Aerial displaying by subantarctic snipes
Miskelly, C.M. 1989. Social and environmental constraints
on breeding by New Zealand snipe Coenocorypha
aucklandica. Unpubl. PhD thesis. University of
Canterbury, Christchurch.
Miskelly, C.M. 1990. Aerial displaying and flying ability of
Chatham Island snipe Coenocorypha pusilla and New
Zealand snipe C. aucklandica. Emu 90: 28-32.
Miskelly, C.M. 2000. Historical records of snipe from
Campbell Island, New Zealand. Notornis 47: 131-140.
Miskelly, C.M. 2005. Evidence for ‘hakawai’ aerial
displaying by Snares Island snipe (Coenocorypha
aucklandica huegeli). Notornis 52: 163-165.
Miskelly, C.; Barlow, K. 2001. Chatham Island snipe research and
management trials, Rangatira/South East Island, April-May
2001. Wellington, Department of Conservation. 31 p.
Miskelly, C.M.; Fraser, J.R. 2006. Campbell Island snipe
(Coenocorypha undescribed sp.) recolonise subantarctic
Campbell Island following rat eradication. Notornis
53: 353-359.
Miskelly, C.M.; Bester, A.J.; Bell, M. 2006. Additions to the
Chatham Islands’ bird list, with further records of vagrant
and colonising bird species. Notornis 53: 215-230.
Miskelly, C.M.; Walker, K.J.; Elliott, G.P. 2006. Breeding
ecology of three subantarctic snipes (genus
Coenocorypha). Notornis 53: 361-374.

381

Pennycuick, C.J. 1987. Flight of seabirds. pp. 43-62 In:
Croxall, J.P. (ed.) Seabirds: feeding ecology and role in marine
ecosystems. London, Cambridge University Press.
Reed, A.W. 1961. Myths and legends of Maoriland. 3rd ed.
Wellington, Reed.
S-plus 2005. S-PLUS 7; Guide to Statistics, vol. 1. Seattle,
Washington, Insightful Corporation.
Sutton, G.M. 1981. On aerial and ground displays of the
world’s snipes. Wilson bulletin 93: 457-477.
Tennyson, A.J.D. 1999. Confirmation of a nocturnal aerial
display by Auckland Island snipe (Coenocorypha
aucklandica aucklandica). Notornis 46: 241-242.
Tuck, L.M. 1972. The snipes: a study of the genus Capella.
Ottawa, Canadian Wildlife Service monograph no. 5.
Walker, K.; Elliott, G. 1999. Population changes and biology
of the wandering albatross Diomedea exulans gibsoni at
the Auckland Islands. Emu 99: 239-247.
Walker, K.; Elliott, G. 2005. Population changes and biology
of the Antipodean wandering albatross Diomedea
antipodensis. Notornis 52:206-214.
Walker, K.; Elliott, G. 2006. At-sea distribution of Gibson’s and
Antipodean wandering albatrosses, and relationships
with longline fisheries. Notornis 53: 265-290.
Wilson, E. 1979. Titi heritage: the story of the Muttonbird
Islands. Invercargill, Craig.

Notornis, 2006, Vol. 53: 381-383
0029-4470 © The Ornithological Society of New Zealand, Inc.

SHORT NOTE
A high-altitude bar-tailed godwit (Limosa lapponica) on Mt Ruapehu,
North Island, New Zealand
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On 11 Jan 2006 while climbing Mt Ruapehu (an
active volcano, and at 2797 m the highest peak in
the North Island, New Zealand), CH discovered the
frozen carcase of an unfamiliar bird at an altitude
of 2610 m (NZ Metric Grid reference 2731960E,
Received 26 April 2006; accepted 30 September 2006

6211385N). Digital images of the bird (Fig. 1) were
sent to PFB, who identified it as a bar-tailed godwit
(Limosa lapponica). The wear on the central tail,
primary and some tertial feathers and the presence
of breeding plumage indicated that the bird was an
adult and the long bill relative to the head length
showed that it was a female. The upperparts were
in post-breeding moult, with a mixture of retained
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Short Note
Fig. 1 Carcase of a bar-tailed
godwit (Limosa lapponica),
Mt Ruapehu, central North
Island, New Zealand. A,
carcase in situ showing 5
visible old primaries; B,
carcase propped up on ice
axe, showing worn central
tail
feathers,
breedingplumage scapulars, and long
bill. Photo: Chrys Horn.

