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SOME NOTES ON THE BIRD LIFE OF 
PALMERSTON ATOLL 

ar j .  c.  ~:URIAYLI 

I s l x t ~ t  l o w  1nont11s exactly, from M a y  20 to Scp;cml~ct- 20, 1960, 
~ I I  I'aln~a.stotr A ~ o l l  i l l  t he  Northern Cook Group  to c:trry out  historical 

I - Palmerston Atoll, Cook Group 
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research. Before going I undertook to collect specimens of various kinds 
and make notes of the birtls breeding on or visiting the atoll. This 
work, for the Dominion Museum, was untlert;~ken as a layman with no 
ornitho1ogic;tl experience, but the inlormation gathered may be of 
some general use. 

T h e  period of my visit coincided with the winter breeding of 
the sea birtls. For the first two months the outer islets were full of 
nesting pairs antl chicks, but there w;~s a gradual exodus from the 
beginning of July, and by the middle of' September there were very 
few birds a l ~ o u t ;  the Common Notldy ( A l l o ~ t s  .~toli(lZ(~s) had all but  
disappeared, i ~ n d  the Red Tailed Tropic Hird (Phnetori mbl-icnud(c) 
was greatly tlepletetl in numbers, with only a few late chicks still on 
the nests but ;tlinost Ilcclge;-etl. There was, however, quite ;I number of 
1;111tl birds ant1 migrants r~g l i t  through the period and it was noticeable 
that some of the migr;mts were increasing in  nulnl)ers l'rom the beginning 
of Septemlxr. 

At least three species, either recorded by Captain Cook in his 
Journal or rernenil~ered by the older inl~abitants of the atoll, have 
ceased breeding on I'almerston. T h e  reason given is the t1;tmage done 
by the serious hurriciune of' 1926 and a further severe blow in 1955. 
Wliethcr the destruction of the bush cover was the reason or the 
depletion of fish by ;tccornpanying tidal waves, was not known, but  tlie 
former would seem more likely. 

T h e  Red Tailed ?'ropic Hird, ant1 the Common Notldy to a 
lesser extent, arc collected for food by the islantlcrs in considerable 
nu~nllcrs, ;inti though a rough Porm of conservation is ~naint;tincd, this 
is preventing a ritpitl increase in numbers. 

T h e  :tppcar;rncc o l  some l~irtls is rcgartlctl as ;I 'sign' by the 
people, and any such supernatural Sc;m ;ire included in the following 
notes on indivicIu;d species. 

Also inclutlctl arc the Maori names used I)y the local inh, ,I l )~tants ,  ' 

as these differ a t  times from the rccognised Cook Island n;uircs. T h e  
Palmerston people are of polyglot hlootl, a singlc lamily group with a 
European ;ts original progenitor, and with wives of later gcncr;ttions 
obtained froin Penrhyn, Manihiki antl Atiu. For this reason individual 
island dialects have Ixen combined. 

GREATER I;KIC;AI'E BIRD ( F ~ e g n t n  ?1ii~1or) - " KO/LIN " 
According to the local inhabitants these birds nested on the home 

isIct called Palmorston until 1907 in a huge f izrknfeci tree. This was 
cut and l~urnecl clown as it was an obstruction in tlie settlement. Adults 
;tnd chicks were caught for eating from this tree up  to that time. 
There is no record o l  their breeding lreely on a11 the outer islets 
although Chok's ,Journal mentions their being in quantity in 1777. 
However, he visited only two islets, those now known as Cook's and 
Palmerston. 

T h e  species is still seen frequently over a11 the islets and it does 
sleep in the coconut trees on North and Hird Islets overnight, but 
certainly no I~reeding has taken place for many years. I was told that 
the birds are sometimes seen in groups of 20 - 30, but  more olten only 
from one to three at a time. 1 did not see one large flight in four 
months. Although ;I consitlerablc concentration of birds was claimed 
I saw 110 evidence of it. T h e  average number seen in a week over the 
home islet was about three. 

