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In recent years, mild winters have been 
followed by cold springs dominated by 
cold northerly winds, which have often 
delayed the return of summer visitors and 
inhibited breeding by resident birds. 
The usual meteorological feature re
sponsible has been a persistent area of high 
pressure in mid-Atlantic, its wind system 
bringing cold air down from the Arctic. In 
late February 1977, this familiar pattern 
began to evolve, but did not persist, and 
in the first days of March the pattern 
changed completely. An anticyclone de
veloped over western Europe and the 
Mediterranean and the temperature rose 
dramatically as warm air was drawn in 
from the south. Early spring passerine 
migrants were widespread in England 
during the first half of March. In Devon, 
ChiffchafTs Phylloscopus collybita arrived on 
2nd and were commonly reported through
out the Midland counties by iath. Wheat-
ears Oenanthe oenanthe had reached as far 
north as Fair Isle (Shetland) by 14th, 
after many records throughout the country; 
and Ring Ouzels Turdus torquatus also 

featured strongly among these early 
arrivals. The hirundines were not so 
common: Sand Martins Riparia riparia 
appeared at most waters in small numbers, 
and in Kent a House Martin Delictum urbica 
was seen on 6th and a Swallow Hirundo 
rustica on 9th. Other notable records 
included a Yellow Wagtail Motacilla fiava 
at Sandwich Bay (Kent) on 8th, a Garden 
Warbler Sylvia borin in Buckinghamshire on 
12th, a Willow Warbler Phylloscopus 
trochilw in Lancashire on 16th and two 
Cuckoos Cuculus canorus in Derbyshire on 
24th. 

From 19th March, the high pressure over 
southern Europe declined and colder air 
reached us from the north and east. 
Migration slowed considerably and hopes 
of an early spring were quickly forgotten 
in the severe night frosts of late March. 
The familiar mid-Atlantic high became 
established in early April, giving another 
extended period of cold northerlies. On 
16th, the winds changed to southerly and 
the first major influx of migrants poured 
across the country. Hirundines became 
much commoner and were followed by 
falls of Willow Warblers, mainly in the 
west and Ireland. The weather conditions 
did not improve: cool wet westerlies, often 
strong, remained until the end of April. 
On the calmer days, the birds managed to 
get through and, by the end of the month, 
most summer visitors had arrived, albeit 
a few days later than average. 

High pressure to the west again brought 
cold, mainly northerly weather for the 
first three weeks of May. The lack of air
borne insects caused many hirundines to 
delay nesting, and Swifts Apus apus 
remained over the reservoirs and lakes, 
where they could obtain sufficient food 
for their survival. The general lack of 
insect food during early spring probably 
lowered the breeding success of most 
passerines. One good piece of news was 
the widespread impression that White-
throats Sylvia communis had returned to 
many of their old breeding areas, deserted 
since the crash of 1969. During the last 
week of May, temperatures rose well above 
average, as a strong easterly wind brought 
much warmer air from Europe. Terns, 
especially Black Terns Chlidonias niger, were 
reported at many inland waters on 26th 
and 27th. Scandinavian-bound migrants 
y e r e displaced across the North Sea, the 
most numerous being Red-backed Shrikes 
Lanius collurio in Shetland and eastern 
coastal areas. Nightingales Luscinia megar-
hynchos, Bluethroats L. svecica and Icterine 
Warblers Hippolais icterina were also found 
and many hundreds of hirundines were 
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reported moving along the east coast. This 
warm spell did not last, however, and 
northerly weather returned for the whole 
of June. Mean temperatures were 2° to 3°C 
below average, which seriously affected 
breeding: deserted nests containing full 
clutches of eggs were reported from several 
counties. Except for one hot week, the 
weather in July was also indifferent, 

bringing a rather frustrating season to a 
close for both the migrating and breeding 
birds. 

The spring wader passage was unex
ceptional. There were, however, nine 
Temminck's Stints Calidris temminckii in 
Yorkshire during the easterlies in late May 
and Whimbrels Numenius phaeopus were 
observed inland more often than usual. 
Ospreys Pandion haliaetus and Hoopoes 
Upupa epops featured frequently: we 
received 45 reports of the former species, 
from all over the British Isles, and 36 
sightings of the latter, as usual mainly 
from southern England. Their arrivals did 
not coincide with particular weather 
systems, which may suggest a tendency to 
extend their breeding ranges. On that 
exciting prospect, we close this summary. 




