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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE 
MAGENTA PETREL AND THE 

CHATHAM ISLAND TAIKO 

ABSTRACT 

The Magenta Petrel, Pterodroma magentae, is a distinct species, closely all ied to the 
Pterodroma macroptera group of gadfly petrels, which agrees in size and appearance w i th  

the Chatham Island Taiko, apparently last recorcled alive at i ts breeding places between 
twenty-five and fifty years ago. A large collection of bones o f  this and other petrels from 
the Chatham Islands in the Brit ish Museum (Natural History) appears to include several 
other species also new to the group. I t  is suggested that some of these may st i l l  survive there. 

INT'KOI~UC71'ION 

O n  22ntl .July, 1867, the crew of the Italian rcsc:trch vessel 
" M i ~ p i t ; ~  " sliot :I new gadfly petrel a t  39" 38' S. 125" 58' MI. i n  tlie 
1';rcific sector of the Southern Ocean south of T u b u a i  Island. T h e y  
tlioi@t that tlicy saw further birds a t  32" 23' S. !)2O 3!1' W. antl 
26" 07' S. 88" 50' W. on  2nd - 3rd and 31st August, bu t  the species has 
never Ixcn definitely i t lentifi~il   gain since. T h e  original descriptions 
of this and other new petrels cqllected dur ing the " Magenta " expedition 
publishetl 11y Giglioli and Salvatlori in Italian in 1868 ;utd Englisli in 
18(i!) ;~ttr;tctetl considerable attention at  the time, and Os l~e r t  Salvin, 
tlie leading ;tutliority of that day on the grqup, soon borrowed tlie 
types, ;igreetl that they were new, atid described aqtl figured them ;tg.ain 
in " Kowlcy's Ornitliologir:~l Miscellany " in 1876, antl most subsequent 
:tuthorities Ii;~vc ~tplicltl his conclusions. However, unlike the other 
novcltics tlcscrilxtl with it, l'lerotlro?trcr e~r?t?i~ijo?ricr~~cr, Pterodro?na 
(coolrii) tle/illi/~in~ra. and Prlfli~rs as.sitr~ili.s elegcrtr.~, the Magenta I'etrel 
itself, I'/crorlrott7n m c ~ p l ~ n c , ,  has failed to reappear, and  has gradually 
I)ccn lost to hu11i;ln recollection among the morass ol synonyms for 
doscly rcl;ttetl forms which h;ls ;~ccumulatetl in the literature since tlie 
titnc when it was tlisco\~erctl. 

Dur ing the course o l  ;I visit to Italy in the spring or 1956 I 
matlc n point of hunt ing clown the forgotten type of Ptel-odroma 
ningentne in the Salvadori C:ollection ;tt T u r i n ,  to investigate its character 
antl afinities. It proves to be ;I highly distinct form similar i n  its 
dinlensions to the Iilrge subantarctic g:~tlfly petrels of tlie Plerodrorna 
tt~ncro/~lern-le,s.so~ri-i~~certcr-.~olat~clri-go~tldi group, reviewed by Murphy  and  
I'cnnoycr in 1!)52, and in its a p p e x t n c c  to tlie lost Chathatn Island 
'l'aiko, also s;ritl to resemble P. 117ar.l-oplercr in its dimensions (Fleming 
1955). - Since a first examination of the large Forbes and  Kothschild 
collections of subfossil bones fronl tlic C:h;~th;um Islands in the British 
Museum (Natural  History) , recently rediscovered by Dawson (1958) , 
reveals that  one of tlie species most commonly represented there is a 
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large gadfly petrel very similar to l J f e w d r o n ~ n  ?~ic~croptern in its osteology, 
but  agreeing with P. mrrge,'lcre in the possession of ;I shorter bill, it 
seems highly probal)le that P t e m l ~ o m  ~tmgeiiLne is in fact the lost 
Cl~atham Island Taiko, antl ;l local rcprescntati\~e in the Chatlian~ 
Islands oT tlie " macroptera " superspecies o l  petrels, 

