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MAY 2011 on the 1°* May, | was still

aboard M/V Plancius and spent the day on
Sanfagoin the Cape Verde Islands

The ship docked in Praiaand | joined an excursion to
learn something of the history of the island.
Discovered in 1456 by a Genoese Anonio de Noli
the 10 islands were settled in the 15" century and,
being a mere 300 miles off the West Africancoast,
were important during the infamous slave
trade. The island had a distinctly African feel,
and the excursion took in an impressive fort
equipped with canons, a sign of the islands
past importance. Greyheaded Kingfishers
were regularly sighted along the roads (see
above ¢ photo by Barbro Wilson Hagen In
Praig, a few Spanish Sparrowsvere spotted
WOKSSLIAYIAQ FTNRBY wedl NH2&f !
presumably nesting inside the water pipes,
thus showing how little it rains here.

Left: Spot the sparrow.

Rightt ¢t KAa A& | YdzOK &az2dz3aKi
is a cock lago Sparrowwhich is endemic to some of the
CapeVerde Islands It is altogether more russet than the
House Sparrovand has a black crown (. | 0 NaRtGd). |
saw little flocks of them a few days later on Razo

Left: A rather dishevelled female or immature
Kestrel It is sub-specifically different from the birds
on mainland Europe (Babro Wilson Hagen | saw
several on both Santiagoand Fogao




Had | joined the birding trip, | would have
seen a good selection of species, including a
Black Heron a bird that has rarely been
recorded outside of Africa. On the right is a
Blackcrowned Sparrowark (Babro-Wilson
Hagen.

2" May: Foga Plancius approached the
island at dawn. Portuguesefor fire, Fogois
just one large volcano 10,000ft high.

Although some passengers elected to stay on the ship and go looking
for whales and dolphins, most of us took a tour into the caldera of
Pico Grande The journey by coach took us via the small capital San
Felipe through agricultural lowlands before rising through an
increasingly arid landscape along a zig-zag road up the side of the
volcano, until it breasted the breached wall of the caldera. En route,
we passed through small Bananaplantations (left ¢ a Bananaflower).
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Right: Another touch of Africag a ’
Baobab Tree The islanders are

very proud of them.

Once again, Greyheaded
Kingfishers and Kestrels were
spotted from the bus ¢ and a
Sanderlinghoted on one of the black sand beaches by San Felipe




The altimeter on my watch read 5640ft
when the road reached the pass into the
caldera, and here, the central cone came
into view. This vast pile of volcanic
cinders ¢ technically a strato-volcano -
has the classically stable slope of 33°.
The scene is one of utter chaos and a
testiment to the titanic power of
geological forces. The road gives way to
a much rougher track that sweeps past
the jumbled flow of larva that emerged
from a new cone called Pico Pequenan g
1995 (see righ). As we are M C 9,0 ¢

we produced no shadows worth

o

middy because the sun was directly

mentioning a
above us; the heat radiating from the black larval rock
was intense. The photo on the left shows the
structure of the island with the breached caldera 9kms
wide and surrounded by walls a kilometre (over 3000ft)
high. With the ocean floor 5300 metres deep only 5




kms away from the shore, this active
volcano is getting on for the height of
Mt. Everest

Left: An aerial view of the caldera
taken from the web, and showing the
impressive walls and the central peak
which risies above them by about 100
metres (ca 320ft) and which has a
small lake in its centre.

Right: The way in through
the flanks of the volcano and
to the caldera floor.

Left: One of very few plants that establish a

foothold in the fine volcanic cinders (tufa).

In such a moonscape, the last thing you expect
to find in this
apparently
waterless oven is a
village and a
vinyard. And yet
there are two
small communities
and a thriving
vinyard. After a
very wholesome
lunch at small

hotel, we visited the little vinyard

which makes very agreeable red and



white wine and a fiercesome brandy.
The vines are scattered around the
area (left) and, from the vast
number of bottles that were being
corked and labelled, the plants are
very productive.  They are not
trained but grow freely, and appear
to be quite young.

~

This place is like living on a powder keg
and was evacuated during the 1995
eruption. Obviously, the volcano is
monitored and its state is indicated
using the metaphor of a set of traffic
lights. It was good to see it set at
greerl When set at redX GKS wat

IALYGQ Ad AGANNAY3I |

At 17.00hrs we arrived back at the ship
after having had a most interesting day.

