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While conducting geological research in the Ellsworth
Mountains during the 1979-80 season, I sighted two species
of birds. I report this information because it may be useful to
researchers who maintain records of migrations of bird species
in Antarctica. Since occasional and haphazard observations of
this kind are not often reported in the literature, I also describe
the circumstances of these sightings. In addition, I report on
bird sightings dating back to 1960 from my personal obser-
vations.

The south polar skua, as well as a number of the other
species of flying birds and penguins, are common around
much of Antarctica's coastline. The south polar skua* (Cathar-
acta maccormicki), in particular, is very common at McMurdo
Station (figure 1). They are also common among the Adélie
penguin (Pygoscelis adeliae) rookeries I have visited on Ross
Island, and presumably in other coastal rookeries as well.
Skuas nest within the vicinity of rookeries, preying on eggs or
chicks (figure 2).

Migrations of the south polar skua into the interior of Ant-
arctica have been reported (Axelrod 1979; Rugh 1974). For
example, I saw a number of them at Byrd Station, about 700
kilometers from the nearest coast, during the 1960-61 and
1961-62 seasons. Their migration distances northward are
substantial; in one instance, a south polar skua banded near
Palmer Station on 20 January 1975 was found 31 July 1975 at
Godthabsfjord, Greenland (about 64°N 52°W) (Parmelee,
Fraser, and Neilson 1977; Salomonsen 1976).

Ellsworth Mountains, 1979-80. In the 1979-80 austral season
a field camp was constructed in the Ellsworth Mountains, 2,000
kilometers east of McMurdo (see Splettstoesser and Webers
1980). Camp construction began the day of the first flight there,
November 8, at a site in about the middle of the north-south
trending mountains and about 650 kilometers from the nearest
coast. I arrived at camp on December 2; about December 20 a
skua appeared in camp at the garbage piles and was seen
sporadically over the next several days before it disappeared.
Some camp occupants reported seeing two skuas.

On December 25, two white birds presumed to be snow
petrels (Pagodroma nivea) flew over the camp at a height of
about 50 meters, circling a group of camp occupants engaged
in a volleyball game before flying away out of sight. No other
snow petrels or skuas were reported during the remainder of
the season, which lasted until mid-January.

Ellsworth Mountains, 1961-62. During a previous geologic
investigation in the Ellsworth Mountains (Anderson et al.
1962), T. Bastien and I observed a lone skua on 2 December
1961 as it flew over our temporary camp in the northern Sen-
tinel Range, at 77°33'S 86°58'W, about 450 kilometers from the

*A11 skuas described in this article are presumed to be of this species.
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Figure 1. Map showing locations mentioned In the text.

nearest coast. The bird did not land, but hovered about 10
meters overhead, nearly motionless, for a few seconds while
observing us, then flew out of sight in a generally southerly
direction. Coincidentally, earlier that day an R41) had flown
over us after it had left Camp Sky-Hi (later Eights Station). No
additional skuas were observed during the duration of our
work in the Ellsworth Mountains, through 4 February 1962.
Some individuals, including Axelrod (1979), have theorized
that skuas, and perhaps other flying birds, might follow air-
craft contrails and thus migrate inland under some circum-
stances.

Our field party traveled by motor toboggan about 1,200
kilometers throughout the Sentinel and Heritage Ranges in a
little more than 2 months. Only four flights and landings were
made to the Ellsworth Mountains from Byrd Station during
that season. If there is any correlation between aircraft activity

Figure 2. South polar skua and Adélie penguins at Cape Crozier,
February 1961. Down-covered chicks are segregated Into crèches,
guarded by adults against the skua in the foreground. Numerous
penguin carcasses are scattered In the foreground.
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and skua migration to the interior of the continent, the low
incidence of flights in 1961-62, coupled with our nomadic
existence and numerous dispersed campsites, may have ham-
pered skuas in locating our camps.

In the next season in the Ellsworth Mountains, 1962-63, C.
Craddock (personal communication) made two sightings of
lone snow petrels in the northern Sentinel Range, on December
4 and 5. R. H. Rutford (personal communication) saw no birds
in the northern Sentinel Range during the 1963-64 season,
even though a central base camp had been established and
occupied during the season.

To complete this account of the Ellsworth Mountains, lichens
have been observed on many of the rocks throughout the
range, beginning with the first geologic survey of the range in
1961-62. In 1979-80, samples were collected by several of us
and given to Dr. I. Friedmann (Florida State University) at
McMurdo to aid him in his research. A sample that I collected
on 23 December 1979 from a quartzite outcrop at 79°50'S
81°30'W, elevation 750 meters above sea level, is by no means
the farthest south occurrence (Wisconsin Range, 86°09'S
131°14'W, as cited by Wise and Gressitt 1965). In addition, R.
H. Rufford collected a moss sample from the northeast-facing
slope of a peak at about 78°59'S 84023'W in the southern Sen-
tinel Range in 1979-80. This sample was also given to Dr. I.
Friedmann at McMurdo.