Salvi~rlori's great collection, including the P.sil/clciyorir~e,s which hc 
used when working 1111 this section ol' the " Catalogue of I%irtls in tllc 
Hritish Museum," ;tnd many othcr important typcs, h:rs rcccivccl littlc 
attention since he died half :t ccncury ago. At the time of my visit it 
still rem;rincd 111rrc11 ;IS he left it, in an attic open to the atmosplierc 
of one of thc tlirticr industri;~l cities o l  Europc, with mounted specimens, 
cnvcred in ;I thick deposit of soot, r;tngetl in glass cases ;~rountl the 
walls, exposed on I)enchcs, mt l  lying juml)letl in bins d l  round the 
room. There was ;I large case of niountetl pctrels, including the types 
and paratypes lrom the " h4;1gent;1" expedition (a11 I;~l~ellctl intlis- 
criminately as "typcs"), among many other interesting things, but the 
Magenta Petrcl itself was not among them. It wits soon tliscoveretl 
elsewhere. I have seen id1 other known petrels and this one resemhlctl 
none ol' them. 'l%e upperparts are now stained unilorn~ly dark 1)rownish- 
bl;~ck, with p;~ler feather edges, but the concealetl parts o f  the feathers 
arc ;I curious purplis11-grey, not unlike olcl wine-stains, exactly as i n  
Salvin's excellent plate, also reproduced by Gotlni;~n in his " Monograpli 
of the Petrels " (1 9O7-l!llO) . 7'llere ;ire more prominent 1x11~ ctlges 
to the featl~crs ol' the forel~e;rtl, and it has ;I pale chin, with :I dark 
I~antl across thc upper I~rcast. T h e  primnrics have dark shafts antl 
pale inner web, and tllc untlerwing :~nd axi1l;rries arc dark, but the 
I,elly is whitc except lor ;I few dark streaks on the Ilanks. l ' h c  mc:lsure- 
mcnts fall w r y  close to my :rver;ige l'or the typicid race of Pterotl?.omrr 
i i ~ n c r o / ~ t e m  (including some ~nci~sured ;it the si~nic timc in the same 
collcction) ; ~ n d  Plerorlroitzcr .solnrrrl~i, except that the bill is shorter and 
less mxssivc; the wing is 306 mm., the tail 127 mm., the t;irsus 42 mln., 
the middle toe 54 mm., the cxposed culmen 32 mm., antl the I d  
16 mm. in width and 15 mm. in dcptli a t  the 1x1s~. According to the 
original description, in life thc 1,ircIs had pale l egsand  feet with dark 
tips to the toes, ;IS with othcr large white-l~rei~stetl gadlly petrels. 

I n  the original tlcscription Giglioli ant1 Salvatlori speculated that 
it ~n igh t  be rc1;ttetl to the Tahiti  Petrel Pterocl~on~cr ~o .~ t rn / ( r ,  but it is 
111uch lcss hci~vily I~uilt ,  with a sm;~ller Ijill and legs, natl is paler, 
especially about the [ace and chin. Salvin thought that it resembled 
a large soft-plumaged Petrel Pterotlromn mollis, but it is a much darker 
grey, with more marking on the breast than is usual in that form 
except in the rare intermediate-dark phase (Bourne 1957), and it also 
lacks dark wing and car coverts. More recent authors have speculated 
t11;lt it may he rclated to the Phoenix Petrel Ptei.orlronln ctlbcr, but, 
while tlie pattern of its markings is very similar, it is colisitlerably 
larger and more he;wily built, and niuch greyer in coloration. It I ~ e m  
some resemldance to Schlegel's I'etrcl P t e r o d ~ o v m  i?lcertcr, which occurs 
at  sea in a similar latitudinal zone in the South Atlantic i ~ n d  Indian 
Oceans, breeding at Tristim cle Cun11;t and Gough Isl;~ncl; I)ut, while 
its proportions are rather siniilar, it is smaller, grcyer, and more heavily 
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Comparison of thc dimcnstons ot bones of Ptetorlrott~n 111. t r ~ n c ~ o p t e ~ n ,  
I-'. lersorlr atid the C h , ~ t h , ~ n ~  lal,~ntl 7,1tko 

Skull Cranium Culmen Sternum Humerus Femur Tibia 

P . w ~ c ~ c r o l ~ t e i a A  93 4 6  49 5 8 x 1 0  105 38 76 
P. mx io l , t e i c~  U 91 46 49 63 x 40 109 40 75 
P . l e ~ m ~ l  . 92 47 48 61 x 42 - 40 80 
Chath;~rn Is. A 86 46 44 59 x 38 105 38 73 
Chatham 15. B 91 48 45 57 x 39 105 39 80 
Cliathanl Is. C 87 47 42 57 x 38 100 40 78 

(The two speci~ncns of P. ttrctci.o/terx were takcn together at  3-1" 43's. 
04O OO'W. on 24 Feb. 1847, the specimen of P. lessotri was obtained by 
G. RI. R3athews from I b p i t i  I s la~~t l ,  ; u ~ d  retains typical tail-feathers, and 
the bones of the Cl~at11:urn 1sl;uitl Taiko are good specinlens picked out 

at r;~ntloti~ from 1;lrger series.) 

I t  will be seen that, as with the skin of P. n~ccget~toe, the bones of the 
Chatham Island Taiko agree rather closely in size m t l  proportions with 
those of P. m .  mncropte~.cc and one of its allies except for the possession 
of a short bill. All the available evidence appears to agree with the 
hypothesis that the Magenta Petrel is the same as the Chatham Island 
Taiko. 

