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THE DWARF MALTESE SWAN 

E. MARJORIE NORTilCOTE 

Bate (1916) gave the name Cygnus equitum to fossil bones she considered to be those 
of a dwarf extinct swan. Lambrecht ( 1933) and Howard ( 1964) agreed with Bate. However, 
the eminent authority Brodkorb (1964) named these bones Anser equitum, considering them to 
belong to a large extinct goose. Bate (1916) briefly described the holotype (a carpo­
metacarpus) and paratypes Ca proximal humerus and a coracoid) that came from deposits at 
Ghar Dalam, Malta. 1his type-series (Specimens 20 and 21) is in the National ~1useum of 
Natural History, Malta <NMM). Casts of the bones (Specimens A1613, A1614, and P.1615l, 
labelled Anser eguitum, are in the British Museum <Natural History) (BMNHl. other 
anser i form bones from those museums and the University Museum of Zoology, Cambr ( Ui\1ZC) 
I found further equitum fossils (chiefly also of fore-limbs) from elsewhere in It 
is now possible to ascertain the genus and affinities of the bird and suggest its size, 
form and habit, particularly with respect to Bate's claim that equitum was flightless. 

lhe equitum specimens came from the same LeveL as giant Maltese Swans c. falconeri 
Parker, 1865 and giant Maltese Cranes Grus melitensis Lydekker, 1890 assigned elsewhere 
<Northcote 1982a,b, 1981-83, 1984-85) tc a period equivalent to the lpswichian (cemian) 
Interglacial Stage of more northern countriesp i.e., about 125,000 years ago. 

n equitum 

humerus 

-" 
Greylag 

Geese -" 
Whooper 
Swans -" 

Bewick's 
Swans 

Mute 
n Swans 

----
:: ::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::;::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: ::::::::::::: 

max. length 2 197.15 6 169.37 28 275.5 8 : 233.3 33 290.9 
min. shaft 
width 2 9.60 6 9.38 28 12.30 8 10.91 33 12.29 

: -- -- -- -- -- ----ulna 
::::;:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: :::::: 

max~ length 2 c .187 7 : 152.77 25 259.7 : 8 219.5 : 28 :257.3 : 
min. shaft : : 
width 2 7.80 7 7.86 : 25 10.16 : 8 8.79 28 9.80 

- - -- ------carpomet. 
.. :::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: 
max. length : 4 9!.18 5 96.44 : 17 !37 .47 2 118.90 9 133.36 

max dorso-
ventral width 4 7.95 5 5.66 17 8.16 2 : 6.20 9 7.67 
met. majus. 

: ·-- - -- -- ------phalanx 
::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::;:::::::::::::::::::.::::::::::::: :::::::::: 

maxo length 9 33.42 : 2 : 43.40 16 58.29 2 51.15 5 51.42 

--~m~---- --- ----------
: : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : ! : : : : : : : : : : : : : ~ : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : : 

max. length 
min. shaft 
width 

c. 79 

9.90 6 

80.!6 26 

7.52 26 

108.78 94.33 }L, 104.67 

10.46 9.39 34 10.20 

TABLE 1. Mean limb-bone measurements (mm) of eguitum, Greylag Geese and extant 
Palearctic swans. 
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Captions for figures 

Where appropriate a, goose; c, Whooper Swan. 

Fig. 1. Cranium. b, equitum BMNH 3267. 

Figs 2 and 3. Cranial extremity of scapula and coracoid respectively. 
b, equitum BMNH AS218 and A5221. 

Fig.4. Proximal extremity of humerus. b, equitum BMNH A5222. 

IL-MERILL No. 25 1988 

Figs 5 and 6.i. Shaft of ulna BMNH A5225 and distal carpometacarpus ~l Q.102. FZS 
respectively of equitum showing flight feather follicles. 

Figs 6.ii and iii. Cranial and dorsal aspects respectively of proximal extremity of 
carpometacarpus. b, equitum BMNH A5225. 

Fig.7. Dorsal aspect of chief wing phalanx. b, equitum BMNH A5219. 

Figs 8 and 9. Cranial surface of distal extremity of femur and tarsornetatarsus 
respectively. b, equitum BMNH A5812 and A5810 respectively. 

coracoid Whooper Swan 
Mute Swan equitum 

Greylag Goose 

humerus 

ulna 

carpomet. 

phalanx 

femur 

-0.25 0.05 

Fig. 10. Ratio diagram comparing mean lengths for six bones of Greylag Geese, Whooper 
and Mute Swans and equitum. 

