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AN ORNITHOLOGICAL TRANSECT OF THE 
NORTH ATLANTIC. 

BY 

E. M. AND B. D. NICHOLSON. 

(Plate 3.) 
SCOPE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS. 

IN 1928 on the voyage to Greenland we had carried out 
some sort of an ornithological transect of the extreme North 
Atlantic (antea, Vol. XXII., pp. 122-133). It therefore 
seemed worth while to make a comparable set of observations 
on the much more southerly crossing made in 1929 by the 
Oxford University Expedition to British Guiana, 1929, of 
which this paper is a result. The circumstances were rather 
different. In this case a triple instead of merely a double 
transect was undertaken, along a single course of 4,400-4,700 
miles from London to Georgetown via the West Indies. The 
first was carried out jointly by E.M.N, and B.D.N, on the 
trip starting from West India Dock on July 19th and finishing 
at Georgetown on August 5th ; the second by B.D.N, on 
the return trip sailing from Georgetown on October 4th 
and ending at Royal Albert Dock, London, on the 27th, 
and the third by E.M.N, from Georgetown (November 30th) 
to West India Dock (December 20th). 

We have to acknowledge the valuable and frequent help 
of other members of the expedition, passengers, officers and 
crew of the Harrison liner " Ingoma", in which all three 
crossings were made. To Captain Willis Gibbings, who 
allowed exceptional facilities for the ornithological work 
and did everything in his power to assist it, special thanks 
are due. 

The amount of work of this nature which has been carried 
out in the North Atlantic is already considerable, but much 
of it remains unpublished and what has appeared is so 
scattered and unco-ordinated that adequate reference to 
literature would involve disproportionate labour and (if 
incorporated) would swamp so brief and unpretending a 
paper as this. We are therefore printing our observations 
in the shape of raw material, deliberately omitting reference 
to other work. We hope later to follow this up with a 
badly-needed third paper reviewing all available material, 
including our own. In the following account we propose to 
take briefly the three trips in turn, describing general condi
tions met with, and finally to review in detail material relating 
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to the different species. The ship's position (latitude and 
longitude at noon) is inserted after each date mentioned in 
the narrative, and also on the map. All times given arc 
ship's time, corrected for position. 

FIRST TRIP, JULY-AUGUST, 1929. 

On the first trip a rough count about 10 a.m. on July 20th 
(500 10' N., 3° 27' W.) showed 
Gannets (Sula bassana) immature ... 4 
Herring-Gulls (Larus argentatus) ... 19 
Lesser Black-backed Gull (L.fuscus) ... 1 
Puffins (Fratercula arctica) ... ... 6 
Guillemots (Uria aalge) 9 (plus 19 

doubtful) 
Razorbills? (Alea tordal) ... ... 2 

Immediately afterwards, the first of a series of 10-mile 
counts was begun at 10.15 a.m. At least six species were 
recorded, Herring-Gulls (36) being most numerous. The 
remainder of the total (80) consisted of " Auks " (Guillemots 
or Razorbills), 18; definite Guillemots, 11 ; Puffins, 4 ; 
Gannets, 8 ; Lesser Black-backs, 3. 

The close similiarity in composition of these two successive 
counts is a check on the sample value of the method. 

About noon, some 7-8 miles off Start Point, we passed the 
"American Trader", eastbound, with 63 Gulls following, 
and a good many White-rumped Petrels (Stormy ? : Hydro-
bates pelagicus ?) were seen flitting about in sight of land, 
5 together at one point. A second ten-mile count, between 
4.17-5.10 p.m., showed 40 per cent, reduction, with 48 wild 
birds, of which 42 were Herring-Gulls, 1 Lesser Black-backed, 
and 5 immature Gannets. Auks had already disappeared 
for good. In addition, 4 Homing Pigeons were observed, 
of which 2 stayed on board all night, the other 2 flying off 
north in the evening. According to the ship's officers, 
Homing Pigeons often come aboard, and off Start Point we 
saw flights of 13, 16 and 4 birds between 5-12 miles from 
land. Later, one of these Pigeons was seen dashing down 
among Herring-Gulls in pursuit of some object on the surface 
of the water, on which it momentarily alighted without 
folding its wings. The 20th was fair, with sea smooth and 
wind light. 

