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INTRODUCTION

The pigeons and doves are a large and immediately recognisable family distributed across all continents except Antarctica, and include some of our most familiar birds such as the ubiquitous Feral/Rock Pigeon Columba livia, as well as some of the world’s least known birds such as the Negros Fruit Dove Ptilinopus arcanus, known from just one specimen. Morphologically they are a very uniform family; even the lay observer will rarely fail to recognise a pigeon for what it is, and only the pheasant-like Otidiphaps and the peculiar Didunculus diverge much from the familiar pigeon structure. Generally, there is no specific distinction between ‘pigeons’ and ‘doves’ with the former being used for the larger species and the latter for the smaller species.

Having said that, pigeons vary enormously in size, from the sparrow-sized Columbina ground doves of the Americas and the fruit dove Ptilinopus nanus of New Guinea to the huge terrestrial fowl-like Goura crowned pigeons, also of New Guinea. Plumage colour and pattern also display a great deal of variety from dull uniform browns and greys to brilliant orange or green with bright patches of colour, particularly on the head, wings and underparts. Some tropical species are amongst the most colourful of all birds. Other species sport long crests, most highly developed in the spectacular crowned pigeons, many species have modified neck feathers, either bifurcate, trifurcate or elongated to form fowl-like ‘hackles’, and some show various modifications to the flight feathers such as attenuated primaries, lobes or indentations on the innerwebs or bifurcate tips; the latter is particularly developed in Drepanoptila.

The majority of pigeons are rather subtly plumaged in soft greys and browns, often with pink suffusion on parts of the body and metallic gloss on the neck and upperparts, and when sympatric with congeners they often have conspicuous species-specific markings on the head, neck, wings and/or tail. There is a distinct tendency for species with no close sympatric relatives to lose these species-specific characters; hence the most strikingly marked species are found on larger landmasses which support a greater diversity of congeners.

All pigeons are predominantly granivorous or frugivorous although leaves, flowers and buds are often eaten by some and occasionally by many species. Some are known to take invertebrates such as worms, small snails and insect larvae, perhaps mainly when breeding. Although the greatest number of species are associated with forest, woodland and other tree-dominated environments, the family has successfully exploited a great many habitats including sea-cliffs, the high altitudes of the Himalayas near the snow-line and the open treeless semi-deserts of central Australia. Many species in both open and forested habitats have become terrestrial, particularly in the absence of potentially competing gallinaceous birds. In New Guinea, where there are no galliforms, and rarely more than two species of scrubfowl Megapodidae occupying the forest-floor niche in any one area, there is an especially high diversity of terrestrial pigeons, including the remarkably pheasant-like Otidiphaps.

Most pigeons are strong fliers, a few undertaking long seasonal migrations and a much larger number wandering nomadically to exploit patchily distributed tropical fruiting trees. This behaviour has probably contributed to many species’ ability to disperse over the oceans to numerous small islands where they have often differentiated into endemic forms. Even some of the terrestrial forest species are known to have eruptive behaviour in response to erratic fruiting patterns, and the genus Gallicolumba has been particularly successful in colonising Pacific islands. The ancestors of G. jobiensis appear to have spread east several times, at one time or another probably colonising most of the Pacific, where they differentiated in isolation, many becoming extinct as soon as Polynesians arrived. While some colonists of all genera have become sedentary insular endemics others, particularly amongst the genera Ptilinopus and Ducula, have evolved into ‘super-tramps’, wandering from island to island and thus able to exploit the resources of very small islands with an impoverished flora which would be unable to support viable populations in the long term on their own.

The success of the family in occupying so much of the globe and often being very abundant is perhaps surprising given that pigeons are much sought-after by many predators, including humans, and lack any means to defend themselves other than relying on remaining unobserved and on swift flight. That many species are able to cope with heavy predation is probably due to their breeding biology. Pigeons invest very little effort in nest-building, usually constructing a flimsy platform which often looks like no more than a natural accumulation of twigs on a horizontal branch; thus if it is predated, a new nest can be constructed within a few days. They have not evolved cryptically coloured eggs; all species normally lay one or two conspicuous whitish eggs which can often be seen clearly from below through the nest, so they rely on tight-sitting and a relatively short incubation period to hatch their young before being discovered. The young are born helpless but the small number of young in the nest allows them to grow remarkably rapidly on crop-milk, a protein-rich secretion which avoids the need to supplement the diet with invertebrates. The fledglings quickly become capable of flight and leave the nest when barely half the size of the adult, thereby further reducing their period of greatest vulnerability. This compression of the breeding cycle often allows many broods to be reared in succession, sustaining the population without resorting to elaborate precautions or producing the large clutches that we see in other families of birds. The Nicobar Pigeon Caloenas nicobarica is often described as an exception to this rule in having a much more extended fledging period, but in captivity it is able to fledge in a length of time to be expected of a bird of its size.

TAXONOMY AND PHYLOGENY

The pigeons Columbidae are a very distinctive family of birds, containing no species which indicate a link with other families. Likewise there are no species placed in other families which provide such a link. The only family which is indisputably closely related to the Columbidae is the Raphidae, containing the extinct Dodo and solitaires. The three raphids were all highly specialised insular endemics which were probably at least as modified from any hypothetical proto-columbid as are the modern pigeons, so they shed no light on the affinities of the Columbidae with other modern families.

Traditionally the sandgrouse Pteroclidae were thought to have affinities with the pigeons, but Goodwin (1983) thought that these were more likely to be the result of convergence, and suggested that sandgrouse were phylogenetically closer to plovers. Goodwin’s (1983) opinion has been borne out by the DNA-DNA hybridisation work of Sibley & Ahlquist (1990), which places the Pteroclidae within the suborder Charadrii alongside the plovers, other waders and gulls.

