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YOU  ARE  THE  BIRD 

But what kind of bird are you? 

 

Are you an eagle-eyed raptor soaring at dizzying 

heights to seek your prey? 

How about a little home-loving body in your garden 

watching its human dig for worms? 

Even a stately colossus striding the plains of the 

southern hemisphere? 

If you are musical, perhaps a nightingale singing?  

Though probably not in Berkeley Square - think of 

the sore throat in the pollution!! 

Are you mob-handed like a noisy seagull with your 

caterwauling friends following the plough? 

Do you have the ability to glide on thermals ranging 

over restless oceans? 

Perhaps you are a lark ascending?   

Or …..just swanning about!! 

 

None of these fit the bill (sorry about that!!). 

 

The bird most associated with and loved by an  

entire country and each single member of its  

population is flightless, nocturnal, has the shortest 

bill in the avian world, is indigenous to a single  

island nation and is very, very scarce.  However, all 

over the world and wherever they may roam, every 

New Zealander identifies him or herself as a KIWI. 

 

The origin of the association dates from World War 

1 when, towards the end of that apocalyptic  

turmoil, New Zealand troops were stationed at Sling 

Camp on Salisbury Plain.  To pass the interminable 

and nervous waiting time before being summoned 

to action, they gave themselves a chance to  

connect with their homeland by carving a giant Kiwi 

in the chalk downs. This led to the nearby  

Australian contingent coining the term as a taunt 

for their erstwhile Antipodean neighbours.  

In the Maori culture the Kiwi is the bird of Tane  

Mahuta, the God of the Forest. Kiwis were a vital 

resource for the Maori but were hunted only  

sparingly for their meat and feathers, using dogs 

and traps. The birds were steam cooked in earth 

ovens and preserved in their own fat. The feathers 

were utilised to construct cloaks in two ways – one 

by joining whole skins together and the second way 

by weaving the feathers into a fabric.  The respect 

in which the Kiwi was held meant that only  

chieftains or those of a very high status were  

permitted to wear the cloaks named Kahu-Kiwi and 

the cloaks were believed to contain the spirit of the 

birds themselves, the Wairua.  
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In our European off-shore 

island, there is a perception 

that a Kiwi is a Kiwi is a Kiwi 

– but no.   

 

There are five species of Kiwi 

and, although they are  

different from each other in 

their plumage and size, they 

are all flightless, mainly  

nocturnal and their feathers have been described as 

resembling hair or fur!!  They have a superficial  

resemblance to both a small ostrich and a woodcock 

hence the German term for the Kiwi is  

Schnepfenstrauss – ‘woodcock ostrich’. 

 

Kiwis have cat-like whiskers and their off-white eggs 

are the biggest in the avian world in relation to their 

body size, about a quarter of the weight of the female.  

So it is of little wonder that just a single egg is laid in 

the burrow!!  However, this egg is estimated to  

contain 65% more yolk than any other specie which 

enables the chick to emerge fully feathered after about 

9 weeks and it is very quickly independent of its  

parents leaving the burrow within a week of hatching.   

In all varieties the female is larger than the male and 

has the longer bill.  The male utters repeated and  

prolonged whistling calls whereas the female call is 

shorter and hoarser – no wonder given the size of that 

egg!! 

 

The Kiwi is unlike any other bird in the world in several 

respects.  Firstly, their bones contain marrow but it is 

the bill which has two unique facets.  The nostrils are 

at the very end of the curved bill so it is the shortest 

bill of all.  And this, in turn, enables them to use their 

extremely acute sense of smell – rather useful when 

operating in the dark!!  The length of the bill enables 

the bird to probe for worms and grubs and, depending 

on the location, variously slugs, snails and spiders to 

berries and seeds.   

 

An episode in a David Attenborough programme filmed 

with night vision showed a Kiwi emerging from a forest 

on to a beach where it feasted on the sand-flies it  

disturbed when rummaging in the seaweed.  

 

The Maori Tokoeta is the Southern Brown Kiwi 

(A.australis), a medium sized Kiwi about 40cm long 

and, as indicated by its name, confined to the 

Fiordland and South Westland 

parts of the South Island.  It falls 

into the Vulnerable category with 

some 27,000 mature individuals 

but this number is judged to be 

decreasing. 
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This is the Kiwi most 

frequently depicted 

on stamps and New  

Zealand has been 

issuing its images 

from as early as 

1898 (S.G. 254 

green, S.G. 265 

red), with versions in 1907 and 1935. 

 

In 1902, S.G. 265 was also  

overprinted for Niue and Penrhyn 

Island and, in 1903, for Aitutaki as, 

at that time, New Zealand had  

administrative responsibility for 

these islands. 

 

In 1988, a very distinctive shape was issued with the 

$1 circular stamps in various colours (S.G 1490, b, c) 

 

There is a worldwide  

fascination with these modern 

dinosaurs as evidenced by 

stamps issued in Europe 

France (2000) S.G. 3692, and 

Romania (1998) S.G. 5950. 

 

The Northern Brown, the medium 

sized A. mantelli, is to be found on 

the North Island and, with 35,000 

mature birds, is the largest  

population of the Kiwi family.  But it 

is still regarded as Endangered. 

 

 

 

New Zealand (2011) S.G. 3304 

 

 

 

 

Cuba 

(1990) 

S.G.         

MS3557 

 

On the left, Laos (1990) S.G. 1211 
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The Great Spotted Kiwi 

(Apteryx haastii) is known to 

the Maori as Roroa. It is the 

largest Kiwi at 45cm in length.  

It is found only on South  

Island and is classified as  

Vulnerable with 22,000 mature 

individuals. Papua New Guinea 

(1990) S.G. 622. 

 

Kiwi Pukupuku is the Little Spotted 

Kiwi (A. owenii) and is the smallest 

at just 30cm.  It is regarded as Near 

Threatened but it has been  

reintroduced to five offshore islands 

and one mainland site but there are 

only 1,200 adult birds. New Zealand 

(1982) S.G. 1297. 

 

Nicaragua (1991) S.G. 

3071. 

 

The rarest Kiwi of all is 

the Rowi, formerly 

known as the Okarito 

Brown (A. rowi), which 

is found in the Okarito 

Kiwi Zone on South Island.  It is of medium size and 

was only designated as a separate specie in 1994.  

However, it is defined as Nationally Critical with just 

a tiny group of around 

375 birds. 

 

New Zealand (2000) 

S.G. 2375 

 

So with the overall  

population assessed at 

less than 85,000 and 

decreasing through  

predation and habitat loss, it is doubtful that many 

of us would choose to be a Kiwi - other than a  

human one in such a beautiful country.  


