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BIRD-NOTES FROM THE NORTH ATLANTIC. 
BY 

E. M. NICHOLSON. 

THE Oxford University Greenland Expedition of 1928 had to 
make two crossings of the north Atlantic along a course far 
above the usual route for shipping between the Old and New 
Worlds, and as these journeys coincided roughly in time with 
the end of the spring and the beginning of the autumn migra
tion, and in latitude with the supposed Greenland-Iceland 
route, it seemed worth while to pay special attention to the 
birds met with. While it was not possible to maintain a 
continuous watch there was generally someone to give the 
alarm when anything that looked interesting came in sight, 
and this paper is a summary of the notes made so far as they 
throw any light on distribution or migration. The members 
chiefly concerned in these observations, besides the present 
writer, were Dr. T. G. Longstaff, Mr. H. P. Hanham and 
Sir John Hanham, Bart., Mr. B. D. Nicholson and Mr. C. G. 
Trapnell. Since our course may be followed from the sketch 
map opposite it will be enough to say here that we left Copen
hagen in the " Gertrud Rask " on June 1st, 1928, passed 
Fair Isle early on the 5th, rounded Cape Farewell on the even
ing of the n t h , and reached Godthaab on the afternoon of 
the 14th after lying twelve hours iog-bound on Fyllas Bank 
at the entrance to the fiord. The weather, except during 
the North Sea crossing, was at no time rough, and generally 
exceptionally calm and fine. On our return journey, in the 
" Hans Egede," we sailed from Godthaab on the afternoon 
of August 3rd, passed down the coast of Greenland as before 
at a distance of about 70 miles out ; encountered a 9-point 
gale off Cape Farewell in the early hours of August 6th and 
did not get through it until the 9th, when we had a respite 
until the n t h , followed by very heavy seas and a 7-point 
wind against us, which so nearly exhausted our coal that we 
were compelled to change course and go south for Stornoway, 
where we disembarked on the afternoon of the 15th. 

The most remarkable thing about the voyage was the 
large number of birds, both species and individuals, occurring 
all the way across. Both out and home on the days when 
we were furthest from land - 300-400 miles from both Iceland 
and Cape Farewell— we identified nine or ten species— and 
when circumstances allowed I took counts of all birds seen 
to give some rough idea of the density. On August 9th a 
count taken for 10 sea-miles, in iair weather with wind and 
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sea light, over 300 miles from any land, totalled 170 birds, 
or 17 per sea-mile. Of these 47 were Fulmar-Petrels and 
123 were Great Shearwaters, 120 of the latter being in one 
great flock —the largest I had seen. In spite of that the 
count was not untypical, for the Shearwaters had previously 
been passed much more frequently, although not in such large 
bodies. 

On August 10th a count taken over the same distance and 
at the same time in the afternoon, in similar weather condi
tions, still over 300 miles from land, gave a total of 34 birds, 
20 being Fulmars, 8 Terns, 5 Puffins and 1 Great Skua. On 
the morning of August 12th, with wind N.E. blowing half 
a gale (7-point) and heavy seas, I began another count, but 
as we could only make 3 knots the captain gave up the struggle 
and lay to after only 5 miles had been covered by the ship's 
log. This count therefore was for half the previous distance ; 
it included 44 birds of which 31 were Fulmars, 7 Manx Shear
waters, 5 Kittiwakes and 1 Gannet. We were still over 
250 miles from land. While it is not claimed that these 
counts represent anything more than numbers of birds seen, 
there is no question of any serious error from such causes as 
birds following the ship and being counted more than once. 
On two of the days we had no birds following for long, and 
where from the direction of approach or other circumstances 
there seemed any doubt of this the bird concerned was ruled 
out. Perhaps the best check came when we stopped and 
lay to in the middle of a count where the number ot following 
birds had been considerable—about 18 Fulmars and some 
Kittiwakes—for within a few minutes the number of Fulmars 
actually in sight at once exceeded the whole count for the 
last 5 miles. The impression received was that at the seasons 
concerned 5-10 per square mile would be quite a conservative 
estimate of the density of bird population at this latitude 
in the Atlantic. The remaining notes may best be dealt 
with under species headings. All times mentioned are by 
the ship's clock, which was of course altered according to 
longitude. 

