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Notes on the Bird Life of Midway Islands
by George C, Munro

In the "Elepaio" of August, 1945, Vol. 6, No. 2, 1is an article
entitled "A Trip to Midway Islands" by Dr, Harvey I, Fisher and MNr,
Paul H., Baldwin. These scientists seem to be dubious about the future
of the atoll 2s a blrd reservation. Their reason for this is that the
islands are likely to remain a permanent Naval Operating Base with a
considerable population. They mentioned factors causling decrease el
the various speciles of birds". These are loss of "ground surface",
"qisturbance ... by man and his machines", "indiscriminate reduction of
shearwaters and petrels" and "many other deleterious factors which are
taking their toll". We shall be Interested in their further opinions
and conclusions as these all should be brought under consideration at
the present time., They also mentloned the small number of two of the
boobles at present there and that the blue-faced booby 1s nearlng ex-
tinction at Midway; also the danger of allowing colonial nestlng birds
"to decrease to very low levels" on account of the "psychological intem
dependence" of some of these birds,

My trip which followed shortly after theirs was in the nature of
a holiday, but it was one in whlch useful work was combined resulting
in an optimism opposite to thelr opinion, I, of course, was Influenced
by my memories of the ilslands as I saw them 54 years ago. Mr, Palmer
and I landed on Sand Island on the 12th of July 1891, We walked over
the island and stayed overnight in a 1little house which had sheltered
shipwrecked seamen. We saw a small colony of sooty tern on the southe
west corner of the island; one little downy white tern chick on the
door sill of the house; heard one or two tropic birds under the house
and a shearwater wail outside., These were all the sea blrds we saw or
heard on Sand Island of Midway on July 12th, 1891, We had landed on
islets of the French Frigate Shoal, Laysan and Lisiansky Islands;
passed close to Nihoa, Necker and Gardner Islands. At every island
were swarms of birds and only Sand Island of the Midway atoll was
practically birdless., We saw few birds as we lay ln the Pearl and
Hermes lagoon but we were far froam any lsland and there were many
birds outside the reef as we were coming in., During the late eighteen
elghties shipwrecked seamen had killed and eaten all the birds of Sand
Island. There were considerable numbers of birds on Eastern Island of
which I shell Gtreat later on.

The castaways were taken off in 1888 and in 1891 the blrds had
not returned to Sand Island., In 1903, eight years after, blrds had
again lncreased and Japancse feather collectors were killing them,

From accounts I have read, a large number of birds were killed by them
at that time. Presumably thils was stopped as the Cable Company started
Yo erect 1ts plant that year, and the blrds made a fresh start, A&
number of men would be employed on the bulldings and plant. The

Cable Company started to operate the cable in 1907 and from one ac-
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count I read there were 15 people employed on 1t and about the same
number of servants and laborers, In the 1930s the Pan American Air-
ways opened a hotel there and this added to the population, It can
thus be seen that the birds multiplled greatly under conditions of huw
man occupation, As the bird population grew so also did the trees
which now stand over 70 feet high. I have always advised against
planting trees on islands where albatrosses nested. On Laysan many
birds were killed by newly erected bulldings when the guano works
started. The birds seemed unable to avold them as they came swoopilng
in to land. But on Midway the albatrosses have become adjusted to
trees, buildings and even barbed wire entapglementse.

About 1939 came rumors of war and defense work was started on
the two 1slands. Airplane landings were urgently needed. Undoubtedly
this was fatal to many birds which inslsted on returning to old nest
gites, but dofense of the nation demanded it, Defense workers were
unused to the strident cries of the tern and the moaning of the shear=
waters and peéetrels. Workling hard and doing overtime to rush the neces-
gary constructions they needed sleep and no doubt often became exasperr
ated with the nolse and waged war on the birds., This was all very une
fortunate but more or le¢ss unavoidable and now belongs to the past. We
all hope 1t wlll nobt cccur agailp and &8 these blrds sre still 1n lerge
numbers, 1f properly protected in the future they will increase again
probably begyond Uhelr former numboris,

