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FEEDING STATIONS AND FOOD OF 
NORTH ISLAND SADDLEBACK I N  AUGUST 

IN'l 'KOI~UCTION 
Since Fleming (1941) recorded ;I pair of North Isl:~ntl Saddlebacks 

(Phile.rlurnus c/~runczrlatzrs I-uf~~scltel;) in the Kaukunnara Kange during 
Fel~ru;~ry 1935, none has been definitely rccordcd save 011 Hen Island. 
Tlic d;lngcr of losing the Hen Island population tl~rough cats, tliseasc 
or fire is ever present, so it is tlcsir;~l,lc to cst;tl~lish the bird on other 
is1;tntls as soon ;IS practic;~l~lc. 1)et:tiled knowlcclge ol diet nlay prevent 
wasted elfort in transferring I~irtls to islands where they cannot survive 
and, considered with other clr;~ractcristics, ciui define the ecological nichc 
oL' this I~ird. 

l 'h is  lxtpcr remrdsol)serv;~tions on Seedirig stations ;und loods 
of the S;~tldleback made by it combined Wiltllilc Rr;uiclr - O.S.N.Z. - 
11.S.I.R. expedition to Hen Isl;untl Iron1 23rd August to 3rd September, 
IIf63. T h e  party consisted ol' Mr. I). V. h4erton (leader) , Misses L. r .  
Bishop ; ~ n d  kI. Iohnstou, Mcssrs. 1. S. Atl;~n;s, A.  Hlackl~urn, I). I .  Camp- 
I~cll, M.  J .  Hogg, ,I. I... I<o~tlritk, N. , I .  Lcdgard, 1'. I). CJ. Skegg and 
the writer, all of whonl cot1tril)uted ol,scrv;~tions. I wish to emphasise 
L I I ; I L  thc Ix~sic: tl;~t;t of this p p c r  arc entirely the rcsult of' :t team effort. 
We ; ~ r c  illtlcl)tctl to Dr. , I .  A.  (:il,l, for I~elpl'ul criticism of the manu- 
sc:ripf. 
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< z  , , 
I ~ ; I I I L I ~ ; I  scruh on slopcs at  thc westcrn end o l  the is1;tntI. 
I<;tnuk;t and kanuka-p~iriri lorests on, the strongly rolling northern 
slopes. 
Pohutuk:~w;~ lorcst on slopes within 200 It. o l  sea-level. 
I'uriri-pohutuk;~~v:t forcst in v:~lleys near the sea. 
I'uriri-taraire forest on  the southern slopes. 
T . '  :trrtlre-t;lwii forest on the southern slopes. 
Cliff vegetation. 
Durinc our visit S;tdtllelxrcks were scen Seeding in ;~lniost all 

communities, from the pohutukaw;~ near w- leve l  on Imth northern 
;~nt l  southern coasts, to the kanuka l'orcst of thc uppcr ridges ;it 900 to 
1,000 It.; but they were not noticed in the kanuka scrub at  the western 
end of the icland. A n  attcmpt u7;ts ride to find out whether Saddle- 
Ix~cks were feeding more in one type ol' vegetation than another but 
(his was trnsuccessfrtl bec:luse ol :In in;~tlequ;lte numl~cr  of olxervations. 

I'romptcd by Gil~b's (I!)(il) ;tn;~lysis of thc feeding stations of 
birds in Kaingaroa pine forest, the possible feeding stations of the 
S;lddlel~;~ck on Hen Island were listed. T h c  ~xirty's observations, made . 
1n:tinly o n  the so~tthern slopcs, were rccorded daily and the results are 
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summariser1 in Table 1. Each observation is that of one bird feeding 
in one place. If a bird moved to another station then this was treated 
as a separate observation. 

TABLE 1: FEEDING STATIONS O F  T H E  SADDLEBACK ON 
HEN ISLAND: AUGUST, 1963 

No. of 
Feeding Station: observations % of total 

Aerial feeding more than 3ft. above ground . .  0 0 
Aerial feeding within 3It. of the ground . . . . . . . . .  3 2 
Canopy foliage (excluding tufted crowns) . 19 9 
Understorey foliage .................... 13 6 
Foliage of cabbage trcc, nikau, collospermum and flax 21 10 
Dead foliage .................... 15 8 
Hark of upper I~rnnches and twigs ............ 59 29 
Dead branches . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  9 4 
Roles ..-. . . . . . . . . . . .  ............ 23 11 
Ground .... . . . . . . . . . .  ............ 43 2 1 

- -- 

Total 205 100 
- - 

A large proportion (41%,) of the feeding olxervations was of 
birds feeding along I~ranclres or on boles. Characteristically a bird 
would work along the br;tnches, either ascending or descentling, ripping 
or chipping off pieces of bark, probing into knots ;und holes, tapping 
on the bole like ;I woodpecker, antl son~et in~cs using the upper mandible 
alone as ;I skewer. Once ;I strip of kanuka bark, 18 in. long, was torn 
off the trunk from ihc bottonl ~~pw;trcIs, beginning fft .  above tllc 
ground (A.B.) . 