WHITE WAGTAIL (Motacilla a. alba).—On the afternoon of 
August n t h in 6o° 52' N., 20° 25' W., over 200 miles south of 
Iceland, the nearest land, a White Wagtail came aboard in 
a rather exhausted state. Fortunately it was a bird of the 
year, and. the grey crown enabled the subspecific identification 
to be made. Three times when it flew up it uttered the 
characteristic flight-note. Though common in Iceland the 
species does not breed in Greenland except irregularly at 
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one point (Anmagsalik) on the east coast. From its position 
this one must have been either attempting a 1,200 mile direct 
flight from Greenland to the British Isles, which is most 
unlikely, or blown out of its course somewhere along a Green-
Ian d-Iceland-Faeroes-Shetlands route. This day and the 
two previous ones had been calm and fair, but this afternoon 
the glass fell sharply and the wind freshened from the N.E. ; 
at night there was a faint aurora and soon afterwards we 
were in half a gale. 

About 9.30 a.m. on August 13th, after a 7-8 point wind 
from the N.E. had blown steadily for about thirty hours, a 
Motacilla alba, most probably of this subspecies, appeared 
among the Storm-Petrels flying in our wake. He circled 
round the ship, uttering the iamiliar note, apparently from 
mere curiosity, for he flew quite normally, without any 
trace of distress and seemed not to wish to alight. This 
was a most impressive exhibition seeing that our very sea
worthy ship of 600 tons had been forced to lie to all the day 
before, and half-an-hour earlier had decided to give up the 
struggle and changed her course for Stornoway. It was 
surprising to find that this fragile-looking bird could not 
only exist, but could make headway in any direction, so far 
from land amid such conditions. The position was about 
6o° 40' N., 17° 30' W. 

WHEATEAR (CBnanthe cenanthe).— About 7.40 p.m. on 
August n t h , not four hours after the appearance of the first 
Wagtail, a Wheatear, presumably of the Greenland sub
species (leucorrhoa), was seen by T.G.L. and B.D.N, to 
overtake the ship, flying past very strongly in a S.E. direction. 
It did not alight unless before it was observed. The wind 
was now very fresh N.E. Either this bird had come from 
Greenland, or it had been blown a long way S.W. of its true 
course. The powers of flight of the Greenland race, which 
will nest at the top of a cliff and forage for its brood at the 
bottom, are so impressive that a direct crossing to the Heb
rides does not seem incredible. On the other hand migration 
begins in Greenland a clear month before it reaches Britain, 
according to the Practical Handbook, which looks more as 
if it were done by stages. This bird, if it got through, would 
have been almost as early as any recorded. 

SNOW-BUNTING ? (Plectrophenax nivalis ?).—A passerine of 
heavy Finch or Bunting build with apparently variegated 
wings, possibly of this species, flew over at a good height going 
S.W. on June 13th in 620 N., 520 W., about 80 miles from 
the coast of Greenland. Its direction would have taken it 
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to Labrador. T.G.L. also saw another passerine this day. 
By that date most of the passerines along this coast had 
eggs or even young. 

GANNET (Sula bassana).—Although on June 5th, when we 
passed within sight of the Shetlands and within 60 miles of 
Sulesgeir, Gannets were common enough, and we saw up 
to a dozen together, they rapidly fell off. West of 90 we saw 
only two on the 6th, and one each on 7th and 8th, the last 
at about 230 W. On the return voyage at about 6o° N. 
470 30' W. off the Greenland coast a Gannet was seen by the 
first officer. It was adult or nearly so ; he knew the species 
well but had never seen it in those waters before. This is 
certainly an authentic record ; otherwise we met no Gannets 
till about 270 35' W. when an adult came up astern on August 
10th. Two more were seen on 12th (170 10' W.) and three on 
13th (170 30'W.). Very many on 15th and 16th in the 
Minch. Although most of the handful seen at sea were not 
fully adult the number of immatures seen altogether was 
surprisingly small. 

SMALL WADERS, sp. ?.—On the evening of June 12th two 
small rapid-flying waders which may have been Phalaropes or 
just possibly Ringed Plovers were seen passing astern over 
Davis Strait heading for the coast of Greenland, about 80 
miles N.E. 

