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THE SPRING MIGRATION, 1930, AT THE 
CAMBRIDGE SEWAGE FARM. 

BY 

DAVID L. LACK. 

THERE are many accounts of autumn movements of waders 
at inland sewage farms and reservoirs, but I can find no 
record of a big spring movement inland. This spring there 
was an extremely large passage movement at the Cambridge 
Sewage Farm and twenty-one species of waders were seen. 
Last autumn twenty-two were seen, the only other occasion 
of which I know when over twenty species have occurred at 
an inland locality during one migration. Some of the com
moner species appeared in exceptionally large numbers, and 
the amount of visible migration which occurred during the 
day also seems to have been unusually large. The observa
tions were not confined to waders but, save for the Terns, 
accounts of other groups are mainly of local interest and 
will be published in the Cambridge Ornithological Report 
for 1930. I include here only a few records of the less usual 
species. 

The Sewage Farm was visited on most days between 
March 1st and March 22nd. In the Vacation, March 22nd 
to April 20th, it was visited intermittently, but during this 
period little movement seems to have occurred. From 
April 20th to June 14th an average of three visits were paid 
each day : normally, one in the morning, one in the afternoon 
and one in the evening. Such regular visits were essential, 
though not always possible, as many birds stopped for a very 
short time. It was impossible for a single observer to do this 
work and I am greatly indebted to several members of the 
Cambridge Ornithological Club, in particular to Messrs. 
C. W. Benson, A. B. Duncan, H. B. Garland and J. H. White, 
for their consistent help. 

The following is a summary of the main movements of 
the waders and Terns. From March 5th to March 17th 
Redshank and Golden Plover passed through in large 
numbers. From March 22nd to April 20th there seems to 
have been very little passage of waders. From April 22nd 
to May 4th occurred a small movement of Dunlin, and on 
April 24th there was a passage of Terns. On the morning 
of May 6th there was a large movement involving Dunlin, 
Common Sandpiper, Ringed Plover and Terns. From May 
7th to May 17th it was mainly quiet, Common Sandpiper 
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passing in the earlier part. From May 18th to May 26th 
occurred the largest movement of the spring. Ringed 
Plover, Dunlin, Sanderling and Terns were the chief 
participants, but Turnstone, Curlew-Sandpiper, Little and 
Temminck's Stint, Greenshank, Wood- and Green Sandpiper, 
also occurred. There was a thunderstorm at 8.30 p.m. on 
May 26th, and when it commenced all the waders then 
present left the Sewage Farm. Subsequently, only Ringed 
Plover continued to pass. The numbers reached a climax 
on June 1st but decreased rapidly after this. From June 1st 
to June 8th there was an arrival of birds which had not 
attained their full summer plumage : several Ringed Plover, 
five Dunlin, three Little Stint, a Sanderling, a Turnstone and 
a Wood-Sandpiper. Probably these birds were not going to 
breed, otherwise they would presumably have attained full 
plumage before so late a date. After June 8th Ringed Plover 
were the only waders passing through. There were six on 
June 14th, but none were left on June 20th. 

This summary shows that the most favourable time at 
the Sewage Farm for both waders and Terns was the fourth 
week in May. This does not necessarily mean that the 
spring migration was then at its height. The variation in 
the numbers of birds there probably does not depend only 
on the suitability of the conditions for migration. Perhaps 
more take an inland route at certain periods than at others. 
Also the number of birds at the Sewage Farm may not 
necessarily be proportional to the number of birds migrating 
over Cambridge. Under some conditions passing birds 
may not alight. 

Waders arrived and departed in small parties which 
sometimes consisted of more than one species. On first 
arriving they were usually wild, called repeatedly and, if 
flushed, were apt to fly on at once. They later grew tamer, 
but, just prior to their departure, were again in an excited 
state, calling and stretching their wings. Sometimes they 
were observed to leave of their own accord after such a 
display. Normally the observer had not sufficient time to 
wait for' this, and then the act of flushing the birds often 
provided them with the final stimulus to resume migration. 
On one occasion the flushing of three Wood-Sandpipers on 
the next tank seemed to act in this Way on a party of Ringed 
Plover and Dunlin, probably because the former called 
loudly when put up. Not necessarily did all the members 
of a party leave together. On one occasion I watched 
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fourteen Ringed Plover from which, after much calling, ten 
got up and flew off northwards. Of these three turned aside 
after going a short way and returned to their feeding 
companions and only seven migrated out of sight. 

