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BIRDS OF SIMMONDS ISLANDS 

Sinltnonds 1d;111d4 ;Ire bituated l~alf ;I mile I ro~n  thc mainland ant1 
lour milca north of Houhora H'trbour, Nortl~lancl. 

Tlicy werc visited on the 6th antl 7th December 1965, by Miss 
1. L. Fagan, the writer and Mr. Alan Wagencr. the latter staying only 
;)nc day. A s  no one f~ i~ t l ,  as I'ar as wc know, previously visited the 
isl;~ntls to study the bird life, tlic above ~ ~ ~ e r i t i o n c d  visit was intentled 
to list tllc birds, a n d  carry out olxrv:ctions as far as possible. T h e  
party lel't from Rlt. C;~mcl, Houl~ora  Harbour, and on  our return trip 
we took thc opportunity of briefly investigating the sea cliffs between 
thc islands and Cape l'erpclldicular (north I~c;~ds oE Houhora Harbour) .  

T h e  group is oriented in a N.W.-S.E. direction m d  consists of 
t l~ rce  rock stacks and two s a ~ i ~ l l  islautls. l 'hese islands are relcrrerl to 
in this paper as islets, I~ccausc thcy arc joinctl by ;I boultler beach: 
togethcr they comprise Sin~montls Island proper. To the west o f  
Sinlmo~~tls lsli~ncl are two rock stacks, Wagcrler and Shag Kocks. A 
third rock, Hapuku Rock, is over a quarter o l  a ~ n i l c  north and here 
t11c water reaclics a depth of over 25 fathoms. 

Kowhi~i Islct is the casternmost islet of tlic group. It ir t l~ rcc  
iccrcs in  extent antl riscs stceply to  ;L narrow central ridge 50 to 75 
feet above sea level, and 130 yards long. It is coverctl with low, wind- 
shorn scrub, in which flax, taupata, and Bslelict are the dominant species. 
Little vegetation grows below thc 50 foot contour except ice-plant, which 
is densest on the N.W. arid W. slopes of the islet. Throughout the 
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vcgctation I ~ ~ r r o w s  antl tracks 01' the Little Hluc Penguin oc:cur. '1'0 
the S.E. is the A n a p u l ~ i p u h i  Hlowholc, which, even with c d ~ n  s c ~ s ,  
produces ;I spray rising -10 to 45 Sect. 

Ka t  Islet is almost dome-shaped, ant1 is approximately four and 
;I 11;dl acres in extent.  I t  rises abruptly to Sort11 ;I plateau 200 yards long 
and wr ie s  I ,e twee~~ 55 ; ~ n d  130 yitrtls in width. l ' h i s  slopes gently S.E.- 
N.W., the highcst poillt I~c ing  120 lcct i~bove sea level. l ' h c  plateau 
is covcrctl in t lc~lsc scrub, the t lotuin;~nt species bcibg Ilax, t ; ~ u p ; ~ t ; ~ ,  
I - l ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ c ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ l l t e w ,  Astelia ;~n t l  t;~w;~pou. 0 1 1  the top of the exst clitl: arc 
sevcr;~l s n ~ ; ~ l l  ~~oI iu tuk ; iw;~  trccs, ; t i ~ r l  O I I  the highest p r t  01' the plateau 
c;~l,l)agc trccs ;Ippc;lr, g r o w i ~ ~ g  three to 6vc Scct above the v c g c t ; ~ t i o ~ ~  
covcr. 7 'hc vcgctation is I~crc ,  ;~lao, u ~ ~ d c r n ~ i ~ l c t l  Ijy I I I I I I I ~ ~ O I I S  p c n g u i ~ ~  
~ r ; ~ c k s  ; I I I ~  I~urrows. 

M 'age~~cr  Kock riscs ;tbruptly to ;I peak 4.5 Sect ;~l,ovc sea I c \ ~ l .  
SIII;III ledges on the ~ i o r t h c r n  lace provide roosts lor l'ietl Shags. 7 ' 1 1 ~  
\.cgct;rtion covcr is prctlonii~ri~ntly t;cupati~, ice-plant a u l  p o l i ~ ~ t u k ; ~ ~ ~ ; ~ .  

l ' h c  wcstcrnlnost ishntl  o l  the group is Shag Kock whic l~  is 
; ~ l n ~ o s t  vcrtic;tl ant1 riscs to ;III apex 90 lcct above sea level. Almut 
70 Icet above sea level there is 21 series of small ledges. 'I'lie soutlicrli 
clitl' is tlcvoitl of veget;ction owing to the presence oE Pied Shags. 'I'hc 
rcm;~intler of the stack is unevenly covered above the level o l  50 feet 
with vegeti~tion very similar to that of Wagener Kock. 