On 21st (470 53' N., io° 08' W.) the change was very 
marked, with no Gulls, Gannets or Auks, a fresh S.S.E. wind, 
dull sky and some rain. The third ten-mile count (9.55-10.40 
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a.m.) showed another heavily reduced total of 20 wild birds, 
of which 4 were Storm-Petrels (sp. ?) in the wake, and 16 
Mediterranean Shearwaters (Puffinus kuhlii subsp. ?). The 
2 tame Pigeons were released about 10.30 a.m., one being 
tailless. They flew off north, but returned to the ship. 

The fourth ten-mile count on the afternoon of the 22nd 
(450 47' N., 150 38' W.) showed 3 Mediterranean Shearwaters 
only, although a flock of some 50 had been observed about 
2.30 p.m. 

The fifth count on the afternoon of 23rd (430 23J' N., 200 54' 
W.), which was cloudy with sea light and a stiff breeze, 
showed 9 Wilson's Petrel {Oceanites oceanicus) and 2 
Mediterranean Shearwaters. 

On the morning of 24th (400 38' N., 260 43J' W.) the sixth 
ten-mile count gave 7 Mediterranean Shearwaters and 1 
Petrel (Wilson's ?). The proximity of the Azores made 
surprisingly little difference, although on the morning of 
25th (37° 52I' N., 32° 06' W.) a fair sprinkling of Mediterranean 
Shearwaters and 1 Petrel (Wilson's ?) were noticed, while an 
unidentified dusky bird intermediate in size between Storm-
Petrel and Manx Shearwater, with rapid zigzagging limicoline 
flight, may possibly have been Bulwer's Petrel (Bulweria 
bulwerii ? ?). About 11.30 a.m. a probably Common Tern 
(Sterna hirundo) flew round for some time, passing close 
enough astern to show the reddish, black-tipped bill. It 
was foraging and diving freely. The seventh ten-mile count, 
taken in the afternoon, yielded nothing except 5 Petrels, 
probably Wilson's. 

On 26th (340 23' N., 360 30' W.) and 27th (300 52^ N., 
400 51' W.) no birds were seen all day long, so far as we could 
learn, by anyone on board. Flying fish became fairly plentiful 
for the first time. A nautilus and a turtle were also seen 
on 26th. On 28th (270 i 8 | ' N., 450 oi\' W.) there were again 
no birds except 5 White-tailed Tropic-birds (Pha&hon lepturus) 
which came round the ship in a body about 3.40 p.m. On 
29th (230 48!' N., 49° 05!' W.) the only birds were a Mediter
ranean Shearwater and a Tern (sp. ?) of brownish plumage, 
reported by other members of the expedition. On 30th 
(200 24I' N., 530 i 2 f W.) a fine mature Laughing Gull 
(Larus atricilla) followed for some time. Another immature 
Gull, a Tropic-bird and 3 limicblines, probably Plovers, with 
leaden-grey upper plumage, were also noted. 

On July 31st (160 42$' N., 560 45' W.) there were no birds. 
On August ist, about 6.45 a.m., we sighted Barbados, and 
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soon afterwards small parties of up to a dozen Terns (Sooty 
or Brown-winged ?) were seen flying low over the waves. 
Two Tropic-birds and i Dusky Shearwater (?) (Puffinus 
assimilis ?) were added before reaching Bridgetown. On 
August 2nd we reached Grenada about 9 a.m., having seen 
many Laughing Gulls, Shearwaters and Sooty Terns (?) 
{Sterna fuscata ?) off the east coast and half-a-dozen Magnifi
cent Frigate-birds (Fregata magnificens) and Brown Pelicans 
(Pelecanus occidentalis) and one Royal Tern ? (Sterna 
maxima ?) in St. George's Bay. On 3rd, off Port of Spain, 
Frigate-birds and Dusky-tailed Skimmers (Rhyncops 
cinerascens) were numerous, but Brown Pelicans few, and 
there were no Gulls. A lumpy, short-tailed Tern with 
black cap and bill, sitting on a buoy off the quay-front, was 
probably Gull-billed (Gelochelidon nilotica). A Leach's Petrel 
(Oceanodroma leucorrhoa) was caught on board here. On 
August 4th~5th, from Port of Spain to Georgetown, birds 
were few and none specifically identifiable. 