Those left on board Plancius had
also had a good day cruising
between Fogo and the most
southerly island of Brava Although
they had encountered only a few
seabirds, the crystal clear and calm
water made for excellent viewing of
Partropical Spotted Dolphins The
intriging photo on the left was taken
by Babro Wilson Hagen



During the evening, the ship headed slowly back to
Praia Shearwatersg mostly Cape Verdebut with
afew/ 2 NB&dMNacronesianamong them ¢ were
beginning to assemble offshore. On the right is a
Cape Verde Shearwaterdistinguished from the
[ 2 NByQi& slimmer bill which tends towards
being grey with a dark tip, unlike the hefty yellow
one of the latter. They used to be viewed as
separate sub-species but now, on the basis of DNA
analysis, are separated.

As its name suggests, this species is confined
to nesting in this southern archipelago off the
African coast whereas / 2 NJbrékd further
north. Both range across the Atlantic to the
South American coast after the breeding
season.

Right:  Little Shearwatersare now split into
various species. This Macronesian Shearwateis
now called . 2 & Bn@ &n be told by its brownish
under-tail coverts. This character is really difficult
to see in the field but thanks to the wonders of
digital photography, can quickly be checked.

Left: Common/Arctic
Ternswere numerous and
on their way north. We
had seen a few further
south, but clearly, Plancius
had caught up with them.
Arctic Ternson their way
to the high north, cross to
the other side of the
Atlantic around the Cape
Verde Islands.




Right: An Arctic Ternin newly
moulted plumage heading
purposely past Plancius. May
be it spent our winter near the
Antarctic pack ice and will be
nesting in the realm of the
Polar Bear The species has
the longest migration route of
any bird and probably sees
more sunlight than any other
creature.

3 May: Having docked at Praiaearly in the morning, most of the passengers disembarked and new
ones came aboard for the voyage to Madeira; one party of ornithologists was from Wildwingsin
Bristol, headed by its founder, John BrodieGood We departed at 16.00hrs, making our way slowly
parallel to the coast of Santiagobound for the small island of Rasofor an early morning Zodiac
cruise.  While still abeam Santiago,we encountered a large pod of Pantropical Spotted Dolphins
which made a bee line for the ship but the cetaceans quickly became bored and peeled off.
Apparently, a White-tailed Tropic Bird was seen.

We were hoping to find a feeding
frenzy with both birds and dolphins
and eventually one was spotted
away on the port side. By the time
the ship approached the milling
birds, it had largely become very
fragmented and the cetaceans had

disappeared. It consisted mostly of



Arctic Terns  Brown
Boobiesand Cape Verde
Shearwaters A solitary
Black Terrwas seen.

On the left, a couple of
Cape Verde Shearwaters
and a Macronesian
0 . I NP dhodwidg the
size difference between
the two species. They
have finished feeding
and are heading off to
marine pastures new.

Left: This has to be a
Sooty Shearwater up
from the southern ocean
in rather worn plumage.

Below: A Brown Booby
passes beneath our bows.
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4th May: Before breakfast, the zodiacs were launched into a choppy sea for a cruise along the
shore of Rasolsland which is uninhabited and a nature reserve.  Landings are forbidden. The
objective here was to spot a Raso Larka species which is only found here and a mega-tick for

twitchers.

Above: Raspthe home of the endemic lark with Brancoin the distance.

| did not take my camera gear with me and so | have used the photos taken by Lidia Artiola We

spent some time cruising close to the rocky shore and scanning for PasserinesThe fleeting glimpses

| had were probably lago Sparravs. The shore was

not without interest ¢ a Whimbrel was spotted

(left).  Shortly, this regular migrant would be

somewhere in the high north where it breeds.

There were several Little Egretsseen, a couple of
which stood expectantly by an Ospreywhich was

tearing into quite a large fish on the shore (see
below). It seems that they were hoping for a few

scraps of fish. There were at least two Ospreys
present on the stretch of coast that we visited.

After years of persecution for being fish predators,

today about 50 pairsof these birds nest in the

Cape Verde Islands
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Left: Still wet from its
plunge into the sea, the
impressive bird eyes us
and the egrets up before
taking off with its prize.

| was a puzzled by the bright yellow spot on the
FAakQa G Af FYR 62yR
Unfortunately, the detail on the photographs
do not reveal what it is except that it is unlikely
G2 6S | yI GdzN¥ £ LI NI

Meanwhile, one of the zodiacs which had gone
some way ahead had found a few Raso Larkgleft)
on a stony stretch of shore. They are much like
Skylarks but have shorter wings and tail and
posseses a longer heavier bill. This undistinguished
little bird is solely confined to this 7 km square
island.

| took my zodiac in the opposite direction to a
charming little bay where Brown Boobiesand Red
billed Tropic Birdswere breeding. The adults of the
latter were nesting

in crevices and flying
to and from them
over the top of our
heads.

