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In October 1962, while travelling from New York to Southampton in 
R.M.S. Mauretania, I was fortunate to witness a fall of over 130 
American landbirds of 34 species (Durand 1963). This was the highlight 
of five years of voyaging across the North Atlantic in the four biggest 
'Cunarders'. Making up to twelve round trips each year, I found the 
total number of landbird sightings quite a revelation. In view of the 
increased incidence of New World passerines in Britain and Ireland 
during the past decade, it seems desirable to record these observations. 
In this paper they are first set out in chronological sequence, both 
descriptively (pages 428-435) and in summary tables (pages 432-434), 
and then discussed in relation to other papers and records. Fig. 1 
shows the localities mentioned in the text and the broad path of the 
routes followed. 

CHRONOLOGICAL LIST OF VOYAGES 
All times are local (ship's) times, and all voyages were between New 
York and Southampton (sometimes calling at Cobh, Cherbourg or 
Le Havre) unless otherwise specified; those on which I was not present 
are square-bracketed. The dates in bold type are those of the arrival 
or discovery of the birds mentioned. 

26th-27th April 1961 R.M.S. Queen Elizabeth eastbound carried a Blue Jay,* an 
American Robin and a White-throated Sparrow, the last having a strong claim to 
being sighted independently at Needs Oar Point, near the entrance to Southampton 
Water, three days after the liner docked in Southampton on 2nd May (Sharrock 
1961, Durand 1961). 
8th September 1961 After two days eastbound in R.M.S. Queen Elizabeth, I saw a 
small passerine fly in on the port beam near one of the stacks. Later, at dusk, I 
caught it trying to roost among the sun-deck chairs and identified it as a Savannah 
Sparrow. It had gone next day. 
[6th October 1961 About eight small passerines flew aboard R.M.S. Queen Elizabeth 
eastbound some 750 km out of New York. Most stayed nearly to Cherbourg, and 
one, sustained on fresh grapes, right into Southampton (see below).] 
12th October 1961 On joining R.M.S.Queen Elizabeth in Southampton for the west
bound voyage, I was shown the bird that had completed the previous crossing. It 
proved to be a Blackpoll Warbler, tame yet quite lively. I tried to persuade it to 
fly ashore, but it merely ran up my arm to perch on the back of my collar. Sadly 
it died about half-way back to America, and its remains were disposed of before 

* Scientific names of all landbirds seen at sea are given in table 3 (birds of Nearctic 
origin) and table 4 (Palearctic) on pages 456-437. 
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I could fescue the skin. On the crossing to Cherbourg, a Willow Warbler and a 
Meadow Pipit travelled first-class on the sun-deck. 
20th October 1961 On the return crossing eastbound of R.M.S. Queen Elizabeth, a 
large raptor was sighted. I identified it on the following day as an immature Red-
shouldered Hawk when, at about 17.00 hours and almost exactly midway between 
New York and Southampton, it flew over the stern carrying a Leach's Petrel 
Oceanodroma leucorhoa which it then devoured in the after rigging about six metres 
above me: I watched it for an hour in dull, drizzly weather until dusk. Throughout 
a three-day stay on board, it fed exclusively on petrels, and roosted in a recess 
under the high light on the after mast; on one occasion I saw it drop the indigestible 
remains ot its prey down one of the stacks. This gave rise to a garbled account 
on the front page of a popular national newspaper the morning after the ship had 
docked in Southampton about 'a falcon making its nest in the funnel of the Queen 
Elizabeth' and 'feeding on gulls'. I do not know the source of the press story, but 
it attracted much interest, reporters besieging the ship in the hope of photographing 
the bird which, in fact, had last been seen on 22nd near the Isles of Scilly. 
26th May 1962 Two Blue Jays graced the after end of R.M.S. Maurettmia eastbound 
some 200 km from New York, and 100 km farther on at about 18.00 hours I identi
fied a female Blackpoll Warbler and a Yellow Warbler near the ship's boats. Just 
before dusk a remarkably featureless sparrow or bunting appeared close to the 
entrance of the covered promenade deck. The completely unstreaked, generally 
warm brown plumage presented an overnight enigma, and I was glad to see it again 
next day with all the other birds except the Yellow Warbler. It became progressively 
more listless, eventually coming to hand, where shafts of deep, rich blue at the base 
of the carpal feathers gave the clue to a female Indigo Bunting. Refusing food and 
water, it later died, to be put on ice for the rest of the voyage before despatch to 
Liverpool Museums, where identification was confirmed. The remaining birds had 
disappeared by dusk on 28th, about two-thirds of the way across. 
26th June 1962 A Canada Warbler dropped vertically out of thinning fog on to the 
first-class sun-deck of R.M.S. Caronia westbound some 220 km from New York, 
giving a vivid glimpse of yellow before it took off again into the sun-glinted haze. 

