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Bird Notes from a Summer Trip Lo Davis,

Antarctica

G. W. JOHNSTONE

Notes on  birds  observed
stmmer
populations  near  Davis  Station,

These notes stem from a visit 1 made to Davis
Station (68 35 8., 77 537 E.) on the coast
of the Antarctic continent from 14 January to
14 February 19720 The purpose of the visit was
te make a biological survey of the station area,
nearby islands and the Vestfold Hills which lie
between the coust and the polar ice-sheet 20 km
inland,

The voyuge to Davis was indireet and ook
five wecks, although the direct route can be
accomplished in ten days, Leaving Melbourne on
Y December, we arrived at the edge of the seca-
ice some S0 km north of Mawson Station on
Boxing Day. Here sunimer field parties  dis-
embarked, and they and their equipment were
flown in to the station. Groups of 20 or so
Adelic Penguins rested  at the water’s  edge.
Occasional Emperor Penguins appeared from the
seaand disappeared walking steadily south-cast
i the direction of the Auster Islands rookery.
about 56 km awav, Groups of two and 15
Fmpuerar Penguin chicks materialised beside the
ship with varving amounts of down still hiding
their feathers: they had presumabiv walked from
the reokery and would soon be floating out 1o
seaon ice-floes as the sea-ice broke up. the usuzl
method of dispersal for this remarkable bird.

Guarbage  gradually  accumutated  around  the
ship and soon there was an oily slick of culm
water trailing out behind us. probably produced
v fat and il frem the waste food. Wilson's
Storm-Petrels came to feed, delicately picking tiny
food morsels from the surface. The largest count
was 40 on New Year's Day. Up w 54 Silver-grey
Petrels  also capitalised on the ship’s refuse.
settling on the water and squabbling noisily. One
wias oseen toocat a picee of bread. They were
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joined by a few Cape Petrels (up to five at
one time). Giant, Snow and Antarctic Petrels
although present in the arca never came to feed
beside the ship. To my surprisec neither did
the McCormick’s Skuas despite their role as
active scavengers around Antarctic stations. They
never alighted closer than 200 m away. and
scemed more wary than the Southern Skuas
Cos. Aomibergi of Macquaric  Island,

Nella Dan 1cft her mooring in carly January
and headed cast towards  Davis but  became
trapped in an open lead; for over a week it
was hemmed in on all sides by heavy pack-ice
which had drifted in to block the route tauken
through the pack carlier. So we had ample
opportunity to observe the bird-life around us:
frequent parties of Adelies and occasional Em-
perors on ice-floes and swimming past; muny
Wilson's  Storm-Petrels flitting over the  water,
mostly wlong the edge of the pack; Snow Petrels
flew back and forth, Silver-grey and Cape Petrels
icss commonly; the occasional Giant Petrel flap-
ped heavily by, Antarctic Petrels were least often
scen. It was noticeable that when these last did
occur they were usually in small groups of up to
10 or so, unlike the other petrels which were
more commonly single. The weather was calm
and pleasant with a cloudtess sky and 24 hours’
sunshine daily. Cape Petrels somctimes scttled
on the water in twos and threes, displaving to-
gether and chattering, their peculiar call sounding
like a high-pitched Laughing Kookaburra Dacelo
gigas.

Eventually Nella Dan broke through the pack
and on the evening of 13 January we dropped
anchor one km offshore from Davis, the brownish-
black Vestfold Hills rising behind the station.
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Phe arca of the Vestfold Hilis (Fig. 1) s
almost unique in Antarctica—a snow and ice-free
“oasis” bounded on the cast by the polar ice-
sheet. on the south by the Sorsdal Glacier, and
o the north and west by sca. The only other
places like 1t are the Bunger Hills, 1000 km
further cast along the coast, and in Victoria
Land on the west coast of the Ross Sea where
the glaciers have retreated up the vatleys of the
Transantarctic Mountains., It s rough country
of rugged hills up o 158 m above sca level,
studded with Takes and tarns, some of them very
suline and lying s much us 56 m below sea
level. These latter originated as arms of the sea
which became isolated when the iee retreated
and the Jand rose. perhaps 8000 years ago. The
vast arca of the rest of the Antarctic continent
is almost entirely covered by the great polar ice-
cap. @ dynamic sheet of ice several kilometres
thick in some parts. sweeping from the pole
down 1o the coast where it forms either ice
clitfs or continues out from the land as an ice
shelf, us in the Ross and Weddell Seas. Mountain
ranges picree the ice-sheet in places, and especi-
alty near the coast rocky peaks {nunataks) thrust
up ahove the e to form refuges for the few
forms of life—lichens and algae—which occur
there. But an extensive arca from which the
ice has retreated. such as the Vestfold Hills s u
rarity, and for that reason much interest attaches
to it and its ecology.