T h e  trec species on which ;I bird was secn Cccding was identified 
whenever possiljle but no ~xtrticular preferences emerged. T'rees with 
relatively smocrh bark figured just as prominently as those with Jlakey 
bark, such as kanuka. 

When icecling on the ground the beak was used to turn leaves 
and twigs and occasionally to toss them aside. A piece of rotten wood 
weighing nearly 40 sm.  was turned over ( A X . ) .  Probing actions were 
also seen and D.V.M. watched a bird spend a minute o r  two digging 
:I hole nearly two inches deep and an inch in diameter. Crevices in 
rocks were sometimes examined and J.L.K. observed birds pecking a t  
spider webs. 

Aerial feeding was observed when a bird made a short flight 
from the ground to catch n flying insect disturbed while the bird was 
feeding amongst the litter (AH.). 

T h e  percentages of Table 1 are open to the criticism that some 
observations were made shortly after the bird had been disturbed by 
the observer. Thus  the birds could be spending more time feeding 
on the ground than is indicated. A number of timed observations 
were made in which recording- of the bird's feeding station was begun 
only aEter i t  appeared to bc taking little notice of the observer (Table 2). 
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TAHLE 2 - T I M E S  S P E N T  HY SAI)DLEHACI<S 1N T H K E E  
G R O U P S  O F  FEEDING S T A T I O N S  O N  H E N  ISLAND: 

AUGUST,  1965 

Total time of 
No. of birds observations Percentaqe 

Feeding Stations observed (min.)  of Total 

O n  branches and  boles .... 15 1-15 43 
Among foliage ........ (i 80 24 
O n  ground ............ 14 109 33 

7 .  l h e  longest tiinctl olxcrv;itio~t w;is n~a t l c  I)y N.,J.L., who I'ollowecl 
one bird for 65 n~ inu tcs ,  some 25 ol' which werc spent  on  o r  within 
2 St. ol' the ground. 

l ' h c  ;tssoci;ltion of F;lntails with l'cctling S;dtllelx~cks is discussed 
elsewhere in this issue by Hl;~ckl)urn. 

FO01)S 
l'wcnty-six ol)scrv;~tions werc 11t:rtlc in w l ~ i t h  tltc l'ootl taken was 

itlcntifietl ( l 'ahle 3) . 

'I'!\HI,E 5 - FOOIIS 01; SADI~1,EKACK O N  H E N  ISI.t\NI): 
t\U(;USI', 1963 

F o ~ d  NJ. of oiservations 

A.B. ol~servetl one  birc! pick oft ;I case moth cocoon and, grasping 
it with one foot, pick :I hole ;it one end through which the caterpillar 
was extracted. 

Wi th  matipo, the birds pecked off  ant1 ~w;illowetl the apical 
buds (P.D.G.S.; L.J.H.).  1.L.K. saw ;I male bird fly on  to ;I large 
rock, grasp the stem ol' it ~lightsh;~cle with one Soot and  then pick and 
cat a cluster of green berries. 

O n  fivefinger, the I~irt ls .  [eel selectively among fruits, flower butls 
: ~ n d  llowers in the uppe r  canopy (D.J.C. and A.H.). T h e  size of the 
parts taken indicated that they were flower buds. Sibson (1949) 
nbservrd Saddlebacks eating ripening berries of fivefinger du r ing  early 
Iiinux-y. 

r .  I h e  bird feeding from clematis flowers plunged its bill r ight 
into the centre of the  llower :und nlovetl its tongue backwards a n d  
forwmls ,  aplxtrently sucking nectar. 1mlnecli:ttely ;~fterwartls ;I Hellbird 
went through the samc motions on :Inother flower 18 in. away (D.V.M.). 
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Kowhai. ~>urir i  and Khnbdothamnu.\ ~olnndr i  were also in full , 
flower but there was nothing to suggest that they were being visited by -.> 
Saddlebacks. 

Near the campsite at Dragon's Mouth Cove, Saddlebacks were 
often seen searching for food under thc ilakev bark of kanuka. D.1.C. 
examined the inve&brates under the bark 'of two trees each 25" ft .  
high and 8 - 10 in. diameter at breast height. T h e  most abundant 
~ o t e n t i a l  food available on the foliage and fine stems of the canopy u . , 
here egg masscs of scale insects. In the upper branches scale insects 
themselves wcre ;~l~untlant ,  espcci;~lly in the axils of small brmchcs 
where it was tlanip. ,juvct~ile cockro;rches and cockroach egg nmses 
were also common here. Kelow 15 it., cockroaches were still present, 
and centipedes and spiders increasingly conlmon towards the ground; 
centipedes were the dominant invertebrate under bark within 3 ft. of 
the ground. Isopotlcs were also present below 15 It., p;~rticul;~rly in 
damp places. l 'hysanur;~ns wcre present a t  d l  levels. 

'Three. Satltllclx~ck droppings collcctetl in kanuk;~ forcst near the 
camp have been examined by Dr. 1;. E. Lee. H e  reported that most of 
the material contained in t!wm was so macerated and digested that it 
was quite unrecognisable. hiIatcri;d that was rccognised is show11 in 
Table 4. 