I doubt if there need be misglvings as to "loss of ground surface"
a8 there ls a considersble area of mades land on both islands from
dredging operations which Commodore Morgan 1ls heving grassed, Jhls is
even now avallable to the birds which will no doubt spread out on to it
as they need 1%, though sgo far the albetrosses stop ati the old shore
line. I found the birds very little disturbed by "man and his machines,!
The tern coloales which came under my dlrect notice did not rise on the
wing unless someone walked right into the nesting place. I stood and
gtudled them with the bilrds sitting at my feet, If they took wing when
low flying alrplanes passed they guickly reburned to their eggs. One
new colony across & path leading to the swimming beach rose on the wing
with great clamor but returned as soon as the bathers had passed. Wher-
ever there ere sooty terns on & nesting island there is always a clamor
day and plight at some purt of the islands The Bothechild expedition
missed 1t at night only at Sand lsland, the little colony was out of
hearing. As to shearwaters and petrels, desplte precautions, they may
8t11] be persecuted where they are close to 8le eping quarters, or
endanger plantations and bulldings by undermining them. But I think
there will always be space for numbers of them where they can de no
harm, "Psychological interdependence" may apply to the petrels but
I doubt 1f it does 0 the boobles and I would say ecertalinly not to the
becwm booby, L have seep this Lird opn & bumber of lslands bul never in
large numbers., On Nllhau in 1939 there wes a very small number hesting
in & eliff entirely away from other birds, 0On laysan in 1891 there
were conly two or three, on Llslensky there were few snd we had to shost
our specimens., On FEastern Island of Mldway there was a colony of about
hall a dogen and agaln we hed to uge the gun to get specimens,  This
was aboult the only bird we had 1o shoot on the whole trip., I saw one -
on Eastern Island this time near the red-footed colony, under the Scae-
vola wlith s downy chick. It was unafreld and refused to leave 1ts
young. 1 wrote down the bpight eclors of 1ts lege and bill as 1t stood
there defying uss Uhouph wild in nature the many times I bhave seen 1it,
thls one had become ussd to humen presence and showed no fear, Une of
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the party tossed small sticks to a red-footed booby on its nest and it
deftly caught them In its blll one arteyr anothere Op July 16, 1891,
the last day the expedition was on Eastern Island I enumerated the
birds we had seen there., They were:

Black~footed albatross. & number of young blrds on the beach but we
could not get an old bird till just as we 'were leaving, when we
gecured Ltwo old malec,

Laysan albatross. A few young on the beach nearly full fledged., We
saw an old Laysan albatross feeding a young brown one.

Wedge=-talled shearwater., With egg.

Laland shearwater, No montﬁor of 16 10 wy notes bhut 1% 18
mpression that we saw 1t ther

Chrilistma

3
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Bonln Island petrel., Found one young one,

Bulwer's petrel, Very numerous, sitting on 1lts egg under the grass
or p& irs sitting in AOlLOWS together.

cus. We could hesr 1ts ragping Ory

Red=~talled troplic bird. Very nuner
1% chased by the fpigate bird,

overhead all day., Saw
Red~footed booby. A few,

Brown booby., A colony of sbout half a dozen old birds, with eggs, and
younge nearly full cpown,

Blue~faced booby. Not mentioned in notes but three boobles listed as
seeny It was mumerous at Lislansky., Of couruo the castaways may
have uged all the boobles for fooco but 1 doubt 1T the brown ang
blue-faced boobles were ever numerous at Midway,

Frigate blpd. Pew. The only place we saw it chasge the tropic blrd,
Laysan rall., A pair were released by the sons of Captain Walker on
dJuly 13, 1891, We saw onec on the 14fth and one on the 16th. Pine
L3 J 4 . .
hine abous guite at homo, Bl the ralls 0f miuwdv in 8 ter
ars were evidently descended from that pail a8 ohOWﬂ by recent
an“s‘*gation.
Paglfile polden plover Mentloned as present,

Brlstle=«thighed curlew, Numerous.

