
Harrow D I S C O V E R Y  O F  HUTTON'S  S H E A R W A T E R  

PRELIMINARY REPORT ON DISCOVERY OF 
NESTING SITE OF HUTTON'S SHEARWATER 

( r .  H d l ~ R O l l '  

I..;tst Janu:lry ;I I<;likoura deerstalker, Mr. I .  Hislop, mentioned 
to me th;tt he had see11  nutt ton bird burrows with a n  odd dead  bird 
nearby, at  the headw;rters o i  the Kowhai Kivcr : t i  an  ;~l t i tudc  of about  
6000 feet al)ove sen level, in , J a n w r y  IS ye ;m ago. 

2'lic thought o l  muttonl,irtls nesting a t  such great heights in the 
Seaward I<nikoura mountains seemed unl)eliev;tl~lc. ;~ l though Mr.  Hislop's 
description of thc I~ur row :trc;t w;ts so typical o l  ;I sIte;lrw;rto. nesting 
site, I could not dismiss it ;tltogether. I tliscussctl this report  with 
1.11.. hf. 1.'. Soper, who st;ltetl tllitt I I C  kncw o i  no seitl)irtls th;tt nested 
:it such :I g rc ;~ t  hciglit. i t t ~ t l  lie raised the possil~ility tllat it could he 
the solution of the I~aRling prol~lcrn o i  the nest site ol' I J ~ c f i f i , r l i s  hlittoiti. 
With this possil~ility in mind I scarcl~etl the liter:tture, and 11eg;tn at1 
i n t e n c i ~ . ~  c ; ~ ~ ~ ~ p ; l i g r i  ol' contacting Kaikour :~  pcoplc who knew the ;~tlj;lccnt 
high country well. 

111 this task I WIS  grc;itly ;tssistetl I)y Dr. and h4rs. :\. I.. ,lohnston. 
of Kaikoura, ; ~ n t l  it so011 becanie cvitlcnt t l l ;~ t  Inany local people hat1 
Ilcartl ;tl)out n~uttonl,irtls ~lesting in I ~ u r r o w  high i l l  the Kaikoura 
I I I O I I I I ~ ; I ~ I ~ S ;  i t t~d t11;tt young I)iriIs, L~otli ;tlive i ~ n d  de;td, \vhose description 
cmultl fit Hutton's Shc;~rw;ttcr, 11;ltl I)eeti picked u p  in scvcr;~l ;Ireas 
11e:tr K a i k o ~ ~ r : ~ .  :\I1 this WIS exciting an(I enco~tr i~ging,  I I L I L  ;IS the only 
eye wic~rcsscs I 11;ltl Lvere hlr .  Iv;t11 Hislop and his I)rotlicr, Archie. I I ~ I L I S L  

;tctti~it my C S C ~ ~ C I I I ~ I I L  WIS S O I I I C W ~ ; ~ ~  t c ~ i ~ p c r e d  I)y the l'itct t l ~ t  their 
report  WIS t l i i r t e e ~ ~  years :)Id. 

0 1 1  20th Fel)ri~;lry last, ;irnletl with ;I very provisional L;ttrtls i t t l t l  

Survey nl;lli ol the Se;t~'iird I<;tikourit ~ ~ t o ~ ~ n t i t i n s ,  ; I I I ~  w l ~ a t  litter proved 
to Ix euccllcnt directions from the Hislop Im)thers, I set oll alone u p  
the I<owh:~i Kivcr i l l  rather l'oggy c:ontlitions. I tr;tvellecl 111' t h i s r i v e r  
111rti1 oppmitc  tltc Kowlt;ti Saddle, when I wits lorcetl t o  c:lin~l) ;I steep 
l':m on thc true right I);~nk ol' thc river to avoid ;I qui te  inip;tss;tble 
,yorge in the upper  Kowhai River. l ' h i s  steel, face led o n  to ;I narrow 
ridge, mostly tussock-covered, :Ii;tt gr;trlu;tlly rose to .5500 I 'cc~ :tl)ovc 
sea levcl. 

