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THE S M A L L  B I T T E R N  AT M E R E M E R E  
1'. J. l-lO l+ i l l<D otrrl H. l< .  A.1 t l<EAr%lL~ 

I<VII>ENC:E I:OK 
(I )  Size: 

' I ' l ~c  s c v c ~ ~  nleli w11o S;I\V it ~Iose ly   re i~greetl t l ~ ; ~ t  it was ; I ~ ) O L I L  

haif the  size of ;! Brown Bit.tcl-n. In the first e t l i t i o ~ ~  o f  Oliver, " New 
%eal;~ntl  Birds," 1,. 367, tlie me;lsurenrcnts are, with those of H r o w ~  
Bittern in parenthesis: length 38 (76) ; bill 5.5 (7) ; wing 15.8 (37) ; 
tail 5 (13) ; tarsus 5.3 (10) . Except for the bill it seoned by these 
n~ci~surenlents  to indicate to  us a t  the time thilt the estirnate ol' hall' 
size should I x  abou t  correct. At Easter, lWi4, Brian ; ~ n d  Mrs. V. i \ t l ;~n~s ,  
o l  l<cilliill, P ;~p; tkur ;~ ,  S:IW near WI;I~;I \Vliat;r, W;~ ik i~ to ,  i111 : I C I L I I ~  15row11 
Hitter11 le;~tling lour  young across the r o ; d  in Sront oI' their  car. 
'I'he young were ;I little more t l i a~ l  11111I' grown ; ~ n d  looked very ;~wkw;lrcl, 
I ~ e i n g  " ;111 legs ; ~ n d  Icet " so to s l x ~ k ,  a tlescriptiotl very rl ill'crent 
fro111 t l i i~ t  o f  o u r  t r i n ~  s111i11l I~irtl. 

(2) Colotrr trrrtl I~ectlher P(rl /er~r:  
See Arolortri,s 10, p.p. 318-3l!J, ; I I I C I  ~ ~ o t c  report  by I< .  'I'. i \ c l a ~ ~ ~ s  

O I I  1). 319. T h e  overall colour ~ v a s  liglitcr that1 :IS clescril~etl by Oliver 
I'or the Lit t le Hittern so it was thought that  it was perhaps ;I young 
1'em;de. It was litter I'ountl tha t  the lemalc of I x o b ~ y c l ~ c t . ~  c i t r t tn t~ror~re~r .~  
is clcscribctl by G .  A 3 .  Henry  in ".A Guide  to  the  Hircls of C e y l o ~ ~ "  ;is: 
" Slightly larger t l l ;~n the  last (I .  .sirretr.sis) . . . the  plate shows the 
n d c ;  thc  lc111i11e is browner, mottled with I,utF o n  tlie wing coverts 
a11d streaked wit11 dark I ~ r o w ~ i  o n  the under  parts; ;I dark,  I~ rokcn  
streak down the  centre of the throat, neck and  I~reast." l ' l i is  is close 
to a skin of ,sitretr.ri.s froln Fiji i r ~  the I h n i n i o n  Muse r~m and  to R'liss 
Gina  Blanshi~rtl 's drawing of it. However we still l i i~ve the p rob lcn~  
o l  the lack of the throat stripe o n  o u r  I~irtl, though the I:i,jii~n skin 
;end Miss Kl;r~isl~;~rtl's tlr;lwing ol' it show the streak to  Ix mtirc clill'i~sc 
;111tl less t le f i~~i te ly  colouretl t l i ; ~ ~ ~  in the o ther  species. 

(3) Leg Colorrr: 
O n  1'. 317 this is cle~cribecl by I'.,I.H. ;IS yellowisl~ green: 1111~ 

it is recorded tha t  the  l ight was failing. \Vlien seen o n  17/!)/(i3 
(11. 319) in full l ight by J o h n  Kentlrick, H .  R. RtcKcnzie and  
1'. ,I. Howard the leg colour was :I I ~ r i g l ~ t  green with n o  t i ~ ~ g e  of 
yellow. '7'11is $reen was i ~ n o t h e r  ol the leiiti~res given by Oliver which 
letl to  the bellel  tha t  the  birtl WIS :I Little Bittern. 
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( 4 )  Tanreness: 