Ruddy turnstone., In numbers at a small lagoon on the bsach at one end
ol the lsland,

Gray-backed tern. Listed ag present.
Sooty tern. In usual numbers with well grown young.

Noddy tern. Preaent,

Hawaiilan tern. Present.
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White tern. Very numerous, with eggs and young. Noted carrying several
fish crosswise in its bill,

In one of my articles in the Star~Bulletin I state thgt some of
the blrds are benefited by the presence of man. I am quite sure that
this is the case with the white tern. I might say that on few outlying
islands have I seen it so scarce as on Sand Island in 1891, and on no
island so numerous as on Sand Island in 1945 where 1ts population grew
in company with human inhabitants. Probably this 1s also the case with
the trople blrd and the soobty btern, If the prescnice of men has digw
couraged the frigate bird on 'Sand Island that has certalnly becn to the
advantage of the other blrda, I did not see one frigate bird ¢n Sand
tsland on this trip.

I have been asked what "can be done to protect the birds and build
up their numbers" on this Navy Base. The best procedure in the absence
of any bird soclety there I would say is for the Honolulu Audubon
Soclety to write any new Commandant taking charge of the Operating Base
and ask his assistance in protecting the birds. It might point out the
dangers confronting the birds which have to be guarded against, rats,
cats, doge, etc. I found that procedurs worked out well with the Navy
here before and after the war started. 1Its officers have been ever
cooperative. Admiral Nimitz has been keenly interested in the preser-
vation of our sea birds in the sphere of his stupendous operations., He
even found time to have me glven information on what extent the battle
of Midway affected the birds on the islands; that the terns suffered
to some eoxtent from the acrial bombardment but the albatrosses escaped
Injury, Alsc that Leyean Island €8d 1ts blrds have not been lnjured
by the war. The Commercial Pacific Cable Company's personnel have
always been careful of the birds. Cats that had gone wild were des=-
troyed and cats further prohiblted entrance to the 1sland. This condie
tion holds today, though unforturneately there are doges, but thess are
under strict surveillapce It 15 hagd to prohiiblt 0o whers there are
large numbers of lonely men., I feel no concern for the albatrosses,
terns and tropic birds as long as rats are controlled, cats prohibilted,
men and dogs regulated. There is much in what Fisher and Baldwin say
about the next few years being critical in the history of ocur sea birds
and an immediate survey being advisable, A regular parole of the Rew
servation and a resident caretsker at Laysan as recommended by Willlam
Alanson Bryan in 1912 is I think the best solution 1 1t can be brought
about. There was a movement to inaugurate a Bird Club at Midway recent-
1y, If it takes shape and such organizations could be establlshed at
all the United States permanent Operating Bases in the Paciflc a tre-
mendous amount of information tould be amassed. There is much tc be
learned of the life hlstory of our ses blrds. Flsher and Baldwin menw
tion the abundance of certain blrds on one island of Midway and not on
the other and this is an interesting study. Also why they change 1ls=
lands as I am sure some of them do.

i

D

It is regrettable that Flsher and Baldwin did not find the raill
and sc did not oontinue thelr visit to Laysan to establish 1% there.
The Commandant of the Base at Midway, Commodore Gall Morgan, was ready
to transport them to Laysan 1f they had found ralls to take there.
They made a good informative count of the Midway birds and could have
taken a rough estimatc of the birds of Laysan on what would be a short
visit. Mr. George Kaufmann's visit to Pearl and Hermes Reef mentioned
by the scientists was evidently after the severe storm in 1630 or 31
which killed so many sea birds, He might ecasily have overlooked sur-
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viving raills as the different searches may have overlooked survivors
on Midway, brooding birds for Instance would be inconspicuous. It may
be but a forlorn hope that any remain at Laysan, Midway or Pearl and
Hermes Reef but we can cling to it till further investigation shows its
Tutllitvs

o0o

Notes on Bilrds of the South Pacific
by Terence U, Clark, Lieut,, USHH
Continued frow last issue,

Three birds were cbserved at Sangley Point, one Tern was common
in Manila Bay, close to the mouth of the Pasig RLVCP, and three others
were noted in a marshy spot near Nichols Field,~2ll in the Manila area,
Pive ofhers were lighed ot Bamar, Lot 48 b@fore stated, I have only
notes on them, Identification walts on written authority.