Both Common and Wood-Sandpipers performed their 
courtship flight and trill when passing through on migration. 
Certain Passerines and a few other birds sing on migration, 
but I was not aware before that waders did so. I t is also 
interesting that, just prior to their resuming migration, 
Black Terns, Turnstone and perhaps Little Stints should 
utter the alarm-note of the breeding-ground. In the case of 
the waders the birds were not in full summer plumage and 
were presumably immature. 

Waders arrived and departed at all times of day, but 
none came in or left during the night, for there were always 
the same number present in the late evening as there were 
early the following morning. There was nearly always one 
arrival each day, but more than two were rarely noted until 
May 18th. From then until May 26th there were often at 
least three or four during the day. Even at this period the 
arrivals were not continuous, and intervals of an hour or 
more would elapse between each one. This was in contrast to 
the Terns, which came in on very few days during the spring, 
but when they did come usually arrived in a rapid succession 
of small parties. 

On May 6th there was an exceptional movement of 
waders; Terns and Hirundines also passed. There was 
continuous rain most of the morning and a mild north wind. 
At 9.30 a.m. a number of Hirundines were already present 
and many others came in during the morning, a few Swifts 
(Apus a. apus) being with them. By 10.30 a.m. I had been 
round the Sewage Farm and one Common Sandpiper was 
the only wader seen. At 10.35 a Whimbrel flew over N.N.E. 
At 10.50 there was a Black Tern over one of the tanks, and 
shortly after two Ringed Plover and then a Dunlin flew in 
from the S.W. At 11.5 six Dunlin flew straight over, going 
N.E. At 11.8 I saw an Arctic Tern descend from a height 
from the S.W. It joined the Black Tern and hawked for 
insects over the water amid a crowd of Hirundines. At 
11.22 three more Dunlin arrived and a minute later I saw a 
Little Tern beating steadily in from the S.W. It joined the 
Hirundines over the water but passed on after five minutes. 
The weather now temporarily cleared and no further move
ment took place until 12.20. Then thirteen Dunlin flew in 
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and five minutes later six Common Sandpiper and about 
twenty Ringed Plover. The last passed on almost at once, 
but the Dunlin and Common Sandpiper stayed for an hour. 
During the afternoon the north wind became almost a gale 
and no further arrivals were noted. At 8.0 p.m. no Terns 
and only one Dunlin and four Common Sandpiper remained. 
A passage on the scale of the above was observed on no 
other occasion during the spring. 

Most of the Terns flew straight over the Sewage Farm 
without halting ; others spent a longer or shorter interval 
hawking for insects over the tanks before passing on. Rarely 
one alighted to rest and once one stayed the night, this bird, 
a Black Tern, appearing to be exhausted. The stay of 
many of the waders was almost as brief. Parties not 
infrequently flew straight over without alighting. These 
had descended, for once away from the Sewage Farm they 
rose considerably higher. Most waders stopped only a 
few hours, but if they came in late in the evening they often 
stayed the night. Only rarely did birds stop more than 
two nights. This short stay was a contrast to the autumn 
migration, when birds often stayed a week or more, 
recuperating before their next flight. 

When possible the direction taken by arriving and 
departing migrants was noted. The direction of arrival 
could not be precisely obtained as birds were rarely seen 
until nearly over the Sewage Farm. It varied round about 
south and west, but little more can be said. The direction 
of departure was easier to ascertain as birds could be watched 
until out of sight. A Lesser Black-backed Gull went over 
north on April 27th and two north-east on April 30th. Of 
Terns, on April 24th a party of six left somewhat north of 
east; two passing separately went somewhat south of east. 
On May 6th two left somewhat north of east. During the 
passage of May 23rd to May 26th two birds went slightly 
north of east; three, all separate, north-east, and seven 
parties, twenty birds in all, north. Of waders, on May 6th 
a Whimbrel passed somewhat north of east and a party of 
Dunlin about north-east. Between May 18th and June 6th 
the direction taken by eleven parties, involving nine species 
of waders, was noted. In nine cases they went off about 
north-east and twice north. Assuming that the north
easterly direction was maintained by the waders after they 
were out of sight, it means that they would arrive on the 
north Norfolk coast, about forty miles from Cambridge. If 
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they had been travelling north-east before reaching 
Cambridge, the Hampshire coast was perhaps their point 
of origin. It is perhaps worth noting that two other inland 
localities where waders are abundant, Tring Reservoirs 
and the Reading Sewage Farm, lie near this line. 

