
PHOTOGRAPHIC STUDIES OF SOME LESS 
FAMILIAR BIRDS 

XC. FRIGATE PETREL 
Photographs and text by JOHN WARHAM 

(Plates 41-44) 
ACCORDING to The Handbook two specimens of the Frigate Petrel 
(Pelagodroma marina), or White-faced Storm Petrel as it is called 
in the regions where it breeds, have occurred in Britain. One was 
found dead at Walney Island, Lancashire, in November 1890, the 
other caught alive at Colonsay, Inner Hebrides, on 1st January 
1897. Both these birds belonged to the race hypoleuca which nests 
on the Salvages, the Cape Verdes and the Canary Islands in the 
north Atlantic. 

The Frigate Petrel is easily distinguished from the other small 
petrels on the British list, such as Wilson 's Petrel (Oceanites 
oceanicus) by being white below and dark grey above. The tail 
in the race hypoleuca is rather square-cut as also obtains with the 
Australian race dulciae illustrated here. The wing quills and a 
broad terminal bar across the tail are black, the upper tail-coverts 
being pale grey. The forehead is white and this extends back
wards to form a wide white eyebrow line. Seen from below the 
bird is wholly white except for the dark flight quills and tail. 
Strong sunlig'ht may give the upper-parts a brownish cast, but 
there is no wing stripe. At close quarters the remarkably long 
legs which project a little beyond the tail, may be seen. The 
legs are black, the webs yellowish and the bill black. The sexes 
are identical in appearance. 

At sea this tiny bird has a wavering flight and the long legs are 
dangled when the bird patters across the surface. Unlike Wilson's 
Petrel the present species does not normally feed in the wake of 
ships and even in the vicinity of its Australian breeding grounds 
it is only infrequently seen out at sea. In the hand the bird is 
very docile and makes no attempt to peck. It weighs about 2 
ounces. The food consists of surface plankton and Euphausids; 
small squids, barnacle larvae, sea-fleas and prawns have been 
found in stomachs. 

The several races of this petrel have been reviewed by Murphy 
and Irving (1951) and by Bourne (1953). The first authors admit 
P. marina marina from Tristan da Cunha, P. m. hypoleuca from 
the north Atlantic islands, P. tn. dulciae from Australia, P. m. 
maoriana from New Zealand, the Chatham and Auckland' Islands 
and propose a new sub-species albiclunis for the Kermadec birds. 
Bourne amended these groupings, but he now tells me (in litt.) 
that as a result of further study he feels that "all races ill defined, 
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do not accept exacting" criteria; if any are accepted probably best 
to recognize all of t hem" 

Like most petrels the Frigate Petrel repairs to islands when 
breeding and is nocturnal on land. Most birds breed in the 
summer and in Australia and New Zealand reappear on the 
nesting grounds in October and November. At Tristan da Cunha 
the position is obscure, but Elliott (1957) thinks that it is probably 
a very early summer breeder there also. At the Canary and 
Madeira Islands in the north Atlantic the species also breeds in 
the (northern) summer, but on the Cape Verde Islands near-by it 
is a winter breeder, returning in early November to lay its eggs in 
February (Bourne, 1955). These north Atlantic colonies are 
believed by Bourne (1957) to have had a southern origin, having 
entered the area after a deterioration in climate at the end of the 
Pleistocene, and this author suggests that these colonies are 
relicts isolated by a subsequent climatic warm-up which has made 
possible the development of summer-breeding populations in the 
Madeira and Canary groups and' a sub-tropical winter breeding 
population at the Cape Verde Islands. 

Frigate Petrels are burrowers. They excavate tunnels in the 
usually soft ground of their chosen islands. Most tunnels are 
just too small to admit a human hand, are from 18 inches to 4 
feet long and may be straight or twisting. On Grande Salvage 
Lockley (1952) found many burrows in hard soil only 3 to 9 inches 
down, but most seem to be made in rather sandy situations and 
perhaps because roots help to prevent entrances from silting up 
and roofs from collapsing, the birds appear to prefer to delve 
beneath creeping dune plants like iceplant and pigface (Carpo-
brotus), bower -spinach (Tetragonia) and climbing lignum 
(Muehlenbeckia). 

The single white egg is laid on a fine mat of grasses or leaves 
and in sandy situations does not become badly stained through 
contact with the ground as do the eggs of most burrowing petrels. 
It seems probable that once an island has been used by a bird 
as its breeding place it resorts to it for the rest of its life: 8 
breeding- adults ringed on 28th January 1955 at Port Kembla, New 
South Wales , were recovered on 3rd November 1956 breeding at 
the same place (Carrick et ah, 1957). 

Although the islands of southern Australia house many 
thousands of Fr igate Petrels and banding of birds started there as 
long ago as 1914 (Campbell, 1933), the only detailed studies of 
the breeding biology are those of Richdale (1943, 1944) in New 
Zealand on the race tnaoriana, and it is from Richdale's papers 
that most of the following details have been extracted. 

Both sexes sit, incubation spans being mostly from 3 to 5 days 
but they may be as long as 9 days. As obtains with other petrels, 
eg-gs may be deserted for a day or two and yet hatch successfully. 
There are always a lot of unemployed birds at the rookeries, at 
least during the earlier part of the breeding cycle, and surface 
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eggs, probably laid by females unable to obtain burrows, are 
common. Such eggs are not incubated but are devoured by gulls, 
skuas, reptiles and the like. Such surface eggs, although white-
shelled, may be almost translucent and have a pinkish tinge when 
held to the light. Most eggs are finely sprinkled with pinkish 
spots towards their blunt end. In New Zealand the incubation 
period lasts between 7 and 8 weeks, hatching taking place between 
20th December and 31st January, reaching its peak between 30th 
December and 10th January. A similar timetable appears to 
apply at Australian rookeries of the species. 