About 125 pairsnest
in this archipelago.
Furthermore, they
are declining
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because the local people catch them for
the pot!

Cape Verde Shearwatecthicks are also
taken to eat, as indeed are those of Brown
Boobies The number of booby pairs of
have fallen to below 100Q The long term
viability of these seabird populations
therefore remains questionable. Raso,at
least, is a sanctuary for them ¢ in theory!

Left: A Redbilled Tropic Birdyoungster
sitting by the shore underneath the low
cliffs where we had watched the birds
breeding. Note the guano splashed
rocks.

At the base of the cliffs where the
seabirds were nesting was a Turnstone

in full summer attire and lots of lago
Sparrows were present. It looked as
though they were feeding but on what, |
have no idea. The zodiac was jumping

around too much in the swell to see.
We returned to the ship for breakfast
and spent the rest of the morning,
cruising slowly past the arid island of
Bronco (right) looking for cetaceansand
seabirds. As we headed past Raso in
quite choppy seas, we spent some time
watching a mother Humpback Wiale
and her calf. The mother indulged in a

long bout of flipper waving, before they
sounded and were not observed again.

Above:The calf on the left waves his fluke just before both animals disappeared.
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Over the next few days, several
Portuguese men 2 War were
observed. One passenger asked
gKI GO aKS &aKz2d

was thetanswer ¢ and
a very apt one. Although they
look like jellyfish, they belong to
the order of Siphonophoa and
consist of a floating colony of
polyps which are, themselves,
specialised for undertaking
different tasks. Long tentacles up
to several metres in length trail
behind the float and sail, and host
batteries of stinging polyps which

paralyse and latch onto the prey.
The one abovehas a small fish in its clutches and is busy digesting it.

The only seabirds of note today
were several . dzf ¢ SNITE | Qa
Petrels (left) . They were seen
during the morning. The latter is a
WD Rpketie® ith a distinctive
towering flight which the distant

birds were displaying to full effect

in the strong wind. (Photo by Lidia
Artiola).  They nest in these
islands. It is replaced in Madeira

by the similar-looking Y%A Yy 2 Q&
Petrel

The Cape Verde Islandsvere the last land we were to see for several days as Captain Tieles

planned to take Plancius up towards the Mauretania coast off north west Africa and then to
Madeiravia the Canaries Sehagensand Desertas Islandseaching for cetaceans and seabirds. On

the 5", we had up to 30 knots on the nose as the ship headed NE towards the edge of ! F NA Ol Q&
continental shelf, an area of upwelling which tends to generate a greater productivity of sea life.

I 2 NB Q& { KvBré iddd in Bviiddde along with the odd . dzf & S NI & A stndll fieblilsg

frenzy was spotted in the afternoon but did not come to much. It dispersed very quickly when we
approached it. While writA y 3 | O2y iNAROdziA2Y (G2 (G(KS aKALIQa f 2
encounter with a family of Killer Whales¢ the best ever according to some seasoned whale-

watchers. | have not done justice to the Cetaceansseen on this trip ¢ in all, 13 species were

recorded but my photographic results were poor.
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Left: A small feeding frenzy of
Shearwaters; probably/ 2 NE Q a

Below: /I 2NE Qa { KSI NB I |
characterised by its large size and
relatively massive yellow bill.

Left: Streaking past the stern of Plancius, a/ 2 NE Qa
Shearwater showing the typA OF f -2 @&NP3
manouver of tube-noses.

As we travel further north, increasing numbers of

this seabird appeared because they breed in the
Canaries, Madeirand Azores

| noted in my diary that the 5" May was
relatively quiet but we did start to pick up
Grey Pharlaropes; an Arctic nesting wader
OKFG 32S8a& LIStF3IAO0 Rd:

These lobe-footed waders sit on the sea feeding
on planktonic crustaceans and the like (see abové
and scattered when the ship passed too close to
them. They were beginning to assume their
reddish Summer plumage, the females being
brighter than the males (left).

Ice cream was served on the upper deck!



15

The 6™ May was a red letter day. We were 50 miles off the Mauretanian coast with a 35 knot NE
wind and clear sky. For the morning at least we were in the thick of a band of seabirds heading
north. Foremost among them were { | & A Y S .QraeseBtdking A&ctic nesting birds winter in the
rich waters off NW Africa, are pelagic and rarely seen on the coast.