Fig. 1. Limits of routes followed on about 100 voyages across the North Atlantic 
during 1961-65. The darker shading indicates the normal latitudinal range, the 
lighter the northern and southern limits in exceptional circumstances, such as 
severe weather. Ports are shown by initials as follows: NY New York, C Cobh, 

Liv Liverpool, S Southampton, Ch Cherbourg, L H Le Havre, L Lisbon 
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[23rd July 1962 Christopher Mullens informed me that eastbound in R.M.S. 
Mauritania, two days and 1,850 km out of New York, he noticed a small passerine 
'completely yellow all over'. This was probably a Yellow Warbler.] 
[30th August 1962 Deck-stewards reported to me that R.M.S. Queen Elizabeth 
eastbound some 900 km out of New York, on the edge of a hurricane, had been 
'inundated with small birds—at least 100'. None appeared to have completed the 
crossing.] 
13th September 1962 A Barn Swallow and two unidentified small passerines were 
soon dispersed by a cutting north-east wind from the open decks of R.M.S. Queen 
Elizabeth eastbound some 1,500 km out of New York. 
[19th September 1962 R.M.S. Mauretania was some 30 hours and 1,100 km east-
bound when a deck-steward managed to catch the most colourful of several warblers 
and sparrows, keeping it in semi-captivity on soft fruit, crumbs and water. It died 
on the ship in Southampton, where I identified it as a Parula Warbler; the corpse 
was later sent to Liverpool Museums.] 
jth October 1962 On R.M.S. Mauretania's next voyage westbound, some 15 
passerines were about the ship the day before docking in New York, including four 
Slate-coloured Juncos. 
7th-ioth October 1962 This was the period of the outstanding fall of over 130 
landbirds of 34 species during R.M.S. Mauretania's return eastbound crossing on 
the southern edge of hurricane 'Daisy' and the last ones remained on board until 
the ship docked at Southampton on 14th (Durand 196}). 
[8th October 1962 R.M.S. Queen Elizabeth westbound near New York had a similar 
large invasion.] 
[10th October 1962 R.M.S. Sylvania eastbound three days behind the Mauretania 
carried quite a number, including at least two Yellow-shafted Flickers.] 
n t h May 1963 In misty weather at 19.00 hours, two days and 1,850 km out of 
New York, two Barn Swallows settled very tired on the boat-deck rail of R.M.S. 
Mauretania until it was quite dark. They were not seen again. 
9th June 1963 A Purple Martin flew for two hours round R.M.S. Mauretania one 
day eastbound out of New York. 
15th August 1963 Again eastbound and a day out, a Yellow-billed Cuckoo spent 
long, almost motionless periods on R.M.S. Queen Elizabeth's after end. It had gone 
by the following morning. 
30th September-ist October 1963 On board R.M.S. Queen Mary steaming west
bound into a 35-knot SSW wind and some 1,500 km from New York, I noticed a 
large fluttering passerine desperately trying to land on the ship from astern. It 
resembled a Brown Thrasher, though the strong wind took it farther away and 
identification became impossible. Several smaller passerines were then seen at 
varying heights overhead, before I came across a Magnolia Warbler being buffeted 
on the boat-deck. As I tried to corner it, a freak gust shot it past my left foot straight 
over the side; there was never a chance of its rejoining the ship. Next morning at 
08.00 hours, in warm, sunny weather, the ship was some six hours from New York 
and inundated with birds, fresh waves passing continually. A party of ten Mourning 
Doves flew round and round, and the forward rigging held, among others, a 
Cedar Waxwing, two species of nuthatch and a Brown Creeper, while three Brown 
Thrashers frequented the masts. Two Meadowlarks were prominent, and a large 
unidentified hawk passed overhead carrying substantial prey. A Golden-crowned 
Kinglet refused to come out from the concealed lighting panel in the centre ceiling of 
the verandah grill, and many of the smaller birds were flying in and out of cabins, 
even penetrating the first-class restaurant many decks down. Slate-coloured Juncos 
and various sparrows were the commonest birds on board, and it was nice to see a 
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Purple Finch in the after rigging. Later commitments unfortunately prevented my 
observing a very heavy passage of what, from descriptions, appeared to be mixed 
warblers, so the systematic list in table I on pages 432-453 contains only species 
and numbers which I myself identified with certainty; it should have been much 
longer. The total number of birds on the ship, or passing during the morning, must 
easily have exceeded that recorded on the Mauretania almost a year earlier (see page 
430)—another example, it seems, of peak southward migration held up pending 
clearance of a vigorous depression extending north-east into the Atlantic towards 
Iceland. 
[25th October 1963 Several European passerines travelled west in R.M.S. Queen 
Mary, including 'a thrush' which may have reached the New Jersey coast.] 
[30th October 1963 There was a large fall of landbirds in stormy weather a day out 
of New York on R.M.S. Queen Mary's return voyage, and many remained in and 
around the ship for half to three-quarters of the crossing. I could determine only 
one species with absolute certainty from various stewards' descriptions—Slate-
coloured Junco, of which there were several.] 
17th May 1964 A Turtle Dove appeared aboard R.M.S. Mauretania when some 
90 km off Ushant, France, on her way to the Mediterranean, and spent much of the 
day round the bridge. It disappeared the following afternoon off the Portuguese 
coast south of Lisbon. On the return run to Southampton on 28th May, a Swallow 
flew round the ship for several hours, occasionally alighting, in roughly the same 
area off the French coast. 
[About 23rd May 1964 A Yellow-shafted Flicker survived a crossing to Liverpool 
in R.M.S. Sylvania. In partial captivity some of the time, with food and water 
provided, it was eventually presented alive by the Captain to Chester Zoo.] 
7th July 1964 Westbound and some 350 km from New York, I watched two 
passerines flying near R.M.S. Queen Mary for an hour or so at about 08.00 hours. 
Neither alighted and I was unable to identify the smaller, but from the red shoulder-
patches the larger was unmistakably a Red-winged Blackbird. 
5th September 1964 A Baltimore Oriole appeared in the rigging of R.M.S. 
Mauretania, two days and 1,650 km eastbound and still in a heavy swell generated by 
a hurricane which had battered the Queen Mary two days earlier but had since 
passed north. Later that day an immature Red-shouldered Hawk arrived and, like 
the one in October 1961 (page 429), fed on Leach's Petrels; it may also have been 
responsible for the oriole's later disappearance. It departed before we were 
three-quarters of the way to the Fastnet Light, off south-west Ireland. 
24th September 1964 Many Monarchs Danaus plexippus and some other large 
yellow butterflies had been about the decks of R.M.S. Queen Elizabeth when she 
sailed out of New York on 23 rd September more or less straight into the path of 
hurricane 'Gladys', one of the most complex and widespread for several years. The 
hurricane hit us fully between 03.00 and 07.00 hours on 24th, and daylight brought 
a nasty combination of high wind, very rough sea and wet, clammy fog. The first 
thing to flutter out of the gloom, surprisingly, was a Monarch and then came the 
birds, in slowly clearing visibility and lessening wind. A Palm Warbler, a Song 
Sparrow and an immature White-crowned Sparrow stayed sheltered by the verandah 
grill window, while three Yellow-shafted Flickers were trying to use the masts as 
trees. In a recess near the top of one of the funnels, an American Kestrel appeared to 
shiver in the galloping fog. An immaculate Parula Warbler spent a day and a half 
in and around a starboard lifeboat, and a Yellow-billed Cuckoo sheltered for a day 
in a recess under the prow lookout, before emerging to become prominent about 
the rigging. A Ruby-crowned Kinglet, a Magnolia Warbler and another Song 

