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EDITORIAL

‘ What do you read, my lord ?”’

‘ Words, words, words.’
W. Shakespeare, * Hamlet,” Act II, Scene II.

Polonius might well have been asking the question of the
editor of Notoruis, or of any other editor for that matter. Words
are an editor’s life blood but he likes neither too few nor too many
of them. It is comforting to have sufficient in hand for the next
issue, but as Jeremy Bentham pointed out some 200 years ago: “ The
more words there are the more doubts may be entertained about
them.” A change of editor is an excuse for an editorial which, at
least, lets me say a few words about words right at the beginning.

What sort of journal is Nofornis ? Should it be semi-popular
or semi-scientific ? Or might it be said to be quasi-scientific or even
pseudo-scientific ? Need it be one thing or the other? [ believe
that Notornis, the journal of a society of over 1,200 members from
every walk of' life and of every age group, should reflect the interests
and activities of that society without restricting itself to either a broadly
amateur or narrowly professional apprcach to ornithology. This,
after all, is what brings us together as members of the Ornithological
Society of New Zealand. Notornis is, therefore, both a journal of
ornithology and the journal of an ornithological society. It is a myth
that the leading ornithological journals of the world, such as The Ibis
and The Auk, are exclusively scientific; science and quality are not
necessarily synonyms. The membership of the BOU and the AOU
is perhaps just as varied as our own. It is, in fact, quite fair and
not at all immodest to say that through the efforts of my predecessors,
Mr R. H. D. Stidolph (10 years as editor) and Mr R. B. Sibson
(15 years), Notornis has reached an enviable position amongst the
world’s bird journals, taking its place, in due proportion, with those
of Europe and North America which we know and enjoy. The
balance of amateur and professional work which characterises New
Zealand ornithology at the present time will be maintained in the
pages of Nofornis and no reader or contributor need fear a change.
My first experience as an editor was with a university capping magazine
and, as well may be imagined, I quickly learned that it was impossible
to please everyone. I do not expect to be any more successful with

NOTORNIS 19: 1-3 (1972)
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Notornis in this respect, but every reader should feel that there will
be something of interest for him in each issue. Some papers will
appear superficial - or inconsequential to certain readers; if they serve
to stimulate or encourage more profound work, such contributions
will earn their place. Other papers, because of their more technical
nature, will appeal only to a limited group of readers. I hope,
however, that whatever subject matter appears in Notornis will be
there for sufficient reason. We are, in fact, in our own hands. Con-
tribute the sort of thing you like to read and the balance will be kept.

What is an editor’s job? Surely not to rewrite an author’s
contribution and yet this is what very often happens even if such
was not the intention. There are, it is true, editors who seem to
pride themselves that they have a better vocabulary than the author
and prefer their words to his. This is an unnecessary demonstration
of an editor’s talents, destroying not only the author’s style, but often
his spirit as well. The editor’s job, as I see it, is to know the
features of a good manuscript and to transform, with the help of
both author and printer, whatever is offered to him into an acceptable
printed paper worthy of the journal and its readers. This he does
by following well-established rules of editorial procedure in assessing
it for accuracy, conciseness, clarity, consistency and logic. Because
he is neither omniscient nor infallible, he will most often seek advice
and criticism from one or more confidential referees. Such referees
often go to great trouble to assist both the editor and the author and,
contrary to some beliefs, are on the author’s side. The Society must
be very indebted to them. Referees are not always specialists in the
subject of the contribution but may be chosen as intelligent readers
able to assess the worth and logic of a contribution, giving a fair
judgement on the facts presented and the argument or theory developed
from them. Certainly any contribution that is ‘ scientific,” that is,
one translating an observation into a hypothesis, deserves to be
criticised scientifically and rendered intelligible and appealing to the
greatest number of its readers. An inflexible system of refereeing,
without favour or regard for rank, eminence or age, provides both
the author and the journal with -what has been called “ control by
anticipation ” of the standards expected of both.

