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BIRDS SEEN IN THE NORTH ATLANTIC, AUGUST 
AND SEPTEMBER, 1935. 

BY 

K. B. ROOKE, M.B.O.U. 

THIS account is based on notes made in 1935, between Liver
pool and St. John's, Newfoundland, in the s.s. " Nova Scotia " 
(westbound, August 2nd-8th) and in the s.s. " Newfoundland " 
(eastbound, September ioth-i6th). A short account of a 
double transect by the author on the same route, at practically 
the same dates, in 1934, has already appeared in British Birds 
(XXVIII., p. 269). Since the latter was written, our know
ledge of North Atlantic birds has been greatly increased by the 
publication (1935) of V. C. Wynne-Edward's Habits and 
Distribution of Birds on the North Atlantic. From this it 
would appear that, though a considerable amount is known on 
the subject, there still remains much to be discovered, and 
additional records are needed both to strengthen theories 
already put forward and to provide material on which future 
ideas may be built up. The present paper has been written 
with a view to providing facts rather than theories. 

I have to thank the officers of the " Nova Scotia " and 
" Newfoundland " for their help, especially Second-Officer 
E. Sainty of the " Nova Scotia ". My thanks are also due to 
Surgeon-Commander Murray Levick, chief leader of the 1935 
expedition of the Public Schools Exploring Society, of which 
I was a member, for permission to publish this account here. 

GREENLAND WHEATEAR ((Enanthe ce. leucorrhoa). 
The first noted was on the return voyage, on September 

13th, when one came on board in 540 02' N., 300 51' W., in 
practically a straight line between Cape Farewell, Greenland, 
and the Portuguese coast. During the remainder of the day 
several were seen at intervals. On the 14th two came on board 
in 55° 05' N., 200 30' W., while on the 15th one was picked up 
dead in about 50° 10' N., n ° 30' W. It had not been dead, 
more than a few hours. 

These observations show that in mid-September Greenland 
Wheatears were present in mid-ocean between 310 W. and 
n ° W., in 54°-55° N. In 1934 I saw birds on practically 
the same dates between 36° 50' W. and io° W. in the same 
latitude (antea, XXVIII., p. 274). It would therefore appear 
that they occur annually in this area. Whether the more 
westerly of these birds were on their normal migration route 
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or had been driven off their course by adverse weather condi
tions it is difficult to say. If the former, then it would seem 
that not only do they undertake a 1,200 mile sea-crossing from 
Greenland to Ireland, but some may even accomplish an 
1,800 mile journey to the Portuguese coast. Such feats seem 
well nigh impossible for so small a bird, yet the only alterna
tive is a series of shorter crossings by way of Iceland, the 
Faeroes and the British Isles. But if this is the only route used, 
it is difficult to account for birds so far south and west as 
54° N. and 300 to 370 W., especially when the prevailing winds 
were between N.W. and S.W. 

GANNET (Sula bassana). 
Fairly common off the North Irish coast on August 3rd ; 

during four and a half hours' watches I counted 76 (ratio of 
adults to immature, 4:1). Out of soundings on the same day I 
counted 51 in one and a half hours (2.9 adults : 1 immature). 
They were still common at dusk (55° 30' N., 10° W.). This 
year I saw none off the Newfoundland coast, probably owing 
to the fact that the weather made observation difficult. At 
10.15 a-m- o n September 14th an adult was seen in 540 23'N., 
230 W., 460 miles from the Irish coast; this is, perhaps, a 
record distance from land. On the 15th one was seen in 
55° 20' N., n ° 10' W., some 50 miles outside the 100-fathom 
line, and another two hours later. 