SECOND TRIP, OCTOBER, 1929. 

On the second (eastbound) trip the " Ingoma" sailed 
from Georgetown about 4 p.m. on October 4th with several 
Laughing Gulls following. A count on October 5th (io° 30' 
N., 6o° 19' W.) from 3 to 4 p.m. showed 4 Dusky-tailed 
Skimmers only. A little later, off Trinidad, Laughing Gulls 
became frequent. After calling at Port of Spain, La Brea, 
Grenada, St. Vincent, Barbados, St. Lucia and Montserrat 
the second Atlantic crossing was finally begun on October 
13th. An hour's watch as soon as land was cleared showed 
no birds, but at sunset a single Frigate-bird was observed, 
soaring high, far to the west. On 14th (19° 21' N., 580 24' W.), 
with a slight sea running and fresh breeze, no birds were seen 
except a Semi-palmated Sandpiper (Erunetes pusillus) which 
was captured when it alighted in an exhausted condition. 
On 15th (220 13' N., 540 41' W.) there were no birds, and on 
16th (250 00' N., 500 49' W.) none except an immature 
Blue-faced Booby (Sula dadylatra) at 2.15 p.m. On 17th 
(27° 35' N., 470 08' W.) no birds. On 18th (300 24' N., 
43° 05' W.) at 5.15 p.m. a brownish passerine about 7 inches 
long, apparently with some white in the tail, was put up on 
board, and flew quite strongly, taking refuge in a lifeboat. 
It may possibly have been one of the larger Tyrannidce, but 
it eluded capture and identification. Here, in any case, 
was a smallish land-bird surviving in good fettle on a ship 



270 BRITISH BIRDS. [VOL. XXIV. 

approximately 1,340 miles from the nearest land astern, 
and more than 900 from the nearest in any other direction, 
whether or not it had just arrived when discovered. The 
date, well on in the autumn migration season, is perhaps 
significant. On October 19th (330 03' N., 390 07' W.), 
with a strong N.E. wind, several Storm-Petrels (Wilson's ?) 
were observed during the day. (The ship's doctor had seen 
two similar birds the morning before.) 

On 20th (340 58' N., 350 47' W.), with a 6-point wind from 
N.E. and high seas, at least 3 Storm-Petrels were seen, and 
two more on 21st (370 26' N., 310 27' W.), when the wind had 
dropped. On 22nd (400 00' N., 260 50' W.), in sight of the 
Azores, a number of Mediterranean (?) Shearwaters passed 
the ship. No more were seen for four hours, and only two 
during the afternoon. One Storm-Petrel was noted and at 
2.30 p.m. a Herring or Lesser Black-backed Gull flew over 
at a good height going S.W. with the wind. It made a 
detour to pass over the ship. On 23rd (420 44' N., 210 47' W.) 
about 9 a.m. several Storm-Petrels, almost certainly Wilson's, 
were following in the wake. An attempt at counting later 
failed, but there were about 40 of them. At 9.20 a.m. 
5 Herring-Gulls came up and settled in the wake, and at 
10.50 a.m. an immature Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla). At 
11.20 a.m. a Skua, apparently a Pomatorhine (Stercorarius 
pomarinus) in the dark phase settled in the wake among 
the Storm-Petrels. At 1 p.m. a Fulmar (Fulmants glacialis) 
was identified and at 2 p.m. a flock of at least 80 Mediter
ranean Shearwaters on the water. An hour's count, 2.20-3.20 
p.m., showed about 43 Wilson's Petrels, 5 Mediterranean 
Shearwaters, 17 Fulmars and 1 Sandpiper, small (sp. ?). 