Comparisons with extant European Anserini show the bird was indeed a swan. So far, 
the only goose-like characters are the relatively small size Clable I l, one feature on the 
proximal humerus CBl CFig.4) and one each on distal femur CCl and tarsometatarsus (D) 

\Figs 8 and 9). lhe relatively larger beak indicated by accommodation of larger muscles 
and ligaments (A) (Fig. ll, characteristic shape of scapula and coracoid (Figs 2 and 3), 
and chief hand bones (Figs 6ii,iii and 7), 'stoutness' of the limb bones (from lable 1) 
and ratios of their lengths to one another (fig. 10), all show the overall skeletal 
structure of equitum to be less like geese than swans. Absence of a bony bill knob 
especially (fig. 1), two features on the humerus and ratio (femur Length : humerus length) 
(from 1able 1), taken together, indicote affinity between c. equitum and Whooper and 
Bewick's Swans, C. cygnus and C. bewickii respectively, rather than Mute Swans C. olor. 
However, the relative shortness of the chief hand bones, similar to that 1n Mute Swans, 
combined with the actual shortness of the limb bones and greater 'stoutness' of 
metacarpus and femur compared to other European swans justify Bate's (1916) desi ion 
of it as a separate species. 

Using scaling formulae I estimate mean weight of c. equitum as 3.5-4kge 1hough within 
ranges for the Largest European Geese {Greylag Geese) and the smallest swans (Bewick's 
Swans), this is Less than mean weight of the latter (6.05 kg.) (data from Scott e-t c:l.l. 
1972)~ C. equitum is the smallest known swan. 
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structure of equitum to be less like geese than swans. Absence of a bony bill knob 
especially (fig. 1), two features on the humerus and ratio (femur Length : humerus length) 
(from 1able 1), taken together, indicote affinity between c. equitum and Whooper and 
Bewick's Swans, C. cygnus and C. bewickii respectively, rather than Mute Swans C. olor. 
However, the relative shortness of the chief hand bones, similar to that 1n Mute Swans, 
combined with the actual shortness of the limb bones and greater 'stoutness' of 
metacarpus and femur compared to other European swans justify Bate's (1916) desi ion 
of it as a separate species. 

Using scaling formulae I estimate mean weight of c. equitum as 3.5-4kge 1hough within 
ranges for the Largest European Geese {Greylag Geese) and the smallest swans (Bewick's 
Swans), this is Less than mean weight of the latter (6.05 kg.) (data from Scott e-t c:l.l. 
1972)~ C. equitum is the smallest known swan. 
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lhe coracoids of C. equitum are relatively longer than in other swans (e.q. 74.7mm 
for both it and the Larger Bewick 1 S) so its body may have been comparatively b;oader. 

Usl its wing-bone Lengths plus the calculated distance between its humeri as well 
as formu based on its WGight, [estimate the feathered wing span of c. equi-tum as 
approximately 1.5m. Compared to other swans, its wings were probably more 'eLLiptical'­

ter 'stoutness' of carpometacarpus and perhaps ulna suggests a higher camber; also, 
relatively short hand 'indicates Less attenua7ion than the 1 high-speed' wings 0 -;=, for 

example, W'hooper Swans. lhe body and wing shapes I propose for c. equitum and greater 
simiLarity of its distal wlng-bone proportions to the more sedentary ~Jl,ute than the 
mi Whooper and Bewick's Swans suggest it did not fly far9 However, there is no 
ev dence support Bate's (1916) assertion, subsequently quoted by other workers. that 
C~ equitum had a reduced carpometacarpus and lacked fl lght feathers and was, ther~fore, 
flightless. lndeed there was no reduction either of 'stoutness' and relative le~ngths 
of wine; bones or coracoid or of major flight muscLes, Jts wings were fuLLy feathered as 
eviden~ed by the presence of fLight feather follicles on ulna and carpometacarpus (Figs 
and 6.i) and it was light enough to fly. 

c. equitum was abundant and ~t.'idespread on ~rhe island and occurred near both fresh 
and brackish water. lhe goose-Like characters noted above suggest it may have walked weLl 
on land and, en like other swans, could have taken off and a l i ghted on the ground. 

Remai11s of Whooper Swans are found with those of the reLated c. equitum and 
c. falconeri. l he first occurs at other LeveLs eLsewhere l n Europe but the "two other swans 
are found only in IntergLacial deposits of SicuLo/Malta and were evidently endemic, maybe 
indigenous. During the ca. 21,COO years of the Interglacial, SlcuLo/Malta was isolated 
from the mainland by very strong currents in the Straits of Messina (5ondaar and 
Boekschoten 1967). On the island, mild climate, plentiful food and Lack of predators 
( Northcote 198 ·, -83) would have obviated dispersal or escape and encouraged speciation. 
Rapid climatic changes terminated the interglacial (Starkel 1977). lhe Less specialised 
Whooper Swans migrated; c. falconeri, that had r·educed flight ability (Northcote 1981-83) 
and C~ equi~um, perhaps unable to fly far, became extinct. 

AcknowledgemenLs 
i am gratefuL t0 Mr.~1.j.Ashby who heLped with the ilLustrations and museum curators 

who gave me access to their collection~ in particular Dr.G.Zammit-Maempel (NI'vlM) and 
Messrs.C.A.Walker and G.S .. CowLes 

References 

1916. On a small collection of vertebrate remains from the Gnar Dalam cavern, 
with note on a new species of the genus Cygnus. Proc. Zool. Soc. Londs 

28 421-430. 

Brodkorb,P. 1964. Catalogue of fossil birds. Part 2. Anseriformes through Galliformes. 
Bull. Fla. St.. Mus. Biol. Sci. 8(3) : 195-335. 