Hapuku  Kock ia  45 yxt ls  long antl 25 yards wide, about  A acre 
in extent,  and  is conipletely bare of vegetation. I t  rises 20 to 30 feet 
above the water and  is often covered dur ing high seas. 

Skinks are Ixcsent on  both Kat  ant1 Kowhai Islets in large 
nu~nber s .  O n e  brown gecko was seen on  Ka t  Islet. 
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7 .  1 he sea surrounding the group is deep and rich in fish. While 
we were on the is1;und many large schools of fish wcre seen especially 
at sunrise ;ind sunset. On the return trip Miss Fagan and the writer 
were taken by Mr. Freckly Hlucher, ;I local fisherman, around the 
islands. One I;~rge school of 1n;iorn;to ; ~ n d  one ol' kah;lwai werc 
observed; the latter wcre being 'worked '  by Gannets and White- 
fronted Terns. 

T h e  islands were known by the A4;lori as ' hlotukiore ' (tueiining 
" Island o l  Rats.") Totlay the local people rcEer to the isl;intls as the 
" Kat Islantls." 'l'he writer, however, fountl n o  evidence of rats, e i t l~er  
Rlaori (Knllzrs cxulu~rs) or introduced (H. rc11t11.v and K. ~rorvegicus) . 

Mutton-birding appears to have been carried out, to ;I small 
extent, during thc time of A4itori settlement on Mt. Cat~lel. Since the11 
the birds appear to Iuve remained untouched. 

l'hc ornithology of this island group is o l  much interest m t l  
at least one of the species found breeding in consiclcrablc numbers on 
the islands is four~tl elsewhere in the far north only as individual pairs 
or snlall colonies (Little Blue Penguin). T h e  following tables show 
the ; ~ p p o x i m a t e  numbers of bush and sea birds breeding on the islands. 

Spccics Ra t  Islet Kowhai M e t  
Starlings . .  . .  -..- 35 f pairs 30+ pairs 
Silvereye .. . .  - G pairs 2 pairs 
Grey Warbler . .  . .  4 pairs 3 pails 
lhmnock . .  . .  l p a i r  - 

Species Rat  Islet Kowhai Islet Rock Stack 
Little Hluc Penguin 7 5 f  pairs 50 p;iirs 5 pairs 
Grey-faced Petrel 35+ pairs - - 
Fluttering Shearwater - 15+ p i r s  - 
Pied Shag - 9+ pairs 
Hlue Heron 1 pair I pair - 

Nesting in Iiirg-c ~ l u n ~ l x r s  O I I  b o t l ~  islets ; I I I ~  O I I  S l ~ i ~ g  Rock. 'I'hc 
gre;ttcst concentration of burrows is just l~Aow the 50 foot contour 
on t l ~ c  ~ ~ o r t h e r n  cliffs of Rat  Islet. A 'large fissure in the rock provitlcs 
numerous p1;ices for breeding. l ' he  guano below varies I'ronr + inch to 
3 inch in depth. l ' l ~ e  cl~ar;~cteristic: penguin smell wits always presctlt. 
Newly laid eggs and p r t l y  fledged chicks were lountl side by side 
i l l  the fissure. Hurrows were lountl on a11 parts of the islet. 

On 1Cowh;ii Islet the burrows ;Ire most concentrated on the ~iortll-  
western ;ind wcstern portions o l  the island. Hot11 newly laid eggs and 
;~lntost fully fledged chicks werc fountl. A well defined track zigzagged 
its way through thc ice plant, up  the almost vertical cliff' to the central 
ridge where burrows were most dense. Owing to the thick nature ol 
the scrub it was difficult to establish the density of burrows per hundred 
square yiirds. However, after careful investigation o l  the area im 
estimate of 30 was reached. On both islands burrows containing eggs 
and  chicks were found in sheltered places on the cliffs. 

During the clay many vacant burrows were found, most of the 
birds apparently having finished nesting. One egg was collected from 
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;I deserted nest located about 20 feet above sea level and is in  
Auckland Museum collcctiorl (Av 124.39). T h e  second egg of 
du tch  was broken. 

