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THE TAKAHE

possible so that incubation might be continued.
The remainder of the day produced more unoccupied nests and a total of 14
different birds were counted. Most of these gave calls, which we had learned to
associate with the presence of a chick.
On the following day several members of the party had to return to Invercargill
and those remaining continued investigations to the north and to the south. To
the south, Weston, Sorensen and Dr Orbell located another and smaller colony
and saw one chick nearly half fledged. Dr Falla was lucky enough to watch a
bird feeding on snow-grass. The diet of Notornis being largely fibrous, the bird's
droppings are readily distinguishable from all other bird signs and, once seen
and identified, will prove the presence of Notornis in any area although no birds
may be seen.
The first day of the expedition proved the most interesting because the birds
were relatively tame and could be approached very closely, but for the rest of
the week they were very alert and could only be observed through field glasses.
However, the last afternoon Dr Orbell accompanied the botanist on his travels
while the remainder of the party made the trip to the head of the valley in the hope
of procuring some close up pictures. The doctor sat in the snow-grass at the edge
of the beach on which the first photographs were taken. Rain was falling in the
head of the valley and the light was very poor for photography when he heard a
bird call on the opposite side of the lake. The call was immediately answered and
he saw a bird come out on to the lake edge about 100 yards away. Both birds
continued to call back and forth and the second bird waded out into the lake and
appeared about to swim to its mate. The depth of the water seemed to deter it and,
still calling at intervals, it waded steadily in the doctor's direction.
The snow-grass was a good hiding place, and after a few minutes' wading the
takahe passed within three yards. II). the poor light the beautiful green-blue feathers
were still very noticeable and it was obvious that the bird did not mind getting the
lower portions of its body wet. In this respect they are like the native pukeko or
swamp hen which, although not web-footed, can comfortably swim quite large
areas of calm water. The click of the shutter alarmed the takahe and it covered the
remaining 20 yards to the opposite shore in record time amidst showers of spray.
This was the last view any of the party had of the birds, of which Dr Falla
estimates there are at least 100. The next morning we returned to Te Anau,
stopping on the way to collect a sack full of moa bones from recently discovered
caves near the lakeshore. These bones· were those of several specimens of
Anomalopteryx, the small bush moa of earlier times. The selection was made up
mostly of pelvis, tibia and femora with a few ribs and vertebrae. The finding of
moa bones was not in itself any remarkable discovery for these are common in
all new caves in this area. But the fact that some of the bones were in a remarkably
fresh state suggested the interesting possibility that not so many decades ago
the Notornis had a large competitor for the available food supplies in that
particular valley.
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A

�arge, flightless and presumed extinct rail (Aves: Rallidae) was described
m 1848 from Quaternary fossil bones collected at Waingongoro (South
Taranaki), North Island New Zealand (Owen 1848a). Owen, whilst recognising
similarities with Porphyrio, erected the genus Notornis on the basis of a small
number of head and leg bones. He named and described the species N mantelli
after the collector of the material, Walter Mantell (Owen 1848b).
A second species was proposed later that century from the remains of a
recently killed bird found in the Fiordland area of the South Island. Meye, r (1883)
named it a new species, N hochstetteri, based on size differences of certain
skeletal elements compared with those of N mantelli. Subsequently, however, a
series of informal rationalisations (Mayr 1949; Fleming 1953; Greenway 1967;
Kinskey 1970; del Hoyo et al. 1996) saw the relegation of these two species to
subspecies status and their inclusion in the existing genus Porphyrio with the
flying species Porphyrio porphyrio. The extinct North Island form was Porphyrio
mantelli mantelli and the South Island form Porphyrio mantelli hochstetteri
represented by a single extant population in the alpine grasslands of Fiordland
(Ripley 1977). The volant species Porphyrio porphyrio (swamphen) currently
consists of around 13 subspecies defined by plumage and size differences that
are distributed predominantly in the Southern Hemisphere west from Africa to
t.he western Pacific. Porphyrio p. melanotus (pukeko) occur in New Zealand,
fo.ustralia and New Guinea.
Recent studies of morphological variation of takahe and genetic variation
within Porphyrio indicate that North Island and South Island takahe are distinct
species and that these most probably evolved independently from flying ancestors
(Trewick 1996a, 1997). The original species names were therefore reinstated.
Together with updated information on the distribution, age and palaeoecology
of fossil takahe, this evidence raises interesting questions about the evolution
and ecology of the two takahe species.