PURPLE SANDPIPER? {Calidris maritima?).—About 1 p.m. 
on August 9th, when the ship was rolling too badly to permit 
the use of glasses, a Dunlin-sized Sandpiper with dusky upper-
parts and a white wing-bar flew twice across the bows in lat. 
6o°N. 330 50' W. something like 300 miles from land. It 
flew very swiftly and seemed perfectly fresh. 

TURNSTONE (Arenaria interpres).—On August 9th one came 
up and flew round and round the ship, at the same time as 
the last. It did not seem so fresh. On August n t h , about 
an hour after the first Wagtail had come aboard, I went up 
to the bows and flushed at my feet a very tired Turnstone, 
which though repeatedly put up in one place or another 
always pitched down on some other part of the ship, refusing 
to leave it. There had been no stormy weather or high 
winds previously, though signs of their approach could now 
be felt. 

GOLDEN PLOVER ? (Charadrius, sp. ?).—On June n t h , 
within about 80 miles of the Greenland coast, a Golden, or 
possibly Grey, Plover was seen well to port sitting on some 
driftwood. Driftwood occurred all the way over, but most 
commonly at the meeting of currents off Cape Farewell; 
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judging by what we saw it seems to be used by migratory 
birds more freely than is commonly recognized, 

HERRING-GULL {Lams argentatus) .• —Although some visited 
us at intervals in the Cattegat and Skager Rak out of sight 
of land the Herring-Gulls rapidly fell off at sea ; once the 
Shetlands were out of sight we saw no more till we reached 
the Minch on our return. 

LESSER BLACK-BACKED GULL (L. f. fuscus).-—The com
monest Gull from Copenhagen to the open sea. Many followed 
the ship, one for at least twelve miles, being recognizable by a 
curious wing-notch. Many more (L. f. affinis) occurred off 
the Shetlands ; four (none quite mature) caught us up on the 
afternoon of June 6th, W. of 9°, and did not leave till they 
were n o miles from land. 

GREAT BLACK-BACKED GULL (L. marinus).—-Apart from 
two or three seen soon after leaving Copenhagen we did not 
meet any of these until 70 miles off Cape Farewell, on June 
n t h , when three were noted at intervals. At Stornoway on 
our arrival (August 15th) we found the herring fleets of half 
Scotland concentrated, and with them an astonishing number 
of Great Black-backs—far more, it seemed, than could belong 
to that region. 

ICELAND GULL ? (L. leucopterus).—Although we found this 
species abundant in Godthaab fiord, even to the mouth, we 
never definitely identified it at sea. An immature on June 
13th probably belonged to this species, and a second bird the 
same day more doubtfully. It was surprising to find that 
we could spend seven days passing down Davis Strait within 
50-80 miles of the Greenland coast without seeing more of 
the Glaucous or Iceland Gulls. 

KITTIWAKE (Rissa t. tridadyla).—As the transatlantic 
flights of marked Kittiwakes from England to North America 
and from Greenland to Europe and Newfoundland seemed to 
suggest passage on a large scale we were particularly interested 
in this species. They were noted on the voyage out every 
day except June 7th in long. i4°-i8° W. and June 10th in 
34°-38° W.—both days when we were within 150-200 miles 
of land. On the voyage back, after we got through the worst 
of the gale off Cape Farewell on August 7th, they were noted 
every day all the way across to Stornoway. It has been 
suggested that they follow ships across, but although curiosity 
led them to come over and fly round the " Gertrud Rask " 
or the " Hans Egede " they never followed very long or 
attempted to get much advantage out of it. On June 6th, 
about 50-100 miles off the Faeroes, one perched on the 
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mizzen-mast for a few minutes and another for a moment or 
two after him ; on August n t h another alighted on the same 
commanding position and remained there an hour or so, when 
three others appeared and dispossessed him. But these were the 
only cases observed of any attempt to rest on the ship, and 
both occurred on fine days. On August 12th, when we were 
forced to lie to until the weather improved, we had plenty 
of opportunities to observe the complete seaworthiness and 
independence of the Kittiwakes. Settling on the water 
freely they crouched low, their heads to the 7-point wind, and 
only half-rose when the white horses threatened to break 
right over them. Mere rollers, however immense, naturally 
did not affect them. They fed constantly, usually on minute 
objects either floating or within an inch of the surface. Only 
once one was seen to secure a long strip which was probably 
galley refuse (the instability of the ship, which, as we stood 
in the stern, periodically presented us with a fine sea view 
over the bridge, made it impossible to focus glasses, which 
were further defeated by the spray). In flight, with their 
wings much flexed, they were never seriously embarrassed. 
One or two of the birds seen this day, 250 miles from land, 
were in the " tarrock " plumage, and had presumably been 
fledged only a few weeks ; this was certainly the case with 
one which found the struggle too much for him and, coming 
aboard at night, allowed himself to be captured. He was 
so downy as to seem much larger than an adult ; in the 
morning we fed him forcibly on bacon and put him on deck 
when he rapidly revived. We marked him with a Danish 
ring (Skovgaard D.5121) and soon afterwards he flew off 
strongly, following for a few miles in our wake. On the voyage 
out in June the Kittiwakes generally visited us in parties of 
half a dozen or so, but on the way back in August only in 
ones and twos. They undoubtedly became rarer when we 
were farthest from land, and above 300 miles from shore we 
would not see more than four or five in a day's watching. 
Probably the main movement occurs later ; at any rate we 
were satisfied that Kittiwakes can and do find their way across 
the Atlantic on something like the scale which the recoveries 
of marked birds imply. 