In most lists the pigeons are placed close to the parrots and it has been suggested that the Tooth-billed Pigeon Didunculus strigirostris, based on studies of jaw and tongue musculature, is a relict of very early pigeon stock which formed a link with the parrots (Burton 1974). However, Goodwin (1983) considered the superficially parrot-like bill of Didunculus to be a relatively recent adaptation to a very specialised diet, and not indicative of a phylogenetic relationship to the parrots. Beichle (1987) showed that Didunculus does indeed have a very specialised diet, thereby supporting Goodwin’s (1983) opinion. DNA-DNA hybridisation showed no close relation between the pigeons and parrots, placing them in different superorders, but Didunculus was not specifically investigated.

The pigeons are placed by Sibley & Monroe (1990) in the superorder Passerimorphae, which contains four orders, Columbiformes, Gruiformes, Ciconiiformes and Passeriformes. The fossil record does not help in deciding on the relative merits of the traditional approach as against that of Sibley & Ahlquist (1990). The few fossil pigeons known clearly belong to the modern family Columbidae, and the hypothetical proto-columbid which may cast some light on the family’s affinities has not been found. Until such fossil evidence comes to light it is best to keep an open mind about the origins of the Columbidae. Although DNA-DNA hybridisation and other molecular techniques are fashionable these days, it is preferable to consider them as another string to the systematist’s bow and not necessarily more reliable than the anatomical characters used in traditional taxonomy.

CONSERVATION AND TRADE

Although the family of pigeons is very successful, with many species well able to withstand the depredations of an ever-increasing human population and rapidly changing environment, it also contains some very rare and vulnerable species. Paradoxically, in many cases it has been the pigeon’s great capacity to colonise new areas, particularly isolated oceanic islands, which has resulted in such a large proportion of the known species ending up on red lists.

Sadly a relatively large number of Columbiformes have already disappeared, and the Dodo Raphus cucullatus has become synonymous with the concept of extinction and is a classic example of the vulnerability of specialised forms isolated on predator-free islands. The introduction of alien land mammals, particularly rats, cats and pigs, to small islands has led to the elimination of many species, and it is likely that an even greater number vanished before European naturalists discovered them. In the Pacific in particular, it is likely that every isolated island or group of islands supported endemic representatives of Ducula, Ptilinopus and Gallicolumba, and some would have had more peculiar and specialised forms such as Didunculus. It is probable that as the Polynesians spread across the Pacific, taking with them the Polynesian Rat Rattus exulans, dozens of unique forms were extirpated.

The Passenger Pigeon Ectopistes migratorius is almost as famous as the Dodo as an example of the destructive proclivities of our species; in this case an enormously abundant continental bird was reduced to unviable population levels by hunting. No doubt the demise of the Passenger Pigeon was at least in part due to habitat loss as the forests of eastern America were felled. There are still some pigeons highly vulnerable to introduced predators on islands where, by luck, synanthropic mammals are absent, and hunting is also a threat to the larger, more sought-after species as the more remote areas of the world are opened up. However, most of the species unable to cope with the depredations of recent mammalian colonists, including humans, are already extinct, so continued deforestation, degradation and fragmentation of natural habitats is the main problem for the surviving threatened species.

The wholesale clearance of forests obviously has a catastrophic effect, but the effects of selective logging for commercially valuable timber and the fragmentation and increasing isolation of forest blocks are not so readily apparent. Pigeons are often highly mobile, able to exploit spatially and temporally patchy food resources, and many are long-lived. For these reasons logged forest, small forest patches and isolated nature reserves may for several years continue to support species which will, however, ultimately disappear through poor breeding success in suboptimal habitat. Selective logging will remove many important mature fruit trees which produce a much higher yield than the secondary growth which replaces them. The smaller a forest patch is, the less likely it will be to contain sufficient trees in fruit throughout the year, thus forcing birds to seek out other forest patches in ever-longer flights over open country. Not only does this expose the wandering birds to avian predators but the extra time involved in foraging over greater distances leaves the population with reduced breeding opportunities. So, although a birdwatcher visiting a newly logged area may find pigeons apparently as abundant, and even easier to see in the opened canopy, as in undisturbed forest, this is not necessarily a reason for optimism. The long-term prospects of some species in these situations need more research and continued monitoring.

Trade in live birds is not such a worrying factor in pigeon conservation as it is for parrots and some passerines. Although a wide range of species is kept as pets in many countries, it is mainly the common species, particularly the Zebra Dove Geopelia striata, which are trapped in any numbers. It might be thought that some of the very brightly coloured fruit doves would be popular cagebirds, but they are often highly strung and do not thrive in captivity. Many species, especially green pigeons Treron, lose their bright pigments in captivity if not supplied with the specialised diet they require. In anything less than ideal, spacious conditions, the frugivorous species often look a sorry sight in captivity and will not live long; as a result, large-scale trafficking for the pet trade has not developed as it has for parrots. Granivorous species are far easier to maintain in captivity, but these are generally not so brilliantly plumaged as the fruit doves and can also be highly strung, so even these are relatively scarce in the avicultural world. When pigeons are trapped in their native countries they far more often end up in the pot than in the pet trade.

Collar et al. (1994) listed 56 species of pigeons as Threatened, a further 45 as Near-Threatened and one as Conservation Dependent. Thus about a third of all pigeons known or thought to be extant are, to a greater or lesser degree, in danger of extinction in the absence of efforts to prevent this. Additionally, many distinctive races not listed by Collar et al. (1994) are equally endangered. Of the large bird families in the world few contain such a high proportion of endangered species. We hope that this work will make a small contribution towards highlighting the plight of some of our most beautiful and relatively neglected birds.


