
A HIGH FLIGHT O F  BLACK SWAN. 
By L. R. Richardson, Victoria Univer3ity College, Wellington. 

A flight of migrating birds which can be reasonably identified as black 
.swan was observed over Wellington Harbour in the pre-dawn light a t  7.10 
.a.m. on June 21, 1954. The  sky was brightening in the first light, clear 
excepting for streaks of alto-cirrus, and some sparse low scud at  1,000 feet. 
While watching soaring black-backed gulls over Kelburn, a small dark patch 
of irregular and changing shape was detected in peripheral vision. This 
first sight placed the patch in the vicinity of Worser Bay and near the 
eastern shore of the harbour. I t  was then at  approximately four times 
the altituae of the eastern ranges, which Tan be taken as giving a general 
skyline at  2,500 feet. The  light beyond the hills threw the patch into 
high relief and with binoculars it could be seen as a compact grcup of 
large birds flying with a leisurely wing-beat cn'  a track close to true north. 
The  formation of the flight was not constant. There was no indication of 
a.leader, and the general appearance was ~o:newhat th.xt of a small evening 
flight of starlings since there was a mov.:rnent of the mass of the birds 
through various formations which, seen from the left and below, held closely 
to altitude and track although changing in formation, occasionally swinging 
from square to triangular and often with an  irregular front. 

The formation was so far away that individual birds were visible only 
a t  the margin of the formation and not in the main body. By diagrammatic 
representation of several formations as scattered dots, the agreeing density 
indicates at  least 50 to 70 birds were mesent in the flight. Using the 
observed elevation above the skyline which is about 13 miles from the 
observation point and a track passing over Somes Island where a good 
vertical orientation was possible, the true altitude of the formation can 
be set a t  6-13th~ of the extended skyline elevation. This places the 
formation at  a minimum height of 4,500 feet. The  flight was in sight for 
.six minutes and became i~visible beyond So~aes Island with the strength- 
ening of first light. 

The altitude and track indicate an orisin of the flight in the South 
Island. The  observed track gives no satisfactory point of departure but is 
suitable for a flight to Porirua Harbour. The  time of sighting establishes 
that the flight had commenced well before first light. The ground speed 
estimated from the distance covered and time between first sight and last 
-sight is of the order of 25 miles per hour. The nearest probable points of 
departure from the South Island are 45 to 50 miles away and the 
indication is then of a starlight flight commencing not later than 5 a.m. 

The description of the formation was referred to Dr. R. A. Falla, who 
confirms the probability that this was a ilight of black awan. 
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The  progress of bird ringing in the Union of South Africa--the 

area of operations extends in fact from Rhodesia to Marion Island and 
Tristan da Cunha in the subantarctic-is well summarised in the sbove- 
mentioned report. Twelve thousand rings were issued, nearly half as many 
again as in the previous year, and over .5,000 were used. The rate of 
recovery is regarded as disappointingly low, I ~ u t  reasonable in view of  thc 
composition of the human population. The author of the report suggests 
that the time has come to consider limitinq ringing to those species that 
may be expected to give better returns, namely, thoqe that can be ringed 
in  large numbers, such as herons, cormorants, gannets, swifts, swallows, 
queleas, and those likely to be readily recovered such as birds of prcy and 
game birds. 

Some of the recovery records, notably those of petrels and gannets, 
a r e  of interest as directly comparable to 'hose obtained for the same or  