breeding plumage (particularly ‘notched’ scapulars)
and fresh non-breeding plumage. This pattern is
typical of bar-tailed godwits newly-arrived from the
breeding area, as they complete much of their prebasic contour feather moult on the staging grounds
in Alaska (McCaﬀery & Gill 2001). The forehead
had some faint orangey staining, which is picked
up by godwits foraging in iron-rich mud in Alaska
(see Kennard 1918) and which is often visible in
birds soon after their arrival in New Zealand (PFB,
unpubl. data). At least 5 old primaries were visible
in the left wing.
Bar-tailed godwits are thought to migrate direct
to New Zealand from Alaska (Gill et al. 2005); they
typically arrive in New Zealand from the 3rd week
of Sep to early Oct. They start wing moult soon
after arrival, and by mid-late Oct most adults have
moulted their inner primaries and have only 4 or
5 old primaries remaining (PFB and New Zealand
Wader Study Group, unpubl. data). The Mt Ruapehu
bird had therefore died before mid-October and is
likely to have been still on migration southwards.

Wading birds such as godwits are known
to migrate at high altitudes. Waders migrating
eastwards in eastern Siberia have been recorded by
radar at an average altitude of 1222 m (maximum
4106 m, although only 16% were above 2000
m: Alerstam & Gudmundsson 1999). Bar-tailed
godwits migrating over southern Sweden did
so at an average altitude of 2223 m (maximum
2806 m: Green 2004), and the predicted optimal
altitude based on water balance arguments for the
same population flying from Africa to Europe was
3000 m (Landys et al. 2000). The altitude of the Mt
Ruapehu godwit (2610 m) shows that even once
they have reached New Zealand, some godwits
continue to fly at a considerable altitude. This bird
was presumably attempting an overland crossing
above the central high country of the North island,
or it had drifted eastwards when heading towards
the South Island. The migration routes and flight
altitudes of godwits within New Zealand are poorly
known so it is diﬃcult to know whether or not this
record is evidence for a regular movement.
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SHORT NOTE
No evidence for a reduction in egg size in introduced populations
of European starlings (Sturnus vulgaris) and song thrushes (Turdus
philomelos) in New Zealand
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Cassey et al. (2005) measured the egg sizes of 29
European starling (Sturnus vulgaris) clutches from
an unspecified area of the North I, and concluded
from comparison with data published by Cramp
et al. (1977-1994) the eggs were smaller (29.1 mm
× 20.9 mm) than eggs of birds in Britain (29.7 ×
21.2). My measurements of 5549 starling eggs from
Belmont, Lower Hutt, average 29.7 × 21.1, which is
almost exactly the mean for starling eggs in Britain.
The eggs were measured using Vernier callipers,
checked for accuracy, over 10 years, 1970-79, and
the average quoted is the mean of the annual
means, to allow for yearly variation. Even in 1975,
the year when the eggs were smallest (29.29 × 20.93,
n = 715), they exceeded the measurements given by
Cassey et al. Hence, I do not consider that the egg
size of starlings has changed since the 1860s, when
starlings were introduced into New Zealand.
Received 7 February 2006; accepted 8 September 2006

For the song thrush (Turdus philomelos), however,
I suggested that egg size at St Arnaud, South I, New
Zealand, based on 165 eggs from 43 clutches (27.2 ×
20.4) was smaller than in Britain: “British eggs seem
a little larger: 28.4 × 20.9 (Kirkman 1911); 28.7 × 20.9
(Kirkman & Jourdain 1938); 27.6 x 20.9 (Witherby et
al. 1943)“ (Flux 1967). Cassey et al. (2005) measured
a similar sample-size (38 clutches) from the North I,
which averaged 27.6 × 20.5, almost the same as the
value for British eggs (27.5 × 20.8) given by Cramp
et al. (1977-1994). It is interesting that thrush eggs
in Britain are now smaller than in the 3 earlier
references I quoted. Indeed, this is a greater decline
than Cassey et al. (2005) claim to have resulted from
isolation in New Zealand.
However, when I published that suggestion I
was unaware, as Cassey et al. (2005) apparently still
are, that egg size in many passerines is positively
correlated with clutch size (Greig-Smith et al. 1988).
Hence the only way to compare egg sizes between
geographic areas is to compare clutches of the same