SCOPE AND LAYOUT OF THE BOOK

This is the first fully illustrated treatment of the pigeons of the world and the first comprehensive book on pigeons since Derek Goodwin’s Pigeons and Doves of the World, last printed in 1983. We owe a great debt of gratitude to this authoritative publication, which proved an invaluable source of information. Every effort has been made to refer to original sources in the literature, find new published information and examine skins of as many taxa from as many geographical areas as possible. Particular emphasis has been placed on field observations, both of the authors and of many other birdwatchers; photographs of birds in their natural habitat have been used by the artists to ensure that the illustrations are as accurate as possible.

The division of work between the authors was as follows: DG was responsible for the texts of all Palearctic, Oriental, Australasian and Pacific species, while EB tackled the Afrotropical (and Indian Ocean) species together with all the New World pigeons. Similarly, the plates were divided between EB and JC, so that EB generally painted the species that he authored. However, in order to maintain uniformity of style it was agreed that genera would not be split between artists. Thus, EB painted all the Columba and Streptopelia and all other New World species, as well as some exclusively Asian genera such as Macropygia and most of the Australasian genera. JC painted most of DG’s remaining species, including all the Gallicolumba, Treron, Ptilinopus and Ducula species.

EXPLANATION OF THE SYSTEMATIC ACCOUNTS

The layout of the systematic accounts is similar to that in other books in this series, but modified to take account of the general traits of the family Columbidae. When dealing with species which pose an identification problem, particular emphasis has been placed on field identification and similar species. Characteristics common to a genus are summarised in the account heading the group along with a discussion of the antecedence of the genus and the relative affinities between the species within it.

Nomenclature and systematic order

The scientific and vernacular names and their sequence largely follow Sibley & Monroe (1990) with some corrections taken from Sibley & Monroe (1993). For one species, the Spotted Green Pigeon Caloenas maculata omitted by Sibley & Monroe (1990, 1993), in the absence of any more recent published opinion we follow Forbes (1898) and have placed it immediately after the Nicobar Pigeon C. nicobarica as its only known putative congener.

Alternative vernacular names prevalent in the (English language) literature are listed to assist the correlation of the species with accounts which fail to use scientific binomials. Names from other languages or in use within the range of the species are only included when they are likely to be particularly useful for the birdwatcher. A full synonymy of scientific names is beyond the scope of this essentially descriptive work but can be found by referring to Peters (1937) and Salvadori (1893).

Identification

In this section the salient identification features of the species are summarised with reference to the possible confusion species found, or potentially found, within its geographic range. For comparative purposes a median overall length, bill tip to tail tip, is given, deduced from measurements taken from skins and the literature. For polytypic species the characteristics listed are, when possible, common to all taxa included within the species, but where there are very distinct races these are mentioned and identification features listed separately if this is important for the determination of the species. For the better known species for which there are some field data, useful behavioural characteristics are included in this part.

Similar species Species which in one or more of their plumages might be confused with the pigeon under consideration are listed using both vernacular and scientific names. This is followed in parentheses by the geographical area in which the two species are actually or potentially found together. In the descriptive part, features are listed giving their difference from the corresponding features in the field identification account. This is intended as a quick reference but in the case of more critical identifications the reader should always refer to the full account of the potential confusion species and, of course, the plates.

Voice

The transliteration of bird vocalisations is always prone to the differing interpretations of various authors and is never wholly satisfactory. Fortunately the relatively simple calls of pigeons are rather easier to describe in words than the complex songs of many passerines, the differences between closely related species often being the pitch or rate of delivery of simple coos. Wherever possible, tapes of birds calling in their natural habitats have been listened to and transliterations taken from them. Of course, many species have never been recorded in the wild or such tapes have not been available to us, in which case we have had to rely on published transliterations. Where there are several markedly different transliterations or descriptions of vocalisations in the literature, they have all been listed with appropriate citations unless there is good reason to suppose that they might be erroneous. If several transliterations differ only slightly, and the variation appears to be the result of differing interpretation of the same calls, we have often used only the most recent or that from those who have had most field contact with the species.

It is a sad fact that pigeon vocalisations are still very poorly known, particularly from the Oriental region, and the advent of tape-recorders has not addressed this gap in our knowledge as much as might be expected. Birdwatchers seem rarely to make an effort to record pigeons as they might with passerines, perhaps in the belief that they are not prone to being attracted by play-back; however, this is not always the case, as many species have been attracted by imitations of their calls. Another difficulty is that pigeons often call from dense cover, so when they are recorded they cannot always be found and identified with certainty. For birdwatchers who wish to contribute to our knowledge of pigeons, this is an area where a little effort could improve the situation significantly.

Habits

Here we summarise the current state of knowledge about the behaviour of each species. Often very little or nothing is known, and our total knowledge can be laid out in one sentence. The account is set out with those characteristics of a species likely to be most useful to a birdwatcher at the beginning: social organisation, flight patterns, food and feeding behaviour and any migratory or nomadic behaviour. This is followed by an account of breeding biology as far as is known; courtship displays have only been completely described for a few species and only partially for many more. The nests of pigeons are flimsy structures which vary little between species; eggs are also very similar in all pigeons, varying in size and glossiness of the white shell, so only a very brief description is given when known, together with clutch size, incubation and fledging times.

Habitat

The preferred habitat of each species is described as far as is known. Often this is rather vague, the birds simply being recorded in ‘forest’, for example, but the better known species invariably can be shown to frequent a particular type of forest. Pigeons are often very mobile, so wandering non-breeding birds can regularly be found outside their normal habitat.

