
Notes of a vis it to Skomer :1896

J J Neale

We, that is, my wife, ten children, servants and self, arrived a mile beyond
Marloes, the nearest village to Skomer, late on Saturday evening, May 23rd

1976. It was blowing a strong breeze but the sea was by no means rough,
especially for large strong boats such as are in use there for crab and lobster
fishing. The boatmen however, declined to take us across to the island under
the pretence that it was unsafe. It was too late to go back to the village to try
for a fresh crew. If we had gone back, there was no hotel or public house; it is
a prohibition village. So we decided to make shift at the farm (Trehill) which
belongs to the tenant of Skomer (William Jones). Accommodation for the
female members was found in the farmhouse, while six of my boys and myself
brought a lot of straw from a rick, spread it in the stable, and got an old sale
for a covering and slept there. The seventh boy objected, because of the rats,
which were very plentiful.

On a Sunday morning I sent to the village to find the boatmen, for I had no
compunction in making them work on Sunday if they were too lazy to work on
Saturday. The breeze was just as strong but they took us across in two trips
but not the luggage. That was brought over on the Monday. On leaving the
little cove of Martins Haven on the mainland, scarcely a bird is to be seen, and
get within a mile and a half there are yes, millions! As we drew near, the sea
was covered with them- puffins, razorbills, guillemots, gulls, and occasionally
a cormorant etc. To those who have never seen such a sight it is amazing. On
reaching the island you find all the ledges and every scrap where a bird can
find footing, occupied. Near the cliffs the island is honeycombed with puffin
holes, with numbers of them flying out.

Amidst such a scene of life and interest we spent very little time indoors, the
more so because the weather was perfect. Occasionally, we stayed out till
midnight, while sometimes we got up at three-o-clock in the morning. One
night we stayed out all night. You must do all those things if you want to
observe the habits of birds and in fact all animals; and as regards this island,
and this island alone, probably of all islands of Great Britain, it is as full of life
in the darkest hours of the night as in the day. This is because it is the
principle breeding place of those mysterious birds the shearwaters, and also
of the storm petrels. We know scarcely anything about the shearwaters and
what we do know is principally due to Mr Drane.

Skomer is not unlike Lundy in being very precipitous; it has no nice beaches,
but one or two coves fit for landing. It is about a mile and a half across from
east to west. The top is covered with heather, bracken, grass and sea pinks.
In the middle of the island there are several cultivated and grass fields, in the
centre of, which is a farmhouse where we stayed. North of the farmhouse is a
marshy spot, from which a small stream runs, and falls over the cliffs into St
Brides Bay. This stream furnished a surprise. One day in moving some
pebbles to wash some negatives I saw a small eel. I looked farther down and
caught a fair sized one. We went back and arranged for a fishing expedition



after tea. We took spades and buckets and dipped out all the pools, but only
caught one more small one. Now how did the eels get there? The lowest part
of the cliff where the water fell into the sea was about fifteen feet above high
water mark. Eels do not breed in fresh water; they go into the salt to spawn. I
can only conclude that they must have been carried there by seabirds and
escaped. We found a moorhen’s nest in a tuft of rushes near. It seemed an
unlikely place for a moorhen to be found.