Six species of waders seen at Cambridge this spring, 
Curlew-Sandpiper, Little and Temminck's Stints, Wood-
Sandpiper, Bar-tailed Godwit and Grey Plover, are considered 
rare inland in England at this season, and perhaps Oyster-
Catcher, Turnstone, Sanderling and Greenshank might be 
added to these. All these, save the Temminck's and perhaps 
the Little Stint, are regular in spring on the Hampshire and 
north Norfolk coasts, probably the localities between which 
they were travelling. As at least twenty-six Sanderlings 
passed through and several of the other birds occurred on 
more than one occasion, there was plainly a steady inland 
passage of the waders which have hitherto mainly been 
noted as travelling northwards by a coastal route. From 
the consistency with which the typically coastal waders 
occur in autumn, it is apparent there is a regular passage 
inland at that season. Evidence of a corresponding spring 
movement is at present scarce, but the inland localities 
suited to waders are fewer in spring than in autumn and 
those which exist seem rarely to have been adequately 
watched. Mr. H. G. Alexander (antea, Vol. XXIII., p. 238) 
records at the north Worcestershire Reservoirs in the spring 
of 1929 a passage of Dunlins and Ringed Plover until well 
into June, and the occurrence of Turnstones and a Sanderling 
in May. There are also many isolated spring records of the 
rarer waders inland which suggest that with more consistent 
watching a spring passage corresponding to that of the 
autumn might be shown to occur. In considering the 
seeming abnormality of the present records the extreme 
suitability of the area must be taken into account. Cambridge 
has long been noted for the waders which pass over it at 
night, and the observations made at the Sewage Farm in the 
past few autumns suggest that more waders occur there 
than at any other inland locality in England. So far the 
area has been regularly visited during only one previous 
spring, that of 1928, when no movement occurred on the 
present scale. Only future observations can determine how 
often a movement occurs on the scale of this year. I think 
that these will show that the typical coastal waders now 
recorded inland nearly every autumn, although perhaps not 
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annual in spring, occur much more often then than past 
records would suggest. 

The following is a list of the more interesting species 
observed. With the more unusual species I have added the 
initials of the observer who identified it. Thirteen of the 
following species have been recorded for Cambridgeshire 
under five times, but the number of previous records, owing 
to the paucity of local observations, have little scientific 
value and are no guide to the true status of the bird. Hence 
I omit them. References to them and the field-notes sup
porting identification will be found in the Cambridge 
Ornithological Club Report for 1930. 

GREENLAND WHEATEAR (CEnanthe ce. leucorrhoa).—A male 
was seen from May 1st to May 4th (H. R. Kirkwood, H.B.G.) 
and another male on May 18th and May 19th (D.L.L.). 

SAND-MARTIN (Riparia r. riparia).—The three species of 
Hirundines were common during migration. As late as 
June 1st about forty Sand-Martins arrived and on June 7th 
and 10th there were fresh arrivals of about fifteen birds. 

SWALLOWS (Hirundo r. rustica) and MARTINS (Delichon u. 
urbica) arrived with them in similar numbers. For the latter 
such a late passage is normal, but it appears to be very 
abnormal for the Sand-Martin. 

SHELDUCK (Tadorna tadorna),-—Two ducks appeared on 
May 9th, one staying until the 16th. They were presumably 
on migration ; it is unusual to see this species so far inland 
at this season. 

OYSTER-CATCHER (Hcematopus ostralegus).—Two arrived at 
about 4.0 p.m. on March 10th and probably left the same 
evening. They alighted on a path and did not attempt to 
feed. 

RINGED PLOVER (Charadrius hiaticula).—One came in at 
about 4.30 p.m. on March 12th and probably left the same 
evening. On April 26th two appeared, there were three the 
next day, two until April 30th and one until May 5th. On 
May 6th twenty-two arrived but stopped only a few minutes. 
No more were seen until May 18th when twelve appeared. 
Their numbers fluctuated between three and seventeen until 
May 30th, a change taking place often three times a day. 
On one occasion nine flew over without alighting and this 
perhaps occurred frequently, as it is likely to be overlooked. 
On June 1st the number rose as high as thirty-three, after 
which it fell off rapidly to two on June 9th. Even after this 
a few were seen every day until June 14th, our last visit. In 
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early June several appeared with the head markings, which 
are normally black, represented by brown, and at least one 
had an incomplete breast band. These could hardly have 
been birds of the year on their return passage, and were 
probably birds in their first summer which had not attained 
maturity. This spring a minimum of one hundred and thirty 
individuals passed through, a larger number than was 
observed of any other wader. The late date up to which 
they passed is interesting, but Mr. H. G. Alexander (loc. cit.) 
records a similar June movement inland in Worcestershire 
in 1929, so perhaps such a late passage is not unusual. In 
the Practical Handbook the spring migration is said to last 
only until mid-May. 

