
© 1935 Nature Publishing Group

OcTOBER 5, 1935 NATURE 559 

Possible Bearing of a Luminous Syllid on the Question of the 
Landfall of Columbus 

By L. R. Crawshay, Marine Biological Association Laboratory, Plymouth 

I N a paper by Lieut.-Comdr. R. T. Gould on the 
"Landfall of Columbus" 1 the author, after 

reviewing the whole subject, follows Murdock (1884) 
in placing the landfall at Watling's Island, the 
second island, Santa Maria de la Concepcion, being 
identified as Rum Cay, and the third, Fernandina, as 
Long Island, with Clarence Harbour as the harbour 
of entry on the east side of it. In the course of the 
discussion, he refers to the unexplained incident of 
the mysterious 'light' recorded by Columbus, as seen 
by him and others from the poop of the Santa Maria 
at about 10 p.m. on the night of October 11, 1492, 
"i.e., about four hours before making the landfall, 
and an hour before moonrise". The light was seen 
"some distance away in the darkness. It is described 
as looking like the flame of a small candle, alternately 
raised and lowered. It seems to have gone out of 
sight again not long after". The author proceeds : 
"Judging by the speed of the ships, as given in the 
journal for the night, the light must have been some 
35 miles or so eastward of the landfall, and well to 
windward of it". 

At such an estimated distance eastward of Wat
ling's, the position of the light would be well out 
into the Atlantic, in some 3,000 fathoms of water, 
where the presence of a native canoe accounting for 
it, as suggested by Markham, seems inconceivable. 
Scarcely more credible is the view expressed by 
Mackenzie (1828), who makes the landfall at Cat 
Island, assuming the light to have been a shore light 
at Watling's, the island itself, however, being missed 
by Columbus in the darkness. Murdock disposed 
of the difficulty by the bxtreme course of suggesting 
that the light was non-existent and imaginary. 
Against the latter surmise is the definite record, not 
only of the light, but in such detail and in such 
circumstances as strongly to support the view that it 
was due to a surface display at the time of luminous 
marine annelids of the genus Odontosyllis. 

In the case of 0. enopla, Verrill, of which the habits 
and structure were described by Galloway and Welch 2 , 

the times of the luminous displays, associated as they 
are with the reproductive process, appear to have 
some relationship with the lunar phases, and in one 
case observed definitely with the third phase, though 
the whole causes controlling the time of occurrence 
are somewhat obscure, with approaching dark and 
low tides apparently two chief contributing factors. 

In the Bahamian species of Odontosyllis, frequently 
observed by me through past years, while engaged 
on the Sponge Fishery Investigations for the Colonial 
Office, the date of occurrence of the displays, though 
variable, was always closely associated with that of 
the moon's last quarter. In a single case, among 
seven definitely recorded occasions, a maximum 
interval amounting to about 3t days was probably 
explainable by approaching disturbed weather, at 
the time occasioning premature appearance of the 
females at the surface. In other cases, the time was 
usually within about twenty-four hours of the moon's 
last quarter, the average being about eighteen hours. 

Examination of some preserved material remaining 
of this species, though at present undetermined, and 
possibly not yet described, shows it to be clearly 
distinct from the Bermudian species, and especially, 
among other features, in respect of its fusiform
clavate and articulated swimming setre of the para
podia. Further, unlike the Bermudian species, as 
likewise also to some extent a British Honduras 
species, structurally similar to, if not identical with 
0. enopla, the time of appearance does not coincide 
with approaching dark, but may be long after dark
ness has closed in, the latest definitely recorded time 
being 8.30 p.m. The period of illumination is always 
very brief, usually not exceeding 5-10 minutes from 
first to last, and often so short as barely to allow time 
for a specimen to be captured. It may perhaps be 
repeated on a following night, but more usually will 
not recur until the same phase of a subsequent 
lunation. The illumination does not occur in all 
months, but has been definitely noted by me, between 
1921 and 1923, in January, April, May, July, October 
and December. 

The purpose of these luminous displays, in the 
species concerned, is wholly associated with the 
reproductive process. In his description of the 
swarming of 0. phosphorea, Moore, observed by him 
at Nanaimo, British Columbia, Potts refers3 to some
what indiscriminate mixing of males and females, 
and the regularity of the times of mustering, and in 
increasing numbers, of both sexes, about half an 
hour before sunset. He expresses surprise concerning 
the difference of habit in 0. enopla, in which the 
whole circumstances show a direct attraction of the 
males, through the illumination, by the females 
individually, for fertilisation of the ova as extruded. 
This is precisely what occurs in the Bahamian species. 
'Swarms', strictly speaking, cannot be said to occur. 
But a varying number of mature females, ranging 
on occasions from perhaps half a dozen to twenty or 
so in a given location, will appear suddenly and 
almost simultaneously ; a stream of brilliantly 
luminous matter is emitted by each one of them 
with the extruded ova, probably two or three times 
repeated at short intervals ; and with this as a signal 
a number of males rush in, with short intermittent 
slight flashes, towards the light for fertilisation, 
partly with attachment to the female, partly darting 
rapidly to and fro through the luminous trail. Thus 
the whole process is concentrated within a brief 
interval of time, and more usually, as it seems, com
pleted on one night, for a particular moon. This 
period of the lunar month is no doubt particularly 
favourable for the darkness it affords at a suitable 
time of day within a few hours after sunset. Whether 
directly influenced by the moon or not, it is very 
remarkable that, so far as I am aware, the displays 
on the part of the females never occur through the 
long and dark period immediately following the last 
quarter, or until the next lunation, which again may 
be missed until the same phase of a subsequent 
one. 
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With respect to the comparison of the light, in 
the journal of Columbus, with "the flame of a small 
candle alternately raised and lowered", and its dis
appearance soon after, the illuminating display of a 
single Odontosyllis female will at such times usually 
show this feature of separate short periods of ex
cessive and declining brilliance, repeated two or three 
times over, or more. From the poop of the Santa 
Maria, it is easy to believe that this light would be 
v isible on a dark night up to 200 yards, or even 
fa rther, away. As probably as not, the strange 
and unaccountable light would disappear almost as 
soon as there was time to report it. 

