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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

There has been much recent attention, in both the media and 
the scientific press, about the spectacular non-stop migra-
tions of 4,000–11,000 km across the Pacific Ocean made by 
Bar-tailed Godwits Limosa lapponica and Bristle-thighed 
Curlews Numenius tahitiensis. Less well-known is that 
similar spectacular migrations seem also to be made by some 
smaller waders on their autumn migration, such as juvenile 
Sharp-tailed Sandpipers Calidris acuminata (R.E.G., unpubl. 
data). But some of the first evidence of such migrations came 
from Ruddy Turnstones Arenaria interpres, in a paper by Max 
C. Thompson (1974). The story of the research behind this is 
intriguing, gory, and well worth repeating.

Thompson and colleagues spent several autumns in the late 
1960s rocket-netting Ruddy Turnstones on St George Island 
in the Pribilof Islands chain south of Alaska. The lure at that 
time for both the turnstones and wader-catchers was that over 
10,000 Ruddy Turnstones were staging there in late July and 
August, to feed on myriads of blow-fly larvae associated with 
large numbers of rotting Northern Fur Seal Callorhinus ursi-
nus carcasses. In turn, the seal carcasses were there because 
of licensed killing every year of several thousand seals. 

Catching the birds on the seal “killing fields” was not 
for the faint-hearted, and the paper graphically describes 
the challenge of “twinkling” the birds into the catching area 
by crawling through the rotting seal carcasses. But overall 
the research was highly successful: during 1964–1968 over 
18,000 turnstone captures were made, with many caught in 
more than one year. 

Ringing recoveries from Pribilof Ruddy Turnstones 
confirmed that the main wintering areas were on southwest 
Pacific islands, centred in the Marshall, Gilbert and Ellis 
Islands, between 3,200 and 6,500 km away from the Pribilof 
Islands. That these Ruddy Turnstones almost certainly 
made a long southwards flight towards these wintering 
areas is confirmed by the story of the recovery of one bird 
(ring number 712-06593). This bird was first captured on 
23 August 1965 and weighed 174.0 g, recaptured on 27 
August 1965 at 154.8 g, and then was seen 3.5 days later 
at the French Frigate Shoals in the NW Hawaiian Islands, 

3,600 km from the Pribilofs. The tale of its collection is 
bizarre. In Thompson’s words:

“The POBSP [the Smithsonian Institute’s Pacific Ocean 
Biological Survey Program] personnel then on the French 
Frigate Shoals were just boarding a Coast Guard aircraft 
to return to Honolulu when a flock of turnstones, including 
one color-marked bird, flew past the plane. Since the col-
lecting equipment had been packed and was unavailable, 
an M-1 rifle was borrowed from Coast Guard Loran Station 
personnel. Three shots, none of which hit the bird, were 
fired: the third shot knocked a piece of asphalt out of the 
runway and killed the bird.” 

Unfortunately, the last link in the story – the weight of the bird 
so soon after its arrival – cannot be told because the station 
balance was broken.

DEPARTURE MASS AND ESTIMATED BODY 
CONDITION AND FLIGHT RANGES FROM THE 
PRIBILOF ISLANDS

In the absence of precise evidence of migratory pathways, 
such as from satellite transmitters which cannot yet be fitted 
on such small shorebirds, the evidence that Ruddy Turnstones 
make a long-distance non-stop autumn migration across them 
Pacific remains speculative, but there are indications that 
point clearly to these birds preparing for a long flight from 
the Pribilofs.

The Pribilof Ruddy Turnstones gained mass steadily during 
August, from around 115 g to an average of 153 g at departure 
time, with the heaviest bird being 195 g (Thompson 1974). 

Although there is a surprising paucity of published data on 
autumn pre-migratory departure mass for Ruddy Turnstones, 
and most of this being for birds after their first major autumn 
(fall) migration south, the available evidence shows that the 
departure mass of the Pribilof Ruddy Turnstones are amongst 
the highest on record in autumn. Non-moulting birds (and 
hence those likely to be preparing for a further migration) 
in autumn in the UK were lighter (Morecambe Bay: average 
of 133.6 g (Clapham 1979); The Wash: 135 g (max. 171 g) 
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We discuss evidence that some Ruddy Turnstones use the Trans-Pacific Flyway and make long distance non-
stop flights from Alaska or nearby islands to the Hawaiian archipelago and beyond. In the past they made use 
of abundant food resources associated with the killing of large numbers of Northern Fur Seals. This no longer 
occurs, so we evaluate the food supplies currently available to underpin the migration and the strategy the birds 
adopt, and make a call for better evaluation of shorebird migration strategies on this least-known of shorebird 
flyways.


