
JULIAN BRANSCOMBE TALK : JOHN RAE’ BIRDS

There was a decidedly Autumnal air as the audience gathered for the first of the Orkney Field 
Club’s evening talk series. Jackdaws and Rooks were observed swooping and chakking around the 
tower of St. Magnus Cathedral, and tracery of the hall windows showed off a deep indigo sky. Our 
speaker had chosen a very apt topic; with only a week to go before the John Rae 200 Conference 
and the venue (St. Magnus Centre) only a few feet from John Rae’s grave.

Julian Branscombe had previously delivered this talk in St. Margaret’s Hope as part of the Orkney 
Nature Festival, but folk who were too busy to attend then now had the chance to hear about “John 
Rae’s Birds” and to think about avian species common to both Orkney and Arctic Canada. 

Julian began by comparing the landscape and climate of Orkney (gentle and mild) with that around 
– and to the north of – Hudson’s Bay (either heavily forested or frozen tundra and ice fields). 
Therefore there are only a limited range of breeding species common to each country, but by taking 
in to account migrant and vagrant birds there are a surprising number of familiar names.

Rae would have seen the Short Eared Owl, the Red Throated Diver, Peregrine and Merlin breeding 
in the Orphir hills. He may have hunted Eider, Pintail and Goldeneye ducks and kayaked around 
Guillemots in Orkney waters. And Rae would have certainly encountered all these birds again in 
Canada.  Rae might also have seen the Hen Harrier’s very close relative the “Northern Marsh 
Hawk”, and have been surprised by tiny Wrens around Moose Factory!  However, John Rae was no 
ornithologist and as a hunter probably viewed all birds through the sight of a gun, rather than field 
glasses.   

Rae’s skills as a hunter enabled him to survive in the Arctic where other British adventurers had 
perished. Julian gave us as an aside that whilst there is a Franklin’s Gull, there is no eponymous Rae 
species, although Sir John Richardson who accompanied Rae on some voyages, did lend his name 
to the Richardson’s Skua – better known to us now as the Arctic Skua (and there is a specimen with 
it’s old name label in Stromness Museum!).  

At this time of the year Orkney is a staging post for many migrants – on their way from summer 
breeding territory to warmer winter haunts.  Some come to stay with us from the Canadian Arctic – 
Long Tailed Duck, Great Northern Divers – whilst others are simply passing through. Some of the 
longest distance passage migrants are here now, notably Wheatears which might have bred in Baffin 
Island, passed via Greenland through Orkney and over the Mediterranean in to Africa, then across 
the Sahara to Southern Africa. 

Orkney also hosts some ‘irruptions’ of Canadian visitors; Lapland Buntings, Iceland and Kumelin’s 
Gulls. Increasing numbers of tundra-loving species are seen regularly here; Snow Geese, Gyrfalcon, 
Snowy Owl and Ivory Gulls. And of most interest to any sharp-eyed local birder is the chance to 
glimpse a real rarity; often lost, vagrant species which make landfall in Orkney but whose real 
home is the Arctic north.  In recent years American Widgeon, Swainson’s Thrush, Leach’s Petrel, 
Sandhill Crane and Yellow-Billed Cuckoo and Tennessee Warbler have all been seen - sometimes 
the only UK record.

Julian also made us think about the changes - and threats - to bird distribution since John Rae’s 
time.  Rae may have seen (and hunted) Ptarmigan on the hills of Hoy. The last of these was shot 



some time in the 1820-30’s. However, Rae would have been unlikely to have encountered the Great 
Skua breeding there as Bonxies have been a relatively recent coloniser of Orkney.  Julian suggested 
that the vagrant species which we see now might become more common in future, as climate 
change encourages birds to seek new habitat.  Retreating sea ice is opening up the North West 
Passage, and just as with John Rae the man, it is the most adaptable, adventurous pioneers which 
survive!

All in all it was a most enjoyable and thought provoking evening.  A lively question and answer 
session followed, and the forthcoming Field Club programme was discussed over tea and biscuits. 