The same is true of altitudinal range. Many species restricted to definite elevations while breeding will spread into lower and even higher areas when trees in fruit become fewer in their usual habitat. Moreover, altitudinal ranges often vary geographically: a species may be strictly montane on a large landmass where it faces competition from congeners adapted to the lowlands, but on a small island in the absence of such competition it will exploit resources at all altitudes. There is also a tendency for the lower elevation limits of all montane species to decrease with decreasing size of island, even if lowland competitors are present. Stunted montane forest can often be found on the ridge-tops of small, relatively low islands at an altitude where, on a much larger island, only tall submontane forest would be found. For many species it has not been possible to list altitudinal ranges for every island, even if known, but where some of this information has been available a representative selection of ranges from islands of differing size and degrees of isolation are given.

Status and distribution

The distribution of each species is given in some detail. All the range countries are mentioned and, if known, the regions within these countries where it is found. When a species is distributed across an archipelago, an attempt has been made to name all the islands from which it is known, but in some instances several islands may be lumped together. We have tried to use the current names of regions and islands, but where some confusion exists the old names found in the literature consulted have often been maintained to avoid any error of translation. In some parts of the world the spellings of island names have not yet stabilised, so when several spellings were encountered on different maps or in the literature, we have commonly used the name found in The Times Atlas of the World comprehensive edition (1997).

Generally understood terms are used to indicate the abundance or rarity of each species over the greater part of its range. Of course, no animal is equally abundant throughout its range, so where known the status of each species is given for islands or regions at the periphery of its distribution as well as at the core or in the most optimal parts. Abundance often varies seasonally or, for nomadic species, quite unpredictably, so a species common in an area one month may be absent the next. Species generally regarded as rare can sometimes be common in particularly favourable habitats or when an erratic food supply becomes available in a limited locality, such as the seeding of bamboos. For threatened species, conservation problems are summarised together with the status given in Collar et al. (1994).

A map is included for each species. Generally, three intensities of shading indicate resident (80%), breeding visitor (50%), and non-breeding visitor (30%) ranges. Hatched shading indicates a sparse distribution, a cross indicates a vagrant record and a question mark indicates an area of uncertain status.

Description

Detailed plumage descriptions may seem superfluous in a fully illustrated book such as this, but they do serve to highlight features and details which may not always be immediately apparent or even visible on the plates. Most importantly, it is from the main description that comparisons are made with the races (not all of which have been illustrated) described in the next section. In most cases the main description is of the nominate race, but in rare instances where the nominate is rare, had few or no specimens available for study, or occurs in an area very rarely visited by birdwatchers, then the race most likely to be encountered is described. In these cases the race under consideration is given at the beginning of the description.

All descriptions are ordered systematically, the vast majority starting with the forehead to the mantle, wings, back to tail, chin, ear-coverts, throat to undertail-coverts, undertail and underwings, deviating only when plumage pattern dictated an alternative order. The colours of bill, iris, orbital skin and legs are given when known. For sexually dichromatic species a briefer description is given of the female, emphasising the features that distinguish the sexes. A very few species have different colour morphs within a single population; these are usually treated separately.

The juvenile is defined as a bird retaining some or all of the plumage grown in the nest, and is usually described with reference to the female plumage to which it is normally closest. The vast majority of pigeons moult directly from the plumage grown in the nest to a plumage virtually indistinguishable from that of the respective sexes of the adult. In those few instances where there is a subadult plumage in one or both sexes, this is described under the heading ‘Immature’.

Measurements

The measurements have all been taken directly from skins supplemented with data from the literature when skins were unavailable and published measurements appeared to be reliable. No attempt has been made to tidy up these measurements if they do not conform to those published in the literature; it was felt that a few accurate measurements was preferable to repeating data we were unable to verify. Weights were only available for a few species and were either taken from the literature or directly from specimen labels.

Geographical variation

With polytypic species the number of races and how they differ generally are set out briefly. When a dispute in the literature regarding the validity of some or all races has forced us to choose what to list, we discuss our reasons in more detail. In some cases we accept none of the described races and the species is treated as monotypic; in these cases the rejected taxa are mentioned and discussed in this introductory part and not listed below.

The subspecies included and their sequence are based on Peters (1937) but frequently modified, added to or reorganised in the light of more recent published taxonomic opinion. The sequence of races generally starts with the taxon used for the main description, usually the nominate, and is then organised geographically running from north-west to south-east. However, we have not felt constrained to adhere rigorously to this arbitrary arrangement, so when races fall into definable natural groups at variance with the strict geographical pattern the taxa are rearranged to keep the similar forms together. These infraspecific groups are usually defined in the introductory account and labelled using the oldest subspecific name.

Many such groups are likely to be elevated to species level by those taxonomists favouring the more narrowly defined species paradigm. Conversely a very large number of named forms were based on inadequate material by overzealous taxonomists, and have been or are likely to be shown to represent no more than individual or clinal variation. We have synonymised such cases when a published justification for doing so could be found; otherwise we have listed the race as normal but noted that it is probably invalid. Each accepted race is listed together with the author and date of the original description. This is followed, in parentheses, by the distribution of the race as far as can be ascertained; but in the case of clinal species on a single landmass, the ranges of the named races are often impossible to delineate with any precision. Each race is described with reference to the relevant sex in the main description or one of the foregoing subspecific descriptions.

References

The main sources on which the account is based are listed here. Some sources from which specific details have been taken are cited within the text and may not be repeated here. All citations are given in full in the Bibliography.


