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FEEDING STATIONS AND FOOD OF 
NORTH ISLAND SADDLEBACK I N  MAY 

By I .  A .  E .  A T K I N S O N  
Iloln~ry L)rmwtt ,  Depn7 lmrtrt of &renLz/r~ cord Itrtlrr~lt rol Ke~ecr~ch ,  

Lozue~ H u t /  

1NTKODUC:I'ION 
Further olxxrvi~tiol~s of the feeding statio~ts and foods of North 

Islatttl Satltlleback (Plti1e.st1~rrrzr.v ctlnctnc~rl(rtrt.s nrfzrsrrler) were n~atle on 
Hen Islancl by a combined Wildlife Branch - O.S.N.Z. - D.S.I.K. party 
betwecn the l ltln and 21st R3;1y, 196.5. l 'he party, lccl by Mr. 1). V. 
Mertoti, inclucletl Panicla J.  Atkinson, Angela M. C;umpbell, Rdessrs. 
I<. C. Atkinson, 1). J .  C;rnipl~ell, A. M. C. Ilavis, 11. K. Ellis, ,J. L. 
Kendrick, N. J .  Letlgard, K. H. Sibson and the writer. All lncn~bers 
contributctl 01~serv;ttions so that this paper is again the result of ;I 

tean~ effort. T h e  tnethotl of recording is sintilar to that used ~~reviously 
(t\tkinson, in press) . l 'he results c;un be comp;~rccl with e;trlicr stidies 
on Hen Islitt~tl n ~ ; ~ t l e  in August ;tnd ,j;tn~~;lry (Atkinson 1964, R,Ierton 
1966) . 

FOODS 
As was foutttl by previous parties, the I,ulk ol' I'ootl t;tkctt by 

S;ttltllcbacks appears to be insects. In  4 2  cases it was possible to be 
reasonably certain of the type of food taken (Table 1) .  

TABLE I-FOODS O F  SADDLEHACK ON HEN ISLAND: MAY, 1!)65 

Food No. o f  observations 

Caterpillars, beetle larvae 10 
Cocoons of case moth 3 
Flower buds of fivefinger (hreoparrox ctrbore~wr) 3 
Fruit of fivefinger (hTeopancrx crrbomrm) 8 
Fruit of lioupar;~ (I'seudopnnclx lessottii) 1 
Fruit of pate (Schetflera cligitntu) 4 
Berries of inkweecl (Phytolacca octcttrtlrrr) 1 
Berries of nightshatle (Solanz~nz ~~od i f l ono t r )  I 
Seeds of rcwarewa (Knight ic~ excelsn) 1 
Nectar (?) of puriri (Vilcx 11tcet1s) 8 
Water 2 

- 
, - 1 otal 42 

Satldlcbacks feeding at  puriri flowers visited e ; d i  flower Eor ;I 

Tew seconds and probed into the flower centre with the bill, probai~ly, 
but not certainly, taking nectar. T h e  most abuntl;~nt source of nectar 
911 the island during May appeared to be kohckohc, the flowers of 
which were being visited frequently by Bellbirtls and Tuis, but a p p r e n t -  
ly not by S;~cldlcbacks. 

Following two or  three days without rain, 1.L.K. saw ;I S;ttltllc- 
back drinking droplets of water hanging from ri'pe fivcfiugcr berries. 
However, during a wet spell, 1C.C.A. saw a bird drink twice from thc 
I~owlecl b ; d  portion of a live kilritka l e d ;  each time the head was 
first lowered m d  then thrown right lxtck. 
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FEEl~ l iVG SI 'ATIONS 
Most o l  the olxcrvations could be classified according to the type 

of l'crcst in which they occurred (Table 2 ) .  More than half were of 
birds fcctling within a qu ;~r te r  o l  a mile of the ca~np-site a t  Dragon's 
Mouth Cove. T h e  forest types in this area are pohutukawa, kanuka, 
~ ~ o l i u t ~ ~ k ; ~ w a - l ~ ~ ~ r i r i  a i ~ d  taraire-tawa. T h e  figures suggest that pohutu- 
kawa and kanuka forests were preferred to thc other forest types. 
Furtller cvit1erlc.e t h t  this is the case is given by Atkinson and Camp- 
11~11 (in prcss) . 