LEACH'S PETREL (Oceanodroma I. leucorrhoa). 
As will be seen from the census graph of this species (fig. 1), 

on the outward voyage we encountered a considerable con
centration between 410 30' W. and 450 W. (ca. 510 N.) on 
August 7th. Three watches of an hour each gave an average 
of 156 birds per hour, that taken in the region of 440 30' W. 
alone giving 375 in one hour. The next day a count taken in 
about 480 20' N., 500 W. gave 66 in an hour, and thereafter 
until close to the Newfoundland coast, whenever observation 
was possible, they appeared to be common. The only ones 
noted in August east of 400 W. were two on the 6th, one in 
53° 20' N., 340 15' W. and one in 520 40' N., 360 50' W. (c/. 
antea, XXVIII., p. 271). None of these birds followed the 
ship for long. 

On the return voyage circumstances unfortunately ren
dered census-taking impossible, so that I have no figures 
for comparison with those obtained in August. On September 
10th and n t h Leach's Petrels were not uncommon (52°-5i° W. 
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LONGITUDE WEST 
F I G . I.—Census graphs of Leach's Petrel, Great Shearwater 
and Fulmar, August 3rd-8th, 1935. Broken lines represent 

changes during hours of darkness. 
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and 47°-45° W.). On the 12th I saw three at intervals near 
520 10' N., 390 W.r while on the 13th I saw only one small 
Petrel, which may have been a Storm-Petrel (Hydrobates 
pelagicus), in 540 10' N., 300 25' W. On September 14th 
(540 49' N., 210 38' W., at noon) we encountered a second belt 
of Leach's Petrels. During the morning only two were seen, 
but at 1.20 p.m. I counted between 150 and 200 following in 
the wake, many of them close enough to make identification 
certain. At 4.20 p.m. they were still very numerous, at least 
150 following the ship. Thus between about 210 30' W. and 
200 W. there was a marked concentration of this species, 
whereas in August there had been none in that region (c/,, 
September 16th, 1934, antea, XXVIII., p. 273). On the 
15th (550 08' N., I I ° 57' W. at noon) two or three were 
following the ship most of the day until about 3.0 p.m. 

All the small Petrels definitely identified were Leach's. 
A few of the above records may refer to Storm-Petrels, but, 
though looked for carefully, none were identified. 

MANX SHEARWATER (Puffinus puffinus). 
On August 3rd a 75-minute count, about mid-way between 

Belfast Lough and Eathlin Island, gave a total of 75 Manx 
Shearwaters (including a few parties of 15-20). The last one 
was seen near Inishtrahull. Outside the offshore zone in 
British waters I only saw 3 small Shearwaters. Two on 
September 13th in 540 16' N., 280 18' W., and one on the 14th 
in 54° 42' N., 230 20' W. So far as I could tell these were 
Puffinus fuffinus, but, as Wynne-Edwards (1935, p. 269) 
points out, it is unsafe to say definitely that oceanic records 
refer to this species, since P. assimilis is said to resemble it 
fairly closely. 

GREAT SHEARWATER {Puffinus gravis), 
I saw none east of 15 W. on the outward voyage. West of 

this they were seen every day, and the results of counts are 
analysed by 5° zones of longitude in the following table :— 

Table 1.—GREAT SHEARWATER, 1935. 

Longitude. 
I 5 - 2 O 0 W . 
2 0 - 2 5 ° W . 
25-3°° w . 
30-35° w . 
35-40" W. 
40-45° W. 
45-5o6 W. 

Average No. 
per hour. 

7 
H 
3 2 
H 
1 7 

1 2 9 
3 (fog) 

No. of watches 
(hours). 

3 
2 
3 
2 
a* 
3 
1 

Date. 
Aug. 4 
Aug. 5 
Aug. 5 
Aug. 6 
Aug. 6 
Aug. 7 
Aug. 8 
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West of 500 W. only a few were seen, on the Grand Bank off 
Newfoundland, on August 8th. The above records are drawn 
up on a census graph (fig. 1) for comparison with Fulmar and 
Leach's Petrel. 

