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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE 
NORTH ISLAND SADDLEBACK 

By D. V. MEKTON 

I'NTRODUCTION 
Like so many of New Zealand's native birds, the ~ o r ' t h  Island 

Saddleback, (Philesturnus carunculatus rufusater), was both plentiful 
and widespread in pre-European times, but  had vanished -from most 
parts by the late nineteenth century, retreating rapidly before the 
advance of European settlement (Oliver 1955). I n  the Urewera and 
Northern Hawke's Kay, according to Best and Guthrie-Smith respectively, 
it had gone long before these places had been altered by .settlement 
(Oliver 1!)55). Fulton consitlerecl the Satltlleback extinct in  all in- 
habited p;rrts by 1907 (Gordon 1938). , .The reasons for this rapid and 
complete disappearance from the nlainlantl ;rnd a11 island6 except H e n  
have been attributed largely to the invasion of introtlucecl carnivores 
which appeared last century. I t  is reasonable to  assume that a bird, 
which had evolved in the complete absence of mammalian. predators, 
spends much time on or near the forest Hoor and has but  weak .flight, 
could fall easy prey t o  any of the var ious  i n t r o d u c e d  m u s t e l i d s ,  rats  
or  cats. 

A more recent example of this can he seen to-day on the South 
Cape Islands OR S/W.. Cape, Stewart Islantl, where a vigorous population 
of South Islarld Satlclleb;~ck (Philc.stun~.u.s cnrunculatu.~ C ( ~ ~ I I P I C Z I ~ N ~ I ( . F ) ,  has 
in little over- twelve .nlonths, bee11 -a l l  but  exterminated following the 
arrival on these islantls o l  a very efficient predator, the ship rat (Rottus 
rnttus). (Bell and O'Brie~i  1964 - Dept. Internal Affairs file No. 
46/62/19; Blackburn 1965 elsewhere in this issue; and from my own 
observations on three visits to Big South Cape Id., e;lch of approximately 
one month's duration in 1961, I964 and 1965). 

ivrAou1 TLIYTHOLOGY 
I t  is not surprising to find that the Satldleback or  Tieke of the 

Maori, with its aristocratic air, should figure prominently in ancient 
Maori lore; for example, the well known legend of Maui  when he  
and his brothers snared and beat the sun to compel it to travel more 
slowly, so that man might enjoy a longer day. Following his successful 
encounter with the sun, Maui felt a great thirst and called to various 
bush birds, including Tieke, to bring him water. When in turn they 
failed to oblige, Maui, irritable after -h i s  exertions, seized the birds 
and  Rung them from him, leaving a scorch mark wherever his hot hands 
touched their plumage. As a result Tieke t o  this day bears on  its 
wings and shoulders, the mark of Maui's displeasure. Similarly the 
male Stitchbird (Notiomystis cincta) received its vivid orange-yellow 
breast mark and the Kobin (Prtrotca (Miro) nurtralis) a white spot 
above its bill. T h e  Kokako (Callaear ctneren) however, obliged and 
brought Maui water, who, in reward, pulled it$ legs, so making them 
long a'; they are now. (Antlersen 1926). 
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111 Maori times the Tieke W;I\ ;1111011g the n~os t  diH~cult to snare 
and lor this reason was prob:tbly rarely kept in captivity. (Gordol~ 1938). 

According to Andersen Tiekc w'rs ;I gunrdian of ancient Maori 
trcasures and, it the name can be construed to mean " n guardian," it  
might rathcr be on this nccount than because it accompnnied flocks ot 
White-heads: (Mohoua albzcdln). T h e  name " Tieke " was probably taken 
rrom the call of the bird for there is an old song used for hauling a 
c;~noc over difficult places which begins:- 

One voice All  
'I'hc kiwi cries kiwi 
l ' hc  moho cries ~ n o h o  
T h e  tieke cries tieke 

.. 11 ;i war party should hc;~r  the cry of ;I I 'iekc to the right of 
their path it would be counted ;in omen of victory; but i f  to the left, 
;III omen of evil and tlefe;~t. (Antlersen 1'326). 

