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SHORT NOTE

Woodford’s rail (Nesoclopeus woodfordi) on
Bougainville Island, Papua New Guinea

DON HADDEN
P.O. Box 6054, Christchurch 8030, New Zealand
hadden@clear.net.nz

The Woodford’s rail (Nesoclopeus woodfordi) popu-
lation increased greatly on Bougainville Island,
Papua New Guinea (Fig. 1), during the secessionist
uprising of 1989-1997 when the island was isolated
from the rest of the world. On my return in 1999, 1
found Woodford's rails to be common throughout
the entire eastern lowlands from Buka Passage to
Buin (Fig. 1).

Woodford’s rail is a little-known species re-
corded only with certainty from Bougainville Is-
land, and Santa Isabel and Guadalcanal islands in
the Solomon Islands. The Guadalcanal record is of
1 specimen taken by M. Woodford (Ogilvie-Grant
1889). The first specimens from Bougainville were
1 male and 1 female collected by Meek in 1904
(Rothschild & Hartert 1905). A further 4 males, 1 of
which was immature, were taken in January 1908.
A male was collected on Bougainville by the
Whitney South Seas expedition (Mayr 1949). Two
specimens collected by Father Poncelet, a mission-
ary in the Buin area (Danis 1937a, b), were the last
taken on Bougainville. Therefore it is more than 60
years since Woodford’s rails have been seen on
Bougainville, despite a 3-month collecting trip by
Schodde (1977) and visits by experienced ornitholo-
gists such as Diamond (1975).

During the 5 years I observed birds on
Bougainville in 1976-1980, I neither saw nor heard
of Woodford’s rails from any of the local people
with whom I discussed birds. Later, Kaestner (1987)
observed a Woodford’s rail south of Aropa on the
rainy afternoon of January 6 1985. However,
Woodford's rails captured for me and the hundreds
I have since seen in the field differed quite signifi-
cantly from the bird Kaestner described. His bird
was “swamp hen-sized” i.e. 45 cm in length cf. 30
cm for Woodford's rail. Its back and wings were
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Fig. 1 A, Eastern Papua New Guinea, including
Bougainville, and the Solomon Islands (islands east of
Bougainville); B, detail of Bougainville, showing locali-
ties mentioned in text.
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brown. When flapping its brown wings while run-
ning off the road, dark barring was seen. All my
tield observations of Woodford’s rail are of birds
with black backs and wings. In the hand, in good
light, a brownish wash can be seen, but in the field,
especially at 1530 h on a rainy day, the birds look
black. None of the numerous Woodford’s rails I
have seen has had any dark barring and neither
have the juveniles that I have seen accompanying
adults. There are 2 possibilities: Kaestner saw an
unknown species of swamp hen-sized rail, or made
an inaccurate description of a Woodford's rail. The
latter is more likely, which would then give 1 sight-
ing on Bougainville in the 60 years since Father
Poncelet’s birds were collected.

Brief sightings of dark rails that were possibly
Woodford’s rails have been made on other islands.
Hamlin (unpubl. Whitney Expedition diary) and
Diamond (1987) saw birds on Choiseul. On New
Georgia, Sibley (1951) made 2 observations and
Blaber (1990) 3 sightings between 1985 and 1988.
Finch (1985) observed dark rails twice on
Kolombangara. Similar birds have also been seen
on Malaita (Dutson 2001). These observers pre-
sumed the birds to be Woodford’s rails but cau-
tiously did not claim positive identification because,
except for Finch, the sightings were relatively brief.
Finch did not publish a description. It is possible
that some of these observations were of the then-
undescribed Roviana rail Gallirallus rovianae (Dia-
mond 1991). Dutson (pers. comm.) and H.P. Webb,
G. Richardson, and J. Hornbuckle (unpubl. data)
have reported Woodford’s rails recently from
Guadalcanal. Information on Woodford’s rails from
Isabel (Kratter et al. 2001a, 1b) indicates that the
population there is no longer “endangered” (Col-
lar et al. 1994).

