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ORIENTAL CIJCKOO (CUCULUS SATURATUS 
HORSFIELDI) AT KAIHINU, WEST COAST 

R y  P. GRAA'T 

This  birtl was first noticed by Master Kussell Cook about 12th 
,lmuary, 1964, and was reported in the Greymouth Evening Star on 
25th January, 1964, after it had been identified by Russell's father, 
Mr. G. S. Cook. Messrs. E. W. Crack, P. Grant, A. B. Muntlen and  
D. I'anckhurst joined in observations which were made until the bird 
disappeared about 3rd February, 1964. These notes are made up  from 
combinetl observations o l  all thcse persons. T h e  bird was photogri~phed 
successfully in both colour and monocl~rome. 

Mr. Cook's farm is at Ihihinu,  threc miles tlorth-east of Hohitika, 
Westl;lntl. T h e  homesteiitl is about twelve chains from the coast line 
and has a number of macroc;irpa trees of rnotleratc height, as well as 
several lower bushes. T h e  surrounding country is fairly open, with 
grass paddocks. T h e  Hokitika-Greymouth railway line runs between 
the homestead and the main road, antl the passing railway traffic at 
times scared the birtl to another Ilomcstcatl about threc huntlrctl 
y;lrds away. 

Some difficulty w:ts caused by the fact tllat the bird w x  moulting, 
cvitlcntly changing from im~nature to mature plumage. Description as 
lo1lows:- Upper mantlil~lc tl;u-k slate-grey until near thc grey-grccn 
base; lower mandible grey-green; cutting edge orange; gape orange. 
Bill slightly down curved, shortish; nostrils prominent, black. Eyelids 
yellow; iris light brown; pupil dark. Lores greyish, flecked white; chin 
and upper throat covered I I ~  prominent greyish white beard which was 
laintly tinged brown when viewed from the front; m d a r  region grey- 
brown; ear coverts light brown flecked white over blue grey; eyebrow 
bluish white (actually new fcathers replacing previously I~rown feathers 
contrasting with brown feathers which had not yet moulted) ; side neck 
faintly barred brown-white over blue-grey. Forehcad centre brownish, 
sides blue grey; nape atnd hind neck brownish-grey, mostly white flecked 
(light-brown barred faintly white, tips of feathers white, moulting to 

blue-grey) . hfmtle  blue-grey, overtones barred brown, moulting; back 
I~lue-grey, overtones light brown; rump blue-grey, overtone light brown 
in a few places; upper tail coverts brownish Hecked white; tail - 
ccntre tail feather slate-black, seven white spots longitudinally, three 
l~asal ones paired, faintly margined white, stitched effect; tail feathers 
white tips. Other tail leathers white spotted ncar base, vcry faintly 
white stitched on margins; under tail spotted white (large spots) 
roughly barrctl effect. Apparently eight spots when tail closed. Outer 
tail leathers tnorc brown~sh in colour. Breast, foreneck antl lower 
throat white Ixtrred brown, thin bars, which sometimes appeitrcd sli~te- 
black; belly barred in same fashion; then short area of whitc belore 
under tail coverts which wcre white with brown bars wide apart. Flank 
white, barred brown: legs and feet orange; claws light brown. Scapulars 
blue grey antl brown feathers; lesser, median, and greater wing coverts 
blue-grey antl brown mixed, with tendency to barred effect: primary 
coverts light brown; primaries brown with white spots on leading ctlges 
ol several outer feiiiilcrs; second;~ries brown, second and third outcrs 
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I - Oriental Cuckoo, (a) and  (c) showing variation in stance, (b) showing 
pattern of under-surface. 
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white spots on leading etlge; uncler wing white 11;trred brown, carpal 
joint area white, with whitc etlge sometimes showing above carpal joint 
when wing in closed position. Wing length with wing closed - wing 
tip re;tchetl just beyond mid length of tail; overall length of bird 
about twelve and one half inchcs. More briefly, an app:trently plumpis11 
bird colouretl brown on upper surfaces, barred brown on white on 
under surlitces and ;trountl neck, tail blackish with wliite spots, tipped 
white. 

One ol' the features of the bird was the variety of positions it 
:ttloptcd. O n  pointed posts it would droop until it appeared to be 
the top of the post (Plate la) . On flat-topped posts if it landed on 
the near edge it would takc up an almost vertical position. If it 
Iitntled on the flat top o l  a post tt would take up  a nluch flatter stance 
(Plate Ic),  and at times would raise its tail above the l~orizont;~l. 
Viewed from different angles very widely different impressions ;IS to 
shape coultl be obtained, and frontal views could give the impression 
that the I~irtl was much shorter i t t  length than it really was. Also, the 
impression was gained at times that the wings were too large antl 
~tngainly lor the bird and that they were just drooping around. T h e  
c:trpal joint was frequently hidden uncler the breast feathers. 

As the bird was moulting it could be expected to sit :mound 
quite a bit, and this it did. It did not like wet or rough weather and 
apparently took shclter, coming out immediately when the weather 
cleared. Its f'avourite spot was on sheltered fence posts about lour 
feet high, antl hcrc it would sit lor relatively long periods then half 
glide and fly to the ground. When alighting into longer grass it 
kept its wings outsprei~tl :tncl propl~ed on thc grass, reaching clown to 
pick up  its food. T h e  return Hight to fence posts was direct, with a 
final upw;trtl glide. Generally, the bird flew in a leisurely lashion, but 
on one occasion when caught in smoke from ;I train took off at terrific 
speed - it could Ily very last i f  it wanted to. T h e  feeding habits t m y  
!x likened to those of ;I kingfshcr on dry land. Frequently it caught 
3 green cicada which it would take back to a post top, and Kussell, 
who saw the bird very clearly from close range at times, said he never 
S ~ I W  it with a brown cicada, both green and brown being common at 
the time. Worms were taken also, antl the bird was watched from close 
range as it rolled up  a worm into a ball in its bill before swallowing it. 
A moth may have been taken, and spider web on the bird may have 
indicated that the bird was catching spiders but it could have passed 
through a web inadvertently. 