What, then, is the author’s job ? Primarily, it is to present
his contribution in such a way as to make life as easy as possible
for the editor, the referee, and the printer. This means, in effect,
following the © Instructions for Authors’ carefully and submitting the
manuscript in a condition that requires the minimum amount of work
to turn it into the printed page. Regrettably, contributions are some-
times received in such a state as to cause much extra work for all
who subsequently must handle them. Few of us realise, for instance,
how much the Scciety owes to its printers, Te Rau Press Ltd, Gisborne,
who, as was very evident to me on my first visit there, have our
interests so much at heart that they have never spared themselves,
within the technical resources at their disposal, to help the OSNZ
achieve and maintain a fine standard of publication. They are not,
however, mind readers, any more than is the editor, and they cannot
be expected to achieve perfection unless the best is offered to them.
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A detailed ‘ Instructions for Authors’ is given in the final pages of
this issue and a shortened version will appear inside the back cover
in the future. Please study it carefully and follow it when preparing
your next contribution !

Readers of Notornis will see some changes in the form and
arrangement of this issue and if any of these offend I beg for toleration.
Most of the changes have been made for technical reasons, making
the printers’ task easier and thereby reducing costs for the OSNZ.
Other changes bring Notornis into line with standard practice for
similar publications as given in the “ Code of Recommended Practice
for the Form and Presentation of Periodicals of Permanent Value”
issued by the Standards Association of New Zealand. And who would
deny that Notornis is a “ periodical of permanent value ” ? Further
changes must be anticipated, in particular a complete change over
to the use of metric or SI units for all those Imperial measures so
familiar to us. Publishers have been asked to go metric during 1972
and surveys and mapping will change officially early in 1973. This
may be a confusing time for many of us but contributors are asked
to conform to the new system as best they can.

Finally, I wculd welcome, and indeed encourage, controversy
and discussion in the pages of Notornis. Too often a paper is printed
and becomes accepted fact even if its readers hold contrary views,
reticent though they might be in expressing them. Too many myths
have already appeared in New Zealand ornithology about matters
that are said to be “ well known ” or are spoken of but never published.
Letters to the Editor and critical reviews will always be welcome.

The Editor’s desk is clear. We await a flood of well-presented,
clearly-expressed and stimulating contributions, short notes, reviews
and letters.



THE LAUGHING OWL SCELOGLAUX ALBIFACIES
(GRAY, 1844)

A GENERAL SURVEY OF A NEAR-EXTINCT
SPECIES

By G. R. WILLIAMS and M. HARRISON

ABSTRACT

The Laughing Owl (Sceloglaux albifacies), one of the two owls
native to New Zealand, was once widely-distributed but is now close
to extinction — if not already so. It began to disappear in the North
Island in the early 19th century or before, and rapidly became scarce
in the South Island after about 1880. It has not been “officially”
seen since 1914, though persistent reports of its continued presence
in parts of the South Island are still received. The species’ appearance,
calls, behaviour, food habits and breeding biology are described and
speculations made about the reasons for its disappearance.

INTRODUCTION

Two species of owl are native to New Zealand — the Morepork
(Ninox novaeseelandiae), which also occurs in Australia and belongs
to a widely-distributed genus, and the Laughing Owl (Sceloglaux
albifacies), which is the only representative of an endemic genus.
Both were originally fairly widespread — the Morepork predominantly
in forest, the.Laughing Owl predominantly in open country. The
Morepork is still common in most areas of suitable habitat, but the
Laughing Owl is close to extinction. Although there have been no
confirmed recent sightings, circumstantial evidence is in favour of
its continued survival, at least in the South Island.

The European Little Owl (Athene noctua), liberated in a number
of places in the South Island between 1906 and 1910, is now common
in open country in many districts. It has been reported from the
southern part of the North Island and from Stewart Island but its
continued presence has not been confirmed in either place.

DESCRIPTION

Since there has been no fully-substantiated record of Laughing
Owls since 1914 and it was already rare long before then, we have
to rely on authors such as Buller (1873, 1883, 1888, 1905), Smith
(1884) and Potts (1870) for first-hand accounts of the living bird.