Having arrived on Bougainville in 1999, with the
belief that Woodford's rails “became extinct many
decades ago on Bougainville and Guadalcanal”
(Diamond 1991) and that there were tiny numbers
on just 1 island in the world, I am pleased to report
that they are now thriving on 2 islands. With un-
confirmed observations on 4 other Solomon islands
likely to be substantiated, it seems that Woodford’s
rails face a more hopeful future. This is good news
when other flightless ground birds around the
world seem to be sliding towards extinction. Dia-
mond (1991) observed that of island rails “of the
flightless or weak flying taxa half of those that were
extant at the time of European discovery have sub-
sequently become extinct and at least half of the
survivors are now endangered.”

No ornithologists had been able to visit central
Bougainville for 8 years before 1999 and, apart from
the Peace Monitoring Group, there are still fewer
than 20 expatriates working for non-governmental
organizations in Arawa. Significant areas along the

Crown Prince Range north and south of Panguna
and through the foothills to within a few kilome-
tres of the coast are still inaccessible to expatriates.
Armed Bougainville Revolutionary Army person-
nel maintain a road block on the access to their area:
the block was still in place in 2002. Arawa, which
was was once 1 of the most modern towns in Papua
New Guinea has been heavily damaged, with about
50% of the housing destroyed and all factories, hos-
pitals, government buildings, shops, and commu-
nication centres burnt out. What were extensive
mown grassed areas around the town and at the
golf course, playing fields, and sports grounds, are
now overgrown with head-high grasses. It is in
these extensive grasslands that Woodford's rail
thrives. Apart from the willy wagtail (Rhipidura
leucophrys) it is possibly the most noticeable spe-
cies of bird. A colleague, knowing of my interest in
birds, advised me when I arrived in Arawa in July
1999, that I would be disappointed as there were
no birds here except for a big black one that would
run off the road when you drove by. If a non-orni-
thologist notices a bird, it must be common, so at
first I discounted the possibility of its being
Woodford's rail, believing that species to be extinct
and, if extant, then to exist in tiny numbers in un-
disturbed forest. It should certainly not be
fossicking in the town rubbish dump or wander-
ing around on the roads. Eventually I asked my stu-
dents to catch a bird for me, which they promptly
did, proving beyond doubt it was Woodford’s rail
(Plates 6, 7, pp. 133, 134).

Its description was as follows: head black; lower
bill creamy greenish-yellow at base but light grey
for outer 3rd; upper mandible dark grey at base,
light grey for outer 3rd of beak; eye red; back black
from head to tail, including wings, but wash of dark
brown on wing coverts by shoulder of wing; un-
derparts black to under tail with some grey flecks
under bill, but no barring under tail; underwings
with series of small light grey irregular barring and
speckles on underwing coverts, a very few spots
on primaries near the underwing coverts, but rest
of primaries black; thighs black; legs light green-
ish-grey, including toes and claws. Measurements:
wing 148.1 mm; bill 38.6 mm; tarsus 60.7 mm; tail
78 mm.

Subsequently I have had several Woodford's rails
brought to me. Opposite Arawa High School are
the abandoned Arawa Botanic Gardens, which were
by 1999 a wilderness of grass and shrubs. Occasion-
ally all the High School students are sent out to clear
this area using grass knives. As it is full of
Woodford’s rails — I could hear them while I was
teaching — I knew many were destined for the pot.
However, the first time this area was cleared I fool-
ishly offered a substantial amount of money for each
bird they found. I had to renege on my offer very



quickly as youth after youth brought me
Woodford’s rails. These birds differed in several
respects from the Bougainville subspecies
Nesoclopeus woodfordi tertius as described by Mayr
(1949). With specimens now available from Isabel
and easily obtainable from Bougainville, a review
of the taxonomy of this rail is now possible and will
be prepared by Guy Dutson (pers. comm.).

Field observations

Woodford’s rails living in long grasses next to the
Bovo River in Arawa would wade into the water, at
times up to their belly. A stony bar running into the
river at a bend was frequently explored for food, with
the birds pecking at items amongst the rocks. A bird
that picked up a large dangling food item raced into
the long grass with it. Often the Woodford's rails
foraged in association with purple swamp-hens
(Porphyrio porphyrio) and black ducks (Anas
superciliosa) that frequented the same stony bend in
the river. When walking, a Woodford's rail flicked
its tail at each step and jerked its head backwards
and forwards in typical rail fashion.