'I'wo legendary Saddlebacks namecl Takareto and Illun~uliau werc 
sai'tl to I)elong to the Arawa canoc migrants. T h e  two lived on  Kapanga 
(Cuvicr) Is. and werc known as supcrnictural beings with power to 
fly back ;uld forth from the mainland. 'C:uvier now boasts 21 powerful 
ligl~thouse; thus in a practical sense does civilis;rtio~~ dissolve the shreds 
of a i i c i~n t  111ytl1. (Gordon 1938) . 

EAKLY RECORDS 
During his stay at  the Hay of Islands in 1772, C r o ~ e t  mentions 

a starling, which, as Oliver (1955) points out, could only be the 
Saddleback. Specimens were obtained in the same locality in  1824 by 
Lesson, naturalist to  the " Coquille "; and Yate in 1835, also records it  
a t  the Bay of Islands (Oliver 1oc.cit.) . 

According to Oliver Saddlebacks were recorded from Kaitaia in 
1878, Cuvier Island in, 1878, Great Barrier Island in 1882 and Little 
Barrier Island in 1862, when specimens were collected by Layard. Hutton 
(1896) found them very common on Little Harrier i n  1869, but in 1882, 
after the introduction and establ~slin~ent of feral c;rtj, ,rbout thi5 tlnle, 
Keiscl~ck (1887) l o u ~ ~ d  them extrelllely scnrce. 

I n  Noven~ber 1880, Kciscllek (18871)) discovered them in ; ibu~~t l -  
;rllce ~ I I  Hen  lsland ;und in Februxy 1883, he conjitlerctl them even 
nlore nunlerorr\ there. This  vigo~ou\  popul,rtiol~ still pcrsi\t\ OII  Hen 
I\lnn(l (Turbott 1!)40; Skegg 1964) ;uid i j ,  I I I  I'rct, t l ~ c  o111y I ~ I I I . I ~ I I ~ I I ~  

11,itur,11 strong-hold ol thc sub-species to-clay. 
James  Cowan recalls that Wi I'arata, ;I Maori Chicl of W;~ikat~;~c,  

( o d d  remember the time when Satldlebc~cks were plentiful on I h p i t i  
Island. (Wilkinson 1952) . 

By 1870, they had virtually dis,rppearcd Iron1 the ~nninlancl IIOI th 
of the lower Waikato (Oliver 1955) and werc rare elsewhere. In the 
carly part of this century few mainland sightings were made, the most 
recent of these being that of Fleming (1940) in February 1935, when 
a pair was seen u p  the Kopuapounamu River, beneath Kaukumara Peak, 
East Cape. Oliver states that Saddlebacks still occur in  the Kaukumara 
Range, East Cape, but Williams (1962) considers that this claim, as 
well as recent reports from the Urewera Country (Williams unpubl.) 
divaits cbnfirmation. 
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PREVIOUS ATTEMPTS TO TRANSFER SADDLEBACK 
During an official Dominion Museum expedition to  Hen  ..Island, 

. (1,775 acres), in November/December 1924, Oliver and ,Hamilton (1925 
- Dept. Internal .Affairs file 46/62/19), considered the North Island 
Saddleback to be one of  the most common birds present, yet the. sub- 
species was in grave .danger, being confined to a .  single island. Soon 
after, on 28/1/1925, a meeting of the Hoard of Science and Arts, acting 
on Oliver and Hamilton's report, resolved that steps should be  taken to 
transfer Saddlehacks to  both Kapiti (5,000 acres) and Little Barrier 
Islands (6,960 acres), in an effort to establish other populations of 
this vulnerable.species. Permission .was subsequently. obtained from tllc 
Director General of Lands and Minister of Internal Affairs in  September 
of that year for thc removal from Hen lsland of u p  to twelve pairs 
of these birds and their release on the island sanctuaries of Kapiti and 
Little Barrier. 

