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Guest

Editorial

Congratulations to Quest reader Karen
Johnston ofWanganui. Her winning entry
for the Frank Alack Award is included in
this edition. And the answers to last times
brain teasers?
If you rearrange the letters of the scientific
name for a hedgehog (ERINACEUS) you
come up with RESCUE IAN.
Captain Cook’s dumplings are the POOR
KNIGHTS, islands supposedly named after
a popular dish of the day — dumplings in
gravy. Yuk!
Piers Hayman

Travelling

Birds.

B*
can sometimes be given the most
odd-sounding names, but ‘godwit’
must surely be one of the oddest of them
all. Originally, it was probably ‘Good-
wight’, ‘wight’ coming from the old Anglo-
Saxon word meaning creature. The ‘good’
refers no doubt to the popular presence of
godwits on the menu at many an Anglo-
Saxon feast.
The Maori name for the bird is kuaka,
and the fact that it has a Maori name at all
shows that the godwit is not a recent im-
port. In the past, English names were often
given to New Zealand birds simply because
the early settlers thought they looked like
the birds back home, or because they were
of the same family. In this case they are
not only related, they are actually the
same birds, for godwits breed in the north-
ern hemisphere and come all the way
down here for the summer. In fact they
avoid winter altogether, for when they are
nesting in Siberia and Alaska it is summer-
time there as well.
Halfway round the world is a long, long
way for such a small bird to fly, and just
why the godwits should choose to come
so far is one of the many mysteries that
still surround the subject of bird migration.
It is thought that the direction birds take
and the places they go were learned thou-
sands of years ago, and that although the
climate and the landscape may have
changed since then, the birds still follow
the old ways.
The reasons that they need to move at
all have to do with the availability of food
at different times of the year. A place that
is good for breeding, with plenty of food
for the new young chicks, may well turn
into a barren icy waste later in the year, so

the birds must move to somewhere else
when the season changes. In the case of
the godwits, however, one would think
that there must be plenty of suitable
places that they could use between here
and Siberia.
An even greater mystery is how they
find their way. Studies and experiments
have shown that migrating birds can re-
cognise landmarks, can navigate by the
sun or the stars, and some can probably
even sense the direction of magnetic
north, but there are also species in which
the young birds leave before or after their
parents and seem to be able to find their
own way to somewhere they have never
been before.
Godwits are among the migrant visitors

to New Zealand that come outside their
breeding season, but there are also birds
that come here to nest and return else-
where in the winter. Notable among these
are the cuckoos, although nesting is per-
haps the wrong word for them as they do
not build nests of their own. Both the
long-tailed and the shining cuckoo lay
their eggs in the nests of other birds, a
habit, incidentally, that is by no means
common to all cuckoos.
Here in New Zealand there is not such
an extreme difference between winter and
summer as there is in other parts of the
world, so many of our native birds have
no need to migrate. There are some that
do, however, the most famous being the
little wrybill, the only bird in the world to