Flying low to

reduce the effect

of the strong

wind, parties of
{FoAYySQa D dzf f
were slowly

overtaking us for

much  of the

morning.

Already, the birds were moulting into their
nuptual plumage characterised by the grey face
masks. The one below has completed its moult.

The serious birders reckoned that we saw
around 600 ¢ certainly it was considerably more
than the European breeding population. To
reach their breeding grounds in the northern
tundra mostly across Russia, these gulls must
pass the British Islesto the west of Ireland because they are only occasionally recorded in the UK.
Even in Spitzbergenonly a few pairs breed every year.

The{ I 6 A Y S Qelke addotizpahicdl by plenty of Arcticand a few Common Terns | looked in vain
for a Roseate Terramong them because they winter along this coast. However, there were some
spectacular RoyalTernsc a species found on both sides of the Atlantic.
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Left: This may be a CommonTernc it has a black
tipped bill ¢ although Arctic Ternshave blackish
bills when they are down south in their winter

e : quarters.

Right: Three of the six RoyalTerns
that kept with the ship some time,
often soaring over the mast and
uttering their creaky calls, not
unlike those of a guttural
Sandwich Tern | think that we
saw several more ¢ including
Lesser crested but occasionally
they peeled away, only to
reappear again. This made
keeping a tally rather difficult.

The African population of Royals
belongs to the subspecies Sterna
maxima
albididorsalis -
now apparently
renamed
Crested About
6000 pairs nest
on the Banc
R Quird in
Mauretania
which is now

more or less
abeam of us.
These migrate
south when
they have
finished nesting
and the birds
we are seeing
are probably returning to that area of Africa. These hefty terns were most impressive and came so

close that good views were obtained of them.
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Above:The elegant form of a Royal Tern

Where there are terns, you expect to find skuas and so it was today with all four Palaearctic species
recorded. By far the most common was the Pomarine

Above: A
Pomarine Skua
swooping on a
flock of terns
and a heavier
built Great Skua
swinging above
0KS &aKAL
Right A
Pomarine Skua
trailing its
characteristic
YalLl22yaQu




We passed many cargo ships
making their way up and down
the coast of NW Africg and
sometimes, several fishing boats
were in view. On the right, is a
huge Russian one dragging a
vast trawl net behind it. This
just goes to show how rich these
waters are, and this is why so
many pelagic seabirds come
here to feed when they are not
breeding. Commercial activity
on this scale has been blamed

18

Left: An immature Pomarine
Skua Of the three
Stercorarius species, this is
the heaviest and most
powerful one. Note: we
saw one of these soaring
over the sea off St.Helena

Plancius is now in a busy
shipping lane.

for the decline of inshore fishing in this part of the world resulting in the impoverishment of the
local fishermen ¢ another case of rich nations plundering the resources of the poor. The effect of
the intensive fishing activities on some of the birds was also very apparent.
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Right: We have
Gannets This is
the main
wintering area
for the species,
and the
immature birds
spend a couple
of years off the
African  coast
before

returning to the
north  Atlantic
gannetries. As in the above photograph, we encountered mostly young birds. Note ¢ the top right

KFYyR O0ANR A& GNIAfAYy3I a2YSGKAY3I Ay AGE O0Aff XX

XXXX | LA SO
gear. Part of the rope is
either looped around the
0ANRQA f 2081
somewhere in that knot
is a hook impaled in the

0 ANRQA Althodgh (
the young Gannetlooked
healthy and can probably
still feed, this macabre
decoration cannot
AYLINR @GS (KS
term prospects of
survival. This was not the only one inadvertantly carrying bits of plastic rope, and such sights are
not so unusual even in our northern seas. Gannetseven collect bits of rope as well as other kinds of




flotsam to build their nests (Right ¢ photo taken at the
most northerly Gannet colony at the North Cape of
Norway).

Above: Two generations. A couple of Gannetssoaring behind
Plancius. Note the tatty wing feathers of the adult. The
immature individual seems to have a new set of secondary wing
feathers.

Right: Another Sooty Shearwatealso in need of a moult. The
Manx Shearwaterwas also recorded during the course of this
voyage.
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All the birds showed signs of
plumage approaching its sell
by date. The wing feathers
of this adult are very worn
and the bird is clearly ready
to moult. The brown areas
on the underparts may be
staining ¢ even a smearing
of oil but not too serious. |
do not think that they are
the remains of immature
plumage.
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Dawn on the 7™ May was simply glorious with a fiery sunrise reflected off high level clouds.