Woodford's rail is definitely flightless. Frequently
our vehicle startled birds foraging on the road. Oc-
casionally some birds, instead of diving for cover,
have run rapidly along the road in front of the vehi-
cle, wings flapping furiously before turning aside.
When motorcycling near Loloho in early March 2001,
I saw a Woodford’s rail on the road. It noticed me
and started running, not back towards safety, but on
what looked to be a collision course. Very quickly,
running with desperate speed, wings flapping, it just
avoided my front wheel. The road verge was cov-
ered in dense grass. It did not attempt to plough
headfirst into the grass, but tried to get over it. It
made a 30 cm springing takeoff and, vigorously flap-
ping its wings, reached perhaps 50 cm in height be-
fore dropping like a stone on the other side. It would
not have covered more than 1 m horizontally. I have
no doubt that if this bird could have flown it would
have. Occasionally, when concealed from Wood-
ford’s rails, I have watched them stretch up on tip-
toe and rapidly flap their wings before settling to
fossick on the road again. None of these birds has
ever left the ground, despite its vigorous wing-flap-
ping. Once, 1 bird performed its tiptoe wing-flap-
ping display 3 times before walking into cover. Usu-
ally, when running for cover Woodford’s rails lower
their heads, stretch their necks out slightly below the
level of the back and disappear into the nearest long
grass. Normally birds seek a small gap in the road-
side grasses through which to escape. If there is no
gap they run along, apparently seeking one. Birds
running parallel to the side of the road can be seen
making sudden head movements as they appear to
be about to disappear but then race on until a gap is
found and they disappear.
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Eggs and nests

On 17 February 2001, I was given 2 Woodford’s rail
eggs (Plate 8, p.134). Some men clearing under co-
coa trees on a hillside had come across the nest hid-
den in long grass. The eggs measured 44.5 x 32.5
mm and 45 x 33 mm. They were creamy buff with
reddish-brown or rusty blotches and spots, very
similar to the colour of dried blood, and blotches
of varying shades of grey. One egg was blotched a
little more heavily than the other but on both the
blotches were concentrated toward the thicker end.
Incubation had not begun so it is uncertain if this
was a full clutch. Only 3 other Woodford rail nests
have been seen. On 12 August 1926 Father Poncelet
collected 2 eggs at Buin. The eggs are in the British
Museum and measure 46.5 x 33.3 mm and 47.2 x
33.9 mm (Harrison & Parker 1967). On 22 July 1988,
a presumed Woodford’s rail nest of 6 eggs was
found near Kolamola village on Isabel (Webb 1992).
The only other nest contained a clutch of 4 collected
by the Whitney Expedition in 1927, also on Isabel.
del Hoyo et al. (1996) states “Breeding. Bougainville,
Aug. Eggs 2 - 4.” I am unaware of any 4-egg clutch
from Bougainville and presume that the 4 eggs re-
ferred to are those collected by the Whitney Expe-
dition in 1927 on Isabel.

It is probably only coincidence that the 2
Woodford's rail nests known from Bougainville con-
tained only 2 eggs, but family groups I have observed
have included only 2 young. Woodford's rails col-
lected on Isabel (Kratter et al. 2001a) included 2
downy chicks but the authors do not record if the 2
chicks constituted the full brood. As family groups
fossick, the half-grown young search for food them-
selves but quickly run to their parents when the older
birds pick up food items. The chicks take these from
the parent’s beak, occasionally the 2 chicks have been
seen racing to get there first. One chick waded into
the Tupukas River after an adult, nearly losing its
footing as the adult waded into water too deep for
the young bird. The data from Bougainville show
that Woodford’s rails may nest at any time of the
year. Nests with eggs have been found in February
and August. I have seen family parties on 28 Febru-
ary (2 ¥%-grown chicks), 18 March (1 ¥2-grown chick),
7 June (2 Ye-grown chicks), 14 August (1 ¥2-grown
chick), and 2 September (2 Y.-grown chicks). On
Isabel, 3 of 6 specimens collected had enlarged go-
nads in June or July (Kratter et al. 2001b)

Calls

I do not know of any reports by an ornithologist
who has actually watched a Woodford's rail call-
ing. In my experience, calls are always made while
the birds are concealed. There are 2 main types of
calls. The first is a short, low, shrill call that some-
times sounds like the noise made when metal drags
across metal as when a knife is drawn through a
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Fig. 2 (And opposite page) Four sonograms of calls of Woodford’s rail (Nesoclopeus woodfordi) on Bougainville.
Sonograms generated using software developed within Landcare Research New Zealand, in the Matlab mathematical
language environment,
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sharpener. The call varies; sometimes it has a
strained quality as though the bird is forcing the
call, sometimes it has a rasping quality with an
added shrillness or squeakiness, and at other times
the call sounds like fingernails scraping down a
blackboard. Each call lasts ¢.1 s.

