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OBSERVATIONS ON THE SONG OF THE 
NORTH ISLAND SADDLEBACK 

By J .  L. KEAIL)KICK 

kIETHODS 

Since sountl recordings can be of great assistance in the study 
of the Saclcllelxtck, a tape recorder with portable power supply and 
parabola was taken to Hen Island on the August-September visit. 
'l'his recorder was hcavy so some mobility was sacrificed but even so 
recordings of notes from different birds were made within a half-mile 
radius of the base camp. 

For thc visit during Jitnuary 1964, a transistorizctl recordcr was 
used, givinc cornpletc mobility m t l  further opportunities lor recording 
and attracting thc birtls. Territorial birds, suc.11 its the Satldlcback, 
respond readily to playback o f  certain calls, and this fact can be of 
great assistance in the close study of the species. 

As a result of these two visits a rcpresent;ttivc selection ol the 
various types of call of the Saddlcback is now available as tape record- 
ings for furthcr analysis. 

TYPES OF CALL 
A tentativc classification of the more usual calls may be associated 

with various activities of the birds. 

Tel-rilol-id Cnll 
T h e  Satldleback uscs this challenging and penetrating call in 

making known its tcrritory to neighbouring birds. Andersen (1926) 
gives a good phonetic rcprescntation by describing the notcs as " Chee- 
per-per Chee-per-per" repeated a number of times with accent on the 
iirst syllable. However it was noted that this section was often, though 
not always preceded by a notc which can be described as "Chink." 
T h e  call from the female is lower in pitch and less incisive in those 
examples studied. 

N. , I .  Letlgartl recorded that when a pigeon liew low overhe;td, 
a male bird stopped feeding, gave its territorial call and then resumed 
feeding. It has been notecl that the note is often given from the 
ground, m t l  this territorial call appears to be thc type he;~rtl most 
frequently from the birds throughout the year. 
.4larin Cnll 

'This sountl is protlucecl as a serics of quick agitated notcs, 
similar in Sorm to the alarm cry of the Hellbird or Blackbird. Kecorcl- 
ings of the alarm call were made while the birds were vigorously reacting 
to the presence of Moreporks during August-September 1963 and J a n u -  
ary 1964. In a recording where all three birds are harassing a Morepork 
\.he notes of the Saddleback may be easily distinguishecl by the highcr 
pitch and more incisive quality. 
Courtship, Feeding and  Comr~~uniccr t in~  Calls 

Many observations of courtship display by the malc were notecl 
tluring the first visit in August-September - that is, thc period preced- 
ing their breeding season. Thcse included feeding of thc female, and 
caressing actions with display of wings and tail, often accompanied by 
low amplitude calls of soft and organ-like quality. When tapes con- 
raining these calls are played, the birds show a strong reaction and 
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;~ppro;tch within ;I I'ew lee1 of the observer. These  calls appe;rr to be 
more in evidence in tlie spring t l im  in ,j;tnuary whcp the breeding 
season has concludctl. 

A variety o l  soft "whistles" ant1 "pips" is olten given when ;I 

pa i r  i s l e e d i n g  somc distance apart ,  i ~ p p a r e ~ ~ t l y  21s ;I rncans of ~i ia in ta in-  
m g  contact. A rescml~lance between these notes and thosc of'  n not her 
wi~t t le  birtl - the Kokitko - is appitrcnt. 
Flute  C(tl1.s 

T h e  low anipli tude notcs ~ncnt ionct l  ;~bove  11;tvc great 11e;luty but 
the loud n~eloclious flute calls are morc easily 1ie;trtl and probably con- 
stitutc the usual "song" ol' the Satltllelxtck given morc or  less a t  any 
~ i m c  throughout the year. t l l t l~ougli  t l~cse  notes have not  yet been 
associated with ;I particular type 01' activity, more were heard in ,January 
than in the August-Scptcrnl~cr pcriotf. 

DISCUSSION 

Ky p l ;~y i r~g  Ixtck the v:trious typcs ol' call it wirs I'ountl that the 
:rgitatetl notes producctl dur ing harrying ol' Itlorcporks were the   no st 
rcli;tl~lc in attr;tcting S;ttltllclxtcks from somc t1ist;tncc. T h e  territorial 
~ 1 1 1  was ;tho lountl useful Lor ;~ttraction in sprin:;:. 

'T'lie Satltl1cb;tcli must surely be one ot o u r  most interesting 
species to study for quality m t l  variety o l  call notcs. T h e  s11;n-ply 
pcnctr ;~t ing and  energetic cerritoriitl (.a11 1e;tvcs one  in n o  doub t  its 
1.0 the itlcntity of' the I,irtl, even if' it is urlsccn, ant1 o n w  hc;~rtl it is 
not  easily lorgotten. I n  contrast there ;Ire the solt, organ-like " warbl- 
ings" and  " pips," given when the birtls are close to one m o t h e r  o r  
when the mi lk  is tlispl;~ying to the fcmi~le in courtship. It is not  yet 
known whetlicr d l  thc calls recortlctl are ni:ttle by I,ot11 sexes. A n  
interesting field lor  lu ture  work lies in observing simi1;lrities or  
tliffcrences ol' song ant1 ;~ssociatetl 1)chavio~tr between the North and  
South Island subspecies of S;~dtllel~ack. 
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SHORT NOTE 
i\ L I T I ' L E  WHlh413KEL IN RIANUKAU H A K B O U R  

O n  28/S/(i-1 wc were w;ttching a t  I<;traka :I lohsc Ilock ol w;~tlcrs 
bcing driven towards us hy the rising title. A small party of gotlwit 
was lectlirig its it Lime in. W e  noticed ;I sm;rller, tl;trk brown birtl 
Ix ing  chivviecl occasion;tlly by the gotlwit. Sutlclenly it would turn 
and viciously pursue one of' the Ir~rger llirtls, then r e s u n ~ e  feeding. 
J . U .  was first to get her g1;tsscs o n  to it ;tntl notice its down-turned I~i l l .  
It w i~s  180 yards away so I used my SO X telescope ~ I I I C I  noted s o l ~ ~ c  light 
p;lttern so~newherc  on its heat1 I ~ u t  only lor an  inst;~nt and  not  clearly. 
Some clogs then p u t  u p  tlie whole p r t y  of birds which llew towarcls us 
;rntl then whcclecl away, backs fully exposed. W e  had plenty of time 
ro train o u r  binoculars on to the sm;~ller bird ant1 to see that it showed 
n o  light o n  the uppe r  surface. S i ~ e ,  colour and  bill felt n o  doub t  
as to its being a Littlc Whimbrel,  hrwnenius rninulzu. 

- (Mrs.) , J U L I E T  UKQUHAKT,  H. K .  McKENZIE 