Otherwise it was a fairly quiet day. Plancius has moved out into the open Atlantic and there is no

sign of any migrating seabirds. DNB & t KI NI laN® [BSRF0 a/ A N@sekadiad, dhdS NE&
White-faced Storm Petrelg a species that nests in Macronesa.

8" May: We approach the Canary Islandsand, with Teneriffe on the starboard quarter, Plancius
cruises between El Hierro, La Palmand LaGomera hoping for good sighting of cetaceans; a hope
that did not fully materialise.

During a Bar-B-Q being held on the stern deck at lunch time, a large group of Pilot Whalescame and
investigated the ship before getting bored and swimming away. The blunt head and large dorsal fin

immediately give these whales away.



Right: A Pantropical Spotted Dolphircaught nicely
at the top of its leap by Lidia Artiola

Below: A White-faced Storm Petretrailing its very
long legs.

During the afternoon, | took my best portraits of
I 2 NB Q& { KsSHeyhbisdediuGddtBur bows
in a relatively placid sea (below).
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Named after Charles Barney Corgn Americanmillionaire, ornithologist, champion sportsman and
author ¢ he obtained a specimen off Cape Codn 1880 when the bird was called the Mediterranean
Shearwater

At last, we encounter gulls ¢
Yellowlegged ones.  (Larus
michahellis) ¢ until quite recently,
simply a race of the Herring Gull
We noted them in the Cape
Verde Islandsbut we now see
them frequently. The end of the
voyage must be in sight!

9" May: Plancius approaches
the Sawage Islands It is overcast
and the sea is rough
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The waves erupting onto the
off-shore reefs do not bode
well for the zodiac cruise that
was scheduled! | was here a
few years ago in dead calm
conditions and the turbulent
sea around the shore called

for caution.

The archipelago lies approximately midway between Madeira (143 miles) and the Canaries The
islands are the consequence of mountain-forming volcanism that occurred during the late Miocene
period. Essentially they are the remnants of a huge volcano, as indeed are all of the islands that
make up Macronesiawhich are volcanic in origin.  We slowly cruised around Sehagem Pequena
(above with Yellowlegged

Gullsacting as our escort. We ; w
then headed towards the largest . | _.; s
island, Selvagem Grande

Ahead, the sun was bursting
through the broken stratus
which promised to disperse
during the course of the
morning ¢ which it did as we
closed in on the largest of the
islands (below).

These islands host large numbers of nesting seabirds. About 14-20,000 pairsof / 2 NE Q& { KS I NB I {
breed here, laying their single eggs in clefts in the rock or down burrows. Up until 1967, the fat

fledglings were caught for food, and the feathers used for upholstery. Nowadays, the Selvegemsare

protected in the interest of biodiversity. 14,000 Whit-faced Storm Petrelalso nest on the islands;

alas, they only come to and leave the land at dawn and dusk. | do not think that anyone spotted one

here. Likewise, these are the breeding groundsfor. dzf ¢ SN & t S{ NBf
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When Plancius drew
near to the island, a
large raft of

/ 2 NE Qa
took to the air.

Left and below:
/ 2 NE Qa
swirling round prior to
dispersing.

Once again, the
planned zodiac cruise
was cancelled not only
because of the choppy
sea, but also because
the Captain received a
radio message from

iKS A&t YyRQA

that ships were
forbidden to approach
the place because of
its protected status.
We had to leave!
However, in previous
years, | have landed.

{ KSI NB I

{ KSI NB |



26

During the day, |
at last managed
to obtain a
reasonably good
shot of . dzf 6 SN &
Petrel and was
able to
appreciate its
characteristic
flight, gliding and
twisting on its

long wings. It
has a long
pointed tail.

On the 9" May, my last day on Plancius, we had a
pre-breakfast zodiac cruise to llhas Desertasn an
attempt to see Monk Seals a few of which,
apparently haul out and pup here. While cruising
along beneath the high cliffs, we were called back
to the ship, once again, because it is a nature

. | landed here a few years ago during a voyage on Polar Star.

The end of the pelagic cruise on Plancius which started at the bottom end of South Americaand
finished in Madeira. Taking 46 daysand sailing the equivalent of one third of the way round the
planet, for sheer variety of seabirds and other marine life, not to mention the diversity of the islands
we visited, this Atlantic Odysseynust be hard to beat.

pineleigh@yahoo.co.uk
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THE END
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