(it) W h i  seen from a dinghy by G. Whitburn in the first week 
o l  May, 1963, it was stitntlinr~ on a log about three feet above water 
level and was in the erect ' freeze " stance, side-on. Although only 
ten yards away, it stood its ground, then moved slowly into under- 
growth. This latter action would not be expected of a Brown Bittern. 
(11) Seen five weeks later by P.J.H., it w:~s only fifteen yards from his 
car which was alongside the road fence. It did not Hy or walk itway. 
(c) It wits mid-June also when it was seen by 1'. Clark and two other 
men at  about twenty yards in the same swampy strip which runs 
~xtr;tllel to the r o ; d  Taking it lor a Kiwi (Apteryx  clustrcllis) the driver 
stopped the car and backed. T h e  party climbed the fence with the 
bird still twenty yards from them. It ran as they approachetl, gitir~ing 
on them and was about twenty-five yards away when it flcw. A Brown 
Bittern would be cxpected to fiy a t  once. (d) O n  17/9/63 it was 
aptin observed lrom a car by the road fence which is along ;I bank 
al)out seven feet above the swamp. At thirty yartls it "froze," then 
relaxed. T h e  car w;~s then moved closer. It movcd towards the car 
to within fiftecn yards in full view and fished unconcernedly, with 
J.L.K., P.,J.H. itnd H.K.IClcK. moving about in the car. Tittneness is 
emphasised by Oliver. 

(5 )  Loccllily 
In New Zeal;tntl, Little Bitterns have been lountl mostly along 

the tinibered edges of streams, mtl,  presumably, lakes. G. Whitburn's 
sighting was well back under willow trees on the bank o l  the Waikato 
Kiver. All of tlie seven observers in this case are well acquainted with 
the habits of the Brown Bittern ant1 none recollect seeing one in such 
a place. T h e  other sightings were all a t  the base of tree growth on 
the edge of the swampy lagoon 11y tlie road. In such a locality a Brown 
Bittern would not ortlin:~rily move into cover when disturbed at close 
range, but would take Ilight in ;I blind panic. 

(;I) When it was known that Dr. R. A. F;tlla, on our description, 
consitlcrctl the Meremere birtl to be more likely a young Brown Hittern 
(his opinion being published in Arotorni,v 10, 1,. 412)  , it was decided 
th;tt we make a study of the young Brown Bittern. P..J.H. found x 
parent and two young, the young being respectively about 90 and 80% 
of the size of the ;~dult,  thc I q e r  lighter than it itnd the smitller 
darker. H.K.ICIcK. founcl ;I similar trio, the young being nearer the 
size of the adult and again a light and a dark one. P.,J.H. pl~otograpl~ecl 
an injured young one itntl examined another brought t o  him. These 
young birds had no definite front pattern, being flecked and short- 
streaked with dark markings somewlnat resembling those of the front 
of a Morepork (Ninox novcreseelnndic~e) with buff areas only on the 
upper sides ol tlle throat and heavy markings forming a broad throat 
line. (b) T h e  Mereniere birtl had the clear " canoe " pattern on the 
lower throat and definitely no brown stripe extending to tlle chin 
(see sketches). ?'here is ;I further difference in that throat and breast 
patterns of adults of both Hrown and Little Bitterns have blurred 
edges to the pattern lines, whereas the "canoe" lines on the Meremere 
bird were clear cut. 
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T h e  S m a l l  Bittern a t  M e r e m e r e ,  as s k e t c h e d  b y  

(7) I h / e  rrrrtl A.s.soci(i/ior~ 

P. J .  H o w a r d  

T h e  first week i n  May would I x  ;I 1;lte da te  For ;I h a l f -$ row 
Brown Bittern ant1 it is noteworthy t h ; ~ t  n o  c1i;unge in c i ~ h c r  s u e  o r  
plumage from then unti l  17/9/63 w;~s  ol~servetl. Keceut l iu~itctl  studies 
ol' Hrown Bitterns intlic;ttc t l ~ t  ;it least one  1,;lrcnt r e m ~ i n s  closely 
;~ssociatetl wit11 the  young unti l  they arc  I'ully p y n  o r  pri~ctically so, 
while this I~irt l  wits al~solutely alone a t  it11 tiqies seen: ant1 yet was 
only ; ~ l ~ o u t  h;~lf  the size of ;I Hrown Hittern. 
(8) Hnbit of 13eirtg Alorre: 

?'he New %e;ilantl specinrens I ~ a v e  ; i p lx~rc l~ t ly  a11 I ~ c c n  I'ountl 
alone. T h e  Meremere I~irt l  was ncvcr scen wlicn any big Brown 
13ittcr1)s were prcsent. 