Size: Mounted specimens give the visual impression of being
twice as big as those of the Morepork; and a fresh specimen weighs
about 210z. (0.6kg) according to Rowley (1876-1878). Falla et al.
(1966) give the length, apparently “of the flying bird from the
tip of the bill to the tip of the tail ” (p. 14), as 15in. (i.e. 37.6 cm),

NOTORNIS 18: 4-19 (1972)
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though this is more likely to be the bill-to-tail measurement of a
mounted specimen or study skin. Buller (1905) recorded a female
as having a length of 17.5in. (c. 44 cm) and Potts (1870) gave the
following measurements for three specimens, the first of which was
fresh and the third Gray’s (1844) type specimen:—

1 2 3
Bill 1.41in (i.e. 3.6 cm) _ 1.4 (3.6 cm)
Tarsus 2.8in (7.2 cm) 32 (8.5cm) 2.5 (6.4 cm)
Wing 13 in (32.5cm) 10% (25.7cm) 11.0 (27.7 cm)
Length 17.3in (43.5 cm) 163 (41.2cm) 15.5 (38.8 cm)

Gurney (1896) repcrted a tip-to-tip wing span of 28in. (c. 70 cm)
on a fresh specimen. All the above data refer to Scuth Island birds.

Plumage: Potts (1870), Buller (1873, 1888) and Gurney have
described the fresh plumage in considerable detail, and more recent
descriptions incorporating these and the examination of a series of
skins have appeared in Oliver (1955) and Falla et al. (1966). To
quote the latter:—

“A large owl with yellowish-brown plumage striped with
brown; white stripes cn scapulars (scmetimes also feathers
edged white rather than yellowish-brown on hind-neck and
mantle); face white behind and below eyes, greyish towards
the centre, the feathers with brown shaft-lines; wings and tail
brown with brownish-white bars; tarsus (feathered) yellowish
to reddish-bufl; toes “ fleshy brown ” or “ pale yellow ”.”
Smith (in Buller 1883) recorded that there is a very full
post-nuptial moult between December and February, during which
the birds become almost naked — an observation made on captive
birds. Newly-hatched young are sparsely covered with coarse yellowish-
white dcwn, the abdomen being bare (Buller 1888).

Other Parts: The eyes are “a very dark brown, large and
rather prominent; beak and nostrils [are a] . . . gray horn colour;
claws, which are not in the least pectinated, are the same, with
dark tips. Its toes have long bristly hairs on the upper surface . . .
The eyelid is gray, and the toes and soles ¢f the feet are reddish-brown,
the latter covered with numerous small spicules.” (Gurney 1896).

Distinction from Morepork: Although there is, apparently, only
a partial overlap of habitat, there is sufficient for confusion to be
possible on this ground alone. In addition, the Morepork is the only
species with which the Laughing Owl is likely to be confused if more
than a fleeting glance is obtained; for the Little Owl, although
occupying much the same habitat as the Laughing Owl, is very much
smaller (smaller even than a Morepork), paler and more diurnal.
(Fig. 1).
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Apart from its large size, white face and brown (rather than
golden) iris, the Laughing Owl is yellower and more clearly streaked
and mottled on the back than the Morepork. Its underparts and
head are less streaked and mottled and its tail is noticeably proportion-
ately shorter.

Calls: Potts (1870) described a series of * doleful shrieks”
similar to, but louder and more strident than, a call of Cook’s Petrel.
Black (in litt. to H. R. McKenzie), who knew the bird well in South
Canterbury abcut 70 years ago, stated that the cry was a “ prolonged
cack-cack-cack ” which could be heard incessantly on rainy nights and
which was similar to, but slower and more gutteral than, the call
of the Mottled Petrel. Smith (in Buller 1883) said calls varied
seasonally and that the voice of the male was harsher and louder
than that of the female. The evening call of a captive pair was
“in waking up . . . precisely the same as two men cooeying to each
other from a distance.” Buller (1888), also remarking on captive
birds, described peculiar barking noises just like the yelping of a
young dog” and miscellaneous mewings and chucklings. It is said
that, in the wild, the birds’ calls are more frequent at dusk, especially
before rain or when drizzle is falling. Since none of the calls described
seems similar to those made by the other two owls, petrellike calls
heard after dark in suitable habitat (see below) are now the best
indication of the possible presence of Laughing Owls.

TAXONOMY

Australia’s only genus of the subfamily Striginae, Ninox, is
obviously a more recent arrival in New Zealand than Sceloglaux —
the late Pleistocene (approximately 15,000 years B.P.) as against the
Neogene (1-25 million years B.P.) according to Fleming (1962).