As will be seen from Table 1, there was a marked concen
tration of this species between 40° and 45° W., on August 7th. 
Actually they were not particularly numerous until after mid
day (500 51' N., 430 25' W.) and did not reach their maximum 
abundance until some three hours later (500 35' N., 440 20' W.). 
In this region we passed through very large numbers for about 
an hour and a half (ca. 21 miles). We passed one " raft " of 
150 birds resting on the water, besides many smaller ones. 
Later a 40-minute count gave 240 birds. I witnessed one 
curious incident which I find it hard to explain:—A Great 
Shearwater resting on the water raised its wings above its 
head and appeared to struggle to get off the water. For fully 
a minute it circled round as if wounded or gripped from below, 
before it eventually rose into the air. Possibly it may have 
been experiencing difficulty in rising owing to the faint breeze 
which was blowing at that time, yet others did not seem to 
have the same trouble. 

On the return voyage I was able to do relatively little 
observing, but noted that Great Shearwaters were not un
common between 470 and 120 30' W. (September nth- i5th) . 
No very significant change in density was observed over this 
range, nor was I able to come to any very definite conclusion 
as to their relative abundance as compared with August. 

SOOTY SHEARWATER {Puffmus griseus). 
Owing to its relative scarcity there are comparatively few 

records of this species in the North Atlantic. I was fortunate 
in seeing 17 birds on the double transect in 1935, as in Table 2. 

Table 2.—SOOTY SHEARWATER, 1935. 
Date. 

Aug. 3 

Aug. 4 
Aug. 7 

Aug. 8 

— 

Sept. 12 
Sept. 13 
Sept. 14 

Number. 
. 1 

1 
1 
3 

1 

3 
1 
1 
1 
3 
1 

Position. 
55° 26' N„ 

5 5 ° i 4 ' N „ 
50° 46' N., 
50° 2 7 ' N. , 

480 28' N., 

47° 45 ' N., 
470 40' N.. 
47° 35' N., 
520 30' N.. 
540 08 ' N. : 
54° 45' N.: 

9° 38' W. 

190 18' W. 
430 42' W. 

■ 44° 36' W. 

, 490 46' W. 

, 520 20' W. 
, 520 30' W. 
, 52° 35' W. 
, 370 3 2 ' W . 
, 30 0 0 0 ' W . 
, 2 3 0 0 0 ' W . 

Remarks. 
Just out of soundings, 

N.W. Ireland. 

Among large numbers of 
P. gravis. 

Outer edge of Grand 
Bank. 

Grand Bank. 
6 miles off St. John's. 
2 miles off St. John's. 

Following for an hour. 
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On this same route in 1934, and at approximately the same 
dates, I saw only 5 (antea, XXVIII., p. 275), so that their 
numbers evidently vary from year to year. Of the eight 
transects undertaken in 1933 by Wynne-Edwards (1935, 
p. 237), the two most nearly corresponding with mine as 
regards dates are:—Eastbound, July 29th-August 4th, and 
westbound, September ioth-i6th, both between Montreal 
and Southampton, via Belle Isle. He saw 18 Sooty Shear
waters on the first, and 2 on the second (1935, p. 262). These 
records of a total of 42 Sooty Shearwaters have been drawn 
up on two charts, one for early August and one for mid-
September (figs. 2 & 3). 

From these charts it would appear :— 
(1) That in August Sooty Shearwaters are much commoner on the 

American side of the North Atlantic (W. of 300 W.) than on 
the British side. 

(2) That in August they are fairly numerous west of 450 W., especially 
on the Grand Bank and near Belle Isle (in soundings). The 
absence of records from the Grand Bank in September may be 
due to the fact that I was able to do little observing in that 
region. 

(3) That they are distinctly scarce in mid-ocean (20°-40° W.) in early 
August, but less so in mid-September. 

Apart from these conclusions it appears to me that the 
Sooty Shearwater is much more addicted to the offshore zone 
than is the Great Shearwater. I only saw a very few of the 
latter species on the Grand Bank, and none elsewhere in 
soundings, compared with large numbers in the pelagic zone; 
while of the 17 Sooty Shearwaters seen in 1935, 6 were in 
soundings, one of them only two miles from land. 