TAHI,E 2 - OHSERVAT'IONS O F  SADDLEHACK FEEDlNG I N  
11ELATION 1'0 VEGETAI' ION TYPES O N  H E N  ISLAND: 

MAY, 1965 
- * 1 y p e o f  Vegetation No. of times when feeding 

observations were recorded 

ICanukii lorcst 15 
l'uriri-kanuka lorcst 
1'. . k, 

2 
.~wa- m u k a  l'orest I 

l 'uriri-taraire-ti~w:~ forest 5 
7'. . ' ‘iralre-taws forest 2 
Pohutukawa-puriri lorest 2 
I'ohutukawa coastal forest 14 
Other  types o l  vegetation 2 

Tota l  43 

A summary o l  the  recorded feeding stations is given in Tab le  3. 

TABLE 3 - FEEDING S T A T l O N S  O F  T H E  SADDLEHACK 
O N  H E N  ISLAND: MAY, 1965 

Feeding Stations No. of Oj, of To ta l  
observations 

Aerial feecling 0 0 
Live foliage of vegetation canopy (excluding 

tufted crowns) 30 12 
Live I'oliage of cabbage tree and epiphytic 

collosperinum 4. 1 
Live foliage of lower br;~ncllcs and  understorey 8 3 
1)eacl foliage and vine stcrns 9 4 
Flowers 9 4 
Flower buds 4 1 
Fruit  19 8 
Twigs (living a ~ l d  dead) 23 10 
I h r k  of branches and limlx 59 24 
Hr;~ncIi axils, fissures, holes I G 7 
D e ; d  branches and litnbs 16 7 
I3x-k of trunks 9 4 
Ground 36 15 

- - 
Total  242 100 

'There was nothing to suggest that the birds used different feeding 
stations a t  different times of the day, so far as could I x  detected from 
fragnientary obscrv:ttio~>s oT many birds. 
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In many of the foliage o l x e r v a t i o ~ ~ s  the birds appe;~rct l  to be 
taking insects, sometimes by 11;1nging upside down and searching the 
iunclcrsitles of lei~ves. D.,J.C. saw one I~ircl use its IJill in the manner  
o l  a IXIIJCT knil'e while removing ;I caterpillar from ;I rolled leaf oL 
Cof~rostnct n~ctcrocrrvpn. N.,\.L. saw ;I birtl hold ;I rolled clci~tl leal' i r ~  
its foot while the bill probed inside. T h r e e  or  more ol~servations of 
feeding anlong foliage were m;~tle with e ; ~ h  o l  the following species:- 
cabbage tree (Corrlyline cruslro1i.s) , k ;~nuka  (Le /~ tospern lun~  e~.icoirles) , 
kawakawi~ (Mncropiper e x c e l s ~ ~ n ~ )  , mapou ( M y ~ s i n e  n~~s t ro l i s )  , poln~~t t r -  
kawa (!\let~osideros excelscr) , and  t imi re  (Bcil.sclttt~ierlicr (crwire) .  Cater- 
pillars werc motlcrately a l~un t l an t  in the uppe r  foliage of k;~ttuk;r i ~ t  
this time of the year. 

Of thc birds feeding in lroles and fissures, and irntlcr bark o l  
l ~ r ; ~ ~ ~ c h e s ,  l i n ~ l ~ s  or  trunks, five or  more were rccortlctl in each ol' the 
lollowing species:- Co/wosmcr inacroc(rrpo, fivcfingcr (hreofirtnc~x 
nrbore~rin) , katnuka, m ; ~ l ~ o e  (Melicytzts r (~n~ i f lur z~s )  , 11ti1po11, ~ J O ~ I U ~ L I ~ ; I W ; I ,  
p ~ t r i r i  (Vilex l ~ t c e x s ) ,  and  taraire. Several birtls were s e w  using their 
~ r p l x r  m : ~ t ~ l i b l e s  21s levers. O n e  birtl picked u p  :I 1,iec.c of Imrk with 
its foot ;ind cx;~minetl  it (D.J.C.; A.M.C.) ant1 I saw ;I bird use its Loot 
to  lever ou t  :I piece of bark from ;I k;un~rka trunk. 