Howard,H. 1964. Fossil Anserlformes. In: lhe Waterfowl of the World by J.Delacour. 
Vol.4 : 233-326. London: Country Life. 

Lambrecht,K. 1933~ Handbuch der Palaeornithologie. BerLin: Borntraeger. 

Northcote,E.M. 1982a~ lhe extinct MaLtese Crane Grus melitensis~ Ibis, 124 : 76·-80. 

Northcote,E.M. 1982b. Size, form and habit of the extinct Maltese Swan cygnus falconeri. 
Ibis, 124 : 148-159. 

Northcote,E.M. 1981-839 lhe Giant Maltese Swan. Il-Merill 1 22 : 6-8. 

Northcote,E.~1. 1984-85. lhe giant fJ1altese Crane. Il-Merill, 23 : 1-4. 

Scott,P. and lhe Wildfowl lrust, Slimbridge (eds.). 1972 lhe Swans. 
London : Michael Joseph. 

Sondaar,P.Y. & Boek.schoten,G.J .. 1967. Quaternary mammals in the South Aegean Island Arc : 
wlth n0tes on other fossil mammals from the coasral reaions of the Mediterranean. I!. 
Proc. K~Ned. Ak.ad. Wet:. Ser. B, 70 : 565-576. ~ 

StarKel,L. 1977. lhe palaeogeography of mid- and east Europe during the Last cold stage, 
with west European comparisons. Phil. Trant~. R. Sec. Ser. B. (Roy) 1 

280 : 351-372. 

E., Marjorie Northco~e ~ University Departmen~ o;': zoology, Downing Street, Ca.mbr} .. dge,England. 

ll-MERILL No. 25 1988 

THE BREEDING POPULATION OF THE BLUE ROCK THRUSH 
MONT/COLA SOL/TAR/US ON COMINO ISLAND IN 1988 

RAYMOND GALEA & RAYMOND CARUANA 

Introduction 

For the pag 15-20 years, Camino was visited annually in spring, mostly by members 
of the Malta Ornithological Society. Records of birds seen were always kept and the 
Blue Rock lhrush Mon-ticola solitarius was always listed. Estimates of the breeding popu­
lation were always based on the number of birds seen. Five to ten pairs was the usual 
estimate. lhe authors of this paper tried to monitor the exact number of Blue Rock 
lnrushes breeding on the island in 1988. 

lne Blue Rock lhrush is a fairly common breeding resident in the Maltese Islands. It 
is mainly found breeding along sea cliffs, but some pairs are still to be found inland 
alcmg hills, rocky valleys as well as in some fortifications. lhe nest is mostly buiLt 
in crags in cliff faces. (Sultana & Gauci 1982). 

The Study Area 

lhe island of Camino separates the main isLands of Malta and Gozo and occupies 
2.6 sq.km (1 sq.milel. 1he Upper Coralline Limestone rises from the sea to 75 m on 
south-west side, from where it slopes towards the north-west. It is an exposed and 
barren island with little remaining agriculture except in the Santa Marija valley. 
Camino has a coastLine of about 9 .. 6 km. (Boffa 1966). 

orly 
the 

Method and Results 

lhe island was visited twice for this census- on 17th and 30 April 1988. Obser­
vations were mostly based on singing males. At this time of year females wiLL be in the 
nest incubating; in fact no females were observed during either visit& A male singing, 
displaying, or calling the characteristic alarm caLL more than once ln the same area 
was counted as a breeding pair. Both visits started early in the morning from Santa 
Marija bay, walking very slowly along the cliffs, covering practically the whole of the 
island 1 s coastline. Only a few places were not covered as they did not offer sulteble 
habitat for the breeding of this species. 

1st Visit - 17th April 1988 

2 

3 

4 

lhe first male Blue Rock lhrush was observed singing and flying for short 
distances close to the cliffs about 900m to the east of Santa Marija bay. lhis 
bird was also noted flying towards a small chapel in this same bay. lhis chapel 
must be a watchpoint marking its territory because it was watched going there 
several times, even in past years~ 
lhe second bird was seen and heard singing twice; once on a small stone hide at 
ll-Hamra and then at a point some distance away from the Redoubt at ll-Miskta. 

CLose to the Comino lower another singing male was present. It was later seen on 
the cemetry walls. 

At laht il-Mazz a male was observed chasing another male bird, probably the one 
seen earlier close to the lower (no: 3). lhis behaviour made it cLear that these 
two birds had overlapping territories and were nesting somewhere along the cliffs 
below. 

Another singing male was later observed perched on an electricity pole at la' Savier. 
As this place does not offer ideal breeding habitat for this specie~ it was assumed that 
it was one of the males seen chasing each other at laht il-Mazz. Observations ended 
at the starting point, i.e. at Santa Marija bay. 

2nd Visit - 30th April 1988 

lhis v.isit started at the same time and place as the previous one and the same 
route was taken. 

At a point between L'lmnieri and I L-Ponta taL-!1!1erieha, a pair of Blue Rock lhrushes 
was uttering alarm calls to each other very frequently and excitedly, on the rocks 


