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MOVEMENTS OF MANX SHEARWATERS. 
BY 

R. M. LOCKLEY. 

IN 1934 Mr. C. Wontner-Smith made the welcome offer to 
ring large numbers of the Manx Shearwater (Puffinus p. 
puffinus) on Skokholm, Pembrokeshire, in the hope that some 
recoveries abroad might result. Recoveries of breeding adults 
where ringed on Skokholm had already proved that the same 
individuals and in several cases, the same pairs, returned 
each year to the same holes in the breeding-burrows. The 
announcement (antea, p. 75) of the recovery abroad of five 
of the 1,618 Manx Shearwaters ringed on Skokholm in 1934 
by Mr. Smith is therefore of special interest. 

The only previous record of a British-breeding Manx 
Shearwater recovered abroad is of RS.2294, which was 
captured near St. Nazaire, north of Loire, France (B.B., 
Vol. XXVII., p. 247). This bird had been ringed as an adult 
at a breeding-hole on Skokholm on April 1st, 1933, yet later 
in the same month, in 1935, five birds (RV.7507, stated in 
error to have been ringed by Mr. Smith—antea, p. 75—was 
ringed by the writer) which had been ringed on Skokholm as 
adults by Mr. Smith in July, 1934, were recovered in the 
south of the Bay of Biscay. The question at once arises as 
to why these adults should be so far from their, breeding-
grounds at a time when egg-laying is about to commence. 
There is no known breeding station nearer to the Bay of 
Biscay than the island of Annet in the Scillies. 

The Manx Shearwater arrives on Skokholm in February. 
I feel sure that the first arrivals are the older, already well-
experienced breeders which, as is now well-known of birds 
generally, are the first to respond to the seasonal influence 
in returning to the breeding site. (A female Manx Shear
water, killed on Skokholm on February 2nd, 1931, proved to 
have an oviduct well bulged by the passage of an egg or eggs 
laid in a previous year or years. This bird was examined 
by Mr. H. F. Witherby). Since the first eggs of the Manx 
Shearwater are laid during the last week in April and since 
for some weeks beforehand the paired birds constantly visit 
and frequently remain by day in their breeding burrows, it 
may seem curious, remembering that they were ringed as 
adults, that at this period two of Mr. Smith's birds were 
found off the Basses Pyr&iees and two off Vizcaya, all four 
some 600 miles from Skokholm. The fifth bird and latest 
recovered, RV.6909, was nearer home, at Ushant, on April 
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23rd, 1935. That these birds at this time had travelled so 
far south from Skokholm on a cruise in search of, or following, 
a food supply, is admittedly rather improbable, though it is 
a possibility that cannot be ruled out in our present slender 
knowledge of this mysterious bird. Mr. W. H. Thorpe's 
recent (antea, p. 43) observation of a heavy migration of 
Manx Shearwaters to the south-westwards in April, off 
Land's End is, though inconclusive, of interest in this respect. 

There isj however, another possibility which I would like to 
put forward: that the birds recovered in the Bay of Biscay 
were two or three years old (i.e. one or two years old at date 
of ringing) birds which were late in responding to the seasonal 
stimulus to return to the breeding-grounds; that is to say 
their breeding organs were in all probability late in maturing 
because they had not bred before. They might actually 
have been on their way north when captured, we may con
jecture, since later in the same month RV.6909 was caught 
at the entrance to the English Channel. My reasons for 
putting forward this suggestion are these. It is my experience 
that from perhaps the end of June onwards, the breeding 
grounds of the Manx Shearwater receive a considerable 
accession of non-breeding adults. These late arrivals do no 
more than perform courtship rites, some occupying crevices 
or slight burrows or more often using no cover at all, and at 
night only, the great majority returning to the sea before dawn. 
These birds are particularly easy to catch and ring as they sit 
about on the ground. They make little attempt to enter 
holes for the good .reason that most of the holes are already 
occupied by breeding adults hatching or feeding young. It 
is as if the non-breeders were familiarising themselves with the 
breeding ground ready for a future season. I have examined 
the breeding organs of several of these " non-breeders" 
and found them very small and undeveloped. A pair caught 
in the performance of " billing and cooing " in a shallow 
burrow were submitted to Mr. H. F. Witherby, who found 
them to be male and female, the testes of the former and the 
ovary of the latter were quite small and undeveloped and 
the oviduct of the female was thin and straight and had no 
doubt never passed an egg. 

It seems likely, therefore, that there were a great number 
of these " non-breeders " among the 1,618 Manx Shearwaters 
ringed by Mr. Smith in July, 1934. These " non-breeders " 
would naturally not be the first to return to Skokholm (or 
other breeding-grounds) in the following spring, but as I have 
suggested, would arrive progressively earlier each year accord-
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ing to their age. It is probable that the birds found in the 
Bay of Biscay in early and mid-April would have arrived at 
Skokholm (or other near breeding-ground) some time late in 
April or in May, and commenced breeding then. Fresh eggs 
are found up to the beginning of June on Skokholm. 

This supposition (that the birds recovered abroad were non-
breeders of 1934) is confirmed in some degree by the recovery 
of RV.7507 off Vizcaya, Spain, on March 31st, 1935. I 
ringed this bird on August 13th, 1934, having caught it in the 
midst of the colony occupying a group of burrows close to 
my house on Skokholm. It had at that date arrived literally 
" out of the blue "—a total stranger in this group of breeding 
adults, all well known to me and marked with rings, some of 
which had returned to this burrow regularly each year since 
1929 and 1930. It was obviously a non-breeder, and hence 
its subsequent recovery in the following spring 600 miles 
from Skokholm, when others of this colony were already 
occupying the old burrows, fits in well with my theory that 
the non-breeders of the previous year return late to the 
breeding-grounds. 

In like manner the recovery, mentioned above, of the 
breeding adult (RS.2294, ringed in this same colony outside 
my house in April, 1933) at the end of the breeding season 
on August 28th, 1933, off the mouth of the Loire, France, 
is in harmony with this same theory, and further confirms 
the belief in the southward migration of this species. 