FULMAR (Fulmarus g. glacialis). 
As with the Great Shearwater, I was able to obtain some 

indication of the relative abundance of this species in various 
parts of the route traversed, by taking counts of the total 
number seen in each hour's watch.* This was only possible 
on the outward voyage, the figures for which are given in 
Table 3. 

* Note tha t an at tempt was always made to count the total number 
per hour, and not the average number following in any one hour, 
as Wynne-Edwards did. This method was found to give a better idea 
of their numbers, as frequently a good many would be seen without 
any following in the wake. 



' 0 60 30 20 10 

F I G . 2.—SOOTY SHEARWATER. Early August. 
Explanation:— 

0 V. C. Wynne-Edwards, Eastbound, July 29th-Aug. 4th, 1933. 
(i) K. B. Rooke, Westbound, Aug. 3rd-gth, 1934. 
Q K. B. Rooke, Westbound, Aug. 2nd-8th, 1935. 

F I G . 3.—SOOTY SHEARWATER. Mid-September. 
Explanation :— 

© V.C.Wynne-Edwards , Westbound, Sept. io th- i6 th , 1933. 
-' ® K. B. Rooke, Eastbound, Sept. I2th- i8th , 1934. 

0 K. B. Rooke, Eastbound, Sept. io th- i6 th , 1935. 



VOL. xxix.] BIRDS IN THE NORTH ATLANTIC. 373 

Longitude. 
8° W.— ioo-

Table 3-— 
Average 

P> 
■fathom line 

io° W.—ioo-fathom line 
10-15° W. 
15-20° W. 
20-25° W. 
25-30° W. 
30-35° W. 
35-40° W. 
40-45° W. 
45-50° W. 

FULMAR, 
No. 

er hour. 
10 

130 
— 

6 
2 
4 

60 
82 
23 

0 (fog) 

No 
1935-

. of watches 
(hours). 

li 
i i 
0 
3 
2 
3 
2 
2 j 
3 
1 

Date. 
Aug. 3 
Aug. 3 

■ — 

Aug. 4 
Aug. 5 
Aug. 5 
Aug. 6 
Aug. 6 
Aug. 7 
Aug. 8 

The census graph (fig. 1) for this species is based on the 
above figures. It will be noticed that on the outward transect 
Fulmars were relatively scarce between 15° and 30° W., while 
there was a very marked concentration in the vicinity of 
io° W. (550 30' N.), probably of British breeding birds 
recently come to sea. And at the same time on the American 
side of the Atlantic, though less dense in any one place, they 
occurred over a fairly wide belt in some numbers (30 °-45° W.). 

As might be expected, by September Fulmars were more 
evenly distributed across the centre of the area. Between 500 

and 150 W. (September nth-i4th) they were abundant, but 
slightly less so in about 30° W. than elsewhere. On Septem
ber 14th they were particularly numerous all day (540 50' N., 
210 38' W. at noon). By September 15th (11° 57' W. at noon) 
the great concentration seen off N.W. Ireland (io° W.) on 
August 3rd had largely disappeared, for they were fairly 
scarce all day. 

Most of the birds seen in August were in moult, and this 
was not over by mid-September, for on the 12th I saw one 
with only two functional primaries on either wing. The 
change in numbers at the ioo-fathom line was seen most 
strikingly off N.W. Ireland on August 3rd ; at 7.5 p.m. 
15 were following in the wake, but by 7.15 over 120 were follow
ing. On enquiry at the bridge I found that we crossed the 
ioo-fathom line at about 7.14 p.m. As has repeatedly been 
noticed, the so-called Blue Fulmar is considerably commoner on 
the American side of the Atlantic than on the British (Wynne-
Edwards, 1935, p. 270). I saw none east of 300 W., whereas 
between 40° and 45° W. on August 7th no less than 8 per cent, 
were of this variety. 



374 BRITISH BIRDS. [VOL. XXIX. 

PHALAROPE (Phalaropus sp.). 
A party of about 10, apparently flying due west (!) 

in 550 o' N., 2i° 15' W., on September 14th. 

