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LETTERS. 
VELOCITY OF FLIGHT AMONG BIRDS. 

To the Editors of BRITISH B I R D S . 

SIRS,—In reference to the correspondence on the flight of birds 
and the respective speed of different species (Vol. XV., p . 298), it 
may be of interest to record tha t of Chmtura nudipes and Chcetura 
cochinchinensis. Both these species have a normal flighting speed 
of something very nearly approaching 200 miles an hour, enormously 
in excess of the powers of any other bird with which I am acquainted. 
In North Cachar, Assam, these birds used to fly directly over my 
bungalow in Haflang, flying thence in a straight line to a ridge of hills 
exactly two miles away and when over the ridge a t once dipping out 
of sight. We constantly timed these Swifts and found tha t stop 
watches made them cover this distance in from 36 seconds to 42 seconds, 
i.e. a t a rate of exactly 200 miles an hour to 171.4. Green Pigeons 
took about 2 minutes 30 seconds to 2.45 seconds, Paroquets 2.15 
seconds to 2.30 seconds, but were more difficult to time as they did 
not fly in so direct a line. E. C. STUART BAKER. 

SIRS,—I have had an opportunity to ascertain the exact speed of 
the flight of a bird. I was in a car going along a rather narrow road 
when a Willow-Warbler (Phylloscopus trochilus) flew out of a hedge. 
It flew along over a ditch a t the side of the road for about 15 yards, 
going a t exactly the same speed as the car. I looked a t the speedo
meter, and it recorded 234- miles per hour. The speedometer is 
certainly correct as i t is a nearly new high-class car. There was a 
light wind behind us. The bird cannot have been affected by the 
air pressure being altered by the car as it flew just opposite the driver's 
seat, where I was, but not driving. I t was, of course, frightened by 
the car, so it was not necessarily the rate of its migratory flight; it 
also altered its course once or twice, as if to dar t into the hedge, but 
it did not drop back more than a few inches in doing this. I t would 
be interesting if some other correspondents were able to time birds 
under similar conditions. NORMAN H. J O Y . 
SONNING, NR. READING, May 5th, 1922. 

[The possibility of deriving some information as to the speed a t 
which certain birds fly by means of the method described by Dr. 
Norman Joy, occurred to me some years ago, and I made a few observa
tions while being driven in a friend's car. Since then I have always 
driven myself and after one or two at tempts I gave up trying to make 
observations as I found tha t i t was impossible to do so with any degree 
of accuracy and to drive a t the same time. A year or two later there 
was a letter on the same subject in the Field, but I do not remember 
reading of any other observations of the kind. My records were made 
in the autumn of 1906 and were briefly as follows :— 

House-Sparrows kept just ahead of the car over a distance of about 
200 yards when we were going 24 m.p.h., and were slowly caught up 
and passed a t 29 m.p.h. 

Starlings kept well ahead of the car, gaining a iittle, a t 24 m.p.h. 
A Pied Wagtail kept ahead a t 21 m.p h. 
An adult cock Blackbird kept ahead a t 22 m.p.h. 
A young cock Blackbird kept ahead at 18 m.p.h. 
In each case the birds rose in front of the car and kept ahead of it, 

except the Sparrows tha t were overtaken, so that they could not have 
been affected by the wind of the car. To have any real value a large 
number of observations would of course be necessary for each species. 

N . F . TlCEHORST.] 
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THE RACES OF E I D E R DUCKS. 
To the Editors of B R I T I S H B I R D S . 

SIRS,—In reply to Mrs. Meinertzhagen's note to my letter on this 
subject, I think that the reason that the soft parts in Eiders as described 
by the authors stated are wrong is tha t they have been quite obviously 
described from museum skins which had probably been dead for 
years. It is a case of one author copying another. In the majority of 
cases this orange-yellow has completely vanished as soon after death 
as the bird is cold, and the beak invariably goes through other colour 
changes before becoming fixed as seen in a skin. How Millais came 
to miss this I cannot say, except tha t he may not have examined his 
birds until he started to skin them, when in all probability it would 
have vanished. 

Smalley (British Birds, Vol. I., p . 74), gives the colour of the base of 
the beak in freshly killed male Common Eiders shot in Orkney as 
orange-yellow, and Thorburn almost rightly gives it this colour in his 
latest plate of the species, although rather an undecided orange-yellow. 

I cannot see on what evidence the Common Eider is given as a resident 
and non-migrant species in Britain, for the fact tha t immature drakes 
are extremely rare in winter in Orkney, where they arrive again in 
spring, points to these a t any rate being almost total migrants, as I 
showed in the Scottish Naturalist for 1915, p. 264. The markings of 
such are so distinct tha t their arrival is a t once noted, and they are 
conspicuous by their almost total absence in winter. 

I regret tha t I cannot submit specimens for examination as, being 
scattered and in private collections, they are not available, but the 
specimen in the Oldham Museum, in which this orange-yellow colour 
was stable after the bird was set up, is there for all to see. 

H. W. ROBINSON. 

[In The Practical Handbook we have never described the colouring 
of the " soft parts " from its appearance in dried skins. I t is t rue 
tha t this was done many years ago, but there is no excuse for doing 
so now, when so many notes on the subject from freshly killed birds 
are available.—H. F . W.] 

THE COLOUR OF THE EYE IN THE HAWFINCH. 
To the Editors of BRITISH BIRDS. 

SIRS,—In The Practical Handbook the eye of the Hawfinch (Cocco-
thraustes coccothraustes) is given as greyish-white. I t is certainly this 
colour in a dead bird, and also changes to this colour in a frightened 
bird when handled or struck down by a Hawk. In life it is chocolate-
brown, and in the breeding-season at times becomes almost red, 
especially so just before coition. Thorburn rightly shows it as chocolate-
brown in his latest pictures of the bird. Change in colour of the eye 
under stress is not confined to this species, another notable case being 
that of the male Pochard (Nyroca ferina) which, when wounded or 
handled, changes from the normal red to pale yellow. 

H. W. ROBINSON. 
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