
(6) 

A TRANSATLANTIC PASSAGE OF LAPWINGS. 
BY 

H. F. WITHERBY. 
IN a recent number of BRITISH BIRDS (Vol, XXL, p. 215) 
I made a preliminary announcement regarding a remarkable 
transatlantic flight of Lapwings (F'anellus vanellus) and under
took to give a fuller account when details were available. 

Canon A. G. Bayley, who gave me the first news of the 
appearance of the Lapwings at Bona vista, Newfoundland, 
has taken great pains to obtain all possible details of their 
arrival, number and subsequent movements. He also in-
forrns me that the bird bearing " British Birds " ring No. 
X.504&, which, as already announced, was put on a nestling 
Lapwing by Dr. H. J. Moon at Ullswater, Cumberland, in 
May, 1926, was shot at Bonavista on December 27th, 1927. 
Mr. G. Rabbitts, of the Newfoundland Game and Inland 
Fisheries Board, and Mr. P. A. Taverner, the well-known 
Canadian ornithologist, have also very kindly placed at my 
disposal details, which they have collected from correspondents 
in various parts of Newfoundland. I am also indebted 
for information to Mr. F. A. Bruton and through him to Mr. 
J. L. Paton, and I have also gained some facts from Canadian 
and other newspapers. These reports, for which I now 
tender my grateful thanks, are all combined in the account 
below and in the accompanying map of Newfoundland. 

As only a very few single examples of the Lapwing have 
been previously reported from N. America (see list below), 
the occurrence there of large numbers was evidently due to 
exceptional circumstances; and as the weather was un
doubtedly the controlling factor in this extraordinary emigra
tion or movement I sought the advice of the Meteorological 
Office of the Air Ministry on the subject. The Director has 
taken considerable interest in the event and has very kindly 
provided me with all the available information on the subject 
of the weather. I am also indebted to the Controller oi 
His Majesty's Stationery Office for permission to reproduce 
a chart of the weather conditions over the North Atlantic 
on the essential dates, which has been prepared from one 
issued by the Meteorological Office. 

Canon Bayley's evidence is clear that the Lapwings first 
appeared at Elliston, five miles east of Bonavista, on the 
afternoon of December 20th. They were in small lots of 
from two or three to fifteen to twenty, but the bulk were not 
seen until the morning of the 21st, when the local policeman 
estimated that he saw 500 in a morning's walk, and the 
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keeper of the fog alarm, three miles away, stated that he saw 
more than 1,000. 

The birds first seen on the 21st may very well have arrived 
the evening before, and the evidence points to a large flock 
having started from Europe, and the birds composing it 
gradually stringing out on the long passage and arriving in 
small groups at intervals. This seems a fair inference to 
draw from the observations made at Bona vista. 

Sketch map of Newfoundland. The crosses indicate the approximate 
points from which Lapwings were recorded and dates have been added 

where available. 

That all the birds did not land in one locality is evidenced 
by a record from Harry's Harbour, Notre Dame Bay, about 
150 miles N.W. of Bonavista, of " hundreds " being seen 
about December 20th and by the appearance of fifty or 
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sixty birds near Clarenville, about sixty miles S.W. of Bona-
vista, from December 20th to 23rd*. The birds are not 
recorded as having been seen in the neighbourhood of St. 
John's before December 26th, and their appearance here and 
farther to the south as well as in the west and extreme north 
of the island was, I think, due to their spreading from their 
centre of arrival, though exact dates are so often lacking in 
the records that this cannot be proved in every case. 

Canon Bayley states that by December 31st very few were 
left at Bona vista, " some rose high in the air when the frost 
and snow came and flew away to the south-west: others 
perished." 

Any birds arriving in Newfoundland before the 20th 
must certainly, I think, have departed from Europe inde
pendently. If this could be proved it would make the whole 
occurrence more interesting and remarkable, but, while there 
is some evidence for such an assumption, the details available 
are scanty and not so entirely satisfactory as to convince me 
that there actually was an arrival before the 20th. Mr. 
G. J. Penny of Ramea Island in a letter dated December 
20th, sent with a specimen to the Editor of Rod and Gun, 
stated that the bird was killed " yesterday." If the date of 
the letter was correct this bird could scarcely have been one 
of the flock, since Ramea Island is in about the centre of the 
south coast. Another writer sending a bird from Garnish, 
Fortune Bay, with a,letter dated December 24th, stated that 
the birds arrived " last vreek " in companies of ten to fifty 
each. As December 24th was a Saturday this would bring 
the date of arrival back to at least the 17th. Another report, 
however, from Fortune Bay gives the date as " Christmas." 
In the Auk (1928, p. 209) Mr. E. Ingersoll states that Lapwings 
were observed first on December 1st, but gives no details 
of this early appearance. 