Twenty-five of the 36 birds feeding a n  the ground werc in l i t ter 
and,  of the 21 cases where the forest type was tletern~inetl, IS werc ill 
pohu tuk ;~w;~  co;~st;d forcst, i.c. in litter consisting of ;I varying mixture  
of poliutukaw;~, ka rak ;~  (Co ly t roc t t~~ /~~ t . s  Ir~euigctl(t), coprosnla, wllau 
(p:ntelec~ rtrbowscet~s), ntalnoe, kaw;lk:~wa and  sometimes puk;tnui (Mevytn 
srnclctirii) leaves. A.M.C. saw ;L bird flicking aside lc;~ves with its bill 
unti l  a patch of h r e  soil was exposed, some S i n .  in clianletcr, ;mtl 
I\.M.C.D. noted ;I bird probing in to  the soil. N o  birds were seen 
leeding in the l i t ter of the mature tilraire Sorest. 

Five other  observittions of ground feeding. were o l  birds fcctlittg 
on  logs. N.,l.L. saw ;I male birtl hack systematic;~lly tllrougli ;I (i ill. 
t l ian~eter  rottell log, 12 in. long, until it was reduced to ;I heap of debris. 

Tab le  1 sun~niarises the results of the timed ol~servations matlc o l  
Si~tltIlcb;~ck feeding. T imed  observations were begtrn otily after the 
birds ;tppearetl to bc taking little notice of the ol~server ;111tl the times 

7 7 recorded are i tpproxi~nate.  l w o  birrls timed a t  the same station werc 
consicleretl ;IS two sep;mte  obscrvi~tio~is and  the times I'or c;icll bird 
added. 

T A B L E  4 - T I M E S  S P E N T  HY SAI)I)LEHACI<S IN T H R E E  GKOUI'S 
01: FEEDLNG S T A T I O N S  O N  H E N  ISLANI): IvIAY, 1965 

Total time of 
Feeding Stations No. of birds observations Percentage 

observed (min.)  of total 

Among u p l x r  l o l i , ~ ~ c ,  truit  ;IIICI llowers 20 137 .34 
i\tnong lower tolt,lge and l ~ r k  ot 

b r , ~ t ~ c l ~ c s ,  l i ~ n l ~ s ,  c t ~ .  2 3 137 34 
0 1 1  g ro iu~ t l  1 I 124 52 

- 
7 .  

- -- 
1 otal 54 3'38 100 

DISCUSSION A N D  SUGGESTIONS F O K  I W K T H E R  STUDIES 
T h e  olxervations of S;ctltllelx~ck leeding stations niade on He11 

Tslmtl by the 1!)63, (+I and (i5 parties ;trc ~onnparctl  in l ' ; ~ l ~ l c  5. 
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TABLE 5 - COh4l'AKISON O F  SADL)LEBACI< FEEDING 
STATIONS: 1963 - 65 

- 

% of Observations 
May 1965 August 1963 January 1964 

Feeding Stations (Data from CData from (Data from 
present paper) Atkmson 1964) Merton 1966) 

Canopy foliage 13 17 30 
Understorey foliage 3 6 5 
lle;~tl l:oliage 4 8 5 
Fruit 8 1 14 
Branches, linibs, twigs 34 29 18 
Branch axils, holes, dead branches 14 4 5 
Trunks 4 11 5 
Ground 15 2 1 18 
Othcr stations 5 3 0 

- - - 
Total  100 100 100 

242 205 88 
observations observations observations 

in 10 days In 10 days in 28 days 

'I'he study of August 1963 did not separate twigs from branches, 
nor branch axils and holes from dead branches. I t  would seem wortli- 
while to do this i n  future so that food sources can be localised (see 
Atkinson 1966). 

These figures suggest trends in the use of several groups of 
feeding stations that may be related to seasonal variation in  the distri- 
bution of insects. However, repeated observations a t  these and other 
times of the year will be necesary before definite conclusions are possible. 

What is clear is that the North Island Saddleback uses several 
feeding methods to eat a wide range of foods from a wide variety 
of feeding stations distributed through all levels in the forest. There 
is no clear indication of how food might limit the numbers of Saddle- 
backs on  Hen  Island or elsewhere but  a few suggestions that may help 
to answer this question are as follows:- 

1. Results to date have been based on fragmentary observations of 
many birds and nlucll useful information can be collected in this 
way. I t  would be of value also, by colour-banding, to examine 
the daily pattern of feecling in particular pairs of birds. Measur- 
ing the proportion of day spent feeding could indicate the times 
of year when food is most scarce (see Gibb 1954). 