As observed at Abaco, and within a limited area, 
the species concerned ordinarily frequents grounds 
of shallow water, and up to about 2 fathoms in 
depth, though probably extending much outside this. 
The displays, though variable in time, usually occur 
about the time of low water, or within an hour, or 
occasionally as much as 2-l hours, on either side of 
this. If the light was seen by the Santa Maria about 
10 p.m. on the night of October 11, and the moon 
rose an hour later, as recorded, the moon was then 
presumably about one day before the last quarter. 
The time oflow water, probably about 7. 30-8.00 p.m., 
is comparatively unimportant, considering the varia
bility in the time of appearance of the syllid in this 
respect . The latest time of display definitely noted 
by m e in examples at Abaco was 8.30 p.m. 

Murdock in his chart, followed by Lieut.-Comdr. 
Gould, shows the course of Columbus passing round 
the south side of Watling's Island. Mackenzie, who 
makes the landfall at Cat Island, shows it on the 
north side. In the latter case, there is a large shallow 
bank, with rocky heads, extending out for some 3} 
miles from the present low-lying northern shore of 
the island ; a position near the northern point of 

this bank, as shown in the chart of Mackenzie with 
indica tion of the position of the light, would leave 
little difficulty in explaining not only the presence 
of the Syllid as the source of the light, but also the 
passing of the island unobserved in the darkness at 
such a distance. At or near the extreme northerly 
point of this inner bank, there is little cause to doubt 
that the ships may have passed without striking or 
even sighting any submerged reef head, if then here 
existing. 

As against the estimated distance of the position 
of the light at some thirty-five miles or so eastward 
of the landfall, and considering the frequent difficulty 
found in reconciling distances recorded with those 
existing between positions, as interpreted in the 
itinerary, it is on the whole a remarkable coincidence 
in the present connexion that the distance from the 
northern bank of Watling's to the south-east point 
of Cat Island is about 43 miles. 

The primary purpose in the present discussion is 
to direct attention to a very probable explanation 
of the mysterious light observed on the night before 
the landfall was sighted, hitherto without any satis
factory explanation suggested, and thus leaving 
inevitably a weak point in the data employed for 
conclusions so reached regarding the identity of the 
landfall. The inference that it was Cat Island has 
its own difficulties, the greatest of these being, as it 
seems, its distance as recorded, about 18 miles, from 
the second island, while assuming the latter to have 
been Rum Cay. In any circumstances, I am unable to 
see how the incident of the recorded light can be 
regarded otherwise than as a point of evidence of 
first importance towards settlement of the problem. 

1 Geographical J., May 1927. 
• Trans . A.mer. Micro. Soc., 30, No. 1; 1911 ; republished in the 

Oon. Bermuda Biol. Sta., June 1916. 
• Proc. Camb. Phil. Soc., 17, Part 2; 1913. 

National Water Resources 

T HE joint committee of Lords and Commons, 
appointed to consider and report on measures 

for the better conservation and organisation of water 
resources and supplies in England and Wales, held 
an inquiry during the month of July last, and com
plet ed it for the time being. The evidence given 
before the committee with a report of the proceedings, 
a fter being tabled in the Houses of Parliament, has 
been published*. The findings of the committee are 
set out in six resolutions, the first of which, affirming 
that the aggregate available supply of water is ample 
for all anticipated requirements of the country is, at 
least, reassuring, and should dispel whatever doubts 
(if any) have been entertained on this score; though 
it is little satisfaction to those who have experienced 
the serious inconveniences of the recent drought to 
know that, while locally there has been scarcity and 
restriction, elsewhere supplies have been plentiful 
and even running to waste. 

The real crux of the situation is contained in the 
second re>olution, which admits that a number of 
problems of distribution, compensation and similar 

• Joint Committee on Water Resources and Supplies (Session 
1934-35). Vol. I, Proceedings of the Committee, 2d. net; Vol. TI, 
Minutes of Evidence, together with an Appendix, 3s. Od. net. (H.M. 
Stationery Ofllcr.) 

matters are outstanding, and should be dealt with 
without delay. Taken in conjunction with the third 
finding, that sufficient material and experience is 
possessed by the Ministry of Health to enable the 
legislation necessary to deal with the problems to 
be drafted, there is a distinct implication that the 
Ministry of Health has been remiss in not coping 
with the difficulty before. Indeed, the main trend 
of examination by the committee of a departmental 
witness went to show that the former considered 
it was being called upon to discharge a duty which 
was superfluous, and the reason put forward by the 
secretary of the Ministry in support of the appoint
ment of the committee was that it was for the purpose 
of getting the advice of an "impartial and competent" 
body on points of conflict which were known to 
exist, but which the Ministry, apparently, had made 
no direct effort to ascertain or define. Sir Arthur 
Samuel, a m ember of the joint committee, expressed 
himself pointedly if colloquially, when he asked 
Sir Arthur Robinson, "Are you not asking us to 
hold the baby for you and do the work which you 
yourselves ought to do, to shield you ?" 

It is scarcely surprising, therefore, that the remaining 
resolutions of the committee should call for the 
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