
HABITS OF THE LESSER REDPOLL I N  THE 
WELLINGTON PENINSULA. 

B y  H. L. Secker, Wellington. 

The lesser redpoll (Carduelis cab&%) aecor3ing t o  availahle records 
ha3 met with less success in colonising New Zealand than  i t s  relative 
the  goldfinch (CaGrduolis cardualis). Redpolls are  common i n  the  Auck- 
land, Wellington and Christchurch districts where the original liberations 
were made. They a r e  common also in Otago province and in par ts  of 
the North Auckland and Nelson provinces, but  elsewhere birds a r e  
reported more rarely and gencrally density of population appears t:, 
vary. As a conseqtlence of probable dispersal redpolls have been 
reported from Westland and f rom offshore and oceanic islands. 

The lesser recpoll is  a species adapted %to a wide range of 
geographical and climatic conditions I t  rrtnges from Britain,  through 
t h e  mountain systems of Central Europe, south in winter t o  the Mediter- 
ranean and Balkan regions. With  other species of redpolls i t  i s  
accustomed to  summer tcmperatnres broadly equivalent to  those of New 
Zealand if to severer winters. Failure to completely colonise the  New 
Zealand archipelago may result from the  unfavourable ecological 
conditions met with. 

I n  the Wellington Peninsula ( the  hill country approximately west 
of Wellington Harbour) observations conducted between December, 1047, 
and January ,  1051, indicated tha t  the spccies was  in  a gravely unstable 
condition locally, i t s  favourite breeding haunts being the  widely isolated 
scrubby remnants of t he  rain forest  which clothed the  hills of the  
district up to  about ISSO. This vegetation substitutes fo r  the  ash 
thickets verging on t h e  t ree  lines of mountains i n  par ts  of Central 
Europe, and fo r  t he  aspen and  willow scrub verging on the  tundra, the  
natural  hahihair, of rec7aolls in t he  Nearctic and Palaearctic reeions. T h ~ s  
vegetation which is  p;edominantly composed of kaikamako -(pennantia 
c o m b o s a ) ,  mahoo (Melicytw rzmiflora), and fuchsia (Fnchsia 
excorticata) is  now in  a s t a t e  of decay. A t  present no  more than 400 
redpolls inhabit the Wellingtr~n Peninsula, and a s  a result of impressions 
gained f rom field studieb it appears t h a t  unless rapid growth of t h e  
noxious tutu (Cariazia) to  replace this scrub takes  place, the redpoll 
may become extinct about Wellington within t he  next 25 years. The 
Wellington Peninsula covers about 60 square miles, but there are  only 
ten breeding colonies consisting of several pairs with nests 100 to  259 
metres apa r t  established throughout, mostly in the ~Karor i  and north 
Makara areas where patches of scrub suitable for  breeding remain. 
Urbanization threatens destruction of several of these habitats. Pairs,  
however, breed in  plantations of pines, or in single pine trees where 
gorse and broom, or cassinia thickets exist, and also in  isolated 
indigenous trees, preferably fuchsia growing in  gullies among cassinla 
thickets, or as in  one case surrounded by both cassinia and dense 
tussocks of the  grass (Festuca novaessdandise).  Where t iny copses of 
native trees survive adjacent i n  the  midst of thickets two pai rs  of 
redpolls often breed. Throughout the extensive cassinia thickets of 
Wellington, where scrub is  absent, it is common to  walk fo r  15 miles in 
spring and summer without seeing redpolls. 

As regards food, t he  birds i n  autumn spend much t ime feeding on 
seed heads of the  composite cassinia and they are  also attracted by 
the  seed kernels of t h e  tutsan wort (Hyps rc iua  androsaRmum). I n  
winter and spring, flocks forage on pasture where the  herbs Vi t tadina  
australis and  Oxalis corniculata during summer a re  conspicuous. Study 
of the species has been largely confined to flocking and territorial habits. 