[continued on page 434] 



Table i . Landbirds of certain or probable American origin recorded during about xoo voyages 
between N e w York and Southampton, 1961-65 

The dates, distances from New York and weather refer to the time of arrival or discovery of the 
species concerned. For scientific names see table 3 on page 436. *to Liverpool fto Lisbon 

Ship and course 

QElhpbttb 

QEli^abitb 
QEli?abetb 

QElizabelb 
QElizabetb 
Mauritania 

Caronia 
Mauritania 
QEli^abitb 
QEli^abitb 

Mauritania 

Mauritania 

Mauritania 
QElizabitb 
Sylvania 

Mauritania 
Mauritania 
QElizabttb 
QuetnMary 

E 

E 
E 

W 
E 
E 

W 
E 
E 
E 

E 

W 

E 
W 
E 

E 
E 
E 
W 

Cm from 
Date New York Species 

26.4.61 
27.4.61 

8.9.61 
6.10.61 

12.10.61 
20.10.61 

26.5.62 

26.6.62 
23.7.62 
30.8.62 
13.9.62 

19.9.62 

j .10.62 

7-10.10.62 
8.10.62 

10.10.62 

11.5.63 
9.6.63 

15.8.63 
30.9.63 

1.10.63 

35° 
1,300 

1,300 

75° 

5,500 
2,000 

2 0 0 
300 

35° 
2 2 0 

1,850 
9 0 0 

1,500 

1,100 

55° 

Near 
Near 

1,850 
9 0 0 

9 0 0 

1,500 

35° 

American Robin 
Blue Jay 
White-throated Sparrow 
Savannah Sparrow 

Length of 
stay (alive} 

4 days 
1 day 
4 days 
1 day 

c 7 small passerines <4 days 
Blackpoll Warbler Whole way 
Blackpoll Warbler (same) 
Red-shouldered Hawk 
2 Blue Jays 
Yellow Warbler 
Blackpoll Warbler 
Indigo Bunting 
Canada Warbler 

2 days 
3 days 
2 days 
1 day 
2 days 
1 £ days 
5 minutes 

Probable YellowWarbler | d a y 
100+small birds Days 
Barn Swallow Hours 
2 other small passerines Hours 
Parula Warbler Whole way 
f 5 other small passerines 2-3 days 
4 Slate-coloured Juncos "1 , 
nootherpasserines J1 a ^ 
130+ of 34Species(seeDurand 1963) 
Many birds Unknown 

Weather 

[Overcast, 
[blustery 

Overcast, W breeze 

>■ Following winds 

Variable 
Dull, drizzle 

] 
i SW breeze, 
[cloudy, clear 

Calm, hazy sun 
Partly cloudy 
Edge of hurricane 

>■ Cutting NE wind 

"1 Cloudy, clear, 
J W winds 

Overcast 

S edge hurricane 
S edge hurricane 

2+Yellow-shafted Flickers "1 TT , . , . , 
Manyotherbirds j>Unknown After hurricane 

2 Barn Swallows Hours 
Purple Martin 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo 

2 hours 
1 day 

Probable Brown Thrasher i hou r 
Magnolia Warbler 2 hours 
Several other passerines Various 
Unidentified large raptor 
10 Mourning Doves 
3 Yellow-shafted Flickers 
White-breasted Nuthatch 
Red-breasted Nuthatch 
Brown Creeper 
2 Winter Wrens 
Long-billed Marsh Wren 
Catbird 
3 Brown Thrashers 
Golden-crowned Kinglet 
Cedar Waxwing 
3 + Magnolia Warblers 
2+Blackpoll Warblers 