While pot-shots arc taken at low-flying birds over the settlement, 
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r.hc 111;lin n u ~ r ~ l ~ e r s  s l ~ o t  lor  e:~ting are in the two outer  islets in the 
evenings. But this must Ile rcg;ntletl its ;I sporadic activity; c;~rtritlgcs 
arc expensive I'or the is1;111clers and they also consider t h ; ~ t  ;11ryt111ng 
involving such elt'ort is too 1r;lrtl work. \ # \hen  ci~sily come by, the 
birds ;we i~sctl ;IS supp1e111ent;ll.y I'ootl. 

'l'he isli~ntlers cilll the 1;rig:lte 13irtl a '1;lzy' I~irtl Ixci~usc o l  its 
hahit  of t ;~k ing  lootl I'ronr otlrer Ijirtls 0 1 1  tile wills. fi-. 111i11or was t11c 
only species scen over the  toll. 

I1 - Common Noddy which was  tamed as a 
fledgling by  the author. 

C O M M O N  NO1)l)Y ( i l ~ l o r r s  .slolitlrts) - " i\'g.oio " 

'l'lris bird breeds by the thousand ill a11 tlre islets except t l ~ c  
settlement islet. Rough nests :Ire Ijuilt in the coconut trees, t l ~ e  puka 
trees ant1 the ngangie scrub. N e s t i ~ ~ g  is shared by the p r c n t s  while 
e;rch in turn is away lor lootl. 

All young birds Ie;~\.e the nest before they are strong enough 
to Ily, ant1 spend some days o n  the ground while still being fed by 
the p ;~ rmt t s  T h e  chicks a t  this stage ;we caught in large quantit ies 
for lootl. 
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I11 - J. C. Burland, author of this article, with 
the Common Noddy fledgling which he 
tamed during his stay on Palmerston 
Atoll. 

t\ 'hen the is1;tntlers scc the Ngoio, flying low over the water they 
say they know strong winds itre coming. 

I t  111;ty be 01' interest to mention that 1 wits h:t~itlctl ;i chick du r ing  
illy stay :,md was ablc to tame it completely within three clays. I t  m t d e  
a cliarmlng, if messy, pct  which finally had to  be taken to an  outer  
islet a n d  relcasctl, as i t  would no t  leave of its own accord. I t  made 
olie a t tempt  a t  independence bu t  was Inck within forty-eight hours, no t  
being ;tble to find itscll lood, a n d  settled in, i t  thought,  pcrlnancntly. 
I finally took i t  r ight across the lagoon in an  open boat m t l  i t  rentained 
sit t ing on my hand  the wllole way. 1 left it in ;I trec a n d  rcturned 
two hours later to check. It wits still there and  hopped on  to my 
hand  agaili ;IS tllougll it were 11o;trding a bus. I carried it again to  
: ~ n o t l ~ e r  islet, a n d  lclt  it o n  a coconut t runk by  thc water's edge, b u t  
again it had no t  moved xltci- some hours. 1;irl;tlly onc o l  the young 
boys made a grab a t  it and  pulled o u t  a11 the tail featllers. T h i s  
destroyed a11 the trust it had, and  it llcw off u p  the bcacll. I t  is 
in~possiblc to say wllcthcr it survivctl or  was caught latcr for thc 
cooking pot.  

R E D  TAILED TKOI'IC KIKD 01 HOATSWAIN BIRD (Phcretotr ~ ~ t b t r -  
rcr~rdn) - " Trrvtrkr " -. 11115 1,iltl I,icetls cutcnaively and has l x c n  recorded sincc Cook'r 
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.visit. t\l'tcr the I!)X ; I I I ~  I!)35 I I L I ~ ~ ~ C ; I I I C S  thi' ~ l u n l l ~ r s  t l ~ a t  r e t ~ ~ r n c t l  to 
breed were vcry Sew intlcctl. l ' l ~ c  r c a s o ~ ~  I I I ~ I ~  Ix tllat nlost a c l ~ ~ l t s  
>,vcre lost ;it sc ;~  ;IS a direct result, I ~ e c ; ~ ~ ~ s e  the i ~ ~ l ~ ; i l ~ i t i ~ ~ l t s  cli~inl that 
the birds re turn  to  the same nesting site year after year. 