Many oT the pictures in the l i tc r ;~ turc  arc  oC I~irt ls  side-on o r  
p r t l y  so a n d  tile artists may h;~ve used colour lor  tlie neck outl ine,  
thus sliowirig a centra! throat stripe where n o  colour should be. I f  
this should have happened two of the  Chinese Lit t le Hittern 
(I. s. sirre~r,si.s) in Dr.  l i u r o t l ; ~ ' ~  "Birds  in Life Colours," Vol. 2, plate 78, 
No. 579 would come w r y  close in pattern t o  o u r  bird. A New Zc;ll;~ntl 
Little Hittcrn skin iu tlie l h u i n i o n  illuseurn, No. 1).h81. 4779, drilW11 
by Miss G ina  Hl;tnsh;trtl, shows ;I Iilrge three-stripe pattern on the  
lront,  somewhat like the  "canoe" pattern o f  o u r  bird I ~ u t  with the  
milrking I~lurretl .  I t  is uot  nlucli like o u r  bird otherwise ;lnd is tlitfercnt 
from the otllcr Lit t le Hitterns there. T h e r e  is perhaps room for con- 
siderably rllore variation than has been founcl so far. 
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EVIDENCE AGXINS'I' 
(1) Size: 

Con~p;~rative size is tliflicult to estimate ;tt a distance. T h e  
Meremere observers estimated half size of a Brown Bittern and Oliver's 
measurements Cor New Zealand skins largely bear this out, but the 
skin specimens of Little Bittern [lo look sm;tller, Dr. Falla, hroto~.ni.s 10. 
11. 412, going so far as to say that body size, except when the neck is 
stretched, is not larger than in a Californian Quail (Lophortyx 
crrlifomicn). I f  in ;tppe;trance it should look so small as this in ' the 
fieIcl, it would intli~ictc that this Meremere bird was too large to be a 
Little Bittern. Eastern skins oC I. tni11zct11.r examined in the Auckland 
War Memorial h4useum ;!ppe;trcd even smaller t l ~ a n  those from New 
Zealand in the Dominion Museum. 

T h e  available skins a n d  mounted specimens oC New Ze;~l;tnd and 
overseas Little Hitterns and herons, together with the illustrations and 
descriptions which we have since been able to study, d o  not throw any 
light on the identity of the Meremere bird. I n  general colour it is 
light, 1nuc.11 the same as i t t i  adult Brown Bittern. T h e  general difference 
between it and the N.Z. Little Bittern could perhaps be said to 
approach the ditferencc between a hen and a cock plleasant. If it is 
not a lemale Little Bittcrn it may be ;I female Cinnamon Bittern 
(Ixobq~c111r.c ci7171(c711o111eic.s) or it may I x  a freak. 

t\ sc;trch o l  some of the literature of Europe, North America, 
.Asia (particularly ,Japan) , i\ustralia :~ntl New Zealand does not indicate 
any btttern with the "canoe" pattern on the front and the all-buff or 
xeamy white rrom the top oC the pattern up to the chin with no dark 
mid-line whatcvcr. All illustrations seem to s11ow at 1c;lst one Inown 
line up to the chin. 

Thc bird, with its well proportioned form ;~nt l  dear  markings 
gave the in~prcssion of' its Ixing full-grown, even if not adult. 

It may h;tw been ;I vagrant in an unusual or transient form of 
~ ~ l u m a g e .  After lurther details were sulm~ittetl to him, Dr. Falla 
suggested that it tilay be an immature Green Bittern or Little Green 
Heron (Ir'utoritles .slri(lt~c.sj. 

I f  ;I New Zeal;~ntl Little Bittern, it would he at  it stage not 
hitherto encountered. which, in view or the very few occurrences, may 
hy a faint possibility be the case. 

It  is therelore consiclered that the identity of this bird must 
remain unconfirmed until Curther evidence is obtained, either in the 
field or in thc literxttlre. 

Sincere :hanks are proffered to Dr. K. A. Falls, Director of the 
Ihmin ion  Museum, Wellington, and Mr. E. G. T u r l ~ o t t ,  Asst. Director 
of Canterbury Museum and latterly Director of the Auckland' War 
Memori;tl Muscl~tn, for generous assistance and to Miss Gina Rlans11;rrtl 
01 Little Harricr lslantl for se\~r;r l  excellent m t l  most useful drawings 
oE study skins a t  thc Dominion Museum. 


