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Observations oil French Frigate  Shoals, February 1956 

by 
Arthur Svihla 

A v i s i t  was 11:ad.e t o  French Frigate  Shoals from February 1 1 t o  
February 21, 1956, i n  order t o  study the l i f e  habits, d i s t r ibu t ion  and 
abundance of the  Havaiian Seal (~onachus schauii~slendi ) . Incidental  - 
t o  the primary purpose of the t r i p ,  observations and collections of 
other animals and plants r,rere made. 

I ain indebted t o  tile U. S. Coast Guard f o r  transportation t o  
French Frigate  Shoals as  v e l l  as  for  ass is tance and cooperation while 
there.  

iU1 collections .irere made on Tern Island due t o  i nab i l i t y  t o  visi'c 
the  other islands i n  t h i s  group. Specimens of plaints and t e r r e s t r i a l  
ar%hropods vhich were collected,have been deposited i n  the Bernice P. 
Bishop Nusem, Honol~lu,  Kavaii . 

Tern Island consists largely of the barren lanaing s t r i p  bu t  there  
i s  a small area  of a>prosir:.ately three acres iil extent which s t i l l  re- 
t a ins  some of the or iginal  f lo ra .  This consis ts  oP various grasses 
(some of which a re  undoubtedly introduced), the beach morning-glory 
(Ipomoea pes-caprae) - and Scaevola. Around t h e  buildings of the  Loran 
Station three-ut t rees  and several  clur,~ps oP Casuarinas have been 
planted. The trunks of the three coconut t r e e s  aye a b o ~ ~ t  one foot  
high and seem t o  be established. The Casuarinas, planted i n  f ront  of 
the rtess h a l l  a r e  about 15 f e e t  high. They too appear t o  be growing 
?re11 . 

Under blocks of coral above the beach Line as well as  under dis-  
carded boards were found so~,r-bugs, cr ickets ,  coclcroaches, earwigs and 
spiders.  Since s o i l  frort~ Honolulu had been brouzht t o  Tern Island, 
these arthopods might have been introduced i n  t h i s  m y .  A feri house 
f l i e s  were present i n  the buildings. 

The only nesting b i rd  on Tern Island rras the  Laysan Albatross. 
Each nes t  had a s ingle  chick about a month old. A ferr Black-footed 
Albatross rrere a l so  preseirt but were not nesting although they xiere 
going through the character is t ic  dancing an-tics. About 15 Turnstones 
frequented the v ic in i ty  of the mess h a l l  vhere scraps were th ro~m t o  
them. Only 1 Sanderling was seen. On several  occasions Man-of-War 
birds were observed ?lying over the  is land.  Six Fairy Terns flew over 
the is land one day. The most numerous b i rds  w r e  the Soety Terns 'wni rh 
a.ppeared every evening jus t  before or a f t e r  cu;~set  over the  shal.lo?r 
'Lagoon where -they were ~.i,parcn'cly feeding. Their i.oud c a l l s  could be 



hea:rd as  soon as they appeared slld continued they disappeared 
about 3:00 o'cloclc each zorniing. I have been isfoxfled by one of .the 
men vho was stationed there  t h a t  l a t e r  i n  the  year these birds  nest  
i n  eilormous numbers on the island, hence the cam Tern Island. 

The man.mna1.s oil the is land consisted of a f luctuat ing population 
of Coast Guard personnel, two house ca t s  ( sa id  t o  be of t he  same sex) 
i,rhich fed t o  a cer ta in  extent on the birds; two dogs, pets  of the men, 
and the Hawaiian Seal. Four of these mammals were seen on Tern 
1sla:ld. On the return f l i g h t  t o  Hono1~1lu a count of sea l s  was made. 
A t o t a l  of 32 seals  were seen oil February 21, 1956, from the follorr- 
ing islands o f  the gr0u.p: 

Sharls (d idn l t  f l y  over) 
Tern . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0 ( 4  day before) 
siilall i s land i:> front  of Trig . . . . .  li 
T r i g .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  4 
Skate . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  10 2 t u r t l e s  

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Whale. 7 l t u r t l e  
Round'. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2 
Kullet . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Eas-t 1 
. . . . . . . . . . .  on reef i n  lagoon 1 

The plane did not f l y  over Gin, L i t t l e  Gin or  Disappearing I s l a ~ d s .  

The previous count of Hawaiian Seals occurriilg on French Frigate 
Shoals rms 16. This r.~m:una,l is apparently on -the i:lcrease here. On 
some of the islands the sea l s  were seen i n  pairs,  tile males could be 
distinguished by the i r  l a rger  s ize ,  heavier foreciv..arters and dark brom 
color from the smaller, iiiore slender l i g h t  brown color females. Pair- 
ing was apparently occurring here a t  t h i s  tii~ie of tile year. 

Several large sea -turt les were a l so  seen from the a i r .  