The second type are group calls. At times 2 or
more Woodford’s rails simultaneously give short,
rapid, repeated piping calls. These calls are not
harsh, sharp or squeaky, but are reminiscent of oys-
tercatchers (Haematopus spp.) calling at an intruder
near the nest. The calls sound nothing like the cat-
like duetting of rufous-tailed bush-hens
(Amaurornis olivaceus) or the harsh, nasal calls of
purple swamp-hens. The calls were loud enough
to be heard above the noise of my motorbike. Usu-
ally, there seem to be 3 or 4 birds calling. On Isabel,
Woodford’s rails’ calls are described as “bouts of
duets ... one pair beginning and another pair fol-
lowing when the first duet dies off.” (Kratter et al.
2001a). However, the groups [ have heard seem to
have more than 2 birds. Once it seemed there might
be up to 10 or so birds, all in 1 general area, that
called continuously for several minutes. On
Bougainville, birds did not seem to take up
duetting when another pairs calls died away. They
all called together. Once, while I was standing be-
side an area of dense grass, a rail approached un-
seen giving a short, typically rail chip call that was
slightly harsh, with a slight squeaky overtone. I
believe this was also a Woodford’s rail.

On 13 October 2001, I finally confirmed that the
calls I had been hearing were indeed made by
Woodford's rails. Birds were calling at the edge of a
reed-fringed lagoon behind the beach just north of
Aropa airport. Suddenly 2 birds rushed out of the
reeds, paused while they looked at me, scuttled back
into the reeds, and the calls resumed. Sonograms of
these 13 October calls and others are shown in Fig. 2.

One of the Woodford's rails brought to me by
my students had all the primaries and secondaries
in sheath, which indicates that these feathers are
moulted simultaneously. When the bird was given
to me it seemed large in comparison to others I had
handled that day, and its measurements confirmed
its size: bill 45.1 mm; tarsus 60.2 mm; tail 70.2 mm.
These measurements, especially the bill length,
show it was an adult. The only immature bird col-
lected so far from Bougainville was taken on 12
January 1908. Its measurements were: bill 36 mm;
tarsus 56.5 mm; tail 69 mm.

One other similar Bougainville specimen is
known. White (1937) states “a male collected by Rev.
Poncelet at Buin 7 March 1936 shows that this rail
drops all its quills simultaneously when moulting.”
Kratter et al. (2001b) found that 4 of their 7 adult
males and both their juvenile males had some moult-
ing remiges in June and July, but did not report if

any of them had all the feathers in sheath. They also
stated that they were not able to find any moult data
for Solomon Island birds between February and June
and so must have overlooked (White 1937).

Population expansion

It is reasonable to ask why the Woodford’s rail
population had expanded dramatically while the
war was on and the island was blockaded. For some
time, no imported food reached the island and it
could be assumed that a bird the size of Woodford’s
rail would have been hunted for food, putting even
more pressure on an endangered bird. Discussing
the situation with local people revealed that some
were indeed captured for food. However, perhaps
the main reason for their spectacular increase in
numbers appears to have been the huge amount of
suitable habitat that became available. Not only are
there now extensive areas of 2 m-tall grass in and
around Arawa, but all the coastal coconut and co-
coa plantations were neglected because no cocoa
or copra could be exported. Consequently a ground
cover of grasses, shrubs, and other plants sprang
up throughout the coconut plantations that are lo-
cated in most coastal areas along the length of the
island. It seems that these thickets provided ideal
habitat for Woodford’s rail. Perhaps previous
sightings of rails in true forest were of a relict popu-
lation surviving in a marginal habitat. While trav-
elling by road from Buin in the south to Buka Pas-
sage in the north, I encountered Woodford’s rails
everywhere.
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