1 11;ttl a major prol~lcm ol' navigilting the rough ;tlpinc country 
which was unknown to me. with the added 11;tntlic:ap ol ;I  heavy log. 
I hat1 planned to c;unlp right a t  the site ol' the I~urrows, I ~ u t  at  6 p.m.. 
;tl'tcr cight hours of heavy swagging with severid false le;& 1 decicletl 
to c;tnrp i l l  some snow grxss near the first water I h;td c t~countered for 
some hours. I hoped t h ; t ~  I was not too Ltr Erom t l ~ c  reported burrows 
m t l  therefore kept a c;trcful check in case I could hear birds Hying ill 
the evening, 1,111 I WIS unrewartletl. T'he log cleitretl away almut 10 p.m. 
t l i ; ~ ~  evening ant1 I wts itblc to see that I was only about  half a mile 
from illy objective. I 1eCt my c m ~ p  among thc tussocks a t  5 a.m. nex t  
morning, 21/2/65, and within ;I quar ter  of an  hour,  while descending 
:I steep deer track o n  the true right bank of the upper  Kowhai Gorge, 
I found the remains of ;I shearwater minus  the head. T h i s  specimen 
; ~ p p c : t r d  do ha\.c Ixen ~ n r ~ t i l a t c d  by ;I r a t ,  stoat, or  I'alcon. I could 
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find no burrows x l j a c e n ~  to this bird, but only ;I quarter of a mile 
away, just where the Hislops had described, right under Mount Kaiterau, 
1 found quite an extensive burrow area (see map and Plate 1 ) .  

,- . l h e  height above sea level was certainly not 6000 leet, but I 
estimate the colony to be near enough to 4800 feet. On my first visit 
I guessed that there were several thousand burrows, but as described 
below, this later proved t o  be an overestimate. T h e  aspect of the colony 
faced due south, and the slope was moderately steep at  nlmut 25 degrees. 
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'I'lie vegetative cover (Plate 2) of the nesting area incluclecl two groups 
of mountain ribbonwood (Hoherin lynllii). T h e  big snow tussock 
Chivtochlot~ povescem and ;t smaller grass, probably ;I Nolodnnthonia, 
were the predominant low cover which the shearwaters tended to use 
as ;t veranda to their burrow entrances. Aciphylla coler~soi appeared 
to form a boundary to the lower extent of the burrows, possibly because 
its spiny habit would be a landing 11itz;lrd a t  night for shearwaters. 
'I'hc soil was Eriable, sandy loam, which would not be difficult for the 

- 7  birds to excavate. I wo I,urrows that had fresh droppings at  the 
entrancC were exc;~vatctl but h;~d been ;~lxtntIonecl, tliough a Puffinus 
skull, egg fr;igmerits, ;und :I quantity of snow grass stenis and root fibres, 
in the nest ch;mit)er were recovered. 

T h e  n~e;~surenients of the burrows (Plate 3) were five inches wide 
by four inches high, while the first burrow was five foot nine inches 
long and the second burrow was seven foot six inches long with the 
nest ch~uril~er onc foot hack from the end of the burrow. A typical 
~>urrow woultl 11;tvc n sniall entrance platfor~n, made n o  doubt, from 
?art11 cxcnvated I ron~  thr I)urrow. !:rorr~ the platl'onn the ~ U I T O W  went 

[G. Harrow 

X (1) -Upper  Kowhai river-gorge, with Mt. M a n u k a u  (8562 ft.) o n  left 
skyline, a n d  Mt. Kaiterau o n  t h e  right. 
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I:G. Harrow 

XI ( 2 )  -Site of Hutton's Shearwater nesting colong at c. 5000 f t .  a.s.1. 
.under Mt. Kaiterau. 

straight into the hillsitle lor 18 inches, then made either ;I slltlrp right 
o r  left hand turn, and then continued usually another five feet across 
the slope, often the Hoor of the burrow rising gr;ldually to ;I slightly 
enlarged nest chamber. Very few of the burrows were a t  any stage 
more than 18 inches from the surlace, although if a large stone formed 
;in obstruction, the birds rvoultl I~urrow a '  little lurthcr inwmls to 
circumvent the obstacle. T h e  aren has a high deer and goat population 
and I noticed that the ;mimills 11;1cj collapsed the odd I~urrow with 
their hooves. I systematic:~lly traversed the colony at every 20 -foot 
contour, and recovered ;I complete shearwater not too tlecon~posed for 
identification, ;I further pair ol wings and many isolated feathers. 