The chick has only one coat of down which is very long, hiding 
eyes and beak. Like the Storm Petrel (Hydrobates pelagicus) it 
has a bald patch on the top of the head, but this too is hidden by 
the down. At this s tage the nestling looks like a light grey 
powder puff. Feathering on the scapulars begins on the 9th day, 
and by the 8th week the down has almost gone. 

Although both parents normally brood the chick at least once, 
it is abandoned by day at 2 to 4 days old. From then on it 
is fed by one or sometimes both of the parents on 4 nights out of 
5. The method of feeding has not yet been described; doubtless 
the chick takes its food from the adults by inserting its beak inside 
and at an angle to that of the parent and thereby diverts the food 
down its own gullet in a manner comparable with that of shear
waters and albatrosses. The chick's peak weight of 65 gm. (it 
weighs 9 gm. at birth) is reached at 33 to 3*6 days when it is still 
quite downy. Feeding and attendance at the rookeries seems to be 
retarded by bright moonlight nights . There may be a short fast 
period before the chick leaves for the sea, but Richdale believes 
that what usually happens is that the chicks depart during a gap 
in feeding visits and this would explain why adults may be found 
at nights in their burrows after the young have departed. A 
similar procedure appears to take place with some other southern 
petrels and even with the Australian Gannet (Warham, in press). 

The photographs reproduced here (plates 41-44) were taken on 
Lancelin Island, Western Australia, in October and November 
1954 and depict the race dulciae. On this island these petrel* 
nest in sand where their burrows were about 4 feet long and about 
1 foot 6 inches deep, having most of their entrances hidden below 
pigface or stunted scrub. At night the birds appeared only after dark, 
flying along the slopes silently "l ike huge long-legged flies" to 
use Lockley's apt simile. They were prone to be attracted by lights 
and several settled on the ground in a pool of light thrown by our 
tent lamp. Their flight was fast but rather feeble, surprisingly 
weak for a race that is now known to winter in the Arabian Sea 
and northern Indian Ocean (Bourne, 1953). Owing to their 
nocturnal habits the birds seemed to have few enemies on this 
island and no corpses were seen lying around. Natural enemies 
do exist, however, and birds like Pacific and Silver Gulls {Lams 
pacificus and L. novae-hollandiae) and Southern Skuas (Catharacta 
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skua) take eggs, adults and chicks when they get the chance at 
some of the Australian and New Zealand breeding stations. 

The voice of this small petrel has been variously described: 
"not unlike that of a Redshank (Tringa totanus) heard at a 
distance" (Lockley, 1952), " a low, frisiky 'chee-ur '" (Campbell, 
1933) and so on. On Lancelin Island the main call, heard only 
from birds on or below ground was a mournful " w o o o " repeated 
about once per second or expanded into a siren-like moaning, 
"ooooaaaoooo". Occasionally burrow-bound birds gave voice in 
broad daylight. As on Whero Island where Richdale made his 
observations, we found that the birds were less numerous on 
moonlight nights and Campbell 's notes suggest that those that 
do come in on bright nights to feed their chicks depart again soon 
afterwards whereas on dark ones their departure is delayed until 
an hour or so before dawn. 
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PLATE 41 

John Warham 

FRIGATE PETREL (Pclagodroma marina) EMERGING FROM B U R R O W : LANCELIN ISLAND, \V. AUSTRALIA, 1954 
This species is distinguished from all other small petrels by its completely white under-parts which contrast 
with its dark grey upper-parts. This plate shows well the pattern of the head, with the white on the fore
head extending backwards to form a white stripe over the eye. The wings and a broad terminal band across 
the tail are black, and the upper tail-coverts pale grey (see page 269). The sexes are alike and both incubate, 

alternating in spans of 3-5 days : the incubation period is 7-8 weeks. 



PLATE 42 

John Warham 

FRIGATE PETREL (Pelagodroma marina) WALKING: LANCELIN ISLAND, W. AUSTRALIA, 1954 
A feature of this species is its remarkably long legs—-black, with yellowish webs to the feet—-which project 
beyond the tail in flight (see plate 44). Fr igate Petrels are burrowers, excavating their tunnels in the usually 
soft and often sandy ground of their chosen islands. Most tunnels are too small for a human hand and are 
1 J- 4 feet long: the single white egg, usually sprinkled with pinkish spots at the blunt end, is laid on a ma t 

of grasses or leaves (see page 270). 



PLATE 43 

John Warham 

FRIGATE PETREL (Pelagodroma marina) RETURNING AFTER DARK: LANCEI.IN ISLAND, W. AUSTRALIA, 1954 
On this island the burrows were about 4 feet long and 1^ feet deep, and had most of their entrances hidden 
by pigface (Carpobrotus) or stunted scrub : these birds appear to prefer to delve beneath dune plants in this 
way. I t is, however, common to find eggs laid above ground by females unable to obtain burrows. Like 
most petrels, this species is nocturnal on land and these photographs were taken after da rk in October and 

November (see page 271). Note again the white face divided by the dark stripe below the eye. 



PLATE 44 

John Warham 

FRIGATE PETRELS (Pelagodroma marina) IN FLIGHT 

LANCELIN ISLAND, W . AUSTRALIA, 1954 

From below, these birds are wholly white except for the da rk flight quills 
and tail. Note the way the long legs project beyond the ta i l : these are 
dangled when the bird pa t te rs across the surface of the wate r . The flight is 
fast but ra ther feeble. In these photographs the black beaks , in contras t to 

the yellow-webbed feet, are lost agains t the night sky. 
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