GOLDEN PLOVER (Ch. apricarius).—Large numbers were 
heard passing over Cambridge at 3.30 a.m. on March 7th, 
probably travelling east. For the next four days small 
flocks were seen around the Sewage Farm. 

GREY PLOVER (Squatarola squatarola).—One in full summer 
plumage arrived in the afternoon of May 31st and departed 
north-east when put up (C.W.B., A.B.D.). 

TURNSTONE (Arenariainterpres).—At 1.8 p.m. on May 20th 
two flew in with two Ringed Plover and alighted amid a 
feeding flock of Ringed Plover and Dunlins. After two 
minutes they departed in a northerly direction. On May 25th 
another arrived and departed north-east the next day at 
8.30 p.m., at the commencement of a thunderstorm. On 
June 5th one arrived which differed from the others by not 
being in full summer plumage. The next day it appeared 
very wild and called repeatedly, both on the ground and in 
flight. This call was quite new to me, being a loud, sustained, 
rather harsh whistle, sometimes repeated rapidly to produce 
a rattling note not unlike the typical call, but louder and 
richer in quality. Descriptions of the alarm note at the 
breeding grounds (antea, Vol. XV., p. 177, and Vol. XIX., 
p. 6) correspond closely with the note I heard and I have no 
doubt it was the same. After calling repeatedly the bird 
departed north. 

RUFF (Philomachus pugnax).—A Reeve came in on 
March 12th at 4.15 p.m. and stayed until March 15th 
(H.B.G., D.L.L.). This is an extremely early but not 
unprecedented date (see antea, Vol. XXII. , p. 192, a 
record of three at Oxford, March 8th to March 14th, 1928). 
The only other seen was a Ruff on June 8th (D.L.L.). 
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SANDERLING (Crocethia alba).—One was seen on May ioth. 
On May 18th seven appeared and, like the Dunlins and 
Ringed Plover with which they came, their numbers fluctuated 
rapidly, between two and nine, until May 21st. The next 
seen were four on May 25th, one more the next day and a last 
bird on June 1st. At least twenty-six birds passed through, 
of which two were in full summer plumage. Yet the bird 
is said to be unusual inland in England in spring. 

DUNLIN (Calidris alpina).—First seen on April 22nd, but 
how many occurred during the Vacation is uncertain. The 
number rose steadily to sixteen on April 27th and then 
decreased to one on May 2nd. On May 3rd eight appeared 
and on May 4th five flew straight over without alighting. 
On May 6th twenty-three were seen, which all left the same 
day. A few birds were seen from May 7th to n t h and two 
on the 16th. On the 18th eight appeared. Until the 27th 
they, like the Ringed Plover and Sanderling, changed in 
numbers several times each day, varying between one and 
ten. After the 27th only one was present until June 2nd, 
when another arrived, in almost complete winter plumage. 
The number present rose to five on June 4th, one being left 
on the 6th, the last seen. None of these last birds had 
attained full summer plumage. They were the only Dunlin 
seen in incomplete moult since April. The number of birds 
which passed during the spring was at least one hundred 
and seven. 

CURLEW-SANDPIPER (C. testacea).—One in almost complete 
winter plumage was seen on May 22nd and 23rd (A.B.D., 
J.H.W., D.L.L.). 