.At this stage I was hopeful, and suspected that the birds were 
Puflintt~ Iwttotti, but I was by no means certain. With the aid of 
Mr. K. Scarlett at the Canterbury Museum, I checked my specimens 
with the one skin they had labelled as " doubtful P. g. huttoni," but  
this was not very helpful, as I have since clearly estal~lished that this 
skin is in  fact Pufinlts gcrvin. Mr. D. H .  Brathwaite was also asked 
for an opinion, and together with Mr. Scarlett and myself, felt that 
the measurements were well in the hzrtfoni range and too large lor 
gauia, and the colouration seemed to correspond to this race. T h e  
matter of confirmation was so important, that it was decided to seek a 
~econcl opinion from Dr. K. .A. Falla regarding identification. I now 
quote from Dr. Falla's reply to my inquiry, " Your specimens are all 
n ~ t f i n ~ c . ~  h u t t o ~ i .  T h e  underwing coverts of your birds arc ;111 in the 
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l r~ t / /urc i  r;ulgc, i.c. tlicy ;(re more s~nutlgctl with grey brow11 t l~a l l  :my 
i .  :\sillaries arc of the narrow dark  111ttto11i type. 1,;tstly the 
untlcrt;~il coverts of your No. 1 arc definitely hzt t /o , , i .  T h c  outermost 
arc Hcckctl ~ I I  tlicir otuer wcln ~vitl i  I ~ I ~ I I .  ; I  ch ;~r ;~ctcr  invariable in 
a11 o u r  tlozen or  so skim of l t r r / (o~r i  ; I I I ~  11ot notccl in any of o u r  
3 -  60 gtrvitc." It w;15 now qui te  certain that the first nesting a r m  of 
1'. I~ctllurci had 11ce11 rcvcalctl, and I x c i ~ ~ ~ s c  oT ;I suggestion from Dr. Falls 
that  y o u ~ ~ g  I,irtls liligl~t still IIC in the I > L I ~ ~ O W S  u ~ ~ t i l  late M;~rch, I 
returned to the colony cs;~ctly ;I I I I O I I ~ ~ I  1;1ter w i t l ~  Messrs. , I .  Chambers 
;111d h4. H ; ~ r r i s o ~ i  011 !?l/Y/(jr), ; I ~ I ~ I C ~  wit11 long llcsiblc probes. Remote- 
~ ~ c s s  ; ~ n d  l'o'~ o ~ ~ c c  again l'oilecl ;~ t tc lnpts  to camp right a t  the colo~ly  

9 o\.crnight. I'hc second visit did c ~ ~ a l ~ l e  an  ;Iccur;itc I)urrow counr 
to Ix ~ ~ ~ ; t t l c ,  and ;I s m ~ p l c  of one liuntlretl Im-rows were probed without 
lintling ;I single bird. 7'licrc was ;I total o f  11,000 squ;tre feet in the 
~ I ; I ~ I I  colony, and ;I reprcscnt;~tive s;1111ple ol' 20 s 20 l'ect gave a burrow 
C O L I I I L  ol' 25, lint  king a t o t ;~ l  of only ; tpproxi~n;~te ly  700 I~urrows, to 
wl~ich could I)c ;~cltlctl ; ~ i ~ o t h e r  1.50 b~lr rows in scattcrctl areas ne;lrby. 
' l l ~ c r c  wcrc I I I ; I I I ~  s i g ~ ~ s  01' great ;ic~ivity i11 the colo11y since my first 

[G. Harrow 

XI1 ( 3 )  -Excavated burrow of Hutton's Shearwater;  7ft. 6 in. long, 5 in. 
wide a n d  4 in. high; nest chamber in front of left hand. 
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visit a niontli earlier, with several more partial ren~ains of hzctlo~ii 
scattered about the area, that I had definitely not missed before, and 
most of the burrows had man): very fresh dropping around h e  entrances. 
I now feel that had 1 dug out a burrow without excreta at  the entrance, 
I would have found young birds on the February visit. T h e  March 
visit did enable us to find a conipletc but fr;tctured egg, which when 
reconstructecl gave this description, ovoid, white, 59.5 x 40.7 nim. 

1 have tlefinitc reports from the following Kaikoura districts, of 
bird calls answering to the decription ol shearwaters flying inland after 
dark, but  thc dates h a w  been tlificult to establish: Puketa, Linton Downs 
Station, Swincomlx Station, ~ ~ o r t h  end of Kaikoura township, Hapuku 
Valley, and the I'uhi Puhi Valley. Birds which would fit the description 
of P. hzcttoni have been picked up during Felxuary and March of 
different years, in thc middle. reaches of the Kowhai Kiver and the 
Hapuku Kiver, and Dr. A. L,. Johnston reports that he has seen many 
live and dead birds every R~li~rcli, in Beach Koad. Kaikoura, which he 
is now certain were h~ctto~ii. Some of the young birds still had a collar 
of chick down, and he tells mc he has released many of these young 
birds successfully from Kaikoura beaches. 

