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NIGHT SOARING OF SWIFTS. 
BY 

P. W. MASSON. 

IN 1926 I undertook a series of observations to test the 
validity of a belief of a friend that male Swifts (Apus a. apus) 
" spend one or two nights in the height of summer at a very-
high altitude. It must be set fair with the further outlook 
favourable also." 

At that time I had been living for about twenty-five years 
in Belvedere, Kent, in a house under the eaves of which 
Swifts nested. Their numbers varied from year to year—-
from three to seven pairs. Under these circumstances it 
was really impossible not to observe the Swifts, and one's 
admiration for the wonderful quality of their flight grew, for, in 
a very real sense, the Swift has attained to perfection in flight. 

During 1926 I had the good luck to witness ten or twelve 
ascents of Swifts on as many different evenings. Although 
no two ascents were exactly similar yet they agreed in 
detail more than they differed. Some considerable practice 
and experience are required to watch these ascents effectively. 
One must be provided with a pair of really good glasses of 
moderate power but with large lenses, owing to the late hour 
at which the observations must be made. Moreover, to get an 
unobstructed view, a platform on the roof of a house is the 
best station if that can be obtained within, say, 600 yards 
of the axis of the ascent. In 1926 I had such an observation 
platform. Here I had a body-rest, head-rest and arm-rest and 
a pair of good Ross prism glasses. The ascent of the Swifts is 
bewildering to follow—there seems to be no core of purpose 
or leader of the flock. Doubtless there must be a leader, 
but he is difficult to spot. Quite the best method is not to 
bother about the leader but to put the glasses on any likely 
bird and stick to it. The others are there and they will 
come into your field of vision higher up. If the trail is lost 
it can rarely be recovered. I made a practice of entering 
up my notes within ten minutes of leaving the platform. 

To describe what I saw it will be best to give extracts from 
my notes of an ascent watched on July 14th, 1926, which 
was the best view I had during the season. The day had 
been fine and warm with a brisk easterly breeze, and the 
Swifts had been feeding fairly high up-—say 700 feet. By 
9 p.m. (summer time) they were all low down in extraor
dinary numbers. Round my station there were easily fifty 
birds, and at adjoining stations other considerable groups. 
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" Circus " parties were in vogue everywhere, and there was 
a good deal of brisk excitement, but not to the point of 
ecstasy, though there were a few cases of hovering which may 
be regarded as such. 

By 9.25 all the birds abruptly disappeared to their nests. 
At 9.30 one or two reappeared and flew around without 
excitement. By 9.35 the number had increased to ten or 
twelve. These birds went up to perhaps 2,000 feet and then 
came right down again. Again they made their way up 
in a very loose formation, so much so that I had to 
abandon the group and stick to one bird. 

The time was now 9.38 to 9.39. I kept my glasses rigidly 
glued to one bird. He was climbing, and at first I found 
only four birds crossing my field of vision, but at about 
9.41 my bird led me into the main army, a mass of nearly 
a hundred birds away to the north of my position. The 
sudden transition from one bird to a mass of a hundred was 
an enjoyable surprise. The group was, on the whole, fairly 
compact. 

Having a good prop for my head, I ventured to look over 
the glasses and not through them, and judged that the birds 
were up about half a mile. So they had not climbed very 
fast. There was a great deal of hovering. Looking now 
again through the glasses the hovering movement looked 
different. The wing vibration was extraordinarily rapid, but 
it was also accompanied by a slight lateral glide. This glide 
I could not see through the naked eye, but it was clear with 
the glasses. Between this time and 9.45 the birds had 
moved right over my head and climbed until they reached 
an estimated height of 1 to i | miles, at which height I lost 
the group. So steady was their location, and so firm were 
my body supports, that I was able to look over and through 
the glasses repeatedly, and yet always retain or regain the 
group in my field of vision. It is impossible to estimate 
heights through glasses—but it is very risky to look over 
and not always through. Finally, I picked up a star in my 
field. I looked over—no star was visible—through, it was 
again visible. I repeated this—yet held my birds. Finally, 
the birds faded out of sight. 

Apart from the scientific value of such a wonderful climb— 
the emotional value seems even greater. It produces a rare 
thrill of wonder and delight. 

At one moment one is surrounded with a swarm of birds 
so near to the earth that one could almost put out one's hand 
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and touch a bird. A very concrete reality. And to see these 
same birds mount and mount until they coalesce into a single 
group, the group merge into a small cloud—smaller and 
smaller, until it becomes a patch, and the patch a small con
stellation, yet visibly alive in its parts—and so small that 
it could apparently be covered by the human hand. All within 
the short time-interval of, say, ten minutes. 

But to return to Mother Earth. How can we be sure that 
the birds do not come down again and roost on tree-tops and 
house-ridges for the night ? They may do so, but in an 
experience of thirty years I have only once seen a Swift on a 
house-top and never on a tree. Still, during migration, it is 
reasonable to assume that the Swifts must rest on trees and 
house-tops—where else can they rest, having left their nests 
far behind? 

But if they come down they do not re-enter their nests. 
Of that I am sure for physical reasons. A Swift often builds 
no nest. In this district it just occupies a ledge inside the 
roof, and access to all the nests is between a slate batten and 
a slate and between a slate batten and the top of a brick wall, 
and the approach to that is usually under an overhanging 
roof. The bird must, therefore, describe a curve down and 
up in approach, land on the wall under the eaves, dig his 
claws into the brick and crawl through the slit referred to. 
Under the eaves darkness sets in long before it does in the 
open sky, and to attempt such an entrance in inky blackness 
any bird would kill itself in the attempt. 

Still there remains the question—do the birds come down 
and roost in the open ? The only way to prove conclusively 
that they do not is to go up in an aeroplane and find them 
soaring in their aerial " park "•—to cruise round the flock, 
and by aid of a searchlight get details of how the birds 
maintain their height in the " park " all night. 