T h e  bird was completely silent. No call or whistle was heard 
at  any time. 

Our  first impression was that we h x l  olxerved an immature 
Oriental Cuckoo which was in the process of nloulting, and regarded 
it as the rufous phase its recorded in Oliver's brew Zenlanrl Z3iwls, 
2nd ed., p. 537, because of the barred neck. T h e  description there 
did not seem to make it clear whether the rufous phase was an  immature 
phase or not. Correspondence with Mr. K. A. Hindwood of Australia 
brought thc inlormation that all immature Oriental Cuckoos are barred 
right up  the neck, and that the so-called rufous phase was apparently 
an  immature phase." This  appears to be borne out  by the fact that 
the bird's head was generally changing from brown to blue-grey and 
iC thc bird had stayed longer wc may have been fortutxttc cnough to 



SHORT NOTES - 133 

i t n e s s  I l l u e - r e  1 u 1 1 1 ; t g  Mr. Cook, wlro s;tw the IIircl lor the 
longest period, said that he .  tlrought th;tt tile bird was changing l'rom 
brow11 to blue-grey in colour. .- 7 

Lhc question arises ;IS to why tlie I~irt l  should be sccn in New 
Ze;~l;~ntl ;IS previous sightings have been very I'ew. A reason may Ix 
worked o u t  with the help of t!~e lollowing \,riel reports. Another 
birtl, aplxtrer~tly similar to the K a i h i n ~ ~  bird in l~;tbits, was scen a t  the 
same time in ;I district perhaps some twenty miles itway but  this 
repor t  I I X  not yet Ixcn  lollowed 1111. At Greymouth, ;I smd le r  cuckoo 
(possil~ly ;I Fan-t;~iletl Cuckoo) w;!s sccn on 30th Decemlxr, IWi.3. 
From Jacolx River area comes the report  of ;I strange cuckoo-like I~irt l  
: m n  in January, 1964, and  from k1an;rk;tuaia (;I little north o l  ,j;tcol~s 
River) the report  o l  an  i\ustralian Tree  Martin scen in December, I!)(iS, 
;inti still there in rnitl-,l;tnir;~ry, I It is ;tppitrent that ;I number  
01' birds Irom the Austr;tlian area were I~ rough t  to this country by the 
:,uccession ol' sirong westerly winds which I~lew over the West Coast 
in I k c e m l x r ,  1W3. I t  is unlikely that they were in sullicicnt uu~mbcrs 
to I~reetl  here. 

*The  question of rufous phases was discussed wi th M r .  E. G. Turbott, who said 
that the ruious phase is finally an adult piurnage. Tnis means that the b i rd  mentioned was 
not in rufous phase plumage but was a normal immature b i rd  changing into adult ~ lumage.  
Mr .  K .  A. Hindwood apparently linked the Rufous Phase mentioned in Oliver, second edition, 
P. 537, wi th imniaturity because o i  the barred throat. He stated that he had written 
without going into literature regarding the matter and apparently had forgotten or was 
unaware of the adult Rufous Phase cuckoos. This clearlv e x ~ l a i n s  the difference in the 

SHORT NOTES 
Mt\KSH SANDI'IPEK I N  S O U T H  1'A1<1\Nt\l<I 

On 1st November, 1963, while I was visiting. 21 Ireshwater pond 
o n  the coiistal side of Hawer ;~  in the comp;~ny of F. Finer, M. Bysouth 
;tnd G .  Mactlon;tltl, an  unusual birtl was noticed on  tlie co;tstal end  
o f  the pool. I t  ;ippearcd to be resting while standing in the s11;~llows. 
;;nd while F.F., M.K. and G.M. kept I~inoculars trained on  it, I was 
able to appro;~ch to a t  least %)It. before the birtl showctl signs ol' 
annoyance. From here, I secured three colour t ransprcncies  of the 
bird, using. a telephoto lens. These  have enabled it to I x  identified 
as a R/larsh S;intlpiper (Tying-(I slngncrli1i.s) by K .  K. Sibson and  H. K. 
Mclknzic ,  bo th  oC whom m;t& observations o l  the  other two New 
Zealand records oE Miirsh Sandpiper,  in the Auckl;~ntl ;trca, in 19.59 
and  1963 (A'ot,owis VI 11, 125 - 126, and X, 235 - 236) . 

T h e  bird had a slim, strc;umlir~etl appearance in keeping with 
the diagrams in Witherby's ' Hantllmok o l  British Birds,' and  Banner- 
tnan's 'Kirtls o l  the Rritish Isles,' \Jol. X, Plate 10. It was generally 
white except for grey u p p e r  surface and wings, the mantle ant1 scapul;~rs 
;tppearing speckled grey-brown. T h e  face was white, the crown shaded, 
and it was somewhat dark  iiround the eyes. l ' h e  bill w i~s  noticeitbly 
long, thin,  and  needle-like. 7'hc legs were very long, straight, and,  
like the bill, ;tppearecl to 11c dark  (the sun wits overhei~tl, k i n g  mitlt1;ty). 
'The bill and legs d o  not  resemble those o f  any sin~il;rr bird depicted 
'in Witherby (c.g. Grcctrsh;tnk, 1'. 320). 1 d id  not  note the colour o l  
i'unrp or  tail bu t  F.1;. remarked later that it appeitretl to have some 
white on the upper  surl'ace when it took to flight. 