I n  early January unemployed males in drab  plumage, together with 
females, associate with the  season's young. Breeding males tend to 
associate a s  the  urge to  mate and hold terri tory dies away. B y  la te  
January the' male redpoll has left  the territory, and autumn flocking 
takes place. I t  is, however, noteworthy t h a t  many male and female 
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birds cohabit from January until mid-May, and perhaps later. Froln 
observations made in 1927 and 1950 movement from summer breeding 
grounds to winter haunts takes place a t  the end of March. On each 
date an excitable b ~ t  silent flock of from 50 to i 0  redpolls has been 
observed on passage in the north Makara Valley, a favourite breeding 
haunt. As only six eolon~es exist in the valley during summer, the 
origins of each sizeable flock cannot for certain be known, although 
possibly many of these hirds originated from breeding haunts'along the 
Haiwarra Stream across a hill tmo kilometers distant. Several territories 
were recorded there in successive springs between 1937 and 19-10. Red- 
polls thenceforth decrease in nmnberx in the north Makara Valley. By 
mid-April redpolls have been known to occupy eassinia thick& border- 
ing the main Maliarx. Valley where they were rare in  summer, and 
similar movements to feeding grounds take place from other 
gullies five kilometers distant. Despite this egress in March and Aprll, 
however, numbers still frequent the north Makara breeding habitat in  
May, and i n  June small flocks consisting entirely of male birds bare 
been seen foraging for food in cassinia thickets. These flocks exhibit 
a hierarchical form of organis~tion, for though the birds which compose 
i t  are feeble in voice and exhibit no aggressive behaviour, vagrant birds- 
seeking to join a flock will dance around the birds which compose i t  
in  swerving flight. 

Plainly these observations imply the existence of local and irregular 
movement only from summer breeding haunts to nearby hillsides, but 
there is strong possibility that irruptions occur a t  times. I n  1947 an3 
1949 the spec~es was rare throughout July. A more precise understand- 
ing of the species* movements %bout the district from April to May 
and from July to A~~gus t ,  is therefore needed. 

Though the redpoll i b  a sociable species in the main, certain 
individual birds are only loosely attached to the flock, an$ visit the 
summer breediag haunts throughout the winter months. Visits become 
more regular from early August when males commence to call in 
prospective territories. In  addition, individual redpolls vagrant fro:u 
the flock frequently pass eastward in md-winter across the suburb of 
Karori from their habitats ia the nearby hills. Vagrants either single 
or in  pairs return westward in the spring again to their breeding haunts. 
Males calling voeiferously cross this .built-up area to early October, and 
females are frequent visitors to gardens. 

Flocking itself ceases lapldly from late September, when flocks con\- 
prise both male and female birds, and males move off to prospective 
breeaing territories. In late October an occasional male will still cohabit 
with several females. Bickering takes place among the females, and 
surprisingly a t  this stage of their breeding cycle males have been secn 
attempting to copulate but without success. 

An eminent authority on bird display, B. A. Armstrong, remarks 
that birds with feeble songs exhibit noisy and widely ranging habits o f  
flight. The redpoll is a vengal species of this type and rarely sings. 
From early October until late J~.nuaiy territorial flight takes place in 
suitable nesting habitats, the male redpoll flying, and a t  the same time 
calling vociferously along the boundary of i ts  territory. Boundary 
flights decrease to  a minimum in November, when display f igh t  proper 
is mainly to be observed, and it  is thought by the write? that this changa 
results from the habit of many female redpolls of wandering promiscu- 
ously through males' established territories together with the tardinebs 
with which they seek to mate. During late November and December 
males calling harshly also mander widely like the females, and the 
boundaries of territories become ill-defined. Throughout this period the 
sexual relations of the birds are obrcure, and the behaviour observed 
difficult to interpret 

It has been asserted that the purpose of the male's display flight in 
a species with weak song is to  stimulate the female for successful 
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copulation, and in  some cases to intimidate strange males which have 
intruded within a territory. Though the male redpoll has twice been 
seen to  display in  flight before a female within i t s  territory, and in one 
case shortly a f t e r  to exhibit threatening behaviour in  flight to intruding 
males, both displays appearing to be  identical, i t  is thought in  view of 
other observation that  this particular display has no relevance for the 
species. Instead, display behaviour appears to  conform to a type evident 
in certain passerine species whereby the female excites the  sexual 
instincts of the  male and provokes i t  into pursuit flight and attempts 
a t  copulation. The habits of redpolls exhibit many instances of this 
behaviour. Thus females incompletely ernpIoyed wandering about 
territories in the breeding season have been seen to provoke males 
nearby to  vacate tLeir territories and to congregate in display. On 
October 7 of a group of three birds seen flying vigorously together, one 
became detached, and two birds, obviously male and female, engaged i n  
a twirling sexual chase. Indeed, in mid-November before the mating 
bond between the sexes is quite complete, and before actual nesting has 
commenced, a female present in a territory has a magnetic attraction 
for males holding territories nearby. Intruding males appear con- 
tinually and threat flights and bickering squabbles in  bushes between 
the male owning the  territory and unwanted rivals take  place for  some 
days until nesting by the  pai r  s tar ts  i n  earnest. These displays cease 
abruptly. The resident male perches in a prominent place near the centre 
of i t s  territory, on cessation, where the carmine breast is  clearly visible. 
As incubation reaches i t s  height t h e  male's noisy calling accompanied b y  
display flight declines in intensity, and i t  is  common to see the  resident 
male perching a t  this time quietly in scrub where the  bright breast is  
visible. 

