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The calls of Murphy’s Petrel (Pterodroma ultima)

Described in 1949 on the basis of specimens obtained in 1922 by the Whitney Expe-
dition (Murphy 1949), Murphy’s Petrel Pterodroma ultima is one of the less well-
known gadfly pewrels. The first detailed account of the breeding biology of this
central south Pacific species was based on studies in the Pitcairn Islands by Brooke
(1995) who did not, however, provide information on the species’ calls.

The usefulness of calls as an aid to understanding petrel relationships is
being increasingly recognized (Bretagnolle 1995). However, although Imber (1985)
used calls as one character in his major study of Pferodromea phylogeny, he did not
document Murphy’s Petrel calls, and did not mention Holyoak & Thibault’s (1984)
description of calls they had heard in French Polynesia. “During display, the voice of
the birds is less resonant than that of P. neglecta or P. arminjoniana. It consists of a
series of fairly rapid notes: Ouin-hi-bi-hi, Hou-bou-hbou-hou, Ki-ki-ki, this last call
being fairly shrill” [My translation from the Frenchl. '

This description does not match closely those calls I heard on the Pitcairn
Islands during the 1991 breeding season (Brooke 1993), and therefore this note
describes the calls of Murphy’s Petrels heard on the breeding islands of Ducie,
Henderson and Oeno. .

Two calls were heard, recorded, and then analysed using a Kay DSP Sonagraph
(Model 5500-1). Examples are provided in Figure 1. The first call was a soft owl-like
hoot (Williams 1960; Fig. 1a) that was usually uttered on the ground, often while a
pair was allopreening in the pre-breeding period. To make the sound the petrel did
not open its bill, although the throat pulsated in time with the call. When the call was
given in the air, the bird arched backwards and flew with characteristic shallow
fluttering wingbeats. This call might be rendered hoo-boo-hoo-hoooooooooo, the fi-
nal syllable lasting about 3 seconds. In my opinion, it would not be termed “fairly
rapid” (see above). I have no definite observations of both members of a pair giving
this call simultaneously, and therefore the call may be given by birds of only one
gender.

The second call (Fig. 1b), given with an open bill, was a tri- or quadri-syllabic
velping cry, usually with the stress on the first syllable. This call was heard both from
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FIGURE 1- Sonagrams of two commonly-heard calls of Murphy's Petrel. Call () is an owl-like hoot (this
example recorded on Henderson Iskand in May/June 1991), (b) a yelping cry (this example
recorded on Ducie Atoll in August 1991).

flying birds and those on the ground. In the latter case it often appeared associated
with intrusions into the pair's nesting space. The call was sometimes seen to be
given by both members of a pair at a nest site including, in one case, immediately
after copulation. I conclude that this call is uttered by both sexes.

Since the calls from the Pitcairn Islands do not closely match those described
from colonies further north-west in the species’ breeding range by Holyoak & Thibault
(1984), there is the possibility of intercolony differences in call. Such geographical
differences have been described for other petrel species (Bretagnolle 1989, 1995).
They perhaps reflect very limited dispersal between colonies, and possibly also
genetic differentiation.
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Tui (Prostbemadera novaeseelandiae) mimic parakeet
calls at Raoul Island

The Tui (Prosthemadera novaeseelandiae) is an accomplished mimic throughout its
range and is a plentiful species at Raoul Island, Kermadec Group (Merton 1970). At
Raoul Island the Kermadec Red-crowned Parakeet (Cyanoramphus novaezelandiae
cyanurus) is seemingly now only a rare visitor, though it occurs on the Herald Islets,
3-4 kilometres away. Stragglers to Raoul usually fall prey to cats (Merton 197Q; Taylor
1985).

During a brief visit to Raoul Island with the Royal New Zealand Navy on 21-
22 March 1992, Tui were immediately evident on arrival and were calling regularly -
during the morning about the Hostel buildings. At the same time as the Tui were
calling, a distinctive parakeet chattering call was heard regularly. In spite of exten-
sive searching only Tui were seen.

A close-up video and recording was made of a Tui perching and calling in a
bush during the late-afternoon of 21 March, while on a visit to the North Beach
campsite of the 1966/67 OSNZ Expedition to Raoul Island. The calis of this Tui were
similar to those heard earlier in the day, starting with two separate ‘clop’ calls, a short
melodic cascade of notes, followed by a burst of ‘parakeet chattering’, before clos-
ing with a single ‘clop’ call. This was repeated a number of times before the bird
flew off. Later in the evening and again the next morning Tui round the base accom-
modation continued to include a ‘parakeet chatter’ at the latter parts of their calls. All
Tui making full calls included this phrase. No Tui were seen on Meyer Islet during a
short visit on 22 March, but parakeets were plentiful (six individuals seen in 30
minutes) and all calls heard resembled the short chattering sequence given by the
Tui on nearby Raoul.
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Ward (1969) made sound recordings of Tui during the 1966/67 OSNZ Expe-
dition. Ward as well as Merton (1970) remarked, as had others earlier, on the relative
quietness, lack of raucous calls and significant bell notes of Tui at Raoul Island when
compared to those on mainland New Zealand. Other than the usual Tui calis,
Merton (1970) noted one unusual individual with a call of a (Indian) Common Myna
(Acridotheres tristis), a species which seems not to have been reported on Raoul.

Because the Raoul Island Hostel and North Beach are so close to the Herald
Islets, it is possible that both Tui and parakeet are occasionally in contact. It is
significant that a good number of Tui there in 1992 had a parakeel component
included in their calls, when this was not apparent to observers and sound recordists
in 1966/67. Having acquired the habit of ‘parakeet chatter’ this seems to have
become a significant component of the Tui’s dialect near the base accommodation.
It would be interesting to know how far this has spread among other Tui elsewhere
on Raoul Island.
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