ARCTIC TERN (Sterna macrura). 
This was the only species of Tern identified off the N. Irish 

Coast on August 3rd. They were most numerous in the 
neighbourhood of Belfast Lough. The autumn transatlantic 
migration of this species was apparently only just beginning in 
early August, for I only saw one party in the pelagic zone, 
namely, 4 in 530 24' N., 340 W. on August 6th. In September, 
however, the migration was evidently in full swing, birds 
being seen as follows between 40° and 200 W. :—One in 
510 55' N., 390 49' W., on September 12th ; 22 in an hour in 
540 15' N., 300 W. on the 13th. On the 14th, 20 in a short 
time round 10.0 a.m. (540 45' N., 230 W.) and a number 
between 1.10 and 1.20 p.m. (550 N., 210 15' W.) ; I saw the 
tail-end of the latter short movement and counted 15 in three 
minutes. 

It might be imagined that one could form a fair idea of the 
general trend of this migration by observing the direction 
of flight of each party. In actual fact an analysis of all these 
records gave an average direction of about W.S.W., but 
though the majority were flying between N.W. and S., a few 
were seen flying in practically any direction. It is a little 
disconcerting to find that a more detailed analysis of a greater 
number of records (Wynne-Edwards, 1935, p. 328), together 
with ringing returns, has shown that the autumn transatlantic 
migration is from west to east, as would be expected. The 
probable explanation of this discrepancy is that the Arctic 
Tern, on its long transatlantic journey, instead of flying 
with purpose direct to its goal, wanders somewhat 
erratically over the ocean, influenced, perhaps, by wind and 
other conditions. This is strange, in view of the fact that they 
very rarely feed out of soundings, probably owing to the 
absence of suitable food (Wynne-Edwards, 1935, p. 326). 

BLACK-HEADED GULL (Larus r. ridibundus). 
COMMON GULL (Larus c. canus). 

These two species are generally referred to as typical 
inshore birds (i.e. shore-feeders). They rarely occur more than 
a short distance from land, and I was rather surprised to see 
them following the ship off N. Ireland on August 3rd. 
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Altogether I saw 3 Common Gulls (one at least 8 miles from 
the shore), and 12 Black-headed Gulls. In 1934 I saw none 
on the same route. 

HERRING-GULL (Larus argentatus). 
BRITISH LESSER BLACK-BACKED GULL (Larus fuscus graellsii). 
GREAT BLACK-BACKED GULL (Larus marinus). 

A few of the latter species were seen until about fifteen miles 
from land, but none later, on August 3rd. On the same day 
Herring-Gulls followed in great numbers, though after we 
crossed the 100-fathom line there were never more than 20 in 
the wake. At 9.0 p.m. (io° 06' W. and 62 miles from land) 
at least one was still following. The average ratio of adults 
to immature birds was 80:1 ; remarkably high. There were 
always some adult British Lesser Black-backed Gulls in the 
wake up to 9° 50' W. (over 50 miles from land) ; the maximum 
number seen was 12. 

A few Herring-Gulls were noted close to the Newfoundland 
coast on August 8th and September 10th. No true pelagic 
records were obtained. 

KITTIWAKE (Rissa t. tridactyla). 
There were rarely less than 2 or 3 in sight all day on August 

3rd, right up to 10° W., and after we had crossed the 100-
fathom line. Off the N. Irish coast the ratio of adults to 
immature birds was 2.5:1, though once away from land only 
adults were seen. During an hour's watch on the morning 
of August 4th, in abut 550 30' N., 150 30' W., I saw 3 adults. 
Apart from these birds my observations are in agreement with 
Wynne-Edwards's statement that Kittiwakes, including non-
breeding birds, are virtually absent from the pelagic zone 
between mid-June and mid-August (1935, p. 321), for I saw 
no others until a short distance off the Newfoundland coast on 
August 8th. Even by mid-September, they do not seem com
mon in the pelagic zone, for I only saw two before reaching 
British coastal waters :—One immature bird on September 
14th in 540 45' N., 230 W., and one in 550 20' N., io° W. on 
the 15th (cf. antea, XXVIII, p. 275). 