The genus Sceloglaux (Kaup, 1848) is restricted to New Zealand
and is provisionally divided into two subspecies — S. a. albifacies
(Gray, 1844) in South and Stewart Islands and S. a. rufifacies
Buller, 1904, in the North Island. The origin and affinities of the
genus have never been satisfactorily determined.

Although two subspecies are currently accepted (OSNZ
Annotated Checklist, 1970) such acceptance rests more on the basis
of theory than fact. Only two recent specimens have been taken from
the North Island, both of which are now lost, and one of these, the
missing type specimen of S. a. rufifacies, has been the subject of
controversy. It was obtained in the Wairarapa district in 1867 or
1868 and described by Buller (1904). When examined by Rothschild,
Hartert and Hellmayr in the Tring Museum the specimen was judged
to be immature and to have been fitted with a tail belonging to
Ninox (Rothschild 1907). Furthermore, Rothschild had specimens
of the South Island bird which closely resembled it in colour. How-
ever, on account of the rufous face of this single example he was
prepared (provisionally no doubt) to accept Buller’s claim for a new
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subspecies. According to Scarlett (in litt. & in prep.), Buller’s
observation that the North Island subspecies was smaller than that
of the South Island is riot supported by the comparison of measure-
ments of subfossil benes — “ North Island bones are often as long
as any from the South.”

The type of the South Island subspecies was obtained at
Waikouaiti by Earle about 1843 (Gray 1844) and is now in the
British Museum (Natural History), London.

Since the distance from the New Zealand mainland to the
Chatham Islands is about 400 miles it seems reasonable to suppose
that the Laughing Owls once found there (Forbes 1893, Dawson 1960)
might constitute yet another subspecies; unless, of ccurse, they were
only a temporary, vagrant population.

HABITAT

According to Potts (1870) and Smith (1884), who were the
most familiar with the living bird, the species was generally found
in and around rocky areas, either in open country or at the margins
of scrub or forest. It apparently hunted for its food over open
ground, perhaps spending an appreciable amount of time on the
ground itself, and rocsted and nested in fissures in rocks (having an
alternative name of rock owl as well as its common Maori name
of whekau). The maps show the distribution of records of the species
and of limestone outcrops. Though there is a considerable overlap,
it is obvious that the Laughing Owl did occur in other rocky places
as well. In European times the main geographical range appears to
have been the eastern foothills of the Southern Alps from about
Dunedin northwards to inland Marlbcrough and Nelson — and
especially in the central part of this region; though its relative
abundance there may be, at least in part, a reflection of the “abundance”
of interested observers. Be that as it may, it is from this central
part that many of the unconfirmed reports of the continued presence
of Laughing Owls still come.

DISTRIBUTION

General: All records plotted on the maps are those of actual
sightings, bones or eggs. We have had to use some discretion in
mapping the sight records — cnly those made by “ competent ornithol-
ogists ” have been accepted, and even here a subjective judgment is
required. If the reports have reached us second-hand, we have
accepted them providing the interviewer has been an ornithologist
willing to vouch for the reliability of the original observer. Only
reports citing definite localities have been used — obviously, records
such as “ Fiordland,” “ Canterbury,” “ Nelson >’ have had to be ignored
when mapping. Reports based on calls have been disregarded because
of the difficulty of assessing their reliability.

There are no acceptable records of Laughing Owls in the
North Island north of a line joining Cape Egmont with East Cape
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and very few in the South Island west of the Southern Alps. These
gaps cannot be taken as accurately reflecting the true range (there
are, even now, unconfirmed reports of Laughing Owls in the rough
limestone and forested country west of Mt Pirongia and in the
Urewera country). But the North Island gap could at least be
taken as an indication that the process of extinction was much in
advance of that in the South Island. According to Best (1908),
there were Maori recollections of Laughing Owls being present in
the Urewera country up to about 1855 but the birds had been getting
scarcer since about the time European settlement began. Buller (1905)
gave the 1840s as the period at which the diminution in numbers
first became apparent.