1V - Parent Red-tailed Tropic Blrd with partly grown chlck on the nest 
w h ~ c h  is merely a comparatively clear patch of sand under the 
scrub fnnging the beach. Nesting is never further than thirty 
yards in. 

- 

V - A successful hunt. One of the Palmerston women with both hands 
full of chicks. Note the complete disregard for the young birds, 
which a re  brought back alive to the settlement islet, barricaded in 
a n d  fed until killed for the cooking pot. 
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T h e  e s t in~ ;~ tc  of I~reetl ing pairs i r i  1959 obtainetl from the in- 
habitants was 1,000, but  I had n o  opportunity to check on  its accuracy. 
T h e r e  is ;I tendency lor  these people to exaggerate. However, this 
number  is s : d  t o  be h r  I~clow tliat of the early h y s .  

l ' h i s  is the maill bird taken lor food. " l ' i ~k ing  " days are 
arrangcrl l'ron~ the hrst Saturclay in  May ;ultl then every fourth week 
after tliat w l~ i l c  the chicks last. Such a11 arrangement is tlesignccl to 

VI - Tropic Bird chicks bejng distributed after collecting. Each family 
man puts his share,  still alive, in his own baskets. 
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allow very young birds to reach the right stage lor tlic ncxt  " picking," 
o r  r e i d 1  ~na tu r i ty  a n d  fly aw;~y to sea. Some 4004i00 chicks are taken 
each year, and  a l tho i~gh  t!lc people claim that adults will breed again 
if thc first chick is taken, this is h;~rtlly ;in atlequate conserv;ttion pro- 
g r m m e ,  il losses a t  sea are taken into account. l ' l w  aclults arc not  
caten 21s the skin is too leathery and  thc Ilesh tough. 

T h e  people statc that the birds are increxing very slowly, b u t  
they d o  not  seen1 to I x  able, or  want to untlcrstantl tha t  this is a result 
o l  their own actions. I S  thcy ~~o111t l  not collect chicks I'or one ycar, o r  
reduce their "p ick ing"  &ys, there is little tloubt that the numlxr s  ol: 
bircls would inc:rc;~se vastly. 

'I'hc chicks ;me I~ rough t  I~ack to thc home islet ;~ l ivc  and arc 
fed with fish until  thcy :Ire required for cooking. 7'lleir I'catl~ers arc 
i~sctl for stullitig nl;lttresses, pillows and cushions, for fsh  lures, and 
for making crude shuttles I'or ;I lorm of Ij;~tllriinton phyctl  with a 
wooden p:~tltllc solo. I t  is ;I chiltlrcn's g t m c  only. 

VII - Some of the atoll men waiting for the distribution of chicks after 
the mass collection from the outer islets. Only a portion of the 
chicks collected a re  showa. 

I 'h(re/otr ~.r~l)r icrrrcdo nl;tkcs n o  nest. 'I'l~c egg is laid on tlrc sand 
r ~ n d c r  the scrul, I'ringing the Ixxchcs o r  ;I little inl:~ntl in 11ush. These  
I~irtls arc hell~lcss on the ground and  arc an  easy prey. I C  ;I fish has  
,just been given to ;I chick prior to its being caught, it is rcgurgitatecl 
on the s i~nd .  T h e  is1;tntlers take this fish :IS ;I  dclici~cy, w;tsl~ it in the -. sea ;untl cat it wllilc still w n m .  1 hey say it is good beca~isc  i t  is 
" cooked." 
W H I T E  1'1\1LEl) I'ROI'IC 13IK1) ( l 'kne/ot i  crel1rere1r.v) - "Rnkon"  

7 7 1,his bird never I)reeds on  I'almerston. I t  is seen only rarely 
and is taken ;IS ;I 'sign' t l ~ ; ~ t  ;I I~u r r i c ;~nc  or  ;I heavy blow is coming. 