GREAT SKUA (Stercorarius s. skua). 
Table 4.—GREAT SKUA, 1935. 

Date. Number. Position. Remarks. 
Aug. 3 2 550 30' N., 90 20' W. Just out of soundings. 
Aug. 6 1 520 40' N., 370 10' W. 
Aug. 7 1 500 30' N., 44° 25' W. 

— 2 500 25 'N . , 440 4 0 ' W . 
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Table 4.—GREAT SKUA, 1935—continued. 
Date. Number. Position. Remarks. 

Sept, 10 1 12 miles N.E. of St. In soundings. 
John's. 

Sept. 12 1 51 0 55 ' N., 390 50' W. 
— 2 520 20' N., 380 20' W. 

Sept. 14 1 540 45' N., 23° 00' W. 
— 2 550 00' N., 210 15' W. 

Sept. 15 11 Between 120 45 'W. & At intervals during dav. 
io° W. (550 10' N.) 

It will be seen from Table 4 that by early August the Great 
Skua is present in the pelagic zone west of long. 30° W., 
although it is not certainly known to breed west of Iceland 
(Wynne-Edwards, 1935, p. 313). Of the 24 seen on the two 
transects, 16 were on the British side of the Atlantic and 8 on 
the American. Three times as many were noted in September 
as in August. 

POMATORHINE SKUA (Stercorarius pomarinus). ARCTIC SKUA 
(S. parasiticus). LONG-TAILED SKUA (S. longicaudus). 

Since the great majority of small Skuas seen went un
identified, these three species are treated together. On 
August 4th 5 were seen at intervals during the day 
(i6°-i9° W.) ; 2 of these were dark birds (probably Arctic). 
On the 5th (25°-29° W.) 4 were noted, of which one was an 
adult Long-tailed Skua and another probably a dark phase 
Arctic; n were seen on August 6th (7, 33°-35° W., and 4, 
35°-38° W.), only one of which was definitely identified— 
an adult Long-tailed Skua. All these were travelling singly, 
except for one couple. On the 7th, 9 were seen (43°-45° W.), 
including 4 adult Long-tailed Skuas. 

In September, although I was able to do considerably 
less observing, I saw more small Skuas (53, as compared with 
29 in August). On the 10th 3 adult Long-tailed Skuas were 
seen about four miles off St. John's ; on the 12th, 1 (sp ?) 
in 390 20' W., and 12 in an hour on the 13th in about 300 W., 
of which 1 was an adult Long-tailed. On the 14th I saw 25 
in an hour and a half, between 220 and 230 W. ; 2 of these 
were adult Pomatorhines, 2 adult Arctics and 1 apparently 
a dark phase Arctic. On the same day 6 (sp ?) were seen in 
55° N., 210 15' W. and 3 in 20° 20' W. On September 15th 
3 were noted in 120 40' W. 

As regards the difficulty of ascertaining the direction of 
flight, the same thing applies to the Skuas as to the Terns. 
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RAZORBILL [Alca torda). GUILLEMOT (Uria aalge). BLACK 
GUILLEMOT [Uria grylle). PUFFIN (Fratercula arctica). 

As typical offshore birds these species may most con
veniently be considered together. On August 3rd Razorbills, 
Puffins and Guillemots were very common in places off 
N. Ireland, Guillemots less so than the other two species. 
A Black Guillemot was seen off Rathlin Island. No Auks 
were noted after leaving Inishtrahull, except one (sp ?) some 
6 miles outside the continental edge, in the evening. Off 
Newfoundland, a few Puffins, Guillemots and Black Guille
mots were seen, all in soundings, on August 8th. In 
September Auks were noted only close to land, off Newfound
land and in the Irish Channel. No Little Auks (Alle a. alle) 
were seen on either transect. 
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