ARCTIC TERN (Sterna macrura).—Of the many Terns noted 
few were seen closely enough lor.definite identification as 
Arctics, although the latitude in which they occurred gives 
a strong presumption that all belonged to this, and not one 
of the similar species. On June 6th one appeared at about 
100 miles off the Faeroes, and on June 9th one was seen to 
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alight on a drifting plank well over 300 miles from land—• 
an interesting note in view of Watson and Lashley's 
experimental proof of the fatal effects upon Noddy and Sooty 
Terns of a night on the water.* Three more were seen about 
130 miles off Greenland on June 10th, and again three flying 
E. 70 miles south of Cape Farewell on the following evening. 
On June 12th they became pretty frequent. Indications of 
the autumn migration were much more definite. On August 
9th two were noted almost simultaneously with a migrating 
Turnstone and Sandpiper. On August 10th, just before 4 
p.m., H.P.H. called my attention to at least ten white birds 
flying straight over at such a height that they could barely 
be picked out with the naked eye ; I got field-glasses on one, 
and from the long wings and the flight believe it to have been 
a Tern. During the next hour Tern movement on a con
siderable scale became noticeable. A solitary bird flew W.; 
after a short interval a party of four crossed our bows going 
S.E., and one of these, just after being sighted, was seen to 
plunge for prey, over 300 miles from land. Not long after
wards a family—-an adult and two immatures came up and 
flew round the ship, going astern W. On August n t h three 
were observed about 5.15 p.m. and a couple and an odd bird 
in the evening. (It is curious, though perhaps a coincidence, 
what a large proportion of our Terns were seen in the late 
afternoon and evening.) On the morning of June 12th two 
were seen fishing in half a gale over 250 miles from land, and 
another later. These were the last ; as we got nearer the 
British coast they dropped out, and even coming down the 
Minch they did not reassert themselves to the mid-Atlantic 
level. All this seems to suggest that the immense arctic-
antarctic migration of this species takes place across the 
central ocean, without any attempt at coasting, which I 
believe is in accordance with other observations. 

GREAT SKUA (Stercorarius s. skua).—On June 4th one was 
seen flying towards Foula, which was then within 20 miles or 
so. Another was seen next day near the Faeroe fishing banks 
and another on June 9th going E. over 300 miles from land. 
On August 8th another was identified by T.G.L. off Cape 
Farewell about 60° N. 380 W., and on August 10th another 
came up close astern and settled on the water. This was also 
over 300 miles from land. On August 12th, when we lay to 
in bad weather, a Great Skua was seen several times ; he was 
busy pirating the Fulmars. 