On 24th (450 26' N., 160 30' W.), which was rough with a 
N.W. wind, overcast and squally, weather in the afternoon 
made difficulties for the use of glasses. Visibility for birds 
was limited to 50 yards. In the morning only occasional 
Shearwaters were seen. In the afternoon several Wilson's 
Petrels followed. Later, only Fulmars and Shearwaters 
in the ratio of 3 or 4 to 1. About 3 p.m. a small passerine 
with black-and-white wings and a good deal of yellow on it 
was seen attempting to reach the ship; a similar bird had 
been seen aboard earlier the same day. 

On 25th (480 02' N., I I ° 07' W.) there were in the wake 
in the morning 25 Kittiwakes, 5 Fulmars, 5 Great Shearwaters 
(Puffinus gravis) and 2 Petrels (Wilson's ?). Among Kitti
wakes immature birds were in a minority, An attempted 
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count in the afternoon was thwarted by bad weather. 
Kittiwakes, accordingly, appeared in strength some 
300 miles off the Lizard. On 26th (490 52' N., 40 55' W) 
there were in the wake about 9 a.m. 5 Kittiwakes, 2 Great 
Skuas (Stercorarius skua), 1 immature Herring-Gull and 
2 Storm-Petrels (sp. ?). Later 4-6 Gannets passed, an 
adult Lesser Black-back followed, and several parties of 
Auks (sp. ?) crossed the bows for the first time since this 
region had been passed in July. An hour's count, 2.30-3.30 
p.m., gave 19 Gannets, 12 Herring-Gulls, 1 Lesser Black-
back, 1 Great Skua, and 1 Auk (sp. ?). Auks decreased 
sharply again coming up Channel. On 27th at 9.30 a.m. 
there were over 130 Gulls in sight off Dover, all identified 
being Herring-Gulls. 

THIRD TRIP, DECEMBER, 1929. 

On the third (eastbound) trip the " Ingoma " sailed from 
Georgetown on November 30th, calling at Port of Spain, 
La Brea, Grenada, Barbados, St. Vincent and St. Lucia 
before putting out past Martinique early on December 7th. 
On that day (16° 01' N., 590 27' W.) a count gave no birds, 
but a distant Frigate-bird (?) was seen soaring in the after
noon. On 8th 1 doubtful Frigate-bird is again the only 
note. On 9th (220 50^' N., 530 16' W.) a Tropic-bird was 
seen, and a Shearwater or Skimmer (?) in the afternoon. 
On 10th (26° 18J' N., 49° 50' W.) 2 Tropic-birds appeared 
in the morning, one having been heard at night. No birds 
were seen on n t h or 12th. On 13th (35° 39' N., 370 06' W.), 
a rainy day, a first-year Kittiwake followed astern from 
11 a.m. till mid-afternoon, but no more birds were observed. 
On 14th (380 06' N., 32° oo° W.) an adult Kittiwake appeared 
about 12.30 p.m. and 3 adults with 2 immatures an hour 
later, following till 4 p.m., when Flores, the nearest land, was 
distant 62 miles. A Purple Sandpiper (Calidris maritima), 
plump but tired, came aboard about 3.45 p.m. No birds 
were visible except those following. The sea temperature 
at 8 p.m. was 640 F. 

On 15th (400 46J' N., 260 39' W.) a ten-mile count showed 
12 adult and 3 immature Kittiwakes ; 3 more adults and 
1 immature were added in the next ten minutes. 

On 16th (430 19' N., 200 54' W.) the air temperature at 
8 a.m. and 1.30 p.m. being 590 F., wind E., the number of 
Kittiwakes rose gradually from about 3 at 9 a.m. to above 
20 at noon; 47 were following by 3 p.m. No ten-mile count 
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was taken, as persistent watching found no other species. 
In the afternoon such a count would simply have given 
5 or more Kittiwakes per mile, all but a few being adults. 

