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On an Immense Flight of Small Butterflies (Terias lisa)

in the Bermudas.

Marvellous indeed, as naturalists well know, are those peri-

odic movements of the feathered race known as spring and

autumn migrations. Moved by an instinctive impulse implanted

in them by the Creator, thousands upon thousands of birds of

all sizes, from the bulky swan to the tiny humming bird, travel

by sea or land to distances so remote that, unless it was ascer-

tained beyond doubt that the space was traversed, the fact

would be considered almost incredible.

But if we are greatly astonished at the power of endurance

exemplified in this long sustained flight of some of the smallest

birds, what will be said when we relate a circumstance con-

nected with a similar power possessed by a species of butterfly,

so small and apparently incapable of withstanding the violence

of the elements, that we know not which is the more remark-

able, the distance traversed, or the number of these frail little

creatures which lived to reach those remote isles of the ocean,

after an aerial journey of some six hundred miles or more ?

Thus it was. Early in the morning of the first day of Oct.

last year (1874), several persons living on the north side of

the main island perceived, as they thought, a cloud coming

over from the north west, which drew nearer and nearer to the

shore, on reaching which it divided into two parts, one of which

went eastward, and the other westward, gradually falling upon

the land. They were not long in ascertaining that what they

had taken for a cloud was an immense concourse of small yel-

low butterflies {Terias lisa Boisd.), which flitted about all the

open grassy patches and cultivated grounds in a lazy manner,

as if fatigued after their long voyage over the deep. Fisher-
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men out near the reefs, some few miles to the north of the is-

lands, very early that morning, stated that numbers of these

insects fell upon their boats, literally covering them. They did

not stay long upon the islands, however, only a few days, but

during that time thousands must have fallen victims to the vig-

orous appetites of the blue bird QSialia sialis Baird) and black

bird (Mimus carolinensis Gray), which were continually prey-

ing upon them. Only one other instance of a flight of these

butterflies visiting the islands is recorded (in the author's

"Naturalist in Bermuda" p. 120).

The migratory habit of the Pieridae, to which the present

species belongs, is well known, and notices of the occurrence of

large flights have occasionally appeared in entomological jour-

nals. Numbers of 'Pier is napi and P.brassicae have been known

to cross the channel from France to England, and a migratory

host of Callidryas radio, has been observed moving along in

Basuto Land ; but the only instances published of their having

been met with at sea, are to be found in Darwin's " Naturalist's

Voyage " and the " Entomologist's Magazine" (England).

Darwin writes as follows: —Several times when the ship

(H. M. S. " Beagle ") has been some miles off the mouth of

the Rio Plata, and at other times when off from the shores of

northern Patagonia, we have been surrounded by insects. One

evening, when we were about ten miles from the Bay of San

Bias, vast numbers of butterflies, in bands or flocks of countless

myriads, extended as far as the eye could range. Even by the

aid of a telescope it was not possible to see a space free from

butterflies. The seamen cried out " it was snowing butterflies,"

and such in fact was the appearance. More species than one

were present, but the main part belonged to a kind very simi-

lar to, but not identical with, the common English Colias edusa.

Some moths and Hymenoptera accompanied the butterflies,

and a fine beetle (Calosoma) flew on board. The day had

been fine and calm, and the one previous to it equally so, with

light and variable airs. Hence we cannot suppose that the

insects were blown off the land, but we must conclude that

they voluntarily took flight. The great bands of the Colias

seem at first to afford an instance like those on record of the
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migrations of another butterfly, Vanessa cardui (Lyell's Princi-

ples of Geology, vol. iii, p. 63), but the presence of other

insects makes the case distinct and even less intelligible. Be-

fore sunset a strong breeze sprung up from the north, and this

must have caused tens of thousands of the butterflies and other

insects to have perished.

In the Entomologist (vol. iii, p. 226) it is stated that dur-

ing a cyclone, and at a distance of 600 miles from the African

coast and 200 from the Cape Verde islands, a vessel was vis-

ited by numerous birds and butterflies, the latter being Diadema

bolina and Pyrameis cardui.