TOPOGRAPHY
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RAPHIDAE

The Dodo and solitaires do not, at first sight, bear much resemblance to typical pigeons; indeed they are sufficiently distinct to be placed in their own family within the Order Columbiformes. It is likely that their peculiar appearance is the result of adaptations to insular life on small, predator-free islands. If one compares the Dodo with nestling pigeons their similarities are more apparent. The characteristics of these three species are probably the result of neotony and gigantism. Although clearly related to the pigeons, their origin cannot be linked to any modern genus. They must have become isolated long before any modern lines evolved or be derived from long extinct stock. The three species are certainly monophyletic but have been isolated from each other for a very long time, sufficient for at least one species to be placed in a separate genus. All three were terrestrial, forest species, and their long evolution on the Mascarene Islands left them quite unable to cope with the arrival of man. All three species had disappeared forever before the concept of extinction had even been thought about.
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1 DODO

Raphus cucullatus          Not illustrated

VOICE The vocalisations of the Dodo were not accurately described by contemporary writers, but one theory states that the name Dodo was coined by the Portuguese as a simple rendering of a disyllabic cooing call. This type of call would certainly be consistent with the columbid affinities of the Raphidae. Other authors assert that the name Dodo is not onomatopoeic but derived from the Portuguese word doudo or doido meaning idiot, but this does not appear in any Portuguese writing of the time. Others believe that it is derived from the old Dutch word dronte meaning swollen. Early Dutch mariners reported that the dodo let out a cry when captured which attracted other Dodos, enabling them to be captured also. Another, perhaps doubtful source, reported that it had a cry like that of a young goose.

HABITS The very limited contemporary accounts suggest that the Dodo was a solitary bird. Obviously its flightlessness rendered it completely terrestrial, nesting and foraging on the forest floor of the Mauritian interior. It appears to have been a very confiding species, in common with other long isolated species on predator-free islands; it had little natural fear of humans, and presumably of the predators introduced by him. Although Dodos were clearly relatively easily captured by visiting mariners armed with sticks, they were not completely defenceless and were reportedly capable of using their heavy hooked bill against a predator. Recent studies on the cantilever strength of the leg bones suggest that the Dodo held its legs relatively straight, giving it a long-legged appearance and probably quite a turn of speed (Kitchener 1993). Contemporary accounts said little about its diet, merely noting that it ate fruit and swallowed stones (presumably to aid in the digestion of hard seeds). The heavy, hooked bill and bare face suggest that the Dodo may have torn into large fleshy fruits. That they were able to survive on long journeys aboard ship to Europe indicates that they may have had a generalised diet, accepting a wide variety of food, even, as suggested by one author, ships’ biscuits. Whatever it may have been able to live on in captivity, fruits and seeds are likely to have comprised the bulk of its food in its native forests, perhaps particularly palm fruits which were especially diverse in pre-settlement Mauritius (Hachisuka 1953). Mauritian folklore and some investigators suggested that the chronic failure of the tambalacoque tree (Sapotaceae: Sideroxylon grandiflorum) to regenerate was due to the fact that they needed to pass through the gut of a Dodo in order to germinate. However, trees younger than 270 years old have now been found, and the very hard seeds have been shown to be capable of germination in the absence of the scarification caused by passing through the gut of a large bird (Witmer & Cheke 1991). Virtually nothing was recorded of the breeding biology of the Dodo. One disputed source states that it laid a single white egg on a mass of grass in the forest; that it nested on the ground, where its eggs and young were highly vulnerable to introduced predators, can hardly be doubted. A single egg claimed as a Dodo’s is held in the East London Museum, South Africa, but its identity is disputed and no modern techniques have been applied to prove its authenticity.

HABITAT The Dodo was a denizen of the native forests and woods of the interior of Mauritius. No details of its habitat preferences were ever recorded, so it is not known if it ever frequented more open areas.
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STATUS AND DISTRIBUTION The Dodo is a classic example of insular endemism, confined as it was to the Mascarene Island of Mauritius in the Indian Ocean. The Dodo is even more famous for being extinct, indeed it was the first recorded extinction of any animal in an age when the products of creation were considered constant and such an outcome was not thought to be possible. Mauritius was discovered by the Portuguese about 1507. Although they did not colonise the island it soon became an important watering and resupply stop on the rich sea routes to the east. Dodos and other endemic wildlife, particularly the giant tortoises Geochelone, were hunted mercilessly but it is probable that their fate was sealed by the introduction of pigs, macaques and rats. Although an adult Dodo was probably large enough to ward off these alien mammals, its eggs and young would have been defenceless and easily found. The last reliable report of a living Dodo dates from 1662 when Mauritius was uninhabited, although a small, transient, Dutch colony had been present on the island a few years before this time. In that year the shipwrecked Volquard Iversen captured several Dodos on a small off-shore island which could be walked to only at low tide. No human is known to have set eyes on a living Dodo again. Perhaps an ageing population hung on in the more inaccessible interior of the island, but essentially this most extraordinary and wonderful bird was lost to us in less than 160 years after the time of the discovery of its island home.

DESCRIPTION

Adult Sexes not known to differ. No intact specimens have survived the 340 years since the Dodo became extinct; all those convincing ‘stuffed’ birds often seen in museums are fakes. All we have to reconstruct an image of this most celebrated of all extinct birds are a few dismembered heads and feet, subfossil bones and the descriptions and illustrations of contemporary narrators and artists. The Dodo was a large bird, larger than a turkey, with a heavy, hook-tipped bill. Traditionally it has been portrayed as a fat, even obese, ungainly creature, contemporary reports often referring to it as swollen or gross, claiming that it weighed as much as 23 kg. Recent research on skeletal remains of Dodos indicates that they were much more slightly built birds than the familiar illustrations suggest. By weighing and measuring bones Kitchener (1993) estimates a weight of from 12 to 13.7 kg; this estimate accords with some of the very earliest accounts and sketches from visitors to Mauritius before 1605 who depicted a slimmer, longer-legged bird. Forehead, face and chin consisted of naked skin but in some illustrations the entire head is either covered with blackish feathers or naked. The plumage was reported to have a downy appearance, crown, neck and upper parts greyish, dark brown or dark blue-grey; throat and under parts of a lighter grey to off-white. The 5–6 yellowish-white tail feathers were short and curled downward, wings much reduced in size with 5–9 short pale yellowish-coloured primaries. Thighs blackish. Iris probably whitish. Orbital skin and bare part of the head probably ash-coloured. Bill green or black. Feet yellow.