* J. B. Watson and K. S. Lashley, Homing and Related Activities in 
Birds, Vol. VII. , Carnegie Insti tute. Washington, U.S.A., 1915. 
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ARCTIC SKUA (Stercorarius parasiticus). 
LONG-TAILED SKUA (5. longicaudus). 
POMATORHINE SKUA (S. pomarinus). 
Apart from Great Skuas only two unidentified birds of 

this group had been observed up to noon on June qth, when in 
lat. 6o° 32' N., 290 49' W., about 350 miles S.W. of Iceland 
and 400 E. of Cape Farewell, we suddenly ran into a remark
able migration. The first bird noted was a Great Skua 
at 1.40 p.m. ; it was followed soon afterwards by a Pomator
hine and then by a pair and an odd bird belonging to one of 
the smaller species, but not identified. Another passed about 
5 p.m. and a definite Pomatorhine soon after. About 7 p.m. 
a superb Long-tailed Skua, passed close across our bows. 
At 8.40 p.m. another unidentified Skua was noted. These 
nine Skuas were all flying in a rapid, purposeful manner 
on a course a little N. of E. which was roughly parallel with 
our own but in the opposite direction. Allowing for this 
and the fact that to-day watching was very intermittent, 
not covering more than half the time, there appeared to be 
an appreciable migration, involving at least three of the four 
northern species. The migration continued the next morning 
when the Arctic Skua was definitely added, on a larger scale. 
The great majority were travelling singly, but a few in pairs ; 
all were adults in full plumage. They were heading for the 
Faeroes, 1,000 miles distant, and seemed to come from the 
direction of Cape Farewell, the southern point of Greenland. 
Yet on the Shetlands, and presumably on the Faeroes also, 
breeding was by this time in full swing ; when we landed in 
S.W. Greenland just a week later the Arctic Skuas had already 
hatched. Further, the nearest breeding ground which these 
three forms have in common appears to be beyond the White 
Sea. The date of arrival for the Long-tailed Skua on its 
breeding grounds on Taimyr Peninsula is given by Seebohm 
as June 17th, and for the Pomatorhine as June 18th; assuming 
that was their destination these birds would be just in good 
time. As the Pomatorhine at least winters at sea, those 
breeding in N. Russia and Siberia must perform some such 
transverse, roughly east-and-west migration to winter 
quarters, unless they make an enormous transcontinental 
journey to the Indian Ocean. Without, however, jumping 
to any unwarranted conclusions, it may be suggested that the 
migration of Skuas breeding in arctic Europe and Asia might 
repay further study, which might confirm or disprove the 
flight-line here suggested. All three species were noted 
either on the remainder of this voyage or on our return, the 
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Arctic most frequently, sometimes four or five together; 
the Long-tailed only once again. 

RAZORBILL (Alca tarda).—The only definitely identified 
Razorbills on either voyage were seen on June 5th, when they 
were common for some time after we passed Fair Isle. 

GUILLEMOT (Uria aalge).— -Guillemots were seen commonly 
on June 5th and 6th from Fair Isle to beyond 10 ° W. near 
the Faeroe fishing banks, 130 miles from land. On June 
9th four others were seen, all separately, in 30"-32° W. at 
our farthest point from land —about 360 miles. More were 
seen on June 10th up to about 360 W., when we entered the 
range of Briinnich's Guillemot and the Little Auk. On the 
return voyage none were observed, except for some probably 
of this form, immediately off the Greenland coast. 

BRUNNICH'S GUILLEMOT (Uria lomvia).—-First met with a 
little E. of 360 on the morning of June 10th ; in the evening 
between 370 and 380 it became very abundant about 130-150 
miles from Cape Farewell, and we often passed them in ones, 
twos or threes so close that the line on the bill was clearly 
visible. More were seen on June 12th (about 48°W.). On 
our return not many were observed and these all off the 
Greenland coast. 

PUFFIN (Fratercula arctica). -Seen off Fair Isle and for the 
next 100 miles or so, the Puffin dropped out earlier than the 
Guillemot before the Faeroe banks, but reappeared on June 
9th, when two were seen singly about 300 W., over 300 miles 
from land. The next day (35°-38°) it occurred really fre
quently, sometimes singly or in pairs, sometimes in little 
parties of up to about half a dozen. On our return the first 
noted were a party of five flying west in close order about 
260 on the afternoon of August 10th ; a single bird was seen 
swimming the same evening. On August 13th another was 
seen about 180 W., and a party of six flying birds probably 
of this species. 

LITTLE AUK (Alle alle).—First met with about 6o° N. 360 W. 
on June 10th ; very abundant later on that day, often in 
parties of four to seven birds. They continued till June 12th in 
about 490 W. and then ceased. On our return they were much 
reduced, and were only noted in the storm off Cape Farewell. 