Apart from the mainland nunataks and oases,
the ilands which fringe much of the Antarctic
coastline form a third. und very important, ige-
free terrestrial environment. And it is the islands
which support much of the Antarctic bird fauna,
Even at Davis with such an unusually large ice-
free mainland arca. most of the six breeding
species nest on the islands in preference to the
mainland  (Tuable 1+, The reason for this pre-
ference for the islunds as breeding sites muy be
due to their proximity 1o the rich feeding-grounds
in the surrounding watar. For the Adelie Pen-
auins preferred  sttes may be on islands from
which the sca-ice breaks away carliest in the
scison. Their rookeries are located on the outer

islands wnd on the north-west coust of Long
Peninsuli. abutting open seu.
White Nefla Dan was at Davis 1 was able

o muke bried visits o several Islands by ship's
boat. At Huawker Island 1 visited the only Giant
Petrel rookery in the arca. the most southerly
known. The colony comprises about 200 adults.
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but numbers breeding apparendy vary from year
to year. On 20 December 1970, the first of 70
chicks was in the process of hatching. On 16
January 1972, the lust of 30 chicks had just
hatched (it was stll wet) and there was one
addled egg. These records date the start and
close of hatching in two successive scasons and
indicate that Hawker Island Giant Petrels breed
carlier than most other populations in the An-
tarctic for which records exist. For example at
Signy Island (60 43 S 45 36" W) in the
South Orkney Islands, cight degrees ol latitude
further north. the hatching period s about 5-25
January {Conroy. in press). The Hawker Island
birds hatch ubout four weeks later than the Mac-
quaric Island population {54 347 S 159 53
E.), and on: micht have predicted that the for-
mer would bz slightly Tater than populations at
intermediatz latitudzs. Presumably  climatic and
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otwer envirenmental fuctors have o greater in-
Auence tian Batitude per se. 1t was interesting
L note that in the absence of vegetation nests
were built of pebbles—at Macquarie [sland the
usual material is ograss and other plant debris,
I banded only 16 chicks, the remainder being
stll 1oe small. One aduit female guarding a
sl chick bore o Russian band—she had boen
band:d ot sea 2500 km to the north-west in
T9AE aee "Recovery Round-up’, page 637,

Most of the ixlands T visited had rookeries of
Adehe Penpuins with rapidly  growing  chicks
beghming to gather in ereches: the adultschick
ratio was roughly 1. While not cvery island
supports Adelics, some such as Lucas Island are
literally smothered in them. [t was impossible to
mike wny proper counts in the time avaitable.
But from my rough estimates and more detailed
counts by expeditioners in previous  years the
breeding poulation from Long Peninsula in the
north e the Sorsdal Glacier in the south is of
the arder of R5.000 pairs. The cvidence from
carber years indicates that most colonies have
oceupicd the same areas from year to year. How-
CVUE N seme cases entire colonies have moved
their lecations by up o one k. The deserted
rookery arcas are marked by decp deposits of
vuano and the drizd carcases of chicks. These

Sepienmber,

Cape Petvel on nest on Bludl Estand off Davis.

ANARL photograph by (. W, Johnsone
Travelling by boat amongst the ishinds 1

noticed o single adult Emperor Penguin swim-
ming by, Emperors have been tecorded every
month in the arca and are most commenly seen

OUCUITenICes e surprising in view of the fidelity in sunumer, with up (o 14 in one group. The
o nest o site normally shown by Adelies, parti- nearest reokery is [O0 km south-west on the
culirly - males (Pemiev, 1968) sei-ice in Prydz Bay.
TABLE |
Stitus of birds i the Davis area.
Maintund Peninsulas Occupied Number ol Lslands
Species Mule Broud  lLong Occupied

Breeding Species

Adelic Penvuvin . Pyooseeliv  adelioe 12

Southern Giante Petrel Muocronecres givantens |

Cape Peuel Daption capense -8

Snow Perrel Pavoaroma nivea |- , Al feust 8

Wibon's Storm-Petrel Oceanites oceanics Probably all (20}

MoCormick’s Skhiv Catharacta shua niaccormichi 7 I Most tabour 20
Non-breeding - Species