On Los Nepgros and Manus Islands, south of the equator, I noted

seven more extremely intereating species, three of them in the immedle
ate comp area and the others on a jeep ride to Seeadler Harbor,

The yellow=bellled Sunbird (Nectarinia jugularis) was evere-pre-

sentb, from the tlme wo stepped off the plane at 5145 AM. May 25th une
til we departed at eight o'cloek the followlng morning. My notes on
this feathored ray of sunshine read as Follows:

"Black head and throat, long curved black bill, lemon vecllow bew
low, olive back, Bmall, ¥lies 1ilke a Goldfinch, thrps like a Canary,
lisping song like Grasshopper Sparrow observed at Skokie Lagoons, Chilw-
cagoe. Feeds in flower bracts and on sbems of papayas. Collpctlng Cobm
webs from eyebrows of Quonset hut, winding them around on bill, This
last blrd has whitc spots on black wing tips, Two sat facing toward
each other on wire near B.0.Q. with heads and bills tilted at 45 degree
angle, twitterlng noilsily." I can add nothing to the field description
oxgent bo sdy bhar this mltC ig fouy inches long

A Beach Kingfisher, (Halcyon s. saurophaga-Gould) larger than our
Salpan friend, worked up and down the lagoon front all day, making
Very dlttle nolse for one of hie fanlly Cbuut it, however, This baird,
too, had a white head and underparts. The lnog, back and tall were n
brilliant blue. I saw two others along the shore of Manus Island
during our subsequent drive,.

The Quonsets of the squadron officers fronted on the shore-line,
end while visliting with the commanding offlcer, a black streaked slate=
gray Reef Heron Tlapped along the bes .ch and 1it on a pile of wave=- *
washed rocks. This was my only view of the dark phase of this intereste
ing bird, ILater 1n the day a pure white horon flew to the same spot
and remalped porched for some Limos

On our trip through the Manus jungle, speeding along on a per-
fect highway built by the inlmitable Seabces we passed colonles of two
distinct speciles

The first I bellcve to be Bouganville Crows, (Corvus meeki-Rothe
sehlld ), TH(V were large noisy black birds, congregabing 1n tall trees
along the roandside, and thelr grackle=like chatter advertised theilr
presence if they had not been visible,
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The second I have put down as Whiskered Tree Swifts, (Hemiprocne
mystacea woodfordiana-Hartert). They were slim-winged and lean appear=
ing,-streamlined would be our current one-word description, and the
first impression was two=-colored, steel-blue and black. I did not note
the white markings. They frequented molst areas, arched over by greab-
trees and pendant vines, and were swirling in and out, apparently feed~
ing on flying insects. Their grace in flight was reminiscent of the
Scissor-tailed Flycatcher when that personality was really showing off,
and they were of liko slze.

Topping the crest of o small ridge planted 1n Coconut palms, we
startled a beautifully colored Coconut Lory, (Trichoglossus haematodus
massena-Bonaparte). This green blrd, slightly larger than the similar-
1y marked Frult Dove, shows a dark patch below the beak, which is red,
and a larger area of bright red on the throat and breast.

On the return trip I saw a pelr of blrds that I san't pretend to
identify. but they are of sufficlcnt interest to mention at this time,
As we passed 2 sandy stream-bed, empty of all but small pools of water,
I saw two pullet-like creatures clearly ocutlined against the sandy
background., All that reglstered was the dark gray coloration and
chicken-like posture befcre they disappeared into the thicket. Elimi=-
nation was little help 1n this case, as they could be any of three
speccies,-Incubator Birds, Bushhens, or Purple Swamphens, I dno not
believe they were the last named, o8 the le gs were not elongated, nor
the sccond, as the size was greater than nine inches. I believe them
to be the first, Megapodius freycinet ermita-Hartlaub.