MANX SHEARWATER (Puffinus p. puffinus).—A few on out
ward voyage between about 90 and 180 W. ; fairly frequent 
on return about iy°-iy° 50', and a few continuing till the 
Minch, where they became plentiful. 

GREAT SHEARWATER (Puffinus gravis).—First met with on 
the morning of June 10th about 35° W. ; several single birds 
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were seen that day, and the next day some in small parties 
off Cape Farewell, continuing up the Greenland coast. On our 
return they were much more plentiful, even at the entrance 
of the fiord, well within sight of land—only the Fulmars 
outnumbered them. Before, ten had been the largest party 
observed; now twenty to thirty became frequent. They 
remained as common till about 350 W. on August 9th, when 
a tendency towards much larger and fewer flocks became 
noticeable, the small parties and odd birds almost dropping 
out. One flock this day contained about 100 birds and another 
120. The next day only one was seen, and except for a solitary 
bird on August 13th, about 170 W., these proved to be the 
last. Thus well over 99 per cent, of our Great Shearwaters 
were observed W. of 30° and all our Manx Shearwaters E. 
of 180. These two were almost the only species, except the 
Auks, which invariably ignored the ship. 

STORM-PETREL (Hydrobates pelagicus).-—Small Petrels 
were seen at intervals on both voyages but were rarely 
identifiable. Some were probably Wilson's, but this was the 
only form satisfactorily recognized. 

FULMAR PETREL (F-ulmarus g: glacialis).- Not seen on May 
31st on the North Sea crossing Harwich-Esbjerg, which is 
probably south of the range, but the commonest species 
practically all the way from the Skager Rak to Greenland, 
following the ship in varying numbers but never apparently 
for very long. We began to meet blue Fulmars about 30 ° W., 
but never saw above two or three in a day till round Cape 
Farewell. On the return hardly any of these were noted ; 
the semi-blue variety, which is " blue " above and dingy 
below, was not uncommon in the west part of the Atlantic, 
and a variety which is " blue " above and white below was 
very common. On August 12th one was captured on deck 
and marked with a Skovgaard ring. It could neither rise 
from the deck nor stand upright. Although not very common 
far out at sea the Fulmars were surprisingly well distributed, 
and it is doubtiul it we were ever out of sight of some all the 
way across. They sometimes followed us after dusk ; J.L.H. 
caught a glimpse of one while we were watching the aurora 
on the very dark night of August 12th, and other cases were 
observed. There is nothing to prevent the Fulmar from 
crossing the Atlantic as olten as it likes. 

The captain and officers, both of the " Gertrud Rask " 
and the " Hans Egede," very kindly gave us many facilities, 
and determined the position and distance from land of any 
notable occurrences. In addition, the first officer of the 
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" Hans Egede " was able to give a good deal of information 
about birds on previous voyages along the same course. He 
said that small land birds often came aboard in the North 
Sea and on one trip off Cape Farewell, but not in the open 
Atlantic. Once an " Iceland Falcon " came aboard in mid-
Atlantic and was found on the rigging in the morning. An
other officer gave an interesting and circumstantial account 
of a transatlantic journey by a small gull - probably a young 
Kittiwake. He was on a sailing ship which took two months 
to cross from the Faeroes to Newfoundland ; it joined them 
with a broken wing about three days out and followed in 
their wake, mostly by swimming, all the way to Newfoundland 
Banks, where they met a French fishing smack with a lot 
of attendant birds and lost it. It used to come alongside 
and be fed on spoiled margarine ; he said it grew larger 
during the voyage and could fly well when it left. It drove 
off all the other birds. The ship went very slowly because it 
had a broken mast. This account of an actual observed 
crossing seems worth repeating, although the case of a bird 
with a broken wing following a ship with a broken mast across 
the Atlantic can hardly be of common occurrence. 

1o sum up, our observations give some reason for believing 
that not only the Kittiwake but the Fulmar, Puffin, Guillemot 
and all four Skuas may frequently cross the North Atlantic, 
as they are certainly capable of doing. In addition, either 
the migration of small passerines and waders is fairly con
siderable, or the unfavourable weather conditions during 
our return voyage drove a larger number of wanderers to 
visit our ship than one would expect to find in the middle of 
the North Atlantic at the outset of the autumn passage. 
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