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The Birds observed during two short visits to the Aroa Islands

By G. €. Mapoc, Mo,

{Received Docombier, 1952)

A FEW YEARS ago, in Tate June, a short visit was paid to the Aroa Islands, in the Mulucea
Steaits, by Messrs. F. G. H. Allen, G, C. Madoc and J. Wyatt-Smith, accompanied by
Forester Sow. We arrived at the South group exactly at dawn, After nearly four hours
ashore on Tokong Simbang (the main islet of that group) we re-embarked, and then
cruised very elosely around the remaining isfets and stacks of the group. Unfortunately
we were unable to visit Tokong—the isolated stack about 12 miles south south-west of
the South Aroas.

We then sailed up to the Western group, which lics about 5 furlongs west of the
main island, Pulau Jemor, Here we landed on Fulau Labohan Bilek and Pulau Sarang
