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Albatrosses and other Birds seen between 
Melbourne and the Bluff and Dunedin 

in New Zealand. 
By A. M .. Morgan and J. B. Cleland. 

As a result of our experience during a voyage from Melbourne 
to Dunedin via Milford Sound and The Bluff in January, 1927, 
we are convinced of the difficulty of identifying Albatrosses, 
Shearwaters, and other Petrels. frC?m the deck of a ship, even 
with the aid of field-glasses. Even when, the appearances of 
the living birds being still fresh in our minds, skins and text-book 
descriptions were consulted after the voyage, great uncertainty 
remained. This is partly due to the absence of full descriptions 
of the markings of the species ~s seen from a ship's deck, and 
even when notes are made of these the birds to which they belong 
are not obtainable for definite identification. 
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The Albatrosses were a source of grave difficulty. Our 
views changed from day to day. We ha~e not yet decided 
whether we saw one or two or perhaps three species of large 
Albatrosses and one or two of the smaller ones. Three large 
black-and-white species seem listed for these seas, D'io:rnedea 
exulans, D .. regia,· and D. chionoptera. All have a white back, 
and in all the inner sides of the tips of the wings are black. The 
last named has conspicuous white upper wing-coverts, making 
the basal half of the wing when flying appear almost entirely 
white. Occasional birds so appearing were seen almost through
out the trip from Port Phillip Heads to the southern end of New 
Zealand. We consider. this diagnosis to be correc-t. But the 
most abundant species over this area had the wing-coverts dark 
with a conspicuous whitish mark ,plainly visible, even at a 
distance, further out on the wing. The white b'ack presented 
a diamond shape when flying. In occasional birds the proximal 
half of the wing, well internal to the white mark, was heavily 
mo.ttled with white, becoming continuous with the white back. 
These birds seemed intermediate between the ones with black 
wing-coverts (much more numerous) and our D. chionoptera. 
Obviously immature birds had more or less brown on the !Jack 
and on the head and a brown band across the chest, the latter 
being the last to disappear. To which species do the birds with 
dark wing-coverts belong? Were they D. exulans, which shouid 
have the white of the back pencilled with dark marking (unrecog
nizable on the wing), or D. regia, which lacks these, or (as is 
suggested by the occasional birds with white splashes on the basai 
halves of the wings) were these all merely not quite mature 
D. chionoptera? If, as has been stated,· it takes six years for 
an Albatross to reach full maturity, it may be that such fully
plumaged birds form only a small percentage of those following 
a ship. But would it account for only about one .D. chiono;ptera 
with white wing-coverts being seen when we counted, as we did 
off the New Zealand coast, over 30 large Albatrosses tound the 
ship at once, only perhaps half a dozen of them showing the 
brown marks of greater immaturity? We are inclined t.o think 
that the bird which was ustia1ly so numerous from Port Phillip 
to New Zealand, and which had dark wing-coverts and the small 
whitish patch far out OD;the wing, was not D. chionoptera (in a 
nearly mature. state), but D. exulans or D. 1·egia-but · vvhich 
cannot be dec~ded from a sh~p's deck. 

As regards the smaller species, D. melanopl~ris should .be 
recognizable when the yellow bill can be seen. D. chlororh'Yncha 
and D. bulle1'i have the sides of the bill black. All have the 
back dark coloured. We are satisfied that we identified D. 
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mel~nojphris in the Tasman Sea 11 day out from Melbourne and 
along the west coast of the South Island. They were much 
less common than the larger species, rarely more than one follow
i~g us and often none. Nearly the anterior halves of the 
under-sides of the wings appeared black, a readily recognizable 
feature. But we do not know what the under-sides of the 'oLher 

. small species Hre like, though we know from descriptions that 
black is present anteriorly. Off Port Chalmers, a bird which 
we think might have been D. bulle1'i was seen. There 'was a 
greyish smudge on the side of the face. ·A rim of black, br0ader 
in front, appeared to run round the under-sides of the wings, but 
anteriorly one could not say that nearly half of the under-side 
was black. Have we in this a means of differentiation nom 
1). melcmophris? 

Numbers of smaller Petrels were seen throughout the trip, 
but, with the exception of Da;ption capense, none was identified 
with certainty. The Cape Petrels were picked up first just south· 
of Milford Sound and followed us to the entrance to Dunedin 
Harbour; settling within a few feet of ~he ship when she was 
stationary awaiting the tide. The round white spot on the upper 
surface of each wing looks almost translucent when these bnds 
are in flight. Many individuals of the genus Puffinus were seen 
throughout the trip, but we found it quite impossible to identify 
any of them. These birds do not follow the ship, and never 
come close enough for anyone to pick out the colours of the. soft 
parts. Half-way on the jottrney across one early morning a 
distant commotion on the surface of the sea and an indistinct 
cloud above it showed where a concourse of these Petrels were 
feeding, apparently flying down to the surface and up again. An 
occasional Ganqet was seen diving amongst them. At the 
entrance to the Bluff Harbour a greater assemblage still wen• 
sitting on the water. Eventually they rose, and as they passed a 
fixed point an estimation of their number-about 5,000-was 
made. 

On the return journey made by one of us from Wellington to 
Sydney, two Red-tailed Tropic birds were seen about 100 miles 
from Sydney. They were not following us, but were put up from 
the water, being in the course of the ship. 