2. We d o  not yet know the foods fed to nestlings; these may differ 
from those eaten by the adult. Use of an artificial nestling (see 
Betts 1954, 1956) could answer this question. 

3. Judging by the number of instances (42 in May) when it  was 
posible to identify the type of food taken, a party concentrating 
on this aspect could achieve valuable results. 

4. S-nmpling for invertebrates. By sampling feeding stations that are 
visited frequently by Saddlebacks as well as sampling particular 
places in the litter, branches, or foliage where Saddlebacks have 
been seen feeding, it nlay be possible to understand why particular 
stations are visited more frequently a t  one time of the year than 
another. 
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A C K N O W L E I X E M E N T S  
1 a111 indebted to Dr .  ,I. A.  Gibl), Mr. 11. , I .  C m ~ p b e l l  . ancl 

Dr. E. ,I. Gotlley for helpful criticisms of the mitnuscript of this paper. 
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SHORT NOTE 
p- 

SI 'KONG H O N I N G  INST'INCI '  IN A SI'Opl'LESS ClIAKE 
Near I'irongia, in the T e  Awamutu district there are several 

s w ~ m p s w l ~ i c l i  contaitt Spotless Crakes (1'. I~tb~retr.si ,s) .  O n e  of thcse 1)irtls 
was caught and  killed by ;I cat on a htrm two miles south o l  I'irongia. 
l ' h i s  led to further inquiries being m;ttlc ; ~ n d  it w;ts loutrtl that  this 
small shy rail w;ts qui te  cornnron in ;I suTarnp on Mr. H.  I<. tle 7'11ierry's 
property. However, this swtnlp was shortly to I:c I)urnctl and  clei~retl. 

In order  to try to save some of  these birds Srom ;tlmost certair~ 
tlestruction, it MW decided t o  c;ttcll ;is many o f  them ;is possihlc, Ixrnd 
t l icn~, ;~n t l  ~ h c n  relc;isc them in ;I suit;tl)lc swanrp near the Hamilton 
, junior  Natur;~lists' C lub  Lodge ;it 0p:tr;tu. With  the aid o l  ;I party 
I'roni thc Club,  mist-ncts were set u p  across thc sw;unp a n d  the 
vegetation systematically I)caten tow;trtls the nets. T w o  birds wcre 
caught and,  after I);untling, relc;tsetl. l 'hey were in excellent condition: 
and alter k i n g  in c;rptivity for only five hours, they immetliatcly tlis- 
;tppe;~retl into cover. T h e  date  o f  this operation w;ts 5/12/64. 

On 22/1/65, i~ lmut  six weeks later, Mr. 11. V. Mcrton, Wiltllil'c 
Ollicer, Auckl;tntl, ;rssistetl with another nett ing operation in Mr .  
tie T'hierry's swamp. Th i s  time only one birtl was c;tpturccl; and to 
the amazement oS a11 it M~;IS found to be i);tndetl and to be one ol' 
two birds previously c;tught. Hy the shortest route,  it Il;~tl travelled 
;tt least 15 miles from the point of rele;~sc back to  precisely the same 
spot wherc it wits first c;~pturctl ;tnd now 11ad been rec;~pturctl .  

Reports of the Spotless Cr i~ke  in previous isues of Wotornis 
indicated that the bird was a weak flier, ;IS flights wcre ol short  
duration before the bird tlroppecl into cover. Oliver quotes R. S. Bell 
as having seen a longest flight of nine a n d  a hal l  yards. Uucldle records 
a flight of twenty yards. 

I t  is hard  t o  imagine that this birtl would have ~ n a n a g e d  to  
return in such ;I short  time across country ;rbouncIing in various pre- 
dators, i d  including in the terrain the bush covered range of Mt.  
Pirongia, unless capitble o l  sustained flight. I'erhaps this species flies 
more  dur ing night time. 

\Vhen the bird wxs re1e:tsetl on the second occ;tsion it fiew a n d  
~ l i t l e t l  about  seventy yards, (low11 into ;I valley. When  last sighted i t  
w:ls still flying strongly. - I O H N  I<I:NDKICK 


