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I have birded in the Beaufort, N.C., region for several years and am well aware that 
this is not a good area to observe flocks of shorebirds that are unquestionably in 
migratory flight. There are several reasons for this, including: an east-west beach that 
tends to disorient southward moving shorebirds, a wide expanse of estuaries that 
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Figure 1. Flight path of disoriented shorebirds 
and normally moving Barn Swallows. 

disperses flights of shorebirds, and regular local movements of shorebirds to and from 
Bird Shoal in Beaufort Inlet, which are regulated by both time and tide. 

On 6 August 1972, following the passage of a cold front on the previous night, I 
observed migrating shorebirds apparently becoming disoriented by the local topography. 
Between 08:00 and 10:00 EDT I watched as several flocks of shorebirds, primarily 
Sanderlings (Crocethia alba), plus several Barn Swallows (Hirundo rustica) crossed 
Beaufort Inlet while moving in a W-NW to NW direction. My observation point was on 
Bird Shoal just N of the inlet. From there, I could see that the birds were leaving the 
north side of Shackleford Bank and had probably been flying westward and parallel to 
the bank keeping it to their left (S-SW). From previous experience I knew the ocean 
front and sound shore of Bogue Bank to be regular migratory pathways. Therefore, when 
the birds reached a point just NE of Ft. Macon, I expected to see them turn toward the 
ocean front or continue across the dredge spoil islands NW of Ft. Macon to the south 
shore of Bogue Sound. Much to my surprise, the shorebirds made a slight turn to their 
right and headed in a north-northwesterly direction crossing the Morehead channel and 
keeping Radio Island on their left (Figure 1). When I last saw the shorebirds E of Radio 
Island, they were beginning to gain altitude as if attempting to reorient themselves. This 
behavior was repeated by over 50 flocks which averaged about 10 birds per flock. The 
flocks were spaced widely enough that the behavior of each was independent of the 
others. 

It is interesting to speculate on the environmental cues the shorebirds were using 
which led to their apparent "mistake," i.e. moving directly N as well as directly away 
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from the ocean beach and barrier islands, both of which migrating shorebirds regularly 
follow. The high, immense, and largely unvegetated dredge spoil islands NW of Ft. 
Macon and on Radio Island to the N of Ft. Macon would probably seem little different 
from the barrier islands the birds had been following for several miles and of which the 
birds had been staying to the mainland side. The Morehead channel could appear to be 
just another inlet. Also, the angle negotiated by the shorebirds would have been 
relatively slight (about 50° ) and less than the angle of change they almost certainly made 
further E on Shackleford Bank a short time earlier. 

It is very interesting that at the point where the shorebirds made their change in 
direction, Barn Swallows gained altitude and then turned sharply to the SW, crossing Ft. 
Macon and probably moving W along the ocean front. 
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