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EDITORIAL

To the majority of bird-watchers, the report of one or more rare species turning
up, or a high density of often more common migrant species occurring in an area, is
red-hot news.

In Britain examples of the latter which readily spring to mind are the Robin rush
on the East coast in October 1951; the large falls of typical continental drift migrants
on the East coast in the first week of September 1956 and 1958; the hordes of Goldcrests
in mid October 1959; the avalanche of Blackbirds in November 1961; and the fantastic
fall of drift migrants in East Anglia on 3rd September 1965.

All these phenomena cause great excitement and tremendous activity amongst bird-
watchers, setting the ‘grapevines’ buzzing, and providing those fortunate enough to be
on the spot at the right time, with considerable delight and pleasure. They often remain
the talking-point in birding circles for months afterwards and in fact tend to identify
the year.

Regardless of what else is going to occur, 1967 will undoubtedly be remembered for
the ‘Torrey Canyon’ disaster though in contrast to other years, the memory will not be
associated with delight or pleasure.

The numbers of auks brought ashore alive, 6,000, is not a vast total until we realise
that they are all covered in oil.

Those members stationed in Cornwall, who helped in the emergency, know only too
well the tragedy of the beaches. For those who have experience of the more usual ‘wrecks’
of oiled birds; and who recall the frustrations of trying to restore a few birds to
good health, the enormity of the disaster and of the task facing the teams on the beaches,
in the cleansing centres and the recovery centres, can be realised with a fair degree
of apprehension. For the rest of us, the mind boggles.

Already the Television newsreaders tell us that children play once more on Cornish
sand, that the sea-birds are clean (showing pictures of Herring Gulls), and that life
returns to normal.

For many oiled birds, life will never return, let alone to normal; others even though
successfully cleaned, are doomed; but there is hope for some, eventually.

The recuperation period is a long one, lasting months and the estimated cost of
nursing just one bird back to health, is over £5.

The resources of the rescue organisations are already strained and more money is
needed. The surest way that any of us can now help to lessen the effect of the disaster
and ensure that the birds still alive in the recuperation centres return to the sea, is
to send a donation to the Save the Sea-birds Fund. The Chairman will be happy to receive
any donations.

Roger Norman
Editor.
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A TOUR OF THE CORNISH COAST BY HELICOPTER AFTER THE ‘TORREY CANYON' DISASTER

W.R.P. BOURNE.

On the morning of the 18th March, 1967, the super-tanker Torrey Canyon carrying
112,000 tons of crude oil from Kuwait to Milford Haven took an unusual route inside the
Scillies and despite warnings from the Seven Stones lightship ran at full speed on to
that reef some twenty miles west of Land’s End. For a week attempts were made to salvage
her while a growing pool of oil spread first south and then north with the wind, and
then a westerly gale broke her back, and she was bombed and burnt out in an attempt to
terminate the growing pollution. Subsequently the wind blew mainly from the north-west,
so that the oil spread south-east at about ten miles a day, piling up on the north coast
of Cornwall, the west side of the Lizard to the south, and finally the north coast
of Prance at the time of writing, polluting the shore and killing thousands of seabirds
as it went, despite the efforts of a fleet of vessels spraying detergent at sea and
great defensive activity along the threatened coasts. At first the incident attracted
great public attention, and a spate of reports circulated concerning its implicationms;
at the request of the Chairman of the R.A.F. Ornithological Society its Vice-President,
Air Chief Marshal Sir John Davis, secured the use of a helicopter to enable the British
Trust for Ornithology to survey the damage, and this is both a report of its findings and
an assessment of the value of helicopters for seabird surveys.

The flight was originally cleared for the senior research officer of the B.T.O.,
Robert Spencer, but by the time he had been traced he had already arranged to sail on a
survey of the area of pollution in the Plymouth Marine Laboratory vessel ‘Sarsia’, and
since I was taking Dr. Gustav Rudebeck of the Lund University Museum, Sweden, on a tour
of the affected srea it was agreed that we should go instead, in company with Dr. Ranwell
and Dr. Donelly who were in charge of investigations for the Nature Conservancy. We were
flown round the entire coast of Cornwall from Falmouth to Trevose Head by F1.Lt. Lord in a
Whirlwind helicopter of 230 squadron from St. Mawgan on the morning of 5th. April, and
obtained ideal views of the whole coast, whose value was enhanced by the fact that we had
already examined the south coast the day before, while Mr. A.G.Parsons had shown me the
northern seabird colonies during the summer of 1965.

We flew fairly high across Cornwall when we set out, and while the helicopter provided
an excellent means of spotting interesting-looking localities on the ground, we were too
high to identify birds smaller than a kestrel, or actually count the eggs in Rook’s nests,
if the owners had got off for us. We had a fine view of the defences of the Duchy of
Cornwall oyster beds in the Helford River, one boom supported by bobbles with a gate, and
also a pipe of compressed air escaping as a curtain of bubbles, and saw what looked rather
like our first small oil slick inside them. We then descended to follow the coast at
cliff-top height a few hundred feet away from the beaches all round the coast. We flushed
most of the unemployed birds in passing, but many of those guarding nests did not get up at
all, but merely turned to look at us; colonies full of Cormorants and Shags waving their
necks looked particularly ridiculous. Most of the human population of the beaches waved
with what appeared to be great enthusiasm; maybe they thought it was Prince Philip.

We saw some dozens of oiled birds, mainly large auks which were often entirely black
but still vigorous enough to jump into the sea at our passing,on inaccessible rocks off-
shore at Coverack, the Lizard, and Mousehole; also one oiled Gannet off the Lizard which
was apparently also spotted by many people on the ground. We could not see dead birds in the
water or on the beaches, presumably because they float under the surface in the water and
resemble rocks on the shore. We saw no oiled birds on the north coast; the oil came in first
here, and perhaps they were by now all dead or had been picked up by the very efficient