-

.Up to 
" iday 

Misty, drizzle 
Bright, breeze 
Sun, some cloud 
"I Rough sea, 
V strong SSW 

J wind 

Sunny 



Ship and course 

Queen Maty E 

Sylvania *E 
Queen Mary W 

Mauretania E 

QEli^abetb E 

Queen Mary E 

Queen Mary E 
Mauretania f E 

Queen Mary E 

Km from 
Date New York Species 

jo.10.63 75° 

« 3 . 5 . 6 4 Few 100 
7.7.64 

5.9.64 

24.9.64 

15.10.64 

2.4.65 
29.8.65 

50.8.65 

16.9.65 

18.9.65 

35° 

1,650 
1,850 

900 

I.JOO 

1,500 

750 

1,650 

1,100 

3,400 

Palm Warbler 
2 + Yellowthroats 
2 Eastern Meadowlarks 
Rusty Blackbird 
Purple Finch 
2 + Savannah Sparrows 
6 + Slate-coloured Juncos 
2 + White-crowned 

Length of 
stay (alive) 

* 

.Up to 
J day 

Sparrows 
10+ White-throated 

Sparrows 
4 + Song Sparrows 
Many unidentified passerines^ 
Sev Slate-coloured Juncos \ cJ-J of 
Many other landbirds J crossing 
Yellow-shafted Flicker Whole way 
Red-winged Blackbird \ , 
Small passerine j » inou r 
Baltimore Oriole 
Red-shouldered Hawk 
American Kestrel 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo 
3 Yellow-shafted Flickers 
Unidentified thrush 
Ruby-crowned Kinglet 
Parula Warbler 
Magnolia Warbler 
2+Palm Warblers 
Yellowthroat 
Savannah Sparrow 
Slate-coloured Junco 
White-crowned Sparrow 
Lincoln's Sparrow 
2 Song Sparrows 
2 Mourning Doves 
Yellow-shafted Flicker 
Magnolia Warbler 
2 Slate-coloured Juncos 
2 + White-throated 

Sparrows 
Swamp Sparrow 
Common Grackle 
Ruby-throated 

Hummingbird 
Yellow-breasted Chat 
2 Baltimore Orioles 
Mourning Dove 
Black-billed Cuckoo 
Probable Bobolink 
Magnolia Warbler 
Several small passerines 
2 Lapland Buntings 

1J days 
2 days 

■ 3-4 days 

-

-2-3 days 

2 days 

2 days 
2 days 
3 days 
2 days 
1 day 
Minutes 

>ez days 
1 day 

Weather 

Sunny 

Overcast, stormy 

Variable 

Slightly overcast 

f Cloudy, clear 

Hurricane 

Overcast 

Partly cloudy 

"I Moderate NW 
V wind, rough sea, 

J cloudy, clear 

I Overcast, 
f some showers 

SW breeze, clear 

WSWgale 



Table 2. Landbirds of European origin recorded during about 100 voyages, mainly between 
Southampton and N e w York, 1961-65 

The dates, distances from Southampton and weather refer to the time of arrival or discovery of 
the species concerned. For scientific names see table 4 on page 437. *to New York via Cherbourg 

fkm off Ushant (Southampton-Mediterranean run) 

Ship and course 

QElizabetb *W 

Queen Mary W 

Mauritania S 
Mauritania N 
Queen Mary W 

Date 

12.10.61 

25.10.6} 

17.5.64 
28.5.64 
6.11.64 

Km from 
Southampton Species 

0 

" , 1 5 ° 

9°t 
i3°t 
7 0 0 

Length of 
stay (alive; 

Willow Warbler \ „ 
Meadow Pipit j -Hours 
Several passerines 
including 'a thrush' Days 
Turtle Dove I day 
Swallow Hours 

