EXTINCT BIRDS OF THE WORLD
#14 Huia

The Huia, Heteralocha acutirostris , was a species of
New Zealand Wattlebird endemic to the North Island,
that became extinct in the early 20 ™ century. The last
confirmed sighting was on 28 December 1907 when a
Mr. W.W. Smith saw three birds in the Tararua Ranges.
However, further credible sightings were reported as
late as 1922.

The Huia exhibited a remarkable
degree of sexual dimorphism in

lllustration bill shape; with the male and
3. G- Keulemans (1888) - famgle having markedly different

from

ABirds of Neuwbilts FhetHuia held a special place BT > /

by Walter Lawry Buller KCMG . 3
I n MGor i cul ture_

with the species being regarded as tapu (sacred), with

only people of high status the wearing its skin or

feathers.

The British ornithologist John Gould described the Huia
in 1837. The specific epithet acutirostris derives from tukukino, an old fighting chief
the Latin acutus, meaning "sharp pointed"”, and rostris, ¢f the NgUti Tamater
A " " . the Hauraki district, North
meaning beak", and SpeCIflcaIIy refers to the beak of Island, New Zealand, wearing a
H H pdhoi ear ornament
the female. Because of its short bill, the male was at {7 of thewia, an omament

first described as a separate species with the epithet often worn by 'Q,igfb”” rfhietffd
crasswostns from the Latin crassus meaning "thick” OF pecare et airaton o

became extinct.  lllustration by

heavy" The Hu|a appears to Goittffried Lindauergirca 1880.
be a remnant of an early expansion of passerines
in New Zealand and is one of three New Zealand
Wattlebirds of the family Callaeidae, the others
' being the endangered Saddleback, Phllesturnus

carunculatus, and t he ),
L5 Callaeas cinerea. New Zealand Kgkako
SADDLEBACK Wattlebirds have no close ‘F
Photo: Duncan Wright . e
relatives apart from the

Stitchbird, Notiomystis cincta, and their taxonomic
relationship to other birds remain to be determined. The

Huia had black plumage with a green metallic tinge and
distinctive rounded bright orange wattles at the gape. In

both sexes, the beak was ivory white and greyish at the ;
base. The legs and feet were long and bluish grey while <572
the claws were light brown. Phot

bl owbac
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http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/00/Huia_Buller.jpg

The eyes were brown. They had twelve long glossy ™
black tail feathers, each tipped for 25 @B cm |
with a broad band of white. The juveniles had
duller brownish plumage with the white tips of the
tail feathers tinged with reddish -buff, and the & | ¥ Gt X

wattles small and pale. The beak of the juvenile = #* %g‘
femal e was only slightly ¢ usieHsirD. The M
to certain Huia as huia-ariki (literally “chiefly Photo: Duncan Wright

Huia"). The huia-ariki had brownish plumage streaked with grey, and the

feathers on the neck and head were darker. This variant may have been

partially albino, or perhaps were simply of great age. Several true albino

Huia were recorded.

Although sexual dimorphism in bill shape is found in other birds such as the

Riflebirds (genus Ptiloris) and Sicklebills (genus Epimachus) it was
extremely pronounced in the Huia. The beak of the male was short, being
approximately 60mm (2e6e0) robust and s
that of the female's was finer and | on
curved downward. Another, less obvious aspect of the Huia's sexual
dimorphism was the size difference between the sexes. Males were 45cm

(186) 1 ong, whil e females were | arger
wi ngspan was about 220mm ( 8 I1J¢
200 to 205®@8mdé)Y80Their tails
200mm (86) in | ength.

These birds occurred mainly in the mountainous
regions throughout the North Island from Northland
to Wellington where the subfossil and midden
remains have been found. Their range appears to
maéﬂ,;&ﬁhi@ave contracted following M
well-developed, long legs anthe time of European settlement
long downwardly curved beak. jn the 1840s was only found in
Photo: Fiitz GelleGrimM e North Island south of a line
from the Raukumara Range in the east, across the
Kaimanawa Range to the Turakina River in the
Rangitikei in the west. The southern extent of its range
extended from the Wairarapa region and the Rimutaka
Range east of Wellington. Reports collected by Walter
Buller and a single waiata ( MG o r i song) © 4 V.
Huia were at one time found in the Marlborough and ~ Walter L. Buller, KCMG

