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DOES THE BLUE DUCK BLUSH? _

-The Ruakituri River, which joins the Hangaroa River at Te
Reinga, 47 miles south of Gisborne, has a good number of Blue Duck
(Hymenolaimus malacorhynchus) throughout its length. On a day in
January, 1963, a trip through the four miles of steep gorge above the
Erepiti Bridge, 12 miles upstream from Te Reinga, produced 18 birds,
in parties of twos and threes. This was between 5 am. and 8 am.,
whereas from 11 arm. onwards not a Blue Duck was visible on the
same stretch of water, for the reason that during the heat of the day,
the birds take shelter in crevices among the boulders. In the late
afternoon I stepped down a boulder bank in order to fish a pool,
when a Blue Duck fluttered out between my legs and landed on the
pool about ten feet away. The colour of the bill of the adult-bird, at
least in the breeding season, is very pale salmon pink, so that 1 was
amazed to note that the bill of this particular bird was a brilliant
“shocking ” pink, with a few blotches of slightly paler colour. It is
well known that the Little Blue Penguin (Eudyptula minor) “blushes”
in its feet, which change from white to pale pink when the bird is
agitated or upset; and Dr. R. A. Falla states (pers. comm.) that the
feet and bill of the Royal Albatross (Diomedea epomophora) show a
pink colour in similar state. The obvious explanation of the colour
in the bill of this particular Blue Duck is that confusion or fright
caused a rush of blood to the bill. Such an observation will be
unusual, as the species is so completely unafraid of man. Unfortunately
the bird flew after a minute or less, so that the recession of the colour

was not observed. — A. BLACKBURN
*

COLOUR VARIATION AND LAYING SEQUENCE IN GULLS EGGS

While carrying out field studies in the breeding of the Black-
backed Gull (Larus dominicanus) at Napier in 1959, D.H.B. found that
the variability of the ground colour and markings of eggs within a
single clutch appeared to be consistent with the order in which the
eggs were laid. Preston (1957) had previously observed this to occur
in eggs of the Laughing Gull (L. atricille) and the Common Tern
(Sterna hirundo).

Unfortunately, a party of school children destroyed the majority
of clutches under observation at Napier before sufficient data could be
collected to justify statistical analysis. Nevertheless, based on 58 nests
in which the order of laying of all eggs was known, and a further 11
in which the last egg was known, D.H.B. felt that the last egg could
be identified in more than 90%, of the clutches, though the variation
between first and second eggs was less well-marked so that these could
be separated with less confidence. In extreme cases, the ground colour
of the first egg was brown or dark olive in tone, the markings consisting
of dark blotches and spots, particularly at the larger end. The last
egg, on the other hand, was almost invariably grey, the markings con-
sisting of small spots and what Preston aptly calls “scribbles.” The
second egg was either intermediate between the first and second, both
as to ground colour and markings, or else tended to resemble the first
egg, sometimes sufficiently so to make it difficult to decide the order
of their laying, had this not already been known. Occasionally the
third egg in a clutch was found to resemble the second in certain other
clutches, but in no case in the group of clutches under study were the
“scribbles” found on any but a third egg.