On 17th (450 46' N., 150 09' W.) temperature at 8 a.m. 
being 540 F., the number of Kittiwakes rose from 5 (9.30 
a.m.) to over 60 by 2 p.m. Again there were no other birds. 

On 18th (480 14' N., 90 28' W.) for the first time plenty of 
Kittiwakes could be seen beside those following the ship ; 
also an immature Lesser Black-back (?) and a small Skua 
(Arctic ?) harrying Kittiwakes. About 12.30 p.m. a more 
or less mature Gannet followed close astern and 2-3 Auks 
(? sp.) were seen flying later in the distance. On 19th 
(500 1' N., 20 36' W.) at 8 a.m. off Start Point, Devon, there 
were many Herring-Gulls, Kittiwakes (now in a minority), 
2-3 adult Lesser Black-backs, some Gannets, and fairly 
frequent small parties of Guillemots. 

SPECIFIC NOTES. 
GANNET (Sula hassana).—Confined to the section immediately S.W. 

of the British Isles, and much less fluctuating in observed range than 
some species, extending only to about 50 W. in July and October, and 
to a little beyond g" W. in December. Change in age distribution 
very marked : in July 12 to 1 immature, in October 5 to 1 adult. 
No doubt the breeding-season accounts for this, there being no gannetry 
in the Channel. 

BLUE-FACED BOOBY (S. dactyiatra).—Only one met with, October 
16th, in 250 N., 500 W. (Sargasso Sea). I t came over to the ship and 
followed astern for about half an hour, diving several times from, 
roughly, 40 feet above the water, and apparently making captures. 
The conspicuous black tail was fanned out sometimes as a rudder. 
The bill was yellow, with a dark patch of skin a t the base ; the feet 
black or dark blue. I t was immature. Another specimen shot on 
the coast of British Guiana was received by Georgetown Museum 
at the beginning of August, 1929. 

BROWN PELICAN (P. occidentalis).—Locally common a t Grenada, 
St. Lucia and La Brea in Trinidad, keeping very close to shore, foraging 
singly or in groups with precisely the same diving technique as a 
Gannet, except tha t the plunges were not made from so high—-rarely 
above 25 feet. They flew slowly into the wind, not quite hovering, 
then plunging with closed wings to no great depth and rising to swim 
on the surface before taking wing. 

MAGNIFICENT FRIGATE-BIRD (Fregata magnificens).—Differed 
slightly in distribution from the last, occurring much farther offshore, 
especially on the ocean side, and proving common in the harbour of 
Port of Spain, where a number roosted on the rigging of an old derelict 
hulk—47 were counted there at 6.30 p.m. on August 3rd. Some 
apparently stayed there all day. They soared superbly and foraged 
with low, harrier-like flight, picking food off the surface by canting 
the wings and dipping the bill into the water. 

LEACH'S P E T R E L (Oceanodroma leucorrhoa leucorrhoa).—A bird of 
the typical form came aboard apparently in Port of Spain harbour. 



VOL. xxiv.] NORTH ATLANTIC TRANSECT. 273 

where it was found in the evening of August 3rd. I t appeared thirsty, 
and was attracted by the fresh-water hose. Being unidentifiable, i t 
was killed and skinned, and is now in the British Museum. (Collection 
of O.U. British Guiana Expedition, 1929.) I t was a female, with 
feet, bill, and iris all black. Some other supposed Storm-Petrels 
which may have belonged to this species were observed next day by 
members of the expedition on the way from Trinidad to Georgetown. 
The nearest known west Atlantic breeding area is Maine, U.S.A.. 