Its coming is reg.;~rtlt.tl wit11 some L I ~ C ~ I C I  by the islalldcrs a n d  
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they will d o  it no h x n i  w11;ttever. 'l'hcy say it has never been sighted 
without being lollowetl Ily Iji~tl winds or hurricanes. They say it Hies 
low over the beach on I'almerston Islet, always in sight of someone, and 
it is understood from this that they regard the bird as some sort of 
supcrt~;ttural messenger. ?'hey also reverse their claim to make it more 
definite and sjry th;rt no blow 11;rs ever taken placc without the bird 
having been s~ghtetl. This  is open to doubt. 

W H I T E  T E R N  (Gygis cilbn) - " Knknvcii " 
This  is found only in sm:rll numbers but Ixeeds on a11 the 

islets, T h e  total number on the atoll probably never exceeds forty. 
'This bird, at all age stages, is c;ruglrt by hatid for food as opportunity 
offers. Mostly the people climh trees ;it night and catch them while 
hclplcss. 

When the is1;rntlcrs see this bird diving out a t  sea they take 
h i s  as a sign of where the hsh arc .tnd 11e;rd tow;rrtls the area in their 
boats. 

SOOTY TI<RAT (Stemn fu.vcritn) .- " Sengrill " o r  " 7'(11-(1 " 

This is ariothcr I,irtl that no longer ,l~rcecls on I'dnlcrstot~. I t  
appears to have been a r i c t in~  of the hurricanes mentioned previously. 
It did breed until 1935. It is only seen very occasiondly now, passing 
over in small Ilocks at ;I fair height. T'his bird, atid its eggs, were 
eaten cxte!lsively I~eEire. 
" Gr-\NNE'I' " or " Kerici " 

I w;rs not ;rl>le to make any identification oE tlris bird, ;rlthough 
I saw it twice. It is a 1;rrgc 11l;rck and white I~irtl, ol~viously one of 
the tropic;~l pnncts ."  7'hc is1;rndcrs say that it comes in to roost 
almut five o'clock every nixllt on Big Stone, ;I coral I~oultlcr almut 
eight or ten feet high on the north-western recf, a tnaximum of ten 
birds antl ;I minimum ol  1 - 5 at a time. I a111 inclined to I~elievc that 
the nig,ht roostinx is more intermittent 11ec;ruse we pmsetl thc stone 
mrny trmes 21s h t c  as 11;rlI' past seven and there was no sign of I,irtls 
on most of these occ;rsions. Just  occasionally they are seen flying over 
the lag?oon. 

This bird never 1,reecls on l'irhnerston ;rnd it may I x  ;mother 
victim of l~urricane or 1ium;rn occ.upation. Cook mentions seeing two 
sorts oC Boobies nesting when he called during his Third Voyage. 

" ROOHY " or " Kcifnl " (:' S~ilci le~icog(uter) 
This is an all-l~rown, 1;rrge bird that is very seldom scen. T did 

not sight it, l)~:t was told o f  its :tppe;lr:tnce. I t  docs not nest on I'almcr- 
ston either ;rnd may I x  the second of the varieties mentioneil by Cook. 

I t  is said to appear bctween December antl January only antl is 
always on its own, never in pairs or greater numbers. 

P E T R E L  (? species) - " Upoa " 
This  species, which I did not see, was described to mc as a dark 

brown, small bird with no markings and I was told that the son of 
one of the island men had seen the same bird nesting on the ground 
in burrows on Christm;rs 1sl;rnd.j- 

This  bird is scen flying over Palmerston only three or four timcs 

* Likely to be Sula dactylatra (Ed . ) .  
t Christmas Island Shearwater (Puffinus nativitatis); alternatively could be from description, 

Bulweria sp. (Ed.) .  



Burland BIRD LIFE O F  PALMERSTON ATOLL 153 

;I year a t  n m t  a n d  the  people will, under  n o  circunrstances, kill o r  
harm it. It is ;I greatly feared I~irt l  ;IS it is said to  br ing  death  o r  
serious sickness. 