In order to study the influence of the weather on the 
movement it is necessary to ascertain approximately the 
time of the departure of the birds from Europe. As a. working 
basis I have ignored the rather uncertain records of arrival 
before the 20th and have assumed that the first birds reached 
Newfoundland at 3 p.m. (say 7 p.m.,G.M.T.) on December 
20th. Colonel R. Meinertzhagen in a paper in the Ibis, 
1921, p. 235, on the speed of various birds gives four observa
tions of the Lapwing, the average of which works out at an 

* In a Bulletin issued from Boston by Mr. E. H. Forbush on April 
2nd it is stated that Capt. D. MacMillan sent a wireless from Anatalok 
Bay, Labrador, stating that Lapwings were seen there on December 
22nd and a t various other places " tha t week," 
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air-speed of about forty-five miles per hour. The Director 
of the Meteorological Office of the Air Ministry informs me 
that on the morning of December 20th the wind at approxi
mately 1,000 feet must have averaged fifty-five miles per hour 
from almost due east all the way across the Atlantic save 
for the last 100 or 200 miles from the Newfoundland coast, 
where the wind was negligible. If the birds left the coast 
of Cumberland (the birth-place of the ringed bird), this to 
Bonavista would be approximately 2,200 miles. The direc
tion of the flight must have been somewhat inclined to the 
south of west, and not due west, which would have brought 
the birds to the coast of Labrador. A flying speed of 45 
m.p.h., plus a wind speed of 55 m.p.h., equals a speed over 
the earth of 100 m.p.h. On this reckoning the journey 
would have occupied twenty-two hours, but to this must 
be added two hours for the last portion where the wind did 
not help, thus giving a total of twenty-four hours. This 
would bring the hour of starting to 7 p.m., G.M.T., on the 
19th. This statement ignores the fact that the birds were 
flying at a slight angle to the wind, but a calculation kindly 
made for me by Dr. Landsborough Thomson suggests that 
this would not diminish the achieved velocity by much 
more than 2 m.p.h., lengthening the journey by about half 
an hour. It also presupposes that the birds were flying 
at 1,000 feet above the sea. The wind decreases as the 
surface of the sea is approached, but the Director of the Air 
Ministry considers that, even if they flew at only a hundred 
feet, the wind would not have been so seriously reduced as 
to invalidate the conclusions. Such small errors can, there
fore, be ignored in what is necessarily only an approximate 
estimate. 

These conclusions fit in remarkably well with the following 
facts. It is well known that Lapwings start their emigrations 
after dark*. There was a very cold spell (with the temperature 
remaining below freezing point day and night) over a large 
area of England and Scotland from December 16th to 20th 
and this evidently drove a large number of Lapwings south 
and west, and such movements are normal under stress of 
severe weather occurring after the prdinary season of autumn 
migration. Moreover, the fact that nine Lapwings ringed in 
northern England and southern Scotland were reported from 
Ireland between December 19th and the end of January is 
confirmatory evidence for a large movement about this time. 

* Cf. W. E. Clarke, Studies in Bird-Migration, Vol. I„ pp. 242-3 
and 246-7. 



NORTH ATLANTIC WEATHER CHART FOR THE MORNING OF DECEMBER ZQTH, 1927. 
EXPLANATION :—The carved lines are Maes of eqoal barometric pressure or *' isobars." The wind current at 1,000 feet above the surface 
flows parallel to these lines, being strong where the isobars are close together and weak where they are widely spaced. The large arrows 

indicate the direction and speed, in miles per hour, of the wind current, Surface winds, temperature and weather are also shown. 
Reproduced by permission of thi Controller of B.M, Stationery Office from a chart issued by the Meteofohgicul Office, Air Ministry. 
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If the birds started from Cumberland with the intention of 
flying to Ireland a direction slightly south of west would have 
been necessary to reach their usual wintering places and 
this direction would have brought them with the existing 
wind to Newfoundland. An alternative supposition that 
the Lapwings were intending to cross to France from, say, the 
neighbourhood of the Eddystone is extremely unlikely, 
because they could have made no progress at all in that 
direction, as the upper wind on the evening of the 19th was 
about fifty miles an hour from the south-east. This being 
so it may be concluded that the birds would never have 
started in that direction. 

It therefore seems to me to fit in with the facts to suppose 
that these Lapwings left north-west England about 7 o'clock 
on the evening of December 19th on account of the frozen 
ground and consequent difficulty of obtaining food, and that 
they were bound for middle or southern Ireland. That this 
necessity to move happened to coincide with an exceptionally 
high easterly wind and that owing to this they were carried 
beyond the west coast of Ireland. Even if they realised this 
at once they would be unable to return owing to the velocity 
of the wind being greater than their powers of flight. They 
were then forced to carry on until the next land in the west 
appeared, and fortunately for them the wind held in strength 
and direction and enabled them to reach Newfoundland, 
two thousand miles away, before exhaustion and starvation 
brought them down. 