In the South TIsland there appears to be nothing in Maori
tradition to give any idea of early range or abundance; in European
times the main falling-away of the species seems to have occurred,
generally, during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. The
paucity of records from Stewart Island permits of no speculation on
the history of the species there, and all that can be said of its extinction
on Chatham Island is that it must have pre-dated any European
occupation.

North Island: Of the ten records, only one refers to this century,
five refer to the period between about 1850 and 1900 and the rest
are subfossil or midden material.

Details are as follows (see Fig. 2):—

Waikohu, near Te Karaka, 1889, one seen (Buller 1905)

Near Mt Egmont, 1854, specimen taken, later lost (Buller 1905)
Near Purangi, Waitara R., about 1930, one seen (OSNZ Record-
ing Scheme)

Kaimanawa Range, 1890, sight record assumed (Oliver 1955)
Dartmoor, subfossil bones (Scarlett, pers. comm.)

Hukanui, subfossil bones (Scarlett, pers. comm.)

Wairarapa ““about 50 miles from Wellington, 1868-9, adult
female,” N.I. type specimen, lost (Buller 1904)

Martinborough, subfossil bones (Stidolph 1921)

Paremata, pre-European, bones in midden (Scarlett, pers. comm.)
Near Pcrirua, before 1892, bird nested in hut (Buller 1892)

(.N_I\)»—A

Nouk

S

We have not accepted the Little Barrier Island record (Hutton
1869, Turbott 1961) because of the vagueness of the description and
the possibility of confusion with petrels. However, if Laughing Owls
did reach the Chathams there is no reason why they should not have
been able to reach Little Barrier, thcugh their occurrence there would
be far north of any other of which we have record.

South Island: As was found for Kakapo and Takahe (Williams
1956, 1960) records of all kinds are more numerous for the South
Island than the North and the species has apparently survived longer
there. Of the 40 records for which there are dates 40% refer to
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Distribution of Laughing Owl
reports

/r‘ Limestone outcrops
O Undated
O Refore 1900

[J since 1925

FIGURE 2
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the period 1843-1875, 25% to the period 1876-1900, 22% to
1901 - 1925 and 13% to 1925-1960. Though there have been a few
reports since, from North Otago and Fiordland, none of these is
acceptable, though there is good treason to hope that some may
eventually be confirmed, as the informants seem reliable and most
of the reports refer to areas known to lie within the species’ range.

The distribution of the records for the various periods, including
those undated or subfossil, suggests more of a widespread gradual
decline in numbers than a shrinkage in geographical distribution, though
there have been no reports from Southland or north- or mid-Canterbury
for nearly a century. These former areas of distribution are probably
those most generally modified by man.

Stewart Island: Only two records are known, neither of which
refers to this century. This could imply near- or complete extinction,
a lack of suitable observers, or both. Most of the island’s 700 sq. mi.
are still little modified, but the area of suitable habitat would not be
extensive and is probably limited mainly to the north and north-
western sectors. Since Stewart Island’s avifauna has suffered pro-
portionately less change than those of North, South or Chatham Islands
(Williams 1962) its chance of still supporting Laughing Owls must
be fair.

Chatham Islands: Acceptance of the species’ occurrence on
Chatham Island depends solely upon bones identified by Forbes (1893)
and their identity confirmed by Dawson (1960).

(A) Subfossil, midden and undated material (Fig. 3)

Takaka and Golden Bay, subfossil bones, Canterbury Museum
Lake Grassmere (Marfell Beach) subfossil bones, Canterbury Museum
Rakautara, subfossil bones, Canterbury Museum
Kaikourda, subfossil bones, Canterbury Museum
Pyramid Valley, subfossil bones, Canterbury Museum
Waipara, subfossil bones, Canterbury Museum
Redcliffs (Christchurch), subfossil bones, Canterbury Museum
Mt Somers, subfossil bones, Canterbury Museum
Mt Peel, egg, no date, Canterbury Museum
Mackenzie Country (? Lindis Pass) nest and egg fragments (Buller
1875)
11. Lake Ohau, )mounted specimen, no date, Otago Museum (Darby,
in litt.
12. Benmore, subfossil bones, Canterbury Museum (Ambrose 1970)
Shepherd’s Creek, subfossil bones, Canterbury Museum
13. Timaru area, subfossil bones, Canterbury Museum
Waimataitai, midden material, Canterbury Museum (Trotter 1965)
14. Ototara, midden material, Canterbury Museum (Trotter 1965)
15. Earnscleugh, subfossil bones, Canterbury Museum
16. Waikaka, egg, no date, Canterbury Museum
17. Castle Rock, subfossil bones (Hamilton 1892)
18. Forest Hill, sublossil bones, Otago Museum (Forster in litt.)
19. Riverton, male specimens, Otago Museum (Forster in litt.)
20. Invercargill area, female specimen, Buller collection, Canterbury
Museum
21. Native Island (Stewart Island), midden material, Canterbury Museum
22. Chatham Island, subfossil bones, British Museum (Nat. Hist.) (Forbes
1893, Dawson 1960)
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(B) Recent, before 1900 (Fig. 4)