fFieldfares 
15 + ■{ Song Thrushes TT 

^Redwings ^ U P t o 

10+ Starlings | 2 * d a y s 

10+ Chaffinches 

Weather 

Variable 

Variable 
Sunny 
Fair 

Cloudy, light E 
wind, then W gale 
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Sparrow were a resident trio from 24th to 26th on the raised games deck, which 
proved to be an unexpected source of food: on 25th, when butterflies were last 
noted alive, I was particularly interested to see the Magnolia Warbler devour with 
relish quite a large moth and to find another nondescript, medium-sized moth 
intact and asleep in a little cranny. To my surprise and in spite of the hurricane, I later 
found the remains of several more moths, so the insectivorous species were not 
without their natural prey. A full list of the birds on board is included in table 1 on 
pages 4} 2-43 3. On 27th, the day before Cherbourg, strong winds from the south
east replaced the westerlies that had followed us for three days, sadly blowing the 
remaining free-flying birds clear of the ship. 
15th October 1964 One day and 1,300 km eastbound, with following winds, 
R.M.S. Queen Mary attracted at least nine birds of six species, listed in table 1. 
Some stayed until dispersed by adverse winds a day and a half from Cherbourg. 
6th November 1964 An easterly breeze was following R.M.S. Queen Mary almost 
due south of Ireland on her way to New York, when I noticed several scattered 
parties of thrushes, Starlings and finches flying roughly parallel with the ship up to 
1 i km away. Many were definitely Fieldfares, at least several were Redwings, and 
there was one certain Song Thrush, probably more. Shortly afterwards about ten 
Chaffinches came aboard. They were all extremely tired, and two or three expired 
only minutes later, one in my hand. About four thrushes and one Chaffinch were 
on board next day, but as we approached the Newfoundland Grand Banks on 8th 
they had gone before a strong westerly gale. 
2nd April 1965 A Common Grackle was seen forward of R.M.S. Queen Mary 
nearly 1,500 km eastbound from New York. On the following morning I was 
called to the capstan 'flat' to see the grackle, by then the thinnest scarecrow, entirely 
smothered in treacly oil from the capstan's base and staggering pathetically about; 
in spite of attempts to clean and feed it, it died the next day. 
29th August 1965 I was surprised to see what appeared to be a large dragonfly 
zooming round the open decks of R.M.S. Mauritania eastbound for Lisbon, on her 
penultimate voyage, after a day or so at sea. Later, my eye caught it dashing across 
a gap between two lifeboats, only a silhouette but enough to give me a split-second 
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glimpse of a small curved bill. I had one more sighting before dusk, and to my 
delight it was still present next day, but I was never able to see it at rest. I have no 
doubt at all, however, that it was a Ruby-throated Hummingbird, certainly the 
most exotic and unlikely species to be flying free more than 1,000 km from land, 
and a fitting climax to nearly five years' observations at sea. Other birds found 
on 29th were two Baltimore Orioles and a Yellow-breasted Chat, and on 30th a 
Black-billed Cuckoo, a Mourning Dove and a probable Bobolink. All had dis
appeared before we reached the Azores. 
i6th-i8th September 1965 While playing deck-tennis on 16th, eastbound and 
1,100 km out from New York in R.M.S. Queen Mary, I collided with a Magnolia 
Warbler, one of several small passerines which were about the ship for some two 
days. On 18th, 5,400 km east of New York, two Lapland Buntings flew on to the 
first-class chair-deck aft, later roosting in the stacked-up chairs. Sadly they had 
departed by the following morning. 

DISCUSSION 
Looking back over nearly five years of North Atlantic voyaging, the 
sheer unpredictability of landbirds at sea provided a constant excite
ment in this incongruous setting. An important legacy of these travels 
is a vivid awareness of the huge size of the stage for this ornithological 
drama and an appreciation of the complexities of time, distance and 
weather that will always vary, and vary enormously, the incidence 
of species and numbers on a particular voyage. 

The records summarised on pages 428-435 and listed in systematic 
order in tables 3 and 4 undoubtedly represent only a fractional insight 
into one of nature's major tragi-comedies, tragic in its scale of inherent 
loss of life, yet bizarre and labyrinthine in its massive web of activity. 
In perhaps 100 crossings of the Atlantic, 50 in each direction, random 
factors of space and time took me into nearly one-third when we 
carried one or more landbirds part or all of the way, about nine when 
they numbered more than six, and two remarkable voyages on which 
we experienced major inundations—in R.M.S. Mauretania eastbound in 
October 1962 and in R.M.S. Queen Mary westbound in late September 
and early October 1963. The latter posed the tantalising question of 
what might have happened had we been sailing the other way, instead 
of taking a particularly exotic collection straight into New York, and 
the list of 60-70 birds of 24 species in table 1 would almost certainly 
have been at least three or even four times as long if I had been able 
to record the whole of the passage. 

The recent remarkable increase in records of American passerines 
in Britain and Ireland, illustrated by Bonham (1970), has resulted in 
much speculative discussion which largely favours unassisted trans
atlantic flight for good academic and practical reasons. Nisbet's (1963) 
analysis of the factors involved culminated in many useful conclusions, 
but several of these seemed to oversimplify the situation in the 
interests of clarity and depended on rather a thin statistical record. 
This was particularly so with regard to the main alternative of ship-



Table 3. Systematic list of landbirds of certain or probable American origin recorded 
during about 100 North Atlantic voyages, 1961-65 

Square brackets indicate that the identification is open to slight doubt. In addition, one unidentified 
large raptor and at least 150 unidentified small landbirds were recorded 

NUMBER 
Records 

Red-shouldered Hawk Buteo 
lineatus 

Osprey Pandion ba/iaetus 
carolinensis 

Pigeon HawkFa/co c. columbarius 
American Kestrel Falco sparverius 

2 

I 
I 
I 

Mourning Dove Zenaidura macroura 4 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo Coccy^us 

americanus 
Black-billed Cuckoo Coccjnrus 

erytbropbtbalmus 
Ruby-throated Hummingbird 

Archilocbus colubris 
Yellow-shafted Flicker Colaptet 

auratus 
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker 

Spbyrapicus varius 
Hairy Woodpecker Dendrocopos 

villosus 
Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica 

erytbrogaster 
Purple Martin Progne subis 
Blue Jay Cyanocitta cristata 
White-breasted Nuthatch Sitta 

carolinensis 
Red-breasted Nuthatch Sitta 

canadensis 
Brown CtecpetCertbiafamiliaris 

ssp 
House Wren Troglodytes aedon 
Winter Wren Troglodytes 

troglodytes ssp 
Long-billed Marsh Wren 

Telmatodytes palustris 
Catbird Dumefella carolinensis 
Brown Thrasher Toxostoma 

rufum 1 

2 

I 

I 

6 

1 

1 

2 
1 

3 

1 

1 

1 
1 

2 

1 
2 

[ + 1 ] 
American Robin Tardus migratorius 2 
Hermit Thrush Hylocichla guttata 
Golden-crowned Kinglet Regulus 