A bright night   nil a l'u11 moon may have accounted for 
co~uparatively small numbers of birds lieard coming in shore. 

F L U I T E K I N G  SHEAKWATER 

XI11 

the 
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I Fifteen burrows were founcl on north and north west faces of the 
Kowhai Islet. T h e  burrows werc either partly cleaned out or occupied. 
No birtls werc found in the burrows during the tlay; two birds werc 
heard calling at 9.30 p.m. on the evening of the 6th. White m d  dark 
t'cathers were founcl. 

GREY-FACED PETREL 
Between 35 and 4 0  burrows were formtl on tlle north and rlortli 

west slopes oE Kat  Islet. None of the burrows was occupied a t  the 
time of the visit. A damaged egg was found a n d  is in the Auckland 
A4useunl collection (Av 14'7.56) . 
C;..\NNET 

During the tlay sn~;tll flocks ol five to ten birtls werc fishing 
;uountl tllc island. At dusk ;~pproxi~n;ctcly 20 roosted on the north east 
p r t i o r i  ol' Hapuku Kock. 

HLACK SHAG 
One bird was roobting on Wagener Kock, and three were fishing 

ill thc ~ u r r o u ~ ~ c l i n g  waters. l 'hcsc bmls did not bettle on  the stacks but 
llcw north to the n~itiriland. 

P IED SHAGS 
28 birds were sitting. on thc south and south west cliffs of S h d ~  - - - .- <7 - " 

Kock. Nine occupied nests contained young apparently at  all stages 
o l  development and two young birds were fishing in the small inlet 
between the two stacks. Birds were seen arriving and leaving the stack 
Irequcntly. 

Five 1)irds werc roosti~tg 0 1 1  Wagener Kock, but t l~crc  was n o  
eviilcnce ol' nests. 

Mr. Hluchcr reports that thc stacks are  used on occasions as a 
roost I)y very large nu~nliers of shags. At these times, Mr. Hlucher says, 
the rock is almost coniplctcly covcretl by birds. Many birds were seen 
fishing in the surrour~iling waters. but did not appear to have any 
;~ssociatio~l will tlle stacks. 

H L U E  HEKON 
Individual I~irtls were sitting on both islets. .A nest containing 

two eggs, al~uost rc;~tly to h;ttch, wi~s found in ;I rocky crevice on the 
riortll slopc oL Kow11;ti Islet. Both parents left the nest as soon ;IS 

unfamiliar noises were hcartl. A nest on Rat  Islet was unoccupiecl a t  
t l ~ e  time ot the visit, but it was apparent that chicks had been reared 
:und had since leEt the nest. 

BLACK-BACKED GULL 
Common; many seen on rocks ;wound the island, and fishing in 

the surrounding waters. 

RED-HILLED GULL 
An uncommon bird at the time of the visit. Three were sitting 

on Hapuku Kock on the inornir~g of the 7th. 
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W H I T E - F K O N T E D  T E R N  
Koosting in  small numbers  on Hapuku  Rock. Flying in Rocks 

u p  t o  13 in number,  between tlie two islets, ; ~ n d  fishing in llocks u p  
to 75 around the islands. 

GREY WARBLER 
Four  pairs were seen just before dusk in tlie po1~utuk;twa trees 

on  Kat  Islet. O n  Kowhai Islet a t  dusk three pai r  were noted feeding 
in the taupata not  far from where the writer and Miss Fap in  spent  the 
11ig11t. jus t  a l ter  dawn Grey W ; ~ r l ~ l e r s  could Ile 1te;n-tl calling I'ron~ 
one islet to ;inotlter. 

H lACKHIRD 
I h e  Blackbird appears to 11e only :I visitor to the is1:rntls. Onc 

bird w;ts heard calling a t  a l ~ o u t  2 p.m. on tlic 6~11, from Kat Islet. It 
was later frightened by the party, gave an alarm ant1 tlew in the direction 
of the niainlantl. 

