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In delightful weather at the end of May I was able to gratify a long-formed wish to
visit Skomer Island, and to make acquaintance with its birds, particularly the
Manx Shearwaters. I had the advantage of the company of Mr Mortimer
Propert, of St Davids, who is an enthusiastic oologist. Received with no little
kindness by the hospitable occupier of the island and his family, we saw the
sights of his interesting domain under most favourable circumstances, and
much that is stated below is the result of information which he imparted to us.

Skomer Island lies off the south-west of Pembrokeshire, at the southern
extremity of St Bride's Bay, corresponding with Ramsey Island, which occupies
a similar position to the north, and like the sister island is parted from the
mainland by a narrow sound of deep water through which the tide rushes with
great force. The sounds which part the two islands from the shore have
besides the same characteristic in being studded with rocks, which render them
rather dangerous for navigation when there is anything like a sea on, which is
generally the case. In area Skomer contains about 700 acres. All over its
surface large citadel-looking rocks crop up, and give to the island its name,
which is taken from a Danish word signifying "the rocky". Remains of an
ancient occupation are visible in sepulchral barrows, and it the rough outlines
of dwelling places and enclosures. A conspicuous mark in the eastern side of
the island is a lofty upright stone. There are similar stones on the mainland,
which are said to mark victories gained by Harold over the Danes. The village
of Haroldston takes it name from such a memorial.

A visitor to the island in the summer-time is struck with astonishment at the
vast multitudes of Puffins which resort to it for nesting. They are everywhere,
and are so tame that they hardly trouble to move out of one's way. In walking,
you are sure sooner or later to find your foot slipping through into some Puffin's
burrow, astonishing the bird sitting placidly on its egg. The whole demeanour of
the Puffins may be said to be placid. It is not easy either to hurry them or to
frighten them. Every now and then they may be seen scuttling out of their holes
an making off in a ridiculous manner, rolling and tumbling head over heels
before at last they can rise on wing. Unless they face the wind, or are on an
eminence, Puffins are unable to fly and when these conditions are not present
to them they may be easily caught. All along the edge of the cliffs they were to
be seen thickly congregated; their white breasts turned towards us had the
appearance of monster snow-flakes. The only notice taken by the birds of our
approach was to fall in, in closer order, the outside ones advancing together
with an absurd kind of military precision until the host was d drawn up to the
brink of the cliff four or five deep. And even then, unless one went close up to
them, they remained stolidly motionless, regarding the stranger with no
apprehension and with much indifference out of their queer little eyes. Throw a



stone at them, and the bird near which it passes will only duck its head. As we
were watching a great
body of Puffins, wheeling backwards and forwards over the water, we suddenly
noticed one with pure white wings, which was a very conspicuous object
among its companions. After a while this bird flew several times close by where
we were seated, and might easily have been dropped had a gun been at hand.
The Puffins arrive on Skomer with great punctuality on the 1st of April, and leave
the island early in August. The Manx Shearwaters are a little earlier in coming
and later in their departures.

In the bird way Skomer possesses two phenomena, being the great multitude
of its Puffins, the other the equally vast hosts of the Manx Shearwaters. During
the daytime none of the Shearwaters were visible, being all asleep in their
burrows. Anyone walking over the island might have little notion of the vast
population slumbering just under his feet, in the deepest rabbit-hearths, or in
the holes of their own excavation. Since the Sea Birds Protection Act was
passed, the rabbits on Skomer have greatly diminished in numbers; the annual
take, which used to be 9000 is now barely 8,000. As the rabbits are the chief
produce of the island, this represents a serious loss. The Herring Gulls are the
greatest depredators, being for ever on the hunt for young rabbits; and the
Puffins and Shearwaters are continually worrying the breeding rabbits in their
burrows, thus contributing their share of the mischief. The Shearwaters do not
emerge from their holes until dark. At 10 p.m. there was no sign of them, but
going out at midnight the whole island seemed alive, and the air vocal with their
unearthly wailing cry.

From the sky above, from the ground at one's feet, and from below the ground,
the noise proceeded, and was compared by a friend to the cry of jackals at
night, and it seemed to us that the words "Come over the wall,", "Come under
the wall," rapidly repeated in a sibilant whisper, would represent the sound
which surrounded us. It was not a deafening noise, far from it; rather a soft
weird, and unearthly chorus, resembling nothing we had ever listened to
before. It was too dark to seen the birds, unless as they flew directly overhead,
but we could hear them fluttering close by, and feel our cheeks fanned by their
wings. A setter we had with us caught the birds and brought them to our hands
uninjured as fast as we could take them from her; and it would have been easy
in this manner to have captured hundreds, or aided by a lantern to have run
down the birds and knocked them over with sticks. One night we were told that
the farm servants actually destroyed a multitude in this manner, and that the
bodies of the birds were ploughed into the ground as a dressing for wheat.
Alas, poor "cockles"! to what vile uses did they come. NB "Cockle" is the local
name for the Manx Shearwater, from the noise the bird makes when its nest is
dug into. The night we spent on the island the wailing of the birds was
incessant until about 3 a.m., and at the first streak of dawn it died away as
they then retired to their holes.