1 was told tha t  the  I~i r t l  would turn  a n d  come in low ovcr the  
Ilc;~tl of anyone whistling o r  shouting o r  waving. 

l ' h e  origin o l  the  ' s ign  ' must have come from the M;~or i  wornen 
from h4;rnihiki o r  I'cnrhyn married in to  the  family, I ~ u t  to-tl;ry all  on  
the isl;~ntl Ixlievc it firmly. T h e y  say that ,  if any harm is d o n e  t o  
this I~irt l ,  " thc person who h a r n ~ s  finds ;I trouljle o n  to  hi~nscll '  o r  :I 

person in his E;tmily.'' 
T w o  examples were givcn in jus t i f ica t io~~:  the  first is o l  ;I girl 

coming o u t  nf her  lather's house o n e  night with ;I Innrp. O n c  of these 
Ijirtls llcw in to  lrcr ant1 slre caught I~olt l  of it and  wrung  its neck. 
, J ~ r s t  ;I few tl;~ys ;~l'tcr her mother c ;~ugh t  sick m t l  tlictl. 'L'he second 
cx ;~mplc  is of ;I man 01' 28 who killctl o ~ ~ c  of the  hirds I)y yelling and  
wliistli~lg ant1 then hit t ing it with ; I  stick w l ~ c n  it came low. A montlr 
o r  two 1:ltcr hc tlictl :ifter ;I p i n  in his stomach. l ' h c  people say tha t  
111c spiri t  of his uncle C;IIIIC and  spoke t l~ rough  him 011 his c1c;rth Ixxl 
;tnd t l ~ c n  "took" tlrc spirit o l  tlrc young mall with him. It is c:laimctl 
the Imdy was tlc;~tl w11en tllc g l ~ o s t  voice Iclt. O the r  description nlakes 
it appea r  tha t  the young man tlictl of ;ippcntlicitis o r  hernia, but 
othcrwise tllc t ;~ l c  is Ijcyo~rtl comment.  
1<11:1; H E R O N  ( I )e~ri igre/ / (c .socrcr) - " Kol~rkrr " 

'l'lris 1)iitl is sccli a round ;11I tlrc islets in grey, white, speckled 
;11rt1 " Ijlack." ;I colour I (lit1 no t  see: Ijut one  of tlrc isl:~ntlers c:l:~in~etl 
i t  w;~s  t lc f i~~i tc ly  darker  t h n  tlrc 11orma1 1)lue-grey. 

'I'hcy 111:lkc their ncsts in thc lo\\ ngangie scrul) o n  North.  Bird 
: ~ n d  I'yin~rosc Islets only. I I I I ~  :ire seen f i~ l r i~ lg  cvcrywlrrrc. ' f he rc  c:unnot 
Ijc more tJlj111 fil'ty Ijircls 011 the .rvholc ;it011 a11d yet tlrcy are  shot a t  
c-ontinuously for food. Hot\  tlrcy exist I cannot  wy, Ijccnusc u p  to, 
forty a t  I(xst n l p t  I?c killed c:~clr yc:ir. 
C.OI~.I)EN l'I.O\rEP (C1~qr.ndrirr.s clotnitr iccc.v jrr1vrc.c) - " A'lr viri " 

Sccn on I ~ ; ~ l m e r s t h ~ r  right tlirough thc  yem. 1:roni J;muary to  
April tlrcy a r c  seen iu 111~1c11 greater numljcrs. :\t thc  t ime of m y  visit 
1.11erc wo~rlt l  have Iwm I'cwcr t l? i~n fifty. l l i c y  d o  no t  1)rcctl o n  the  
 toll ant1 they :ire not  shot lor l'oq[l. 

\Y~\NI)I.:RING I ' A T T L E ~  (flelepsce1rr.v i,,ctr,ttc.r) - " Klir i  " 
'l'his I~irt l  js c.:~llctl the, " T o ~ m  " on I':~lmcrston 1)ecause of its 

habi t  of notlding its 11c;rd when ou the ground. It is not  shot for food. 
It : ~ l s o ~ ; ~ p p c : ~ r s  in greater n u ~ n l x m  from , J ; ~ n u ; ~ r y  to  April, b u t  is never 
seen in very large nunrl~crs.  Some rcmain right t h roug l~  the year. 

