous 
during the period July 25-28th, but as the records refer to 
numbers in nesting places, they are not of much consequence. 
It may be that these species prefer haunts during drift 
similar to their usual nesting places—the Sedge-Warbler 
sometimes feeds in standing grain—but the numbers so far 
recorded are too small to be of any comparative value. 
The Sedge-Warbler is, by the way, a bird which seems to 
linger long in its nesting places, or, to put it another way, it 
is found in such places as it nests in at comparatively late 
dates (mid-September). The Whitethroat may shew drift 
during the period August io-i2th, but not clearly so, as the 
records refer to occurrences of family parties and not groups 
of associated birds, which makes the figures unsatisfactory. 
The late records of Whitethroat—that is, occurrences in 
September—have been for birds of the year, so far as has 
been determined, lingering in potato or turnip cover. 

The writer has endeavoured to determine the time of 
departure of the Willow-Warbler over a fairly wide area of 
Forfarshire and Perthshire, and it seems clear that, particu
larly, for the northern portion of Perthshire, practically all 
the Willow-Warblers have departed by the end of the first 
week of August, and by that time the Blue Tit is very much 
reduced in numbers. In the glens of the Grampians east of 
the Tay, Strathardle, for instance, drift is going on down 
stream—that is, roughly to the south—in the end of Ju ly ; 
in Glenesk, further east, some Willow-Warblers still remain 
in August. No Willow-Warblers have been seen in the 
Pitlochry-Rannoch area in the third week of August, but at 
other times it has been seen in numbers on the north side of 
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Strathmore some distance east of the Tay in the last days of 
August, under conditions, however, which suggested drift. 
The Redstart has been seen in its nesting places as late as 
September 9th in the upper Tay area. 

As already mentioned, the examination of the records 
available has confirmed in detail what had seemed fairly 
evident from the field work on which they are based, that the 
main movement for the departure of the common summer 
visitors in the Tay area is within the period August 5-i2th; 
that the movement of departure may be well on the way by 
mid-July, and that it is finished almost completely in the 
first week of September. It seems also clear that a propor
tion, certainly a small one in some cases, of the common 
Tits and anyway of the Tree-Creeper, do rank as summer 
visitors in the Tay area, and, finally, that in these early move
ments or " drift," the various species mentioned tend to 
travel in parties associated together in a fairly definite manner. 
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