Fmperar Penguin Adprenodvies forsteri Regular  visitor

Sthver-gies  Petrel Falvrarus olaciatoides Frequent throughout sommen

Antictic: Potrel Thafussoica gntaretiva Occasionel visitor

Dominican Gull Lavtes dontiniceni

Single record (January 1972)
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® [dards il Davis, Blufl Island is on the right

Cape Petrels have been recorded nesting on
at Teast cight aslands in the arca. The total
breeding population is only about 400-500 pairs,
but being a surface nester on steep rocky slopes
breeders are conspicuous and  readily  observed.
The largest colony of 200-300 pairs is on the
south end of Bluft Istund which rises steeply to a
height of 69 w1 visited this island on 15
Fanuary and all cges T saw were intact. Next day
at a small colony on an unnamed island near
the Sorsdal Glacter the first chick had hatched.
This species has o latitudinal breeding  distri-
bution greater than any other Antarctic procel-
lariid. with colonies as far north as the Snares
Islands (48 027 S0 166 300 E.) (Fleming,
tudsy south of New Zealand. Tt offers an in-
teresting contrast to the Giant Petrel in that
breeding dates are remarkably similar throughout
its range —the carlizst hatching date at Heard
Istand (53 077 5.0 73 207 E.). was 9 January
{Downes, Faley, Gwvinn and Young, 1959) and
the carliest clsewhere was 5 January at Terre
Adelie (660 400 S0 140 01' E.) {Prevost,
19643, Fer all populations the median hatching
date is ubouwt mid-January (Pinder, 1966).
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and Adelic Penguin rookery in the foregronnd.

ANARL photograph by G. W, Johnston:

Snow  Petrels nest on many of the isliands,
usuaily higher than Cape Petrels and in nests
concealed under rocks. They also nest on the
mainland  in several places. During  the  threo
weeks between Nefla Dar's departure and her
return from Fremantle 1 covered about 370 km
on foot through the Vestfold Hills and aroond
the coast. Snow Petrels are common along Long
Fiord, on islunds and in clefts and cracks in
cliffs as far cast as Platchi. o small field station
below the ice cliffis of the platcau. They also
nest on high exposed ridees south and cast of
Platcha and at several sites on the western end
of Mule Peninsula. Here 1 found them nesting
under rocks onlv 4 m above the calm water
of Crooked Fjord. There were nests ut 155 m,
just below the summit of the highest peak in the
Vestfolds. Poputations on Anchorage [sland and
around Platcha were studied by Brown (19667,
Nest material from the former location provided
the first specimens of the Antarctic Flea Glaelo-
pyvllus antareticus from Snow  Petreis: it was
originally discovered on a Silver-grev Petrel chick
from near Wilkes Station (Murray, Orton and
Cameron, 1967).
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The most sbundunt  procetlariiform  in the
Antarctic 15 also the smallest, Wilson’s Storm-
Petrel. It nests in ull parts of the Vesttold Hills
and on all islunds. in usually naccessible sites
at the end of tortuous passages dug in the sand
and gravel under rocks and boulders. The total

population of the arca can only be  guessed
at. A conservative estimate of one  pair per
hectare (2} acres dgives about 40,000 pairs.

Silver-grey and Antarctic Petrels oceur in the
arca but there are no records of breeding. 1 saw
a few Silver-grey Petrels near the Sorsdal Glacier
on several ogecasions. Most reports are from this
arca, prompting the suggestion that there may
b a breeding ground in the Rauer Islands to the
south.

The only other species breeding in the Davis
arca is MeCormick’™s Skua, common on the is-
lands amongst the Adelie Penguin rookeries but
nesting at only a lew scattered localities on the
mainland, near the sea and fiords. They have
been found nesting near Platcha, and [ found a
pair beside Ellis Fjord still incubating two addled
cegs on 1 Februarv: but by 7 February the 2gas
had gone and 2 second pair was  present—
previously the resident pair had vigorouslv chased
intruders. Normadly - eges  hateh  during  late
December and carly Januvary (earliest record 19
December). Up 10 70 skuas may be scen at
scab carenses in o summer. Apart from Adelie cgps
and chicks, their summer diet includes Snow
Petrels tauken at the breeding grounds and the
occasiomal sea-urchin or starfish washed up on
the beaches.

Only one other species of  bird has been
recorded—a single Dominican Gull, seen by me

on o sl ounnamed island near the  Sorsdal
Glacier (Johostone and Murray. 1972).
On 14 lebruary 1 boarded Nella Dan for

the last time and next morning we were on our
wav back through the pack towards Mawson: a
month luater 1 oarrived in Melbourne.
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