13l< 1S711.E-TH 1G t+ E l l  CLJR I..E\,V ( I \ ~ I ~  tueniti~s /(~tri~iemsis) - " Kiui " 
T h e  s;rmc remarks apply  as for the  " K ~ i r i r i "  and  " Ruri." 

'The num1)er cstim;tted by the peoplc a t  the  t ime of my visit was abou t  
200, although this again could Ije a n  cxaggcration. T h e y  werc increas- 
ing by the  cntl of i\ugust antl (lying in small flocks. T h e y  are  shot for  
footl. T h e  Ijirtl docs not  1,rcctl on  I'plmcrston. 
I'I\C:II~IC: F R U I T  I'IGEON (Dttctrlcr pcrciliccr) - " l<tipe " 

?'licse birds I~ reed  on a11 islets cxccpt the  settlement islet. T h e y  
a rc  shot c:onst;~ntly for footl. 

T h e  inh ;~ l~ i t an t s '  estimation of n u m l m s  was 500, but  this is, 
I think,  a gross ex;rggeration. It would be  hard  to  make a close 
estimate, bu t  I th ink the figure of 200 is closer. 
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LONG-TAILED CUCKOO (Eutly nnrnis Initensis) - " l i t~~~rnvit~ " 

This  is, calle(1 the " Fantail" o r  " Koko~ove"  on Palmerston. 
I t  is present all the year round and I was told that the numbers don't 
vary seasonally. Tl!is would seem to be incorrect. T h e  bird has never 
been seen to breed on the atoll. During my visit there were probably 
between 20 - 40 of this species combined on all the islets. I t  is not 
shot for food. ?'he people say that when it is heard whistling it  is it 

sure sign of rain. 

I was given a list of birds recorded as breeding, those probably 
present and those classified as vagrants, before I left for Palmerston and, 
by comparison, the number of birds commonly or even occasionally 
seen, is greater than anticipated. At the same time there are some 
surprises in the small number of species breeding. T h e  only bird listed 
as a likely vagrant which was not seen was the duck; but while Muscovy 
ducks are bred and eaten in the settlement, I could not discover any 
record of migrating species having rested on the atoll; they probably 
d o  so, however, as recorded from Penrhyn and elsewhere. 

I t  is unlikely that ;I visit to Palmerston of similar length to mine 
will be made for a considerable time because of its isolation. For this 
reason I hope thesc notes will be of some value in the general com- 
pilation of data on the birds of the Cook Group. 

THE FOOD OF THE MOREPORK 
By C. 1. LIATDSAY nntl R. C,. ORDISH 

Domrnio~r Mitrr~rm, Wrllington 

In the carlicr pcriotls o l  ornithological history in Ncw Zedand 
it was thought that the Illorepork (A'inox ~novcreseela~ldine) lived on 
birds, rats, and to a lesser extent, 011 insects. When regurgitated pellets 
were examined however, they wcre found to contain mainly insect 
remains. 

Over the last six years twcr2ty-five Moreporks have I~een  received 
a t  the Dominio'n Museum and we have taken this opportunity to study 
further the leetling habits of this bird. T h e  stomach of each bird was 
examined and, where possil~le, the contents were identified. T h e  results, 
shown in the Table, also indicate ;ni insect diet, vertebrate rcmains 
being founcl in only two specimens. 

T h c  specinlens whose localities ;ire known are a11 from the North 
Island and those without locality are almost certainly so. Hecause they 
were obtained in a11 seasons they give some indication of the Aforepork's 
feeding habits. 

Firstly the diet is varied and suggests random feeding on readily 
available species rather than a search for particular prey. Several 
insects such as moths and cicadas would only be available for a limited 
period while others, particularly the wetas, would be available throughout 
the year. As a result the wetas emerge as a staple item of diet. 

Moreporks havc been observed to feed on insects that have been 
attracted to  street lights ;uid also to take insects from trees. T h e  
presence of grassgrub moth larvae in the samples suggests that Moreporks 
will feed also from the ground. This  larva is ;I grassland pest which 
burrows deep in  the soil and emerges at  night to feed on grass. ' Of 
incidental interest is a sample of forty-two Noctuid moths eaten in 
mid-winter. 