Two male birds have been seen chasing a female around cassinia 
bushes in  la te  November. All three birds were located shortly af ter  
quietly feeding on the ground among the  bushes. I n  December also 
groups of males have been seen consorting in shrubs with a vagrant 
female; brightly plumaged birds, and others in  more drab a t t i re  partici- 
pated. The best example, howeter, of a female stimulating a male into 
sesual excitement was  observed on December 3, 1950. Birds were first 
seen fighting in  a bush of eassinia, and  one of the group, probably a 
male, departed, leaving a male and female perching together on the  
bush, obviously t h e  centle of a territory. Clinging to a dead twig the 
female evoked high pitched cties reminiscent of juvenile redpolls recently 
fledged. a t  the  same time quivering the wings, and gaping in  the manner 
of ZogteFops lakialb i n  threat disploy. No response by  the male to 
the  female's overtures could be detected, and the birds then flew away. 
Betn-een 10.00 and 10.30 this behaviour occurred three times within the 
terri tory's precincts. The mating process appeared to be advanced, bu t  
a s  yet  incomplete. The female persistently evicted strange, roving 
females from the territory but s s  is  usual with female redpolls, disap. 
peared itself for long intervals. The male bird in i t s  mate's absence, 
occupied itself with displacement activities, namely false feeding on the 
inflorescence of rye-grass (Lolim), common behaviour in passerine birds 
when on account of some inhibition a male has failed t o  copulate. Whiie 
false-feeding, the male redpoll was seeq to  strip loose, bark from 
cassinia twigs, evidence of a desire to init iate nesting, a habit appar- 
ently common to  the epigsmic display of many species. 

When displays initiated by females occur in  November, they are 
not seen in December, for they appear to cease when the female begins 
to nest i n  earnest. However, when the young have fledged, abont 
December 15 for  earliest broods, boundary flights b y  males around the  
territories s tar t  t o  recommence, a s  might be expected. Incubation, 
honrever, continues a s  la te  a s  January 2 and therefore in these territories 
~nnles  remain inactive. After  January 20 ,both boundary flights and 
tlisplays wane and cease, but the u;ge to copulate remains extant. Sexual 
chases are  freqoent i n  la te  autumn and early winter, and are especially 
evident among the adult  birds present i n  autumn flocks of passage. 
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The life-history-of the redpoll is complex and no authentic apprecia- 
tion is  attainable since elementary data relative to nesting aetivitie.; 
remains incomplete. Puzzling features of the species behaviour in the 
breeding season is the tendency for non-breeding males of the previous 
year's hatch to skulk about with females in the territory when males are 
silent, or absent. Behariour aIso requiring studg is the congregation in 
mid-October of groups of males in  patches of scrub with parties of 
females heacby. Though probably related to the - mating aetivitlas 
deser~bed, this behaviour Is interesting as superficially i t  shows 
resemblance t o  lek display. 

EEFEBENCES. 
Witherby, Tucker, Tieehurst, Jourdain, 'fHandbook df British Birds" 

(Vol. l,). 
&mstrong, E. h., "Bird Gehaviour an6 Display.':' 
Oliver, W. R, B., ' cK.Z.  Birds,)' Wellington, 1930. 
Dickson, H. N., "Climate and Weather" (H'.U.C.) 
Garnier, B. J., "New Zealand Weather and Climate. ' ' 
Hindwood, K. A., and Cunningham, J. &L, "Xotes on the Birds of Lord 

Home Island." (Emu, Vol. 50, p. 30.) 
N.Z. d i rd  h'otes, Classified Summarised Notes, Vols. 1;4. 
N.Z. Bird Notes, Vol. 2,  No. S, p. 183. 

THE POSITION O F  TEE MYNA I N  1950. 
by J. M. ~ u x ~ i k & x r n ,  Mast~rton.  