TABLE 4 - ANALYSES O F  SAIIDLEBACK IIIIOI'PINGS 
(Dr. I<. E. LEE) 

- - 

From all 3 droppings From 2 out o i  3 From 1 out o: : 

Egg cases of Fragmolts of cly tra, Fr;~gmentc of lcgs awl 
cockroaches legs: also ~nandibles, Ix)tly scgmcnts of adult 

hc;d capsule o l  cockroach. 
Tenel~rionicl beetle Small fragment oC skin 
(C l r l y  sopepl~rs of insect I;lrva (coultl 

p ~ p ~ l i ~ ~ ~ . ~ ) +  I)c from Elatcritl 
Small fragments of legs. larva) . 
body segments, wing 
cmvcrs of large grccn 
insect (prol~ably ;I 
nianticl) . Seeds 
( l i ( ~ n z 1 r ! c z i l z r s ?  and one 
other plant).  
*Dc:crmined by E.  S. Gourley 

DISCUSSION 
These observations establish that during late August Saddlebacks 

feed primarily on insects and other invertebrates living in bark or in 
litter. T h e  fact that S;~tldlcb;~cks can be observed spending one third 
of their feeding time on the ground, even in the presence of man, 
demonstrates how vulnerable this bird may be to cats or stoats. I t  
nlso suggests that an undisturl~cd Iorcst litter could I x  ;In essential 
source of food that probably could not I x  maintained in the presence 
o€ goats or pigs. 

T h e  analysis has not rcvealetl that thc birds are dependent on 
any particular food, lack ol  which could limit numbcrs on other islands. 
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On the contr;try it appears that i l l  late August :I wide vitricty of in- 
vcrtel>r;ttes is taken Itcrtn ;I wide r a w c  o l  stations. 1;cerling beh;lviour, 

b. 
lur thcr  details o l  which arc given In this issue Ily Hliickburn, also 
suggests that  the S;ctldlelxtck is versatile in collecting lootl. I t  is clear 
that  many more  Eeetling studies are requircci a t  o ther  times of the year, 
especially dur ing the nestitlg period. It would be interesting t o  ascertain 
whether there is any overlap in I'ootls with otller insectivorous birds. 
Sannpling of the invertcl~rates of' trce Ixtrk :tnd litter is also necessary 
to est;tblish what Foods are :~vailal,le a t  different times ol' the year. 

Dr .  I<. E. Lcc (pm. cotnm.) has m;~cle ;I prc1imin;try cx;tniination 
o l  stomach contents o l  Kiore (Knllzr.s e x ~ r l a ~ s )  collected from H e n  
Isl:~nd dur ing August. In  spite of the  extremely macerated condition 
o l  these contents some l r ;~gmcnts  of centipede werc definitely itlentificd 

c 7 

a n d  probably also cockro;~ch antl cicad;~ litrvae. 1 hese, together wit11 
otlicr insect fragments, intlic;~tc t h t  invertebrates are ;In important 
component of kiore diet. It is possible that there is competition for 
foot1 between Sacltlleb;~cks and Kiorc since Imth Lorage For food on  
the lorest floor. 

Bullcr (1888), writing w1ie11 S;ttldlelx~cks were still present o n  
the nl;tinl;~ntl, statcd " i\t thc present time it is more plcntilul on  the 
H e n  than ;tnywhere else": he  attributed this to the absence of cats. 
Since the ; ~ l ~ u n d a n c e  o l  S;rddleb;tcks on  H e n  Island is of such long 
standing, the isl;tntl must IIC p;~rticul;lrly I':rvour;ll)le to them. T h e  
vegct;ttion is rather unusual in hitving ;I high proportion o f  old kanuka 
stands intertnixctl with taller lorest containing well dcvelopetl litters. .. 7 1 here is n o  proof from this study that  kanuka bark antl deep litters 
are either o r  botll essential to maintain Saddleback numbers, bu t  this 
could I,e ex;tnlinctl. 

T h e r e  ;Ire lew other  isl;tlltls where N o r h  Isli~ntl Saddlebacks 
coultl be successlully csti~blished. Big Chicken Isliuntl has been tried 
unsuccesslully bu t  reasons for the Sailurc are not  known. Middle 
Chicken Island, though smaller, Inay be ;I more suitalde hal~i ta t .  Cuvier 
Isl:tnd, where S;~tltllebacks were lorlr~erly present (Oliver, I955),  is an  
obvious choicc whcn cats have Ixen completely cxterminatecl. Aoriungi 
of the Poor Knights 1sl;tntls may Ijc worth consitleri~ng i~l though it does 
no t  look ideal. 

Originally the Satltllclxtck may 11;tvc occupied ;I closcly parallel 
ecological niche to thirt o f  the  H u i ; ~  altllough in ;I clilfcrent type o l  
forest. Oliver (1963) points o u t  ;I close simili~rity o l  the Huia to the 
S;ttltlleback in skull structure. 1;urther intensive work on  the Satltlleback 
Inay allow other  comparisons ancl will certainly be necessary in order 
to preserve this I;~scin;tting bird ;IS ;I mcml)cr of ou r  k tun;~.  
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