Juvenile Unknown.

MEASUREMENTS Overall length about 1,000 mm. Weight probably 12,000–13,700 g but some accounts record 23,000 g.

GEOGRAPHICAL VARIATION 1Monotypic.

REFERENCES Brom & Prins (1989), Fuller (1987), Green–way (1958), Kitchener (1993), Quammen (1996), Witmer & Cheke (1991).

2 RÉUNION SOLITAIRE

Raphus solitarius       Not illustrated

Alternative names: White Dodo/Solitaire, Réunion Dodo

VOICE The vocalisations of this little-known relative of the Dodo Raphus cucullatus of Mauritius do not seem to have been recorded by any contemporary observers or subsequent narrators.

HABITS Despite the fact that this species survived considerably longer after discovery than the Dodo, even into the time of permanent colonisation of the island, very little was ever recorded about it. All commentators agreed that it was flightless and a very solitary bird, hence its vernacular name. Like the Dodo it was confiding, having little fear of man and being easily caught. Unlike the Dodo it did not take well to captivity: ‘as soon as they were on board ship, they died of melancholy, having refused to eat or drink’ (Fuller 1987).

HABITAT Presumably a denizen or the native woodlands of the interior of Réunion, where it was said only to frequent the most secluded places. However, it is likely that this restriction to more remote areas was the result of being extirpated from areas frequented by humans and their commensals.
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STATUS AND DISTRIBUTION Only ever reported from Réunion (Mascarene Islands), in the Indian Ocean. It was first recorded in 1625 and seems to have survived until at least 1750. By this time French colonies had been established on the island so, like the Dodo, it presumably succumbed to the depredations of pigs, cats, rats and, no doubt, the human inhabitants.

DESCRIPTION

Adult Although sexual differences have been surmised from variations in the illustrations attributed to this species these are pure speculation. No specimen exists from which to take a description; indeed there is no convincing evidence that live birds or specimens ever reached Europe. All we have to go on are contemporary accounts and illustrations; the accounts are very brief but sufficiently convincing to leave little doubt that a large flightless bird reminiscent of the Dodo once inhabited Réunion. Not even any subfossil remains have been found to confirm beyond doubt that a Dodo-like bird once lived on Réunion, where recent excavations have found only the bones of an extinct species of ibis. Such a bird is not mentioned in any of the contemporary accounts, so it has been hypothesised that the Réunion Solitaire and this subfossil ibis are one and the same thing (Mourer-Chauvire et al. 1996). From old paintings and descriptions the Réunion Solitaire was apparently very like the Dodo, large, very fat, with a heavy, hook-tipped bill, naked face, very reduced wings, ostrich-like tail feathers which curled down, and a long neck. One account states that its legs were a little longer than those of a turkey. Plumage was said to be white, some authors mentioning a yellow tinge and black tips to the primaries and tail feathers. Bill black, greyish or light fawn on the tip, base and facial skin yellowish, greyish or greenish. These colours are taken from paintings which are unlikely to be reliable.

Juvenile Unknown.

MEASUREMENTS Overall length about 1,000 mm.

GEOGRAPHICAL VARIATION Monotypic.

REFERENCES Fuller (1987), Greenway (1958), Mourer-Chauvire et al. (1996).




3 RODRIGUES SOLITAIRE

Pezophaps solitaria       Not illustrated

Alternative names: Rodrigues Solitary

VOICE No vocalisations were ever recorded. François Leguat, who supplies us with most of the information we have about this species, reported that when caught ‘they made no sound, they simply shed tears’ (Fuller 1987). Males reportedly called to females or expressed anger by making a noise like distant thunder with their wings.

HABITS Terrestrial and flightless, as suggested by both its vernacular and scientific names, this bird was often found alone. However, Leguat wrote that pairs would often stay together after breeding and even form groups of 30–40, although keeping together within such flocks. In contrast to the two Raphus species, the Rodrigues Solitaire was described as graceful with a stately walk and able to run swiftly over rough country. Its diet consisted of dates and the seeds and leaves of trees which it picked from the ground. Like the Dodo, the gizzards of Solitaires were found to contain large, smooth stones the size of a chicken’s egg, presumably to assist in grinding hard seeds. Once a year a single chick was reared which remained depen–dent on its parents for several months. Contemporary accounts suggest that both male and female were involved in rearing the young, during which time they were particularly intolerant of other Solitaires.

HABITAT The species primarily lived in the native woods and forests.

STATUS AND DISTRIBUTION Formerly endemic to the small (104 km2) island of Rodrigues (Mascarene Islands) in the Indian Ocean. While it still appeared to be frequent during Leguat’s time in the 1730s, by the second half of that century it must have declined rapidly and almost certainly disappeared by 1800.




DESCRIPTION

Adult Early writers claimed that the male was generally grey and the female the colour of fair hair; others described a white bird. There is now no way of knowing if these reported plumage differences were indeed sexual dichromatism, related to age, variation or simply inaccuracies in the authors’ memories. Rodrigues Solitaires were large birds, apparently weighing 18–22.5 kg, but they were more gracile, perhaps longer-necked and longer-legged than the Dodo. Head large, the bill with a sharp hook like the Dodo but not nearly so extremely developed. Above the base of the bill was a band of short velvety-black feathers which were probably somewhat protuberant. The small wings had a ball-like lump on the metacarpal which is presumed to have been defensive but was perhaps more probably used in intraspecific territorial disputes. Body plumage generally grey or pale brown, possibly paler on the breast and blackish on the back. The feathers probably had a hair-like appearance similar to that seen in present day ratites. Iris black.

Juvenile Unknown.

MEASUREMENTS Overall length about 900 mm. Weight 18,000–22,500 g.