We were out early in the morning to perambulate the island, and came upon a
single Shearwater at the mouth of its burrow, and no rabbit could have made a
more precipitate bolt than it die on our approach. After peering into many
rabbit-homes we at last found one in which a "cockle" was to be seen, distant



about an arm's length, sitting either asleep or upon its egg; and not coveting its
treasure, after a good look into the hold we left it undisturbed. We
searched in vain for the White-winged Puffin, which was either out on the
water, or in its hole, or somewhere else out of sight./ On the top of the island
we came upon numerous Sea Pies, nesting in the stunted heather and fern.
The old birds wheeling above our heads and keeping up an incessant piping of
alarm and anger, were very handsome objects, with their vividly contrasted
black and white plumage standing out well against the blue sky. We could find
no eggs, and all the birds seemed to have young; and it was not long before
some little chicks were detected crouching beneath the shooting bracken.
These bore a great resemblance to young Peewits, but had far stouter legs.
We sat down for some time opposite a grand cliff at Wick Haven, on the south-
west side of the island, which swarmed with myriads of birds. The lower ledges
were occupied by countless Kittiwakes seated on or beside their nests, which,
like the structures of the House Martin, seemed made with mud. On the higher
ledges sat Razor-billed Auks and Guillemots row upon row, in places five and
six deep, and every coign of vantage on the top of the cliff was occupied by
the inevitable Puffin. A babel of sounds came forth from these innumerable
birds, the course cackle of the Kittiwakes, which seemed to formulate the
complaint, "tobacco I want, tobacco I want," prevailing over all.

Walking further on we came to a spot where a little colony of Lesser Black-
backed Gulls at taken up a station on the top of the cliff, and soon found
several nests containing eggs. A little later I nearly trod upon a Whimbrel
among the fern. The bird walked slowly off, trailing its wings- suspicious
behaviour which made me search for its nest, but none was found. It would
have been a grand discovery could Whimbrel's eggs have been detected so far
south as Skomer. Choughs and Ravens were noticed about the cliffs but the
absence of all hawks surprised us; not even a Kestrel was visible. We were told
that a pair of Peregrines had an eyrie upon the island, and that Buzzards
sometimes visited it. An old stone wall was pointed out to us as frequented by
Stormy Petrels; which place their nests, like Wheatears almost in the interstices
of the stones; but we were not fortunate enough to find what would have been
to us one of these interesting nests. Partidges thrive very well on Skomer, and
in the season good bags are made. The island possesses an immunity from
rats. Mice are abundant, and are looked after by numerous White Owls, which
have their habitations among the rocks.

While gazing on the myriads of sea-birds, we could not help thinking what an
enormous quantity of fish there must be in the adjacent waters to maintain
them, and what immense numbers the birds must capture. When the young
Puffins are hatched the old birds may be seen returning from fishing to their
burrows, with little fish hanging like ribbons, two or three on either side of their
beaks. These little fish are presumable young herrings. But no doubt there are
enough fish in the green depths for all the birds, for all the seals, for all the larger
predaceous fish, and for all the fishermen who go after them; and plenty over
when the wants of all these are appeased to the full. Seals are not scarce
around Skomer, and inhabit the caves at the base of the cliffs. We were
favoured by the sight of one. As we sat among the sea-pinks (what singular
cushions these plants form!), on the side of the island looking down on one of
the havens, the seal was immediately beneath, and in the clear



water his movements were perfectly visible. Every now and then he would lift
his head just above the surface, and gaze up at us in a lazy indifferent manner,
and then we could see him sink again and slowly paddling beneath the water
among the masses of many-coloured sea-weed. An ordinary sight this to
dwellers upon the island, but to landsmen like ourselves, the apparition of the
seal appeared something to be preserve among the pleasant pictures stored
away in the gallery of memory.

The experiment has been tried on Skomer of removing the eggs from the Gulls'
nests and substituting hens' eggs, which have been invariable hatched out, and
the chickens then removed to the farm-yard. Even a pair of Carrion Crows were
successfully entrusted with a quota of hen's eggs, and this, which might well
seem a risky venture, resulted in the due appearance of the chickens and their
safe removal home. The fact that one of them was black, although he eggs
were the produce of fowls in which that colour was not represented, was of
course regarded by the farm people as due to the influence of the Crows.

I must not omit to state that there are no Common Terns upon Skomer, as I
erroneously asserted in my paper on the Birds of Pembrokeshire (p. 218); but a
small colony of about twenty pairs, as I learned from the boatman who brought
us across, inhabit Skokolm Stack, a large rock off the eastern end of Skokolm
Island, some four or five miles distant from Skomer, and this would appear to
be the only breeding-station of these birds in Pembrokeshire waters.

Skomer, like Lundy and Ramsey, is without either bush or tree, and does not
appear to be dowered with the same wealth of wild flowers that one finds on
those two island. The white lychnis, and the beautiful wild roses of Ramsey
were absent form Skomer. But as one walks round its cliffs there are some
grand effects of colour. At one place the rocks are coal black; this is at their
base, and where they contrast with the green sea-water and sea weeds of
varied hues; higher up there are larger masses of deep orange-colour, while
intermingling are rocks of brown and grey of different shades.