That so many Lapwings were able to accomplish the journey 
was no doubt due to the exceptionally favourable conditions 
of the wind, which enabled them to make the passage in less 
than half the time it would have taken them in still air. To 
have flown for forty-eight hours continuously without food 
would have been, I should think, impossible, and to have 
rested on the water any appreciable time, which might have 
been done with a calm sea, would have added to the danger 
of starvation. As the birds were flying from adverse condi
tions they are not likely to have been very well nourished 
when they started. As it was these birds could not, I think, 
have rested on the water, since the sea was very rough at the 
time. 

Mr. F. A. Bruton informs me that on a voyage from New
foundland to England he caught on deck a Song-Thrush 
(Turdus philomelus) when the ship was some 500 miles west 
of Ireland on December 20th, the very day the Lapwings 
arrived in Newfoundland. There is a good deal of evidence 
from birds alightingjon ships to show that various species 
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fairly often get far out of their course in the Atlantic, but 
very few birds other than water-birds appear to have accom
plished a direct east to west passage, tnough a good many 
have reached Greenland, probably in stages via Iceland. 
That the west to east passage is easier has been demonstrated 
by human flyers, and recent study of Atlantic weather shows 
that favourable wind right across for the east to west passage 
is unusual. 

Sketch map to show recorded crossings of the Atlantic by ringed 
birds. The arrows merely indicate the direction from the point 
of ringing to the point of recovery and must not be taken to give 

the course of the bird, this being unknown. 
But however favourable the conditions a continuous 

flight of twenty-four hours must be regarded as a remarkable 
feat, although according to Cpoke the American Golden 
Plover frequently makes an uninterrupted flight of 2,400 
miles and the Asiatic Golden Plover one of 2,000 miles. A 
point of interest is the fact that within 200 miles of the 
arrival point in Newfoundland the wind was negligible and 
this shows the importance of studying the wind at the place 
of departure, which is seldom done by migration observers. 
The fact that the birds must have kept a course rather south 
of west, and that this was their probable course on starting 
for Ireland, is a point worthy of note, and may perhaps be 
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regarded as some evidence towards the theory that birds can 
keep a certain direction without the guidance of land marks. 

When the Lapwings arrived in Newfoundland they were 
very thin and very tame and tired. For the first few days 
the weather was open and many of them recovered, though 
some succumbed and some were so weak that they were 
caught. Crops examined of birds shot contained " beetles, 
marsh-berries, grass roots, worms." A few days after they 
landed snow came and drove them again south-west. Very 
few were left at Bonavista at the end of December, and the 
last was reported on January 15th. Numbers perished 
around the shores of Fortune Bay at the end of December, 
and although a good many were still left on the Burin 
Peninsula in the middle of February, birds had already reached 
Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, on December 26th and others 
later reached still farther west in that Province, to Richmond 
County and Antigonish County (December 30th), while in 
the first week in January hundreds are said to have been 
killed by a great snowstorm in St. John, New Brunswick*, 
and a bird was even reported from the island of Grand Manan 
in the Bay of Fundy on January 6th. Whether any have 
survived seems very doubtful, and that any can return seems 
impossible. 

Mr. P. A. Taverner informs me that a Lapwing was taken 
in October, 1927, in Cumberland Gulf, Baffin Island, but this 
bird probably wandered via Iceland and Greenland and 
must be classed among the single stray occurrences enumerated 
below, and can have no connection with the flight of the 
flock in December. 

Previous occurrences of the Lapwing (V. vanellus) in America. 
Greenland, single birds, January 1820 and 1847, J. Reinhardt, 

Ibis, 1861, p . 9. 
Newfoundland, single bird, November 23rd, 1905, W. Brewster, 

Auk, XXI I I . (1906), p. 221. 
Nova Scotia, single bird, March 17th, 1897, H. Piers, Auk, XV. 

(1898) p. 195-
Long Island (New York), two birds, December 1883, Dutcher, 

Auk, I I I . (1886), p. 438. Single bird, autumn 1905, C. W. 
Beebe, Auk, XXI I I . (1906), p. 221. 

North Carolina, single bird, November 1 i th, 1926, H. H. Brimley, 
Auk, XLIV. (1927), p . 248. 

Bahamas, single bird, November 1900, J . H. Fleming, Auk, 
XVIII . (1901), p . 272. 

Barbados, single bird, December 24th, 1886, H. W. Feilden, 
Zoologist, 1888, p . 301. 

Also has occurred in Alaska and in Jan Mayen, Faroes, Iceland, 
Canary Islands, Madeira and Azores (once). 

* Mr. P . A. Taverner informs me that the great numbers stated 
may have been due to a misunderstanding, as he has no news of any 
more than individual birds being found in New Brunswick. 