Now the instance related by Darwin only proves the fact of

flocks of butterflies being observed ten miles from land, and

that recorded in the Entomologist leaves it an open question

as to whether the insects were direct from the coast of Africa

or Cape Verde Is., 1 or indeed whether they occurred in remark-

able numbers. Wehave, therefore, reason to believe that the

vast host of Terias lisa which arrived at the Bermudas on the

1st of October last, and that visitation recorded in the " Nat-

uralist in Bermuda " as occurring on the 10th of October 1847,

are the only instances known of such extraordinary flights of

Lepidoptera, or indeed any insects being met with at such an

amazing distance from land.

The question, therefore, naturally arises —How did this im-

mense concourse of butterflies get to the Bermudas ? The

nearest point of land is Cape Hatteras, in North Carolina, which

is somewhere about 600 miles distant, and if they had started

from this point and taken a straight line to the islands, without

meeting with any contrary winds, it would, at the rate of 12

miles per hour (a fair average rate of travel for any of the

Pieridae), have taken them two days and two hours (of course

including nights) to complete the distance; a space of time

almost too great, we should imagine, for an insect in no degree

remarkable for robust frame or strength of wing to keep up a

continuous flight. Weare, however, inclined to think that the

presence of this vast concourse of insects at the Bermudas was

i I do not find any record of the. occurrence of P. cardui in the Cape de Verde

islands, although it is found on the islands to the north.

—

S. II. Scudder.
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not owino- to ordinary causes, and that we must look to some

extraordinary means to solve the mystery. From a very ex-

tended series of observations made at intervals during the last

twenty years, with the view of throwing light upon the migra-

tion of North American birds to those islands, we have become

impressed with the fact that the largest nights of birds occur

there durino- the period of great atmospheric disturbance.

From the Utter end of September to that of October, violent

revolving gales are prevalent throughout the region which com-

prises the east coast of the Southern and Middle 1 States and

the North Atlantic in those latitudes, for some 600 or 800 miles

from land. At this particular period vast flights of birds of all

kinds are proceeding southward along the coast for their winter

resorts in Florida, West Indies and South America, and must

often meet with the violent gales we have alluded to. Now

the observations of scientific aeronauts, like Glaishier and

others, teach us that the upper atmosphere is composed! of cur-

rents of air differing in their courses as elevation proceeds, and

some cases are on record in which balloons at a great height

have suddenly come in contact with violent direct gales, which

carried them onward with such velocity as to render their

course one of extreme peril, only escaping destruction by the

superior manoeuvring of those in charge. Let us suppose a

violent revolving gale passing along the coast of the Southern

States, about the latitude of the Bermudas, during the period

of the autumnal migration of birds and butterflies, engulphing

some of those great flights which are then proceeding along in

a southerly direction. Drawing them up high in its vortex, a

direct westerly gale is met with,, blowing with great force out to

sea. Hurled with- amazing rapidity along this cool aerial cur-

rent, in the course of about three or four hours the heated va-

por arising from the Gulf Stream would be met with, and

would it be considered as too imaginative to grant that the

ascending warmth of that stream has power sufficient to ameli-

orate the condition of the cool current, to stay its rapid course

iTtrias lisa occurs along the Atlantic Coast from. New Hampshire to Cuba. It is

excessively rare north of Cape Cod, common from New Jersey to Cape Hiatteras, and

extremely abundant farther South. —«S. H. S.



125

and allow the animal freight to descend, which, then within a

comparatively short distance of the Bermudas, would seek the

nearest land by that instinctive impulse so characteristic of

these tribes, and aided perhaps by perfect calm or favor-

ing breeze, arrive at those distant isles, without encountering

the dangers, which, in the form of contrary winds, would most

certainly accompany an intentional migration to the islands ?

If our theory, however, be an incorrect one, as it may be, we
should indeed be glad if some one would lend a helping hand to

solve this question of a migration of tiny butterflies from the

American main to those small and remote isles, six hundred

miles away over the rolling waters of the trackless deep.

J. Matthew Jones.

Halifax, N. #., Nov. 15, 1875.
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