satrapa 
Ruby-crowned Kinglet Regulus 

calendula 

1 

2 

2 
Cedar Waxwing Bombyvilla cedrorum 2 
Parula Warbler Panda americana 2 

Birds 

2 

1 
1 
1 

14 

2 

1 

1 

2 0 + 

1 

1 

3 
1 

4 

1 

1 

1 
2 

5 

1 

3 

J [ + I ] 
2 
1 

9+ 

7 
6 
2 

NUMBER 
Records 

Yellow Warbler Dendroica 
petechia 1 [+1] 

Magnolia Warbler Dendroica 
magnolia 6 

Myrtle Warbler Dendroica coronata 1 
Blackpoll Warbler Dendroica 

striata 4 
[Pine Warbler Dendroica pinus] 1 
Palm Warbler Dendroica palmarum 3 
Mourning Warbler Oporornis 

Philadelphia 1 
Ycllowthroat Geotblypis tricbas 3 
Yellow-breasted Chat Icteria virens 1 
Canada Warbler Wilsonia canadensis 1 
[Bobolink Dolichonyx ory^ivorus] 1 
Eastern Meadlowlark Sturnella 

magna 1 
Red-winged Blackbird Agelaius 

phoeniceus 1 
Baltimore Oriole Icterusgalbula 3 
Rusty Blackbird Eupbagus carolinus 2 
Common GistckleQuiscalus quiscula 1 
Indigo Bunting Passerina cyanea 1 
Purple Finch Carpodacuspurpureas 1 
Pine Siskin Spinas pinus 1 
[Ipswich Sparrow Passerculus 

princeps] 1 
Savannah Sparrow Passerculus 

sandwichensis 4 
[Seaside Sparrow Ammospi%a 

maritima] 1 
Slate-coloured Junco Junco byemalis 6 
Field Sparrow Spi^ellapusilla 1 
White-crowned Sparrow 

Zonotrichia leucophrys 3 
White-throated Sparrow 

Zonotrichia albicollis 4 
Lincoln's Sparrow Melospt'za 

lincolnii 1 
Swamp Sparrow Melospizageorgiana 2 
SongSpattovrMelospizamelodia 3 
Lapland Longspur (Bunting) 

Calcarius lapponicus 1 

TOTAL 

Birds 

I [ + I ] 

1 0 + 
2 

14+ 
1 

4 

1 

7+ 
1 
1 
1 

2 

1 

4 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 

1 

1 0 + 

2 
2 2 + 

5 

7+ 

33 + 

1 
8 

15 + 

2 

260+ 
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Table 4. Systematic list of landbirds of 
European origin recorded during about 

100 North Atlantic voyages, 1961-65 
NUMBER 

Records Birds 

Turtle Dove Streptopelia turtur 
Swallow Hirmdo rustica 
Fieldfare Tardus pilaris 
Song Thrush Turdus pbilomelos 
Redwing Turdus iliacus 
Willow Warbler Pbylloscopus 

trochilus 
Meadow Pipit Anthus pratmsis 
Starling Sturnus vulgaris 
Chaffinch Fringilla coclebs 

TOTAL 

1 
1 

}' 
1 
1 
1 
1 

1 
1 

15 + 

1 
1 

1 0 + 
1 0 + 

39+ 
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assisted crossing, and my task is not so much to criticise these con
clusions, perfectly valid in many instances, as to emphasise a shift of 
balance in some of them. Thus his statement (page 214) that 'the 
birds which now cross on ships are mainly buntings', while true in 
part on account of their greater potential for survival, tends to obscure 
the very considerable incidence of other passerines and non-passerines. 
In fact, of some 260 American birds in my records for 1961-65, only 
105 were buntings (table 7 on page 440), and with the proven survival 
for entire crossings of such insectivorous species as Blackpoll and 
Parula Warblers the necessary conditions for others equally delicate 
can and do exist. 

Nisbet did not, of course, reject the possibility of ships being used 
as occasional resting posts, just as I most certainly do not dismiss the 
concept of unassisted crossings, but as yet the available information, 
even including the efforts of the Royal Naval Bird Watching Society, 
is far too thin to reach definite conclusions. A good example of ship-
assistance was the Baltimore Oriole of October 1962, which did not 
join the Mauretania until 4o°W (3,000 km from New York), stayed 
for several days, pecking at limes and toast on the open decks, and 
left in very good shape within an hour or two of the Irish coast to 
make a very probable, though unrecorded, landfall (Durand 1963). 

We often used to pass close to Sable Island, Nova Scotia, and I 
challenge Nisbet's statement (page 211) that 'most' of the birds seen 
on ships join them off the Canadian coast. On both the 'inundation' 
voyages the majority of the birds appeared between Long Island and 
Nantucket, the Mauretania being only 730 km east of New York at 
noon on 8th October 1962, three or four hours after the main arrival. 