GEOGRAPHICAL VARIATION Monotypic.

REFERENCES Fuller (1987), Greenway (1958).

COLUMBIDAE

The pigeons and doves are the only extant family within the Order Columbiformes. Recent DNA studies have shown that they have no living close relatives. The family is cosmopolitan, occurring throughout the world with the exception of extremely hot or cold regions. The terms ‘pigeon’ and ‘dove’ are somewhat interchangeable; pigeon generally refers to the larger species and dove to the smaller, more elegant species. The family can be divided into five subfamilies: Columbinae (typical seed-eating pigeons: 187 species); Otidiphabinae (Pheasant Pigeon: 1 species); Treroninae (fruit doves: 124 species); Gourinae (crowned pigeons: 3 species); Didunculinae (Tooth-billed Pigeon: 1 species). The 316 species of pigeons and doves (as recognised in this book) are divided into 42 genera.


COLUMBA

With 54 species this is the largest genus within the Columbidae and has the widest distribution, occurring almost everywhere where pigeons are found. It is a very diverse group but typically rather subtly plumaged in soft greys and browns, often with white markings especially on the head and neck and iridescent greens and purples on the neck and breast. The neck feathers are often stiffened and aligned, forming a series of furrows, a feature otherwise only seen in Streptopelia. Members of Columba are strong fliers, often gregarious, arboreal frugivores or semi-terrestrial granivores, and sexual dichromatism is relatively slight or moderate.

The genus is most closely related to Streptopelia and some species, particularly S. picturata, are somewhat intermediate and have been placed in both genera by different authors. The relationship of Columba to other genera is obscure but the Columba/Streptopelia stock probably diverged from ancient pigeons well before any recognisable present-day genera evolved. Within the genus the Old World and New World birds belong to quite different groupings which often seem as distinct from each other as Columba does from other genera. Many of the more widespread species of Columba are highly polytypic, some with very distinct races which may merit elevation to allospecies status.

Two other early radiations from the Columba stock are mayeri and lavata, both placed in separate monotypic genera by Goodwin (1983), Nesoenas and Aplopelia respectively. The unusual C. mayeri is morphologically similar to some Columba species although its courtship displays are more like those of Streptopelia. C. larvata is sometimes considered to be close to Streptopelia, and there are also similarities with the New World Leptotila. Nevertheless, its plumages are similar to those of other African forest doves in the ‘bronze-naped pigeon’ superspecies (the three species of the latter are grouped in the subgenus Turturoena). C. larvata is clearly differentiated from other Columba species by its long legs, which are an adapation to ground-living. We do not consider this sufficient to merit its separation into the monotypic genus Aplopelia. The remaining Old World Columba are all more closely related to each other than to the foregoing groups and can be divided into four species-groups (Goodwin 1959).

The first species group includes several subgroups. The first involves C. palumbus and its derivatives bollii and trocaz on the Canaries and Madeira respectively; in Africa the group is represented by unicincta. Together these four species form a superspecies, and sympatry is only known on Madeira where palumbus has secondarily invaded (and has now become extinct). A second subgroup is represented by the three stock and five rock pigeons. Columba oliviae and eversmanni are very closely related allospecies, while oenas is more strongly differentiated and overlaps marginally in the east with eversmanni; but they are no doubt geographical representatives of a relatively recent common ancestor. The rock pigeons are typified by livia, the world’s most familiar pigeon and the progenitor of all the many varieties of feral and domestic pigeons. Very closely related is the Himalayan rupestris which, when breeding, may not overlap with livia (at least being separated altitudinally). Much more strongly differentiated is the strikingly marked leuconota, whose plumage pattern has probably evolved as an isolating mechanism from the sympatric rupestris (Goodwin 1983). In sub-Saharan Africa this group is represented by two species, albitorques and guinea, which overlap with livia only marginally and are probably closely related to it. These two overlap widely in the Ethiopian highlands; whether this is due to recent expansion into the area by guinea or because they have become sufficiently differentiated to avoid competition is not certain (Goodwin 1983).

The second species group as defined by Goodwin (1983) contains just one species, C. junoniae, which is probably derived from an early colonisation of the Canary Islands by the palumbus stock, but it is sufficiently differentiated for this to be uncertain; hence it is not included within that group.

The third species group, distributed from Africa to South Asia and the Greater Sundas, is divisible into three subgroups. The predominantly African subgroup includes the four very closely related allospecies arquatrix, pollenii, sjostedti and thomensis, which have been treated as conspecific by some authors. More strongly differentiated but clearly from the same stock is albinucha, which overlaps with arquatrix but possibly not when breeding, albinucha preferring lower altitudes (Goodwin 1983). In Asia this group is represented by hodgsonii, which can be considered a member of the arquatrix superspecies. The second subgroup consists of three Asian species, pulchricollis, elphinstonii and torringtoni, which, while well differentiated from each other, are clearly closely related geographical representatives of the same stock, together forming a superspecies. The final subgroup includes three quite different-looking species, punicea, palumboides and argentina, which are probably quite closely related to the pulchricollis subgroup, argentina and punicea possibly even being geographical representatives of it (Goodwin 1983). However, palumboides may instead be closer to the next group, since its plumage shows some resemblance.

This fourth and final species group contains six East Asian, Papuan and Australian species characterised by fairly extensive green and purple iridescence on the upperparts. The most widespread is vitiensis, found from the Philippines to Samoa; Australia is occupied by its very closely related allospecies leucomela. C. pallidiceps is probably an early offshoot of vitiensis stock, sharing many plumage features and indeed its range with that species, but the two behave as good species where they overlap. Well separated geographically from these three are the Japanese wood pigeons which are (or were) perhaps relicts of a wider ancestral presence in mainland Asia. C. versicolor was restricted to the Ogasawara (Bonin) Islands and probably represented the group’s earliest inhabitants in the Japanese archipelago. C. jouyi was only found on the Ryukyu Islands. Its broad white hindneck collar probably evolved as an isolating mechanism from the presumably more recent and successful janthina, which may have pushed both jouyi and versicolor to the margins of their respective ecological niches and geographical ranges. With the advent of firearms this rendered them very vulnerable to extinction before they could develop the specialisations to enable them to co-exist with janthina without competition.