1838- 1906
Nelson districts of the South Island. However, there is  New zealand Naturalist and

t hat

. Ornithologi
no other evidence to support these reports of the Photo, Nationa Library
species' presence on the South Island. New Zealand
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Like the surviving New Zealand Wattlebirds, the Saddleback and the
KBkako, the Huia used its rounded
usually used its strong legs to move in leaps and bounds through the
canopy or over the forest floor. When clinging vertically to tree trunks the
tail was spread to help the bird balance. The Huia was a quiet, social bird,
monogamous with pairs probably bonding for life. They were usually found
in breeding pairs, although groups of four or more were sometimes
encountered. Walter Buller records that pairs would always keep close to
each other, while constantly uttering a "low affectionate twitter", this
affectionate behaviour was also exhibited by captive birds. Buller also
reported that a pair he held in captivity would frequently preen each
other, and when the male of the pair was accidentally killed, the female
"manifesting the utmost distress pined for her mate and died 10 days
afterwards". In the late 19 " century a MOor | ma n
always told by my old people that a pair of Huia lived on most affectionate
terms... if the male died first the female died soon after of grief".

The Huia was named for its loud distress call, which was a smooth,
unslurred whistle sounding like the words "Who -are-you-o0". If the call was
imitated the birds could easily be encouraged to come very close to

investigate. They had no fear of people, and could be easily be captured

by hand. Females even allowed themselves to be handled while on the
nest. An imitation of the bird's call survives as a recording of a 1909 Huia
Search Team member, Henare Haumana, whistling the call.

The Huia mainly inhabited the mountainous regions of the North Island,

descending in winter, or in periods of cold

weather, to lowland forests on the plains to

... forage for food. Their diet consisted of insects

‘_“‘E\) and their larvae, including the Weta, splders
—. < *<and small berries. However, s g
~ the Hui ads pr

rec .

TREE WETA

Hemideina crassidens appears to have been the

Photo: Tony Wills nocturnal larvae of the Huhu
beetle. The sexual dimorphism of the bill structure gave i ‘
rise to feeding strategies that differed radically _ Huhu Beetle
between the sexes. The male used its stout bill to chisel Pg%g?gﬁ‘foge;'wi'lfs”s
into the outer layers of decaying or live wood, while the
femal eds | ong Dbill enabl ed her to pro
such as the burrows of insect | arvae i

head and neck musculature suggest they were capable of "gaping", this
involved the bird inserting its beak into rotting wood to split it open.
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Once the Huia had secured a meal, it flew to a perch with the insect in its
feet. It then stripped off any hard parts, tossed the remainder up and,
catching it with its beak, swallowed it. A pair did not cooperate in feeding,
at least not in the strictest sense. Reports of cooperative feeding are
based on misunderstanding of an account by Buller, which referred to a
captive pair. The diverse beak size of the sexes were actually an extreme
example of niche differentiation, that reduced intraspecific competition
between the sexes. This allowed the Huia to exploit a diverse range of
food sources.

There is a paucity of i nformation r el :
The breeding season is thought to have been early
summer, The nest was saucer-shaped and was
constructed with dried grass, leaves, sticks and
twigs. A small, shallow central cup made of soft
materials held the eggs. The nest was situated in
either a hollow tree limb or in a mass of dense

Musen DINTED PAIR - vegetation. The average clutch size was two to four

Phot o: nHa QleYiSH €895 with purple and brown speckles, which
measured 45mm by 30mm (136 b
were located high up on mountain ranges.

Before the MOor i arrived I n New Zeal :
occurred throughout the North Island, but by the time European settlers

arrived in the 1840s habitat destruction and hunting had

reduced the bird's range to the southern portion of the

Nort h |l sl and. MOor i hunting of t he Hu
some extent by traditional protocols. The main hunting

season was from May to July when the bird's plumage was

in prime condition. A r $ h (launting ban) was enforced in

spring and summer to allow the species’ numbers t0 . .\ .5 wear
recover. It was not until European settlement that the Huia  Huia tail feathers in his

was really threatened. Their numbers began to decline due Pr:‘g‘tig_cgga éfgt?]-ers

to three factors: widespread deforestation, introduction of o

mammalian predators, and overhunting; and like the extinctions of other

New Zealand bird species in the 19" century their decline was poorly

studied.

Because they spent a lot of time on the ground, the Huia was particularly
vulnerable to introduced mammalian predators, especially ship rats, cats,
and stoats. Massive deforestation occurred on the North Island during the
19" century, particularly in the lowlands of southern Hawkes Bay, the
Manawatu and Wairarapa regions as European settlers cleared land for
agriculture.
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