My experiences when passing through or near several hurricanes 
lead me also to suggest that Nisbet overdiscounted their effect (page 
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210). Pushing southern birds north erratically on a 750-km front with 
the same practical result as reversed migration, and taking both 
northern species coming south and many resident birds out in a great 
whirl, they seem to me to be a major cause of transatlantic vagrancy. 
They often subside into severe residual storms, one of which, of 
savage grandeur, delayed the Mauretania off Cork Harbour for 24 hours 
when westbound on 30th September 1962. This storm may have been 
an alternative explanation for the occurrence of two Red-eyed Vireos 
Vireo olivaceus in the Isles of Stilly on 4th October and a Baltimore 
Oriole in Sussex on 5th (Nisbet, pages 205 and 209). It is of interest to 
note that the Red-eyed Vireos were found only 40 minutes after the 
close passing, eastbound, of the Dutch liner S.S. Rotterdam, a passenger 
in which was Professor Addison, of Nottingham University, who 
distinctly remembers a few small birds about the decks for several days. 

Spring records, both from ships and on land, were relatively few. 
Nisbet's discussion of 'spring straggling' (page 209) is, however, of 
particular interest. For example, as a spring migrant, the Indigo 
Bunting in the Mauretania in May 1962 was in the right place (though 
perhaps a little late) to have overshot Florida on a long flight north
east over the Atlantic, especially as it died apparently from extreme 
exhaustion. 

Table 5 is modelled to some extent on Nisbet's table 4 (page 213), 
which summarised the old records collected by Alexander and Fitter 
(1955) and updated them to 1962. It shows records of American 
landbirds during 1961-65 in three categories: (a) at sea, but not reaching 
European waters alive; (b) at sea, and crossing to European waters; 

Table 5. Records of American landbirds during 1961-65: (a) at sea, but not reaching 
European waters alive; (b) at sea, crossing to European waters; and (c) on land in Britain 

and Ireland, excluding those known to have made landfall from ships 
The records are taken from this paper, from elsewhere in British Birds, and from The Sea Swallow 
(the annual report of the Royal Naval Bird Watching Society). The figures in brackets indicate 
birds known to have made landfall from ships or considered to have had a strong chance of doing 
so. The species are divided into five groups, as explained on page 213 of Nisbet (1963). SPRING 

AND SUMMER is the period from 10th March to 10th August 

SPRING 
AND 

SUMMER 

AUTUMN 
AND 

WINTER 

Category Thrushes 

At sea 6 
Ship crossings 1 
British/Irish 2 

At sea 5 
Ship crossings — 
British/Irish 6 

Warblers 
and 

vireos 

5 

56+ 
5 ( i ) 

3 

Miscel
laneous 
long

distance 

8 

12 
1 
8 

Miscel
laneous 
short-

distance 

5* + 

92+ 
4 d ) 

5 

Buntings 

76+ 
1 
4 

1 1 2 + 
1 4 ( 1 1 ) 

TOTAL 

1 2 7 + 
2 
6 

277+ 
2 4( i3 ) 

22 



Table 6. Analysis by individual years of all birds included in table 5 
Category 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 TOTAL 

SPRING 
AND 

SUMMER 

AUTUMN 
AND 

WINTER 

At sea 
Ship crossings 
British/Irish 

At sea 
Ship crossings 
British/Irish 

38 
2 

3 

11 + 
4 ( 3 ) 

1 

J 2 

1 4 2 + 

15(9) 
7 

34+ 

65 + 
1 ( 1 ) 

5 

2 

1 

48+ 
4 
4 

1 

2 

11 + 

5 

1 2 7 + 
2 
6 

2 7 7 + 
24 (13) 

22 
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and (c) accepted for Britain and Ireland. It is interesting that 24 of 
the species I noted during 1961-65 were included in Nisbet's list 
of 46 (discounting the extinct Passenger Pigeon Ectopistes migratorius) 
reported in Europe up to 1962, among them no fewer than three out 
of his eight birds of prey. The most obvious deduction from table 5 is 
the far greater frequency of autumn records in all three categories, 
due mainly, perhaps, to the fact that much of the spring migration 
of landbirds in North America takes place inland and west of the 
Allegheny Mountains, and also to the greater incidence of hurricanes 
in autumn. Table 6 is on similar lines, but analyses the records by 
years rather than families. Although it is biased to some extent by the 
fact that the annual pattern of voyages was not constant, it illustrates 
my earlier point concerning the unpredictability of numbers from 
season to season and from year to year. 

Sharrock (1971), in a most useful summary to 1968, confirmed 
Nisbet's findings, though his statistical record was still thin and this 
may well broaden to give a different slant in the future. He suggested 
that spring records of Emberizidae may be due in part to overwintering 
after arrival in the autumn; in this connection, it is interesting to note 
that six free-flying buntings made landfall from the Mauretania in 
October 1962, two in Cherbourg and four in Southampton, the latter 
including a Slate-coloured Junco, a species never yet accepted for 
Britain and Ireland in autumn, and a White-throated Sparrow which 
was seen in a Southampton park two days after docking (Durand 1963). 
Table 7 is modelled on Sharrock's table 9, which it incorporates for 
comparison, though the time factor is different. In spite of this dis
crepancy, the alignment of figures is perhaps valuable in indicating the 
enormous potential for new species and for further records of those 
already on the British and Irish list, particularly if a hummingbird 
can survive until nearly half-way across. 