I IUNNOCK 
O n e  p i r  was nesting in very tlense t ; iupat:~ i l l  the north of the 

centr;rl p1ate;tu of  Kat  1sl;tntl. jus t  I~efore  tlusk the tnale ; ~ n d  female 
1,irtls were communicating with one ;tnother from flax I ~ u s l ~ e s  ;il)ove 
the cliffs. A l ~ o n t  9 a.m. the lollowing morning I)oth birtls were seen 
I'eeding on  the ridge of Kow11:1i Islet. 
Sl LVEKEYE 

7 > l l i e  islands suppor t  eight pairs of Silvereye, six of which werc 
frequently seen together in the clump ol' 1mI1~1tukawa trees o n  K:tt Islet. 
'l'lie o ther  two pairs remained confined 1;irgely to the taupata Aslelilr 
: ~ n d  flax 011 Kowhai Islet. P\ nest Irom the previous s e x o n  (IWi-I-I9(i5) 
was taken front tlie plate:~u of R a t  Islet. It is in the Auck1;intl h , I u s e u ~ ~ ~  
c o l l e c t i o ~ ~  (Av 34.51). r .  I he  Silvereye was tltc last passerine to I)e he:irtl calling a t  tlusk. 
m t l  was the second to Ilc I ieml  :tt t hwn .  
C H A F F I N C H  

O n e  ~ n a k  was Ilying among the vegetation on  the R a t  Islet 
plateau. I t  was later disturl~etl  and left the  islands for the  nxrinland. 
7 I h e r e  was n o  sign of this species 1,reetling on the isl;rnds, but  large 
numbers inhabit  the adjacent mainland. 

S T A R L I N G  
T h e  most colnmon passerine of the islantls (see tal,les). At tltc 

t ime of o u r  visit the birds were breeding in rock crevices and ledges 
and on  the bare ground under  the vegetation. In most of the crevices 
ant1 on  the sheltered ledges the I~i rds  had made n o  a t tempt  to construct 
any kind of nest, bu t  11x1 laid on  the bare rock o r  weat lwet l  rnateri;tl. 
However, a11 the nests found under the vegetation were 11t;de Ironr 
grass a n d  small twigs. 

Partially-incubated eg,q and  down-cove~cd chicks werc found 
together in  the  same crevice. Most of the eggs had hatched and the 
majority of the chicks were partly covered in ash-grey down. 

Illoventent from the islands to the ~n ;~ in lan t l  usually took place 
in Hocks varying front 15 to  4 0  in nuntber. Small flocks left tlie island 
a t  abou t  6 a.m. and  larger Hocks returned I~etween 6 II.tn. and 6.30 p.m. 
T h e  re turning birds would circle the island lour  o r  five times before 
landing. Individual birds d id  not  appea r  to Inow between the ~ n a i n -  
land and  the islands in any great numbers. 



156 NOTORNIS Vol. XI11 

T h e  birds nesting on the Kowhai Islet returned to roost earlier 
than those on Kat Islet and became quieter about 20 minutes before 
tlie latter. 

BIKDS SEEN A T  SEA BETWEEN HOUHOKA HARBOUR 
AND SIMMONDS ISLANDS 

L I T T L E  BLUE PENGUIN 
T w o  penguins were seen about three quarters of a mile from 

the mainland. T h e  :&st was off Farmers' I'oint and the second off 
the Kowhai Headland. 
HULLERS SHEAKWAI'EK 

Five birds were seen on the 6th Hying south hall a mile off 
Farmers I'oin t. 
(;.ANNET 

Small flocks of u p  to ten birds were seen fishing up  and down 
the coast on both trips. On the return trip approximately 10 birds 
were fishing at the entrance to Houhora Harlmur. 
HLACK SHAG 

Four were noticed drying their wings in Houhora Hay on the 
return trip and two werc fishing in the water just off Cape Perpendicular. 
PIED SHAG 

O n  the Gth, between Cape Perpendicular and tlie islands, 19 birds 
were fishing up  the coast. On the return trip over .I0 ditferent birds 
were fishing or sitting on the rocks around the coast. 
HI,UE HERON 

South of Farmers I'oint two birds were seen flying d o n g  the 
coast on the 22nd of December. Mr. Alan Wagener and the writer 
investigated the cliffs around this area and found two nests, both of 
which contained fledged chicks. 
BLACK-HACKED GULL, 

Nunierous birds werc seen on both trips. T h e  birds were also 
seen fishing in large flocks with thc White-fronted Terns. 
W H  ITE-FKONTED TERN 

Small flocks were seen on both trips fishing out a t  sea. On 
the return trip approximately 120 I~irds were fishing with the Gannets 
at the entrance to the Harbour. 
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