. As a result, on 11/10/1925, a party consisting of Messrs. H. 
Hamilton (Dominion Museum), A. S. Wilkinsoh (Kapiti Island) and 
E. V. Sanderson (Hon. Sec. N.Z. Native Bird Protection Soc.) ,. sailed 
from Whangarei to  Hen Id., on the Whangarei Harbour Board's launch 
" Kumi " to  carry out this task. They met with success, catching their 
first pair of birds within minutes of leaving their camp. O n  18/10/25, 
four pairs were released, on  Little Barrier Is., one female which had 
been ailing for a day or  so having died soon afterwards. 

Wilkinson (1925), who witnessed this liberation wrote: "As soon 
as the birds were released they started to  search for food. The i r  only 
enemies on Little Barrier arc wild cats which, however, are far too 
numerous." 

By, 28/10/25, when the party returned to Whangarei, they had 
obtained a further eleven Saddlebacks, bringing the total caught to 
nineteen, all of which had been secured by means of bird-lime, hand- 
nets o r  drop-traps (Hamilton 1925 Dept. Internal Affairs file). T h e  
remaining eleven birds were transported overland from Whangarei to 
the Paraparaumu coast, from where they were taken by launch and 
.released on  Kapiti Island, twenty-two hours after leaving Whangarei. 
On  arrival, two birds were found to have died in  transit, leaving four 
males and five females, all of which were said by ,Wilkinson to have 
been " a little bedraggled but perky." These birds survived to breed 
successfully at  least three 'times during successive years, but were not 
seen after 1931. . .  ilki ins on iuggests that Hush, Hawks (Falco novaeseelandiae) may 
have been reiponsible for the Saddlebacks' disappearance, but it  is more 
likely that they, too, succumbed to the depredations of introduced rats, 
its did it seems, Kapiti's original Saddleback population. I t  must also 
be remembered that Kapiti a t  this time, .according to Wilkinson, was 
over-run by possums, feral sheep and goats, which had damaged the 
island's vegetation considerably. Both sheep and goats have since been . . removed. 

T h e  Little Barrier Is. liberation, however, was apparently much 
shorter-lived. Even under the most favourable conditions such a small 

l l iberation, ,(3 pairs and one male) could hardly have been expected to 
colonise an island the. size of Little Barrier (6960 acres) .. 

Gordon (1938) in'-reference to  this transfer says. that the saddle- 
back were harried 'frbm the island b i  T u i  (Prosthkinadu>a nm&seildnd- 
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iae) on the :eco,ncl day after liberation antl were never heard of again. 
This  seems a most unlikely explanation for their failure to  persist, as 
the 'two species,live in harmony on Hen Is., and were previously found 
together throughout New Zealand as well as on several islands including 
Little Barrier. T h e  wild cat population of Little Barrier Is., is the 
obvious culprit, as it was last century, when .the island's original Saddle- 
back population was quickly exterminated following the establishment 
of feral cats (Turbott 1947). 

After a visit to Hen Island in November/l>ecembcr 1933, Edgar 
Stcatl reported that Saddlebacks were Hourishing still antl suggested that 
;t liberation on thc Chicken Is., four miles to the north of Hen Is., 
would be beneficial; but it was not irntil 10/12/48 that this transfer 
was recommended by the Rare Birds Advisory C:onnnittec. 

Authority was granted the Wildlife Branch, llepartment of ln -  
tcrnal Affairs by both 'the Minister of Internal Atfairs antl the Director 
General o l  Lands, for the removal of up  to 20 S:tddlebacks from Hen Is., 
for release on each of the two larger Chicken Is. O n  37/5/1949 Messrs. 
L. C. Hell and F. Woodrow (Department of .Internal Affairs), E. G. 
'I'urbott (Auckland Museum) and A. S. Wilkinson (Kapiti Is.) arrived 
at Hen Is. to tackle the project. This attempt proved abortive, how- 
ever, as by 6/6/1949 only five birds were on hand. T w o  of these were 
captured in a mist-net, two in drop traps and the other in a hand net. 
A severe storm then caused the death of two of the captive birds, so 
it was decided that the remainder should be set free on Hen  Is. again 
and the quest abandoned for the time being. 