'The Chatham Islands occupy a similar zoogeographical position 
in the Pacific to I'ristan tla Cunha in the Atlantic (Murphy 1936, 
Fleming 1939), antl might well be expected to support a very similar 
seabird community. Yet so far, altllough several sn~al l  petrels such as 
P e l n g o d r o ~ ~ n  mnririn, Garrodin trereis, Pelecclt~oitles ~ci~i~ictlrix,  Prtclryptiln 
uittatn and Ptcfitfirr.s nssiri~ilis are known to li;~ve very similar or identical 
populations breeding in both areas, a t~t l  other groups such as the 
Albatrosses also have closcly conip;~rablc representative species breeding 
in both places, few of the larger nocturnal petrels which breetl a t  Trist;lri 
in large numbers, o r  their allies, have yet been recorded from the 
Chathaun Islands. 

T h e  gadfly petrels of the genus P t e r o t l ~ o n ~ c ~  provide a n  outstand- 
ing illustration of this si~u;rtion. Although two ~netlium-sized and two 
large species have now Ixcn recorded breeding at  the Tristan group 
(Elliott 1957), antl up to four medium to large species have frequently 
been recorded nesting together in Pacific localities other than the 
Chathams (Murphy antl I'ennoyer 1!)52), so far apparently only one 
small species, Ptel-odrovlu h y f i o l e ~ ~ c n  clxillnris, has been found nesting 
at  the Chathanl Isl;tnds, and only one other, larger species has been 
reported at  second hand. T h e  identification of subfossil bones from 
the group as likely to belong to the Magenta Petrel helps to fill one 
of the most conspicuous gaps in the expected avifauna of the Chathams, 
but there are also several otller gaps. 

Because of the lack of sufficient comparative matcri'tl of present- 
day species in  the British Riuseun~ (Nat. Hist.), identification, made 
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by Uawson (1!)58), of petrel Imnes to tlie species level, zumongst the 
huge Forbes collection of bones Cram the C:li;~th;~rn Islantls, could only 
be approxiniatc, based on previous cxperiencc with New Zc:tlmd col- 
lcctions. An examination ol' the nl;~teri;tl already ;~vail;rble, however, 
immetliately fills some of the Inore obvious gaps in tlie Chatl~atn seabird 
Fauna compared to that of zoogcograpliically similar sites such ;IS Tristan. 
Following on horn Ihwson's preliminary identification list deposited with 
the l)clx~rtment of I';ll;~eontology, 1 can rccortl thc prcscncc of the 
l'ollowing species: 
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nmnory,  m t l  if it could do so, it s e e m  possible other species may l w e  
done  so as well. l ' h e  question now arises whether 2111 these I~ i rds  are 
yet extinct, or  whether they may still cxist somewhere in retli~cetl 
nunlbers conce:~letl among commoner species such as tlie Sooty Shear- 
water P u f i n ~ r s  g ~ i s e ~ l s ,  o r  nesting a t  ;I seasorr when the group has not  
been searched. Some of these birds are hard to discover even where 
they are common, ;IS a t  Tr is tan ,  ;und others, such as Piel-otl~.otticr 
~~i(rci~oplei.tr ; ~ n d  its ;tllies o r  A tlnrncrstoi. cine~.eu.s, apparently olten nest in 
tlic winter. 

I t  is tliflicult to tlistinguish ~mssibilities in such ;I complex group 
as the Chatham Islands from the far side o l  the world, bu t  it may be 
pointed ou t  that  another  gatlHy petrel, the C;tliow Pte?.od~.orr~cr (:/~hoi~,, 
m;uiaged to survive undetected for as long as tlircc huntlretl years on  
a much more  heavily pol~ula tc t l  group in the North Atlantic, the 
Hermudas (Murphy and  R4owbr;ty 1951), and it seems likely that thc 
same situation is bcing repeated on a sii~;dler scale a t  ;I number  of  
pl;~ces elsewhere. When the Chhow was eventually retliscoverctl it was 
found to Ije in acute danger of  extinction through tlie destructiot> of its 
I~reeding habitat  11y man,  ~ l i r o u g h  competition for tlie remaining 1)rcetl- 
i ng  places with another,  more aggressive seabird, and through predation 
Iron1 rats, and  most energetic action hatl to be taken to save the sniall 
remaining po lx~ la t ion  (David Wingate,  />em. ~ O I I I ~ ~ I . ,  and  in I'almer 
I )  It seen15 qui te  possible that 21 silnilar situation may cxist with 
any of the  larger ilocturn;d petrels still surviving o n  the  C;liath;~ni 
1sl;rntls o r  r~c igh l~our ing  i~rcliipclagoes. It may therefore I x  urgcrit that  
the situation ol' tliesc I~ircls IIe properly inves t ip~ted 21s soon as possible, 
hefore i t  is too 1:ttc to see to their conscrviltlon. 
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