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REMARKABLE SPRING MIGRATION OF MANX 
SHEARWATERS AND OTHER SEA BIRDS OFF 

CAPE CORNWALL. 
BY 

W. H. THORPE, M.A., PH.D. 
THE following observations were made during a stay of a 
week's duration near Cape Cornwall. 

Whenever the Cape or the coast to the north-east was visited 
between April 6th-ioth, 1935, Manx Shearwaters (Puffinus 
puffinus), Razorbills (Alca torda), Guillemots (Una aalge) and 
Gannets (Sula bassana) were observed flying steadily in a 
south-west direction, past the Cape and out to sea past the 
Brissons to the north-west of the Longships Lighthouse and 
in the general direction of the Scilly Isles. At the distance 
at which the birds were generally observed it was difficult 
to distinguish between Razorbills and Guillemots, although 
of the two the former always appeared the commoner. 
These, together with the Shearwaters, were abundant; that 
is, a few were nearly always in sight. The Gannets were only 
occasional. On April 10th a steady flow of these species 
was also observed passing westwards along the north Cornish 
coast past Gurnards Head. 

During April 9th there was heavy rain with a strong and 
increasing west wind. April 10th was sunny with south-west 
winds of gale force most of the day, the barometer rising slowly. 

By 10.30 a.m. on April n t h an enormous movement of 
Shearwaters and other birds was in progress. They were 
passing the Cape in vast numbers, flying rapidly and in a 
purposeful manner in a south-west direction as described 
above. There were far too many birds for even an approxi
mate count to be possible, indeed it was dazzling to watch 
them through the binoculars. A very rough attempt at a 
count suggested that they were passing the point at the rate 
of about 300 birds per minute. This is, I believe, a conserva
tive estimate. I estimated that the flight consisted of 
approximately 80 per cent. Shearwaters and 20 per cent. 
Razorbills and Guillemots with, perhaps, 5 per cent. Gannets. 
Very occasionally a Puffin (Fratercula arctica) was seen. The 
only birds seen flying in the opposite direction were Gulls and 
an occasional Shag. To my certain knowledge the migration 
was proceeding on this scale for at least three hours, and in all 
probability for much longer. Later in the day Pedn-men-du 
Point, Sennen and Lands End were visited, but no birds were 
to be seen as their course after leaving Cape Cornwall was 
well to the north-west of the Longships. 
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I returned to Cape Cornwall at 6 p.m. By that time the 
movement had greatly subsided ; indeed there were far fewer 
birds than at any time during the previous five days. Never
theless an hour's exact count through binoculars gave the 
following figures :— 

Razorbills and 
Shearwaters. Guillemots. Gannets. 

155 120 87 
On the following morning, April 12th, the migration had 

recommenced but was still, I estimated, at a rate somewhat 
below the average for the days previous to the big rush. 
An exact count gave the following numbers per hour :— 

Razorbills and 
Shearwaters. Guillemots. Gannets. 

1,460 600 158 
The wind was now fresh east-north-east and the flight of the 

Gannets and Razorbills was not quite so purposeful as before. 
By the evening of the same day Shearwaters and Gannets had 
disappeared entirely although Razorbills and Guillemots were 
still passing at the rate of 240 per hour. On the morning of 
April 13th, my last day in the district, Shearwaters were 
again passing at the rate of 400 per hour, but the movements 
of Guillemots and Gannets were indefinite. 

Our knowledge of the movements of ocean birds is still, 
for obvious reasons, far behind that of most other forms and 
on this account I feel that the above details are worth putting 
on record. The enormous scale of the movements of April 
n t h may have been accounted for in part by the gale 
of the previous day which had possibly driven the birds 
in coastwards from the Atlantic. But this would not, of 
course, explain the migration as a whole. Presumably some 
of the birds were returning to their breeding places on the 
Scillies, but this could only account for a very small proportion 
of the total. There are, of course, breeding colonies of Shear
waters on the French, Spanish and Portuguese coasts and one 
can only suppose that the birds were bound for one or other 
of these localities, but it is surprising, to say the least, that 
these breeding colonies should be recruited from the British 
coastal waters. It would be interesting to know if there 
is any evidence of a corresponding north-east migration 
when the breeding-season is over. 

[For previous notes on movements of Manx Shearwaters 
in this area see antea, Vol. XVIII., p. 74, and Vol. XXIII., 
p. 20.—EDS.] 