Homing pigeons Columba livia were frequent visitors at sea, although 
I have omitted them from the records. In addition to the insects 
mentioned in the narrative on pages 428-435, bats were other un
expected guests, mainly American species which hung themselves up 
while we were berthed in the Hudson River and so were taken out to 



Table 7. Seasonal distribution of the records of each family of American landbirds (a) ob
served at sea in the North Atlantic in 

Accipitridae (hawks) 
Fandionidae (ospreys) 
Falconidae (falcons) 
Columbidae (doves) 
Cuculidae (cuckoos) 
Trochilidae (hummingbirds) 
Picidae (woodpeckers) 
Hirundinidae (swallows) 
Corvidae (crows and jays) 
Sittidae (nuthatches) 
Certhiidae (creepers) 
Troglodytidae (wrens) 
Mimidae (mockingbirds and thrashers) 
Turdidae (thrushes, except next) 

American Robin Tardus migratorius 
Sylviidae (gnatcatchers and kinglets) 
Bombycillidae (waxwings) 
Vireonidae (vireos) 
Farulidae (wood warblers) 
Icteridae (blackbirds and orioles) 
Thraupidae (tanagers) 
Fringillidae (finches) 
Emberizidae (buntings and sparrows) 

TOTALS 

1961-65 an 
1958-68 

SPRING 

At sea 
1961-65 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 

3 
3 
0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 

0 

0 

0 

4 
2 

0 

0 

2 

16 

id (b) accepted for Britain and Ireland in 

(APR-JUN) 
Britain and 

Ireland 
1958-68 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

2 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 

0 

1 

1 0 

14 

AUTUMN 

At sea 
1961-65 

3 
1 

2 

14 
3 
1 

2 2 

1 

i 

2 

1 

8 
8 
1 

1 

16 
6 
0 

42 
9 
0 

z 
103 

247 

(AUG-NOV) 
Britain and 

Ireland 
1958-68 

0 

0 

0 

0 

4 
0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 

8 
2 

O 

O 

6 
13 
I I 

I 

3 
3 

J* 
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sea; usually they died, and sadly I was never able to catch up with one 
before its remains were discarded. On the subject of mortality, it is 
worth mentioning the highly damaging hazard of drowning in jets of 
water from the powerful hoses which are used to wash the decks at 
night and which deluge favourite roosting places in the stacked 
wooden chairs; without this, very many more birds on the eastbound 
voyage of the Mauretania in October 1962 might have made landfall. 

I feel convinced that increased coverage and competence in coastal 
watching must surely account for the recent upsurge in records of 
American landbirds in Europe and that, climatic vagaries permitting, 
they have been occurring here for a very long time. This conviction is 
strengthened by the knowledge of a number of landfalls not detected 
on shore, particularly of the more sombre sparrows (Emberizidae) 
which must explain in part their thin autumn record. Deck-stewards on 
the 'Cunarders', two of whom were on the maiden voyage of the Queen 
Mary, were always saying that as far back as they could remember 
there were several crossings each year when the ship was 'full of birds'. 
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Qoser questioning brought tales of birds being kept in lockers, where 
food was provided, until release off Cornwall or at Southampton. 

In conclusion, therefore, I make a plea for action to improve the 
statistical record. Having experienced the exciting phenomenon of 
landbirds at sea, I have found it all the more frustrating to learn of 
these many other times with a rich harvest of records ungarnered. 
Considering the immense amount of shipping of all nations in the 
North Atlantic, would it not be possible to mount an international 
operation through the Royal Naval Bird Watching Society and the 
senior ornithological bodies, whereby as many national shipping 
companies as possible are contacted at the highest level to arouse 
interest among their personnel at sea to collect these records ? Even if 
the ideal of a continuing interest in every ship at sea cannot be reached, 
deck officers on watch, with a handy American field guide, may well 
find a new interest to speed along their vigil. Perhaps a pilot scheme 
over the peak autumn passage would bring rich dividends in helping 
to fill in the blanks concerning the ratio of unassisted to ship-assisted 
vagrancy across the Atlantic. And what of the Pacific? 
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SUMMARY 

Hitherto unpublished observations of landbirds seen on ships crossing the North 
Atlantic during 1961-65 are set out in chronological order. The paucity of records 
of European species is striking by comparison with those of American ones and is 
presumably a result of the prevailing winds being westerly. Other wildlife forms 
on board were moths, butterflies and bats. An attempt is made to redress an im
balance suggested by earlier papers, not because these favoured unassisted passage, 
often for valid reasons, but because they tended to understate the equally important 
effects of ship-assistance in relation to hurricanes, thereby detracting from the 
picture as a whole. The great preponderance of records in autumn is discussed. 

Due to the increasing competence of observers and the more intense coverage of 
our western coasts, further discoveries of American landbirds in these islands are 
anticipated, though it is considered that such haphazard occurrences have been 
taking place since time immemorial. The statistical picture is still very thin for 
considering the connection between American landbirds seen on ships and those re
corded in Britain and Ireland, though there is some consistency of species. A 
strong plea is made, therefore, to mount an international operation through the 
senior ornithological bodies, supplementing and extending the fine work already 
achieved by the Royal Naval Bird Watching Society. Contact with the world's ship
ping lines at the highest level, to press for keen observers on ships crossing the 
Atlantic, might help to fill the considerable gaps in our knowledge of what may 
be one of the most remarkably wasteful, involuntary migrations in the world. 
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