MEDITERRANEAN SHEARWATER (Puffinus huhlii).—Ranged on the 
first t r ip commonly from about 10° to 320 W., with a solitary example 
a t 49° W. On the second, for which fewer certain identifications are 
available, it apparently extended from about 160 to 270 W.—a notable 
contraction. P. gravis, in very small strength, replaced it for a short 
time about i i ° W. on this October transect. In December no Shear
waters of any species occurred on the ocean passage. The flight and 
habits of the two species, so far as they could be observed, appeared 
closely similar, but not so many parties of huhlii were met as of gravis 
on the Greenland trip, the largest being a flock of 50 in about 160 W. 
on July 22nd, and of 80 or more on October 23rd about 21 0 W. 

FULMAR (Fulmarus glacialis).—Both in July and December Fulmars 
were nowhere met with, but in October they occurred commonly 
between 23rd-25th inclusive (Long. i i 0 - 2 i 0 W.). I t would be particu
larly interesting to know whether this curious movement is regular, 
or whether it was due to some such exceptional circumstance as the 
heavy November and December gales. 

SEMI-PALMATED SANDPIPER (Ereunetes pusillus).—At 9.40 a.m. on 
October 14th about 190 N., 590 W., rather less than 250 miles out from 
Montserrat, one of these small Sandpipers was seen flying astern, 
sometimes alighting on the afterdeck, where it was captured and 
dispatched for identification. I t was in a thoroughly exhausted 
state, very thin and with an empty stomach, but otherwise in good 
condition. The sexual organs were undeveloped : Iris dark brown, 
bill and feet black. The skin is in the Expedition's collection in 
the British Museum. 

PURPLE SANDPIPER {Calidris maritima).—The example which came 
aboard about 4 p.m. on December 14th, when the ship was 62 miles 
from Flores, the nearest land, was remarkably plump and tame. 
I t looked tired, and the gales experienced farther north and east a t 
this period might have driven it off its course. 

KITTIWAKE (Rissa tridadyla).—In July no Kittiwakes were seen. 
In October they occurred not very commonly from off the Lizard to 
about 12° W., with a solitary immature a t about 220 W. In December 
the first immature was met beyond 37° W., a party of five was met 
west of the Azores, and numbers rose steadily from then on to Start 
Point, immatures being always in a minority. 

LAUGHING GULL (Larus atricilla).—Although a fine adult and a 
probable immature of this species were seen on July 30th more than 
400 miles off Barbados, none were met with on the ocean crossing in 
either October or December. They were fairly local in the West 
Indies, and not seen far off shore, the east coast of Trinidad being 
their most conspicuous haunt. 

HERRING-GULL (L. argentatus).—Although 5 Herring-Gulls were 
seen on October 23rd in the region of the Azores (22° W.) and another 
of this species or L. fuscus had been observed still closer to them the 
day before, the Kittiwake was the only Gull which occurred a t all 
freely on the crossing outside the British seas. 

u 
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SUMMARY. 

In three crossings of the Atlantic along the same route 
between London and the West Indies in July, October and 
December, 1929, precise notes were kept of birds seen, and 
sample counts taken. As compared with a previous crossing 
farther north to Greenland the number of species and individ
uals was found to be low, even between the Azores and the 
Channel. The existence between the Azores and Barbados 
of a vast almost birdless region confirms the experience of 
previous observers. Remarkable fluctuations in abundance 
and distribution of the Kittiwake, Fulmar and Mediterranean 
Shearwater at these three seasons throw light on movements 
which may be of annual occurrence and which it is important 
to define by observations which could easily be repeated 
on the same lines at other seasons and in other years. From 
the standpoint of migration of non-oceanic forms the July 
trip was the poorest, with 3 or 4 Gulls and Terns, while the 
October trip was the richest, with two Sandpipers and at 
least two small passerines at considerable distances from 
land. Of these unfortunately only one specimen, a Semi-
palmated Sandpiper, could be specifically identified. Various 
Gulls were also met with. In December a Purple Sandpiper 
off the Azores was the only notable non-oceanic bird. 
References to literature are not given, the intention of the 
writers being to review the subject, which is in a very 
scattered and confused condition, in a subsequent paper. 
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