The New World Columba species fall into two main groups. The group comprising the larger species can be divided into four subgroups. In the first subgroup, two very similar species inhabit Caribbean islands: squamosa and leucocephala; in Central and South America they are replaced by speciosa, which forms a superspecies with corensis of coastal northern South America. The other two species of this subgroup, maculosa and picazuro, are closely related with overlapping ranges in southern South America. The second subgroup comprises the three band-tailed species: fasciata, caribaea and araucana, which together form a superspecies. The third subgroup consists of a single species, cayennensis, which is somewhat intermediate between the fasciata superspecies and the fourth subgroup. The latter comprises three species which also form a superspecies; these are flavirostris of Central America, oenops of Peru and inornata of the Greater Antilles.

The second group of New World species differs markedly from the other Columba species. The four species concerned are placed in the subgenus Oenoenas. They are characterised by their small size and rather plain appearance with rounded tails and small bills. They comprise a superspecies consisting of the allopatric goodsoni and nigrirostris, and the largely sympatric plumbea and subvinacea.




4 ROCK PIGEON

Columba livia      Plate 1

Alternative names: Rock Dove, Blue Rock/Wild/Feral/ Domestic Pigeon

IDENTIFICATION Length 32.5 cm. A medium-sized Columba with a compact build, noticeably smaller than Common Wood Pigeon C. palumbus but bulkier than Stock Pigeon C. oenas. Readily distinguished from most sympatric species by the combination of the relatively short tail and long wings, predominantly pale to mid-grey plumage, prominent black bars on the secondaries and greater coverts, dark terminal band on the tail and bright white underwing. Feral Pigeons C. livia occur throughout the world and may occur in many different plumage types which are sometimes remarkably similar to wild Rock Pigeons; some may be indistinguishable. Feral Pigeons usually have longer wings and rarely have a perfectly symmetrical plumage pattern.

Similar species Stock Pigeon C. oenas (Europe, North Africa and the Middle East) has a darker mantle, dark eyes and a yellow bill; the black wing-bars are limited to the inner greater coverts and tertials. In flight the dark flight feathers and primary coverts contrast with pale greater and median coverts, forming a distinctive upper wing pattern quite different to that of livia. The wing linings are grey rather than white. Also, throughout most of the range of oenas the white back of livia is diagnostic.

Pale-backed Pigeon C. eversmanni (southern Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan south to north-east Iran and northern India) differs in being slightly smaller and slimmer, with generally darker plumage with brownish or mauve-pink tones especially on the head; black wing-bars much reduced, darker fringes to most of the feathers creating scaly appearance at close range; bill and eye pale yellow. In flight underwing white as in livia but upperwing similar to oenas. Tail with a poorly demarcated dark terminal band. Even more similar to juvenile livia with their browner, rather scaly plumage, but the wing-bars are far less prominent, bill paler and the eyes usually much paler.

Hill Pigeon C. rupestris (Central Asia and the Himalayas) is very similar in plumage and size to European livia but is rather paler grey with reduced black wing-bars, smaller bill and conspicuous white band across the middle of the tail.

VOICE The usual advertising call is a moaning oorh or oh-oo-oor, slightly rising in pitch in the middle. In display a rather bubbling oo-roo-coo t’oo is given at about 1 s intervals. The distress call is a grunted oorh. The male is far more vocal than the female, which sometimes gives a reduced form of the display call. Birds in Libya and Egypt have more musical, higher-pitched calls.

HABITS Often found in pairs in the breeding season but usually gregarious, especially when roosting or flying out to feeding areas. Wild birds are most often seen in small groups, but in favourable feeding areas they may gather in large numbers. Feral populations tend to be more gregarious and can be found in flocks of several thousand. Mainly feeds on seeds of cereals, legumes and many other weeds, also green leaves, buds and occasionally invertebrates. Forages on the ground, moving the head back and forth with characteristic rapid jerks as it walks. The bowing display takes three forms. (1) The male flies up clapping the wings, and lands near the female calling and leaping into the air as he walks towards her. When close he inflates his neck and erects the feathers of the neck and rump, raising the head with the bill pointed down and often spreading and depressing the tail. He turns in a quick circle, bowing low and calling, then lifts his head and turns away. He will often run around the female bowing. (2) The male turns round and round calling with lowered head. (3) The male, approaching a rival, lowers the head and utters the self-assertive oo roo-coo-t’coo call. Also displays in flight, the male flying out from the cliff horizontally with clapping wings, then glides back with the tail slightly spread and the wings held in a deep V. Nests on sea-cliffs, in caves, steep mountain valleys, wadis and, in North Africa, deep wells. Breeds throughout the year but in the north of its range mainly April to July and sometimes again in August to September. The nest is a loosely constructed cup of roots, twigs and leaves with no true lining, placed on a cliff ledge, in a cave or a deep crevice in the cliff face. Feral birds commonly nest on man-made structures that mimic natural cliffs, e.g. building ledges, bridges, quarry walls. Colonial. Lays two, occasionally one elliptical white egg, incubated for 16–19 days by both sexes. Both parents feed the nestlings for 35–37 days.

HABITAT Very much associated with nesting sites on sea-cliffs, wadis and mountainous areas from sea level up to 4,270 m in the Himalayas. Prefers open, unwooded country, Mediterranean steppe, farmland
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