Jones Mountains, 1960-61. In the 1960-61 season, during
geological investigation of the Jones Mountains (Craddock,
Bastien, and Rutford 1964), it was not thought unusual to see
skuas at our camp (73°30'S 94°30'W) or elsewhere in the range
because the main camp was only 100 kilometers from the coast
of the Bellingshausen Sea, and mountainous and other ice-free
areas of the Eights Coast, Walgreen Coast, and Thurston Island
are nearby. As many as 10 to 12 skuas were seen at the main
camp at any one time.

In an attempt to assist biologists in recording possibly useful
information from an area about which little was known at that
time, we captured several skuas by luring them to an area near
camp. We placed food on the snow and surrounded it by a
cord noose. When the skua stepped inside the noose perime-
ter, we tightened the noose by pulling the other end of a long
extensionof the cord, thereby snaring one or both of the bird's
legs. We then fastened a makeshift band to the bird's leg
(figure 3). Unfortunately, we had not anticipated a birdband-
ing project as a sideline to our geologic work, and we had no
authentic leg bands. Instead, we used tear strips unwound
from metal coffee cans and scribed the words "University of
Minnesota Eights Coast 1961" into the metal on each band.
About six birds were banded and released. Some banded birds
returned to the same noose later for food, apparently having
learned little from the earlier episode. To our knowledge, none
of the banded skuas was ever captured later.

Gilbert, Early, and King (1969) have reported on the algae,
lichens, mosses, (snow?) petrels, and skuas they found in their
survey in the Jones Mountains in the latter half of January
1969. We also found all of those things in the 1960-61 season.
For example, we observed a large population of snow petrels
shortly after we arrived in December 1960; most were nesting
in weathered hollows in volcanic cliffs near our main camp.
Several high rocky spots contained piles of small bones, skulls,
and feathers, suggesting that something, probably the skuas,
had been feeding on the petrels. This population, estimated
at 1,000 birds, and the bird-banding incidents, were reported

I
Figure 3. South polar skua captured at Jones Mountains in January
1961, prior to banding. Cord used for capture is attached to left
leg.

to the noted ornithologist, R. C. Murphy, after the field season
(Craddock personal communication). We assumed that this
was a petrel breeding site, because some of the birds were
observed to be incubating eggs at the time of our visit. Mem-
bers of our 1960-61 field party also reported seeing a snow
petrel at Byrd Station on about December 1.

One additional bird sighting can be mentioned here. On 2
January 1961, after a storm of winds greater than 60 knots and
considerable blowing snow, an Adélie penguin appeared sud-
denly at our main camp. We presumed that it came from the
nearby coast (at least 100 kilometers to the nearest open water)
and became disoriented in the storm. We attempted to feed it,
but it took no food and made no signs of wanting to leave our
camp. As the storm continued, at lesser intensity, the penguin
reclined on its belly on the lee side of a snowdrift and appeared
to be waiting out the storm and gathering strength. On about
4 or 5 January it was gone, having left sometime during the
night. No one saw it leave, and there was no trace of footprints
to identify the direction of departure. Evidence of penguin
tracks in the interior of Antarctica at much greater distances
from coastlines (300 to 400 kilometers) has been reported by
Sladen and Ostenso (1960).
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Coalsack Bluff, 1969-70. One further circumstance of skua
sightings is reported here, during the 1969-70 season at Coal-
sack Bluff, west of Beardmore Glacier, where a Jamesway camp
was established at 84°17'S 162°20'E in support of geological
investigations conducted in that area (Elliot 1970). I was pres-
ent at the initial put-in flight on 16 November 1969 for camp
construction and stayed through December 18. Coalsack Bluff
camp was about 700 kilometers from the nearest open-water
coast at McMurdo Sound. On 4 December five skuas appeared
suddenly at camp, and on 7 December nine were sighted.
Skuas were present throughout my time at the camp, mainly
at the camp garbage piles. This camp was about on the flight
line between McMurdo and South Pole Station, a route of
frequent flights during the austral summer, thus lending more
credence to the suggestion that skuas follow aircraft contrails.

This manuscript benefited from review and comments by
Campbell Craddock, David F. Parmelee, Robert H. Rutford,
and Gerald F. Webers. Fieldwork in the seasons specified was
supported by the National Science Foundation Division of
Polar Programs while I was affiliated with the University of
Minnesota (1960-61, 1961-62, 1979-80) and the Ohio State
University Institute of Polar Studies (1969-70). The 1979-80
season in the Ellsworth Mountains was under the direction of
G. F. Webers, Macalester College (NSF grant DPP 78-21720).
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