One day we saw a couple of birds black like crows but with a peculiar flight.
During flight they gave forth-peculiar calls. We thought they were choughs
and asked if there were any near. We were told they bred on the cliffs on the
mainland, but the fishermen and others lowered themselves with ropes from
the top and invariably took the eggs for which they received a high price. They
will soon be extinct here. A man on the island insisted there was a nest with
young on the island then. We doubted it, as on our excursions we should
have been sure to come across the old birds near enough to have been
certain. He showed us the nest on the other side of a narrow gorge. We
examined the nest and young carefully with our glass and thought they looked
like carrion crows. We went several times but could never see old choughs
but we say some carrion crows in the distance. We went at three-o-clock one
morning, hoping to be in time, but no choughs. The man and boy declared
they saw ‘ the red-legged and red-beaked crow’ sitting on the eggs. On Mr
Drane’s arrival we showed him the nest and he immediately said they were
carrion crows. The tenant’s son was not satisfied but insisted that they were
choughs and would make a bet with Mr Drane to that effect. We then lowered
one of my boys over the cliff and brought up the young, which gave
unmistakable carrion crow calls. Mr Drane with his usual magnanimity
declined to accept the bet he won. Now had there been a chough’s nest and
had the carrion crows destroyed the nest or young and appropriated the nest?
There were lots of carrion crows nesting on the island so it was strange that
the men should be mistaken and deceived actually up to the betting point. We
followed up the crows relentlessly. Most of the birds know them and drive
them from the vicinity of their nests of young. The razorbills, guillemots and
puffins however seem to take no notice; the peregrine falcons, gulls, and
oystercatchers drive them away.

The oystercatcher is the most daring and watchful of all the birds breeding on
Skomer. We have watched them attack and drive away peregrine falcons,
owls, large black-backed and other gulls, and crows. They are always on the
alert and with their shrill cries, rapid flight, and persistence, allow no other
birds, day or night, to molest their young or eggs. They dart their long snipe-
like orange beaks at their enemies, and invariably make them take refuge in
flight. On day we found a nest of carrions ready for flight, in fact two of them
flew away like old birds. We marked one down into the bracken, and should
have lost the other, had not an oyster catcher darted at it before it got out of
sight, and knocked it into the heather. This enabled us to crawl up and
pounce upon it before it could rise.

We never found a dead oystercatcher and hope we never shall. They were on
guard the last thing at night, also through the night, and were the first birds



to raise an alarm at the earliest dawn of day. Their young are sturdy
independent little fellows; like the young pewits which are also here, well
protected by their resemblance to their surroundings. The puffins, guillemots
and razor bills seem to me to be very low in the scale of bird intelligence, and
I think if their brain’s were examined and compared with other birds they
would be found deficient. I put the gulls, oystercatchers, carrion crows, owls
and hawks much higher. If and enemy comes near these birds there is
community of purpose in defending their nests and young and they do not
wait to be attacked but attack first. I have however, watched jackdaws running
all about round the puffin holes, peeping in to see if the proprietor was at home;
if not, in they would go evidently with the intention of robbery. The gulls will
also go about among them with a similar object. Now any other bird except
puffins, guillemots and razor bills would attack and drive them away. I have
watched the herring gulls hawk the faces of the cliffs by the hour in order to find
a razor bills or guillemots egg unprotected and at once carry it away to an
adjacent rock and eat it at its leisure. These birds will allow their neighbours to
be robbed and their young killed without the slightest sign of emotion.

The peregrine falcons kill the puffins to feed their young yet I have seen the
puffins sitting, nesting, and flying close the peregrines nest and not showing
the slightest sign of fear. I have come to the conclusion they have very little
sense. It is not for want of pluck, for I have seen two puffins fight for a long
time in the sea, bleeding badly, and seeming never inclined to stop. If you put
your hand in their holes they will bite also.

No clear explanation has been given as to the immense variety in colour of
the guillemots eggs, and I am half inclined to fancy it is as one writer says, in
order that each bird may know its own egg.

