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ON A SOARING CORMORANT. 
BY 

DONALD GUNN. 

ON July 7th, 1925, I visited the reservoir at Staines. As I 
approached from the western side, a Cormorant (Phalacrocorax 
carbo), alarmed at my sudden appearance, rose under the 
near bank and flew to the far side of the reservoir, where it 
turned and began to sweep round in large circles. Accepting 
these as tours of inspection preparatory to alighting, I had 
no doubt the bird would settle again ; and it was not till 
I had watched it for some time that I grasped the fact that 
it was slowly mounting in an enormous but shallow spiral. 

My sight is exceptionally good. The day was clear; a 
blue sky with large cumulus clouds forming a background 
which, though not uniform, was favourable to exact observa
tion. I therefore watched the bird carefully in order to 
see what altitude it would reach, and what direction it would 
take when it moved off after having gained the desired 
elevation. 

But in vain. When last seen—an infinitesimal speck against 
a white cumulus cloud—the bird was still ringing upwards 
with, so far as I could judge, the axis of its spiral still vertical. 

What height did the Cormorant reach before I lost it ? 
Perhaps that is an idle question. Seton Gordon has said 
(Nineteenth Century, April, 1927) that " For an Eagle to 
be invisible it must be, at a conservative estimate, at least 
8,000 feet in the air"—an opinion I assume to be based on 
the experiments of Lucanus (Die Ratsel des Vogelzuges). 

We are told that when an object is at such a distance that 
it subtends a visual angle of one minute, it is easily seen by 
the normal eye though its form may be unrecognizable. 
That rule was laid down for use under conditions of good 
indoor illumination and, of course, applies only to an object, 
such as a square or a disc, having an average diameter of 
that magnitude. But a flying bird when overhead approxi
mates more nearly to the form of a rhombus which has one 
diagonal twice the length of the other: the surface-area of 
the bird would, however, be far less than that of a rhombus 
of the same width, and, consequently, its visibility also far 
less. 

Frohawk has stated (Field, 14 Sept., 1901) that the Shag, 
which he has measured, has a wingspread of forty inches ; 
and he judges the Cormorant to have a spread of probably 
about four feet six inches. Montagu gives the " width " 
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of an unusually large specimen as four feet eleven inches. 
Other writers all place it between four and five feet. Let 
us accept the lowest estimate and call it four feet. A soaring 
bird with a wingspread of four feet would be enclosed by a 
rhombus of four feet by two feet, and might perhaps have 
a visibility-value even as low as a square of one foot 
along the sides. 

Granting that surmise for want of something better, then 
my one-foot-square Cormorant would still be plainly visible, 
though only as a spot, when the visual angle it gave was 
reduced to one minute—that is, at a distance of 3,500 feet 
from my eye. And allowing that the bird was half a mile 
away from my position when it began to rise (which would 

be very nearly accurate) and that it mounted straight up
wards, it would be 3,500 feet from my eye, and, therefore, 
still visible, when it had risen vertically through 2,300 feet. 

That may or may not be true. The imponderables are 
too many to allow of much certainty. The good outdoor 
light would increase visibility; irradiation might cut it 
down. Still more important, the bird might have drifted 
down wind—must have done so unless it was intent on keeping 
its spiral truly vertical—and this factor has a vital bearing 
on the matter of its position. There was a north-westerly 
breeze blowing at the time, and, allowing it a speed of only 
fifteen miles an hour, the Cormorant's sag to leeward (away 
from me) would be at the rate of half a mile in two minutes. 
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A drift at that speed, therefore, would have doubled the bird's 
distance from me in two minutes and it would have been lost 
to sight very quickly. So I must assume that it knowingly 
kept the axis of its spiral vertical (as, indeed, it seemed to 
me to do) and did not drift while circling—a plan adopted 
by the Vulture as the easiest method of inspecting a large 
area of ground. 

But, whether the postulate I have hazarded is accepted 
or not—that the bird rose 2,300 feet before I lost it—I am 
not concerned to show that the Cormorant is able to soar 
to any particular height. I am satisfied that it would have 
no trouble in rising to far beyond the limits of human vision. 
And I can confidently state that, under the conditions then 
existing, the bird I watched must have gone to an enormous 
height before it disappeared. 

A question of more general interest that I would like to 
put for ornithologists to answer is : Why did the bird behave 
in that way and expend the energy necessary to mount to 
such a height ? 

There are birds, many of them, which almost pass the 
daylight hours on the wing; others, such as the Cranes and 
Pelicans, that spend long periods in evolutions at a great 
height. A bird may be so constituted that, like the Skylark, 
soaring forms part of its work-a-day impulses. Many power
fully winged birds, such as the Hawks, " are prone to give 
exhibitions of their soaring powers in the springtime, 
either as part of nuptial display or as a mere outlet for 
energy." 

But why should a Cormorant, of all birds, when alone on 
a July day go through such a performance ? And if it is a 
habit normal to the Cormorant why has it not been observed 
and commented on more often ? 

It has been noticed and recorded on at least two occasions, 
both referred to by Hartert in his article on the Cormorant in 
Kirkman's British Bird Book. 

The two instances were reported by :—• 
1. G. Mathew. [Zoologist for February, 1875, p. 327.) 
2. F. Davies. [Field for 29th January, 1901.) 

The first of these, however, differs in certain important 
details from the occurrence I watched at Staines, for two 
birds took part in i t ; they did not pass out of sight; and their 
evolutions terminated in a dramatic tumble seaward. Their 
performance, therefore (although its date was November), 
had much the character of a pairing demonstration, and I 
will exclude it without further discussion. But the second 
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case is worth giving at greater length for it almost echoes 
my experience. 

On a clear day in June a Cormorant was seen to rise from 
a Welsh river and to ascend in a regular spiral " until it 
became a mere speck and finally disappeared from view," 
and the observer remarks that though Cormorants were 
common enough in those parts, he had " never seen one— 
or, indeed, any other bird—soar to S" "h a height." Now, 
the place where this was seen (Nev^astle Emlyn) is only 
some fifteen miles from the sea of Cardigan Bay ; so that, 
in order to get its bearings by a sight of salt water, a Cormorant 
would need to ascend to only some three hundred feet. 

But, in spite of that, I am going to put forward the hypo
thesis that in these cases the object of the bird in mounting 
to so great a height is, in fact, to extend its range of vision 
by a proportionate expansion of its " sea-horizon " ; for that 
is the only motive I can suggest. More than that, I must 
acknowledge that when I watched my bird soar I felt convinced, 
rightly or wrongly, that it was mounting to gain a wider 
and yet wider view. 

And, though it may sound absurd to suggest that this 
Cormorant was looking for the open sea from Staines, I 
have no doubt that by the time it passed out of my sight it 
had the mouth of the Thames well in view. For the Nore 
lightship is but fifty-six miles in a direct line from the point 
where I stood, and that radius of vision would be gained 
with, an elevation of some 2,200 feet. 