Wie stopped for over twenty-four hours in Kwajalein on the return,
and although wec toured that shell-wracked island in a jeep, I saw only
one bird. This was a black Microneslan Starling, which by location
shoulld have been Aplonis opacus angus=-Momylami, It flew displiritedly
from onec blasted palm to another along the water front, and my guess
18 that it must have been a vislitor from one of the other le ss punished
islands on the atoll.

The boat trip to Ebeye revealed half a dozen seemingly pure white
Terns, which I at first took to be Love-Terns, restlessly beatling along
the surface of the lagoon., Inspection through the ba t's telescope,
however, revealed a black band across the nape of the neck, extending
from eye to eye, and a pale gray cast to the upper surface of the
wings, which marked them as Black-Naped Terns, (Sterna sumatrana-
Raffles). They apparently nested on one of the smaller island between
Kwajalein and Ebeye, and one of the crew told me the natives ate them
with great rellsh whenever they could take them.

We spont another hour just at noon at Johnson on May 26th, and
the Frigate Birds and Wedgetalled Shearwaters were very active. I
not ed a few of the latter with lighter colared bellies, but the greatex
percentage were as dark, (or darker) below as above. Part of this
effect seems to pe & trick of the 1ight, but I can't belp but conclude
that most of the Johnson birds are dark-bellied.

I nlso observed some distinctly smaller birds of similar or darke:
coloration flying with the Wedge-tails, and these I took to be Christe
mas Shearwaters, (Puffinus nativitatis-Strects).

Four white Terns came close to the barge on which I was standlng,
and on these birds with deeply forked tails, black eyes gnd Bilia, 1
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could detect none of the black collar that marked the Kwajalein species,
I Jjudge them to be the true Gygls alba-Sparrme&n, and have them so
lisbed,

You pan appreciate of courae, that the clroumstances of the tripg
made with & definlte task in view that hed nothing to do with ormlthols
0fys pravented @ nore compléete record thEn the foregoing. 'L do nob
gub=mit any of thede records as sglentific data, but rather as & piece=
ture of what I observed casually and incidentally, in the hope that it
might Interest one who has speht as much time in the Pacific world as
Fou have,

I do hope, deeply that our government, through one of its agen-
cies willl see fit to take advantage of the present opportunities to
enriceh our store of knowledge of the avifauna native to these and
other places,- opportunities that if neglkcted now, may never present
themselves again,

000
August Bird Walk., Our hike on Sunday August 9th took us several miles
back into the hills above Alea. Interesting crowd, lots of fun, pers
fect weather, and as many birds as we deserved, This seemed %o be
thelr day for songs, for we heard apapanc and hill robins repeatedly,
10 ac

iablon to Lhe elesdlo, rice blrds, doves, cardinale, ote., Severs)
of the hill robing showed themselves brisfly; and a palr of elepalo
ingpected we oritically, deoldod Wwe were zafe, snd then pul on 2
aerobatic and ginging performance especielly for our benellt.

There were twelve on the hike, At lease we started with twelve,
but lost two for a time. I paught one attractive girl explainine to &
sallor new to the rock the wonders of shampoo giner, and telling him
how he should use the suds from its blossom for shampooing hls hande
some beard. I{ scemed gqulte sppropriate, witlh the war still Srying
to decide whether to quit, that we were served a Japancse confection
by one of the Hawalinn hikers. James Greenwood, Lieut., USNR

000

Lorin Gill reports seeing a Shama thrush on Tantalus, noting
glearly the While rump and white-edged talle Its song, he says, 18

mibel rieher and more varied thapn that ol the robim, The bird appris
ently has taken up 1ts abode close to his home, and seems guite fear-

lesa, oo ing Into the opeh 1egdl 1y,

BIRD WALK FOR OCTOBER. To Tantalus, October l4, Meet at the corner
of Punahou and Nehoa a t 10:00 AN,
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