.Another expedition was launched by the Wildlife Branch on 
1/6/1950,when Messrs L. C. Hell, H. J .  Ollerenshaw (Wildlife Branch) 
and W. 1). F. King (Aviculturist l r o n ~  lnvercargill), arrived a t  Hen  Is. 
'I'his attempt proved more si~ccessful as on 32/6/1950, three pairs o l  
Saddleback were set free on Hig Chicken (Marotiri) Is. (332 acres), 
two of these birds. Iiaving been captured with bird-lime and four by 
means of a Iland operated droptrap,  baited with live insects. 

I\ visit to this island i'n I>ecember 1953 by K. H. Sibson ;IIICI i~ 

party of King's College Bird Club members (Cl~an~hers, Chambers and 
Sibson 1955) revealed that a t  least onc pair of Saddlebacks was still 
present, but  none has been reported since. 

Recent visits 'to bliddle Chicken (Whakahau) Is. (168 acres) by 
the wrjter and other Wildlife Oficers, following the transfer of 23 
Saddlebacks to this island in January 1964, as described elsewhere in 
this issue (Merton 1965). have shown that the birds are persisting. 
'The most recent visit was o n  20/5/1965, when ample evidence of breed- 
ing was obtained. A total of twenty-two Saddlebacks were recorded, of 

. i h i c h  a minimilm of seven were juveniles bred on the island. 

1 an1 inclebtetl to Mr. I .  A. E. Atkinson tor triticisnl of this 
paper, and to the Dept. of Internal Affairs for permission to publish 
material from its files. 
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-*- 
SHORT NOTE 

-- 

AN UNUSUAL D O T T E K E L  NEAK NEW PLYMOUTH 
In the late afternoon of 17/4/65, my wife and I noticed an 

unusual dotterel feeding on a small, slightly muddy sandbank at  the 
estuary of the Waiongona River, 7 miles north of New Plymouth. 
As we were on the opposite bank, distance as well as poor lighting 
conditions made it  impossible to  attempt to  photograph the bird. 
However, a diagram made a t  the time to show the main features, when 
compared with the plates in Notornis VIII, 251-2, leaves little doubt 
that it was Charadrius leschenaulti. 

Being familiar with both the N.Z. Dotterel (C. obscurus) and the 
Banded Dotterel (C. bicinclu.~), I placed this bird about midway i n  size 
between the two. Its most prominent feature was ;I dark brown to 
black band extending  iron^ behind the liead to just in front of the 
lxominent I h c k  cyc. A slightly lighter band extettded along the crown. 
'l'he wings appeared to be nlottled grey to brown, with a noticeal~lc 
darker I)antl. T h e  untlcr surhcc, chest and Iacc were otl~erwise light 
i l l  c:olour, ;l chest 11antl extending only partly 1)eyond thc c;~rpal Hexurc 
o l  the wirlg. T h e  I ~ a k  w;is dark a11tI roI)~ist, a ~ l d  t l ~ c  legs dppearctl 
to be Hesh-colouretl. 

All the time it was under ol)servation, the I~ i rd  was Icetling by 
taking short runs and probing with the beak into the sand. It was 
noticeable that it did not indulge in the frequetit bobbing of the 
head which is characteristic of the other two dotterels mentioned. 

O n  our attempting a closer approach, the bird flew off and w;~s 
not seen by us again. 

- M. G. MACDONALD 

[The summer of 1964-65 seems to have been a "good one" for the 
Large Sand Dotterel in  New Zealand. Three were present in  the Firth 
of Thames for ,several mopths. Two were reported from Kaipara in  
Ianuary and April. Later one may have over-wintered in Manukau 
Harbour. Ed.] 