H e  recalled that it r v x  on foggy, wet March nights that he has 
seen most of the birds, which seemed to be confused by thc fog and 
attracted to  car lights o r  street lanips. H e  said the street lamp outside 
the Kaikoura camping ground in Beach Road was a spot that h e  had 

[G. Harrow 

XI11 ( 4 )  - Hutton's Shearwater found alive under a street lamp in Kaikoura 
by Dr. A.  F. Thompson on 19/3/65. 
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picked up IIIOSL 001 the liviug a ~ ~ d  tied specinrc~~s. Dr. ,lohnston has ;I 
~heory  Ix~setl on the fact that ;is the I~ircls he has picked u p  are all 
~~e:tlthy, and arc invilriably ti1ke11 on 21 wet I>itumen road ;tt night, under 
;L street I;ump, hc  I)elicves they mistake the reflection from the road 
.\urfacc to Ix their first sight ol the sea on t l~cir  route I'ron~ the burrows 
and makc ; I  landing. This ; I I I ~ U I I I I I  he I'ountl ;I bc;~utilul adult hullom' 
111 cxccllent c : o ~ ~ d i t i o ~ ~  w11ic.l1 hatl I m n  killed by a car in Beach Road 
~ I I  the evening of 18/3/65. On 19/3/G5 he captured :I live bird (Plate 4) 
u ~ ~ t l c r  ;I  strcct I ; I I I I ~  awl on 23/3/65 he sent me ;I further dead young 
specin~cn t ;~kcn i l l  the same road. T h e  live bird had its call recortled 
:rnd was rclc;~sctl ;it Sll;~g Kock, Sutnner, Christchurcl~, on the eveniug 
o f  2 / 3 / 6 5  nlter I~eing Ixrntlctl. T h e  vent w;rs examined by D.H.B. 
and tllc clo;ic;~l opening found to be in the lorm of a pronounced 
Ir;rllsversc slit t l~ough  no^ noticeal~ly distentletl, and it seems likely 
t h t .  the: Ijirtl w i s  an ;~clult female (Servcnty, 1056).  Falla received 
;I  livc young Ircrtlo~ri 1"/365 from Isl:u~tl Bay, Wellington, and he 
n ~ e ~ ~ t i o ~ ~ s  y o u u ~  I r t t l l o t r i  rcgul;~rly Ii~ntling on  the inter-island steamer 
csprebs olf I<;~ikour;~ 11etwce11 I5 - 25th March in several t l i f fere~~t  years. 

I 11;1ve ,just received from hlr. A. Y. Hi~ywootl of Christchurch, 
;I  r c p o r ~  ~ I I ; I L  on  14th - 16th October, 196-1, when ;I member of a party 
tiearching for the body of I>. Winter, who was blown off the summit 
ridge ol h4ount liaitcr;~u, July 19(i4. he traversed most of the steep 
faces clownstre~un o11 the same side ol' the valley adjacent to the colony 
1 11;rve tlcscril~ctl. ;~nt l  11c reports ;I whole series of burrows, some much 
nlorc extensive t11a11 I 11ave recorded. This  is obviously a downstream 
co~~t inua t ion  of the one colony and s l~ould increase the population 
count trenie~ldously. Mr. Haywood records that he saw a hawk fly 
LIP with an egg in its talons, which was promptly dropped and slightly 
brokcn. H e  describes the egg as being fresh and about the size of a 
pullet's, but  less pointed and creamy white. They put  their arms down 
many burrows ;und were able to pull out very fresh nesting straw but 
discovered no eggs or I)irds. Two freshly dead adult shearwaters were 
noted lower than the I,urrows on this clatc. I intend to carry out an 
intensive study of the breeding Ii:tbits next season ; u ~ t l  hope to publish 
thc results i n  due course. 

-1.0 t l ~ c  I'ollowing, who all contribu~ctl g,re;~tly to  the abovc tlis- 
covcry and itlcntific;~tion, I ;~cknowletlgc gratelul tl~;unks: hlessrs. Ivan 
;end Archie Hislop, Dr. AI. 1:. S o p ,  Dr. and Mrs. A. L. Johnston, 
Mr. and Mrs. 0. Gray, Mr. S. M. M;~cleotl, Mr. K. Scarlett, Mr. D. H. 
ISr;~thw;~itc, Dr. K. i\. F;111;1 :und Mr. A. Y.  H;lywootl. My thanks are 
clue to Mr. C:. Holtlsworth I'or his relroduction of the map. For 
critic.is~n, ;~ssist;u~cc and checking oT this paper, I ; ~ m  greatly indebted 
to Mr. I>. H .  Hr;~thwaite. 
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