Tadmor, late 1880s, captured and killed (Kingsley 1890}

Bealey, belore 1873, sight record (Buller 1873)

Cass R., 1868, kept in captivity in Christchurch gardens (Potts 1870)

Point Station, 1869, killed (light-coloured specimen) (Potts 1870)
1881, killed (Potts 1882)

5. Mt Hutt, before 1870, sight record (Potts 1870)

Rockwood, 1854, captured, killed by dog (Potts 1870}

7. Rangitata R., before 1870, one killed (Potts 1870)
before 1870, sight record (Potts 1870)

8. Geraldine, 18397, 1898 eggs, Canterbury Museum

9. Kakahu Bush, before 1870, one killed, Canterbury Museum (Potts 1870)
Opuha, 1894, egg, Conterbury Museum

10. Albury, about 1881, at least 5 kept in captivity (Smith in Buller 1888)

11. Levels Station, before 1870, one killed, Canterbury Museum (Potts 1870)

12. Timaru area, 1874, specimen in Buller Collection (Bull‘pr 1888)

13. Lake Wanaka, 1886, sight record (Junge in litt.) :

14. Lindis Pass, 1867, captured and killed (Potts 1870)

15. Kurow, 1895, specimen, Canterbury Museum

16. Shag Vclley, before 1870, sight record (Hector in Potts 1870)

17. Waikouaiti, about 1843, type specimen (Gray 1844)
before 1870, sight record (Hector in Potts 1870)
18. Blueskin Bay, 1874, specimen in Buller Collection (Buller 13035)
19. Popotunoa, before 1870, one killed (Hector in Potts 1870)
20. Silverstretlxm, 1884, specimen in Reischek Collection (Rikitansky
in litt.)

21. Stewart Island, 1881, kept in captivity Amsterdam Zoo 1882-86,
Dominion Museum

W N

[=2]

The Otago Museum has a complete skeleton labelled ™ Otago,
1883.” There are reliable records of calls being heard in the Upper
Rangitata (under Mt Potts) in 1861 and in the upper Ashburton Valley
in 1857 (Potts 1870); at Kakahu and the Opihi Valley about 1892 (Smith
1893).

(C) Recent, since 1900 (Fig. 5)

1. Gouland Downs, 1918, sight record (Clouston, Dept. Internal Affairs
file Sept. 1919)

2. Mt. Maud (Aniseed Valley), 1939, sight record (Jackson 1957)

3. Conway R., about 1907, sight record (Hope 1927)

4. Albury, about 1901, castings, i.e. pellets (Smith in Buller 1905)

5. Hanging Rocks (Pleasant Point), 1903-4, sight record (Black in litt.)

6. Timaru area, 1910, specimen, Canterbury Museum

7. Hazelburn (Castle Rocks), 1904, one killed (Black in litt.)

8. Bluecliffs, 1914, specimen (Woodhouse 1959, Falla et al. 1966)

9. Mt Horrible, 1912-15, sight records (Evans pers. comm.)

10. Waianakarua, 1960, egg fragments (identified ]. Kikkawa in litt.)

11. Waitati, 1930s, sight record (Roderick pers. comm.)

12. Dunedin area, 1903, eggs, Canterbury Museum

13. Manapouri - Te Anaou areq, sight record (Orbell 1950)

14. Lake Thomson, 1930, sight record (Bull & Falla 1951)
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