Since publication of details of the distribution of the myna 
(Acridother% Wstis) in New Zealand (N.Z. Bird Notes, Vol. 3, No. 2 ,  
Oct., 1948) certain additional information h?s appeared iu ~ a r i o u s  issues 
of that journal and i ts  continuation "Kotornis." Other material hqs 
been passed on to me and is here reproduced and a survey made of tlia 
position as i t  is knorvn up to the end of 1950. Thanks are offered to 
those members and others whose reports have been drawn on: particular 
mention must be made of Nr.  E. B. Turbott who has collected many of 
the Auckland reeords. 

WAIRARAP.4. 
I n  the Wairarapa the myna retains a precarious foothold i n  Feathers- 

ton, Greytown, Carterion and Martinborough. I t  has apparently  not^ 
disappeared from Masterton aiid the last record I have is  of two birds 
in March, 1950. 

HATVETE'S BAY-ESST GL4PE. 
An additional early record is of a bird seen a t  Woodville (1933, R. 

H. D. Stidolph) I hrtve no recold of any change of status in Hawke's 
Bay, but a t  Matahua Station, 14 miles west of Ruatoria,,C. K. Williarns 
states they are fewer in numbers than in 1920. 

MANAIVATC-T4nANAlKT. 
R.ecords from all parts of the Manawatu remain sparse, particularly 

from northern Manawatu. 
From west of the Hawera-New Plymouth Road comes information 

from B. D. Reather that mynas are present in small numbers in most 
of the townships (e.g. Puniho, Rahotu, Pihama, Manaia) on the Opunake 
coast road and also inland, but are rarely seen away from townships. 
They exist in fair numbers in Opunake. He has also seen a bird 
between Nt. Messenger and Moksu. 

WAIKATQ-AUCKL-4KD. 
They are now present nt Atiamuri (October, 1930, B.R.D S.). an4 C. 

A. Fleming wrltes (August, 1950), <'Mynas are  now i n  Rotorua, where 
they are said t o  be numerous-in fact, they were not there in May, 194s. 
I also saw a pair a t  Mihi on the Rotorua-Tsupo Road." 

On the Coromandel Peninsuls, R. McKenzie (November, 1948) has 
persistent reports of birds breeding a t  Whitianga on the east coast, w h e ~ e  

' 2 6 6  



NIGHT SINGING OF SHINING CUCKOO.-During the early 
months of summer a shining cuckoo sang in our garden a great deal 
during the &ay, both the long upward notes and downprard notes; but 
a t  one stags i t  also decided to keep us awake at night with i ts  call 
(usually the upward notes only). We first noticed this night singing on 
November 4. I t  ceased about November 23. On the evening of November 
10, about 11.30 o'clock, I ecun~ed 54 cont;nuous anlls of the upward note 
and about five minutes Later 32 were repeated.-Koelle hfacdonald, 
Howiek. 

HABITS O F  LESSEE ItEiDPWL in the Wellington Peninsula.- 
Corrections, p. 64: For the word 46colonies" read "territories"; for thee 
word "irruption,' ' paragraph 2, read " eruption."-H. L. Seeker. 

LITTLE BLUE PENGUIN FESD1NG.-From a convenient jetty a n  
excellent view was obtained of a lrttle blue penguin feeding on some 
very small fish. From a resting place under the jetty i t  darted out and 
made a circle about 20 yards in  diameter, keeping a little under bhe 
surface. Smaller and smaller circles mere made, all In the one operation, 
until the  smail fish were herded iuto a tight circular dark pack three 
feet across. The penguin then drove through the pack and surfaced. 
Heads and tails protruded from its bill. These were quickly swallowed 
and i t  rounded up the fish pack agian before i t  could disperse, driving 
through and surfacing again up to 10 or 13 times before seeking another 
rest under the jetty. The whole operation was repeated several times. 
The speed of the bird under the water was remarkable. This method of 
feeding is  probably not unoommon. Other people a t  Whangaroa, not 
having the advantage of a jetty, had reported a "tortoise," which put 
its head out of the water. mie "tortoise" was probably the rounded 
dark mass of fish and the ponguin, when surfacing a t  the end of ~ t s  
charge ttirough the fish, was taken for  its head.-T. M. Roberta, 
Whangaroa. 

LIST O F  MEMBERS. 
An asterisk denotes a Life Member. 