LITTLE STINT (C. minuta),—One in summer plumage was 
seen in the early morning of May 25th. At 8 a.m. it flew 
off N.E. with its companions, Ringed Plover and Dunlins 
(D.L.L.). On June 6th three appeared which, when flushed, 
left N.E. at 9.20 p.m. These were not in full summer 
plumage, for two had pure white chests, the other only 
faintly brown striations (J.H.W., D.L.L.). As they rose to 
leave they uttered several thin, clear, whistling notes, some
what reminiscent of the call of the Common Sandpiper. 
This note was quite distinct from the bird's typical triple 
call, which I know well, being more prolonged and less sharp 
and harsh. It was possibly a note of the breeding-ground, 
as in the case of the Turnstone, but descriptions of the 
breeding-ground call-notes do not quite agree with my 
impression of the note. 
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TEMMINCK'S STINT (C. temminckii).—At 6.30 p.m. on 
May 23rd I saw a tiny wader fly in from the south-west. 
Its flight was very similar to a Sand-Martin's, and it repeatedly 
uttered a thin, vibratory note which might be written 
" ptirrrt." I t settled within thirty yards and proved to be 
a Temminck's Stint. The wings and chest were far greyer 
than those of C. minuta, and the pale, not black, legs were 
conspicuous. On repeatedly flushing it I had several clear 
views of the white outer tail-feathers, while its repeatedly 
uttered call-note, absolutely distinct from that of the 
commoner bird, was further corroboration of its identity. 
That evening I showed it to A.B.D. and J.H.W. and the next 
morning to Mrs. M. D. Brindley, who was able to confirm 
the identification from her experience of the bird in its 
Siberian breeding-grounds. The best views I obtained of 
the bird were in the late evening, when it allowed close 
approaches, the nearest being within about seven yards. 
I t generally kept by itself, but at times associated with a 
party of Dunlin and Ringed Plover. 

COMMON SANDPIPER (Tringa hypoleucos).—Birds were seen 
singly and in twos and threes from April 20th to June 2nd. 
On May 6th six arrived and by May 9th there were nine, but 
they soon departed. This was the only period during which 
more than four birds were seen together. On May 9th one 
repeatedly performed its nuptial flight and trill. 

WOOD-SANDPIPER (T. glareola).—Two came in on the 
morning of May 24th. There were three the next day and 
they left on the 26th at 8.30 p.m., when a thunderstorm 
commenced. On the 25th one performed its nuptial flight 
when flushed. This struck me as being very similar in 
character to that of a Common Sandpiper, but the trilling 
note differed in quality. On June 8th and gth another bird 
was present. It was in poor plumage compared with the 
earlier ones, the white spots on the wings being indistinct 
and the whole plumage much duller; it was probably 
moulting. This was a late bird ; in the Practical Handbook 
the migration is said to last only during April and May. 

GREEN SANDPIPER (T. ochropus).—The scarcity of this 
species was remarkable in a spring when nearly all waders 
were so abundant. One appeared on May 25th and another 
next day, when they both left. 

REDSHANK (T. totanus). —Fivewintered. On March 5th there 
werenineand theyincreased steadily to forty-twoon Marchi2th. 
After this they slowly decreased, a few remaining to breed. 

M 
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GREENSHANK (T. nebularia).—Three were seen on the 
morning of May 21st. They stayed only a short time 
(Mrs. M. D. Brindley). 

BAR-TAILED GODWIT (Limosa lapponica).-—One in full 
summer plumage was seen in a damp meadow adjoining the 
Sewage Farm on May n t h . It was extremely tame and 
allowed its magnificent plumage to be viewed at thirty yards. 
I t stayed the whole day, keeping in the same field, although 
repeatedly flushed (H.B.G., D.L.L.). 

CURLEW (Numenius arquata).—One flew over, calling, on 
April 22nd (J.H.W.). 

WHIMBREL (N. phceopus).—-One flew over, calling, on 
May 6th (D.L.L.). 

BLACK TERN (Chlidonias niger).—These passed through 
on seven days, nineteen birds being seen in all, including 
seven on April 24th and five on May 26th. The last to be 
seen were two on June 4th. One which arrived on May 26th 
did not leave until May 28th; it appeared to be exhausted. 
On May 6th A.B.D. heard one utter a loud, harsh, disyllabic 
call reminiscent of the note of the Arctic Tern and quite 
distinct from the thin call-note normally heard on migration. 
On May 26th I heard three passing birds utter the same 
note. This call seems to be the alarm-note normally uttered 
at the breeding-grounds. 

COMMON TERN {Sterna hirundo).—These occurred on 
April 24th and from May 24th to May 26th. Twenty-seven 
were seen, but not all were certainly distinguished from the 
next species.. 

ARCTIC TERN (S. macrura).—One was seen on May 6th 
and another on May 26th (D.L.L.). Others probably occurred, 
but it was impossible to identify many of the Terns as they 
flew over without halting. 

LITTLE TERN (S. albifrons).-—One was seen on May 6th. 
LESSER BLACK-BACKED GULL (Lams fuscus).—One flew 

over north on April 27th and two north-east on April 30th; 
all these were adults. On June 10th three, all probably 
immature, flew over west. I presume these were not 
migrants but vagrant non-breeding birds. 
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