We were badly fixed on the island for a boat. They had their regular boatman
on the mainland, but he was not available for going round the bottom of the
cliffs and visiting the islets. There was a punt on the mainland that they said
we could have if we liked. We hailed a crab-catcher’s boat one day and I took
over two of my boys and eldest daughter to fetch this punt. A wretched thing it
was- two odd iron rowlocks- the other two missing- four odd oars or pieces – no
dipper. For rowlocks we tied pieces of rope through the holes and slipped two
of the oars through. As soon as we launched it the water poured in. We
picked up a tar bucket on the beach and determined to try to reach the island
somehow. One baled continually while three rowed. We arrived safely but with
as much or more water in than when we started. On arrival we took out the
plug and sunk the boat in the hope that a good soaking would stop up the
cracks, and it made a vast improvement, better than nothing, but not much. It
enabled us to get some more important geological specimens for Mr F T
Howard, and to visit the Garland Stone and Midland Island. To do the latter
we had to cross a small sound where a tremendous current runs. While there
a breeze sprung up and then we had the utmost difficulty in returning to
Skomer.
We were forced to make a second trip for Mr Drane and one of the boys. It
was seriously debated whether we should leave Mr Drane on the island all
night which would have been awkward as there were not coves and very little



shelter. However, we decided to try for him and succeeded in reaching and
landing him safely.

This punt was nearly the cause of a fatal accident to my eldest boy one
evening. Two of the boys took it out and seeing a very attractive ledge with
guillemots the eldest climbed near the top of the cliff and worked along the
edge. When at the top, a rock he was holding on by gave way and he fell. In
falling he struck the cliff, turned a somersault and he fell into the sea.
Fortunately he was not quite stunned and had the presence of mind to swim
to a small rock which was awash and the other boy rowed the boat to him and
dragged him in. We came on the scene in time to lift him out of the boat and
got him to the farm where he recovered in a few days. It quite cured him of
climbing. He says it is a very queer sensation to fall from a cliff in this
manner.

A friend came in a small caught one day to see us and we took advantage of
the visit to borrow the yacht’s boat to visit the Mew Stone. We found the
cormorants had deserted the south side but there was a colony of them on the
north side in a more inaccessible place. These common cormorants breed in
colonies, the nests almost touching. The green cormorants of which we found
several nests on the large island, do not. We found both sorts on amiable
terms with their neighbours; other seabirds nesting within a yard of two were
unmolested. Most of the nests had young of a large size. I brought one to
show it at close quarters to Mr Drane and the visitor. It was a very large bird
and savage. It had a peculiar method of attack- suddenly darting out its long
neck right at our faces with great energy. It would be easy to loose and eye
with it if not careful; the face was the only part this one attacked. The visitor
would like it. We tried to persuade him not but he would not take our advice.
On his way back it was whitewashing the deck and he cruelly told one of his
men to drop it overboard. Nemesis soon overtook him. The boat became
becalmed and rolled a great deal with the swell and made him seasick.
Result- in the operation he lost all his false teeth overboard, and returned a
wiser but a toothless man.

On two or three occasions we saw seals. Once a very large one came up
astern of the punt and gazed at us with its human-looking face. No wonder it
gave rise to the fiction of there being mermaids in the sea. The so-called
gentleman take a delight in shooting them although they know full well that if
shot while in the water the bodies at once sink. They are harmless interesting
creatures but are rapidly diminishing. We enjoyed creeping to the edge of the
cliff and watching their gambols down below us in the beautiful clear water.

While watching the birds on a cliff one day our attention was attracted to two
kittiwakes fighting. They were evidently fighting for possession of a female
bird or else for a nest position. To look at these delightful creatures you would
not think there was any fight in them. They seem as mild as doves and very
much more handsome. The female kept on this little scrap of jutting rock and
every time one of the males came near another one flew to the attack. They
fought turning over and over till they fell into the sea, locked together. They at
once separated when one would fly back up to the ledge about a hundred feet



up. At once the other flew after it and the fight recommenced. This kept on
time after time for an hour I should think, and we were amazed at the
persistency. At last one must have got tired for we saw no more of it. I
presume those fighting were males, but they are so much alike that I have no
notion how the males and females can distinguish the sexes. In no instance
could I see any distinction whatever; they are quite different from land birds in
this respect.

Talking of the tenacity with which seabirds cling to cliffs I will cite the following.
On the south side there is a place called The Wick one side of which is
composed of a perpendicular cliff. One day after a breeze there was a big
swell rolling in the gorge. Being narrow it increased in volume as it came up.
Near the bottom of the cliff were numbers of guillemots and all the biggest
rollers swept right over them, but in no case were the birds washed away.
When the waves receded they were still there. The cliff at The Wick is a sight
which cannot possible be surpassed in the British Islands for there is not an
inch of foothold but it is occupied by a seabird of some sort.

The peregrine falcons were very shy. Although we were close to their nest
they never came within a hundred yards, but soared away in the distance
giving vent to their semi-defiant annoyed sort of short screeches. Woe to the
noble peregrine if he got in the vicinity of the nest of the oyster catcher or
great black-backed gull. The razor bill and the oystercatcher were the only
birds which we found pretty near this gull. The razor bill evidently depended
on its powerful beak for its protection. This bird sits on its egg in the same way
that a duck does, but the guillemot sits upright and adjusts the egg under it
with its beak.

The guillemots are very clumsy in getting clear of their eggs if suddenly
alarmed. I have seen a dozen or more eggs knocked off a ledge into the sea
or on the rocks below at one sudden flight. The great black-backed gulls are
scarce and prefer to build their nests in more solitary spots generally with only
one pair in one place. The small black backs are much more numerous and
more social.

Skomer is worth a visit if only to spend a night with the stormy petrels and
shearwaters. In the daytime not a sign is to be seen of one of these birds- not
even at ten-o-clock at night. But about ten thirty an occasional call is heard,
then another, then others; followed later by the dash of birds over our heads
in all directions, all giving forth their peculiar cry ‘cuckolds-in-a-row’ and every
bird’s voice different from every other. The birds overhead were dashing
about in a most bewildering manner, while they are being answered by the
birds in the ground. These latter then come out of the holes and can easily be
caught, as they have great difficulty in arising off the ground. In three hours
and a half all this noise ceases, day begins to break and not a single
shearwater is to be seen or heard. Then commences life again first with the
oystercatchers, both sorts of blackbacks, kittiwakes, and all the other birds
that abound. We go back to bed. I should say that the shearwater flies at a
tremendous speed; faster it seemed to me than any other bird on the island.
That seems one of the dangers being out at night with them, for if one of them



struck you full in the face while going at full speed, you would not be likely to
forget it. Still, if there are able to find their nests and mates in the dark, they
evidently have good eyesight. After a little practice at imitating their calls, one
of my boys, Douglas, would find them out in the daytime in their holes by
calling near a group of holes. The shearwaters would answer back.

The situation of Skomer is delightful. What a lot there is to see in our own
country if we will only get away from the beaten track. It has ever been my
idea of a holiday to go where scarcely anyone goes. I only wish the island
belonged to some person who took an interest in natural history, and would
prevent the destruction of the birds and seals.

(These notes are of a lecture given to the Biological Section of the Cardiff
Naturalists Society on the 6 th May 1897 and unpublished. I have omitted non-
Skomer remarks and had to rearrange a few sentences. Any additions are in
brackets. I also put on record another family account of the climbing accident
on page 4. It was given to me by the youngest of the family present on this
holiday but only one year old, 75 years later; when I was asking her about
Skomer. She said; it was their own fault. The boys were forbidded to go
climbing or boating except in pairs, and were not allowed to go outside North
Haven in the boat. Wilfred and Howard rowed along to the Rye Rocks and
separated as described, ‘How’ managed to get ‘Wilf’ into the boat, semi-
conscious, and rowed back to the beach. Someone was sent to the farm and
a bracken-filled cart was sent down. She implied that both were disobeying
strict orders, but there was no doubt that H saved W’s life, and did wonders in
pulling him into the boat single-handed.

For another account of this holiday, see (CNS Transactions 31 p38 ‘A pilgrimage to
Golgotha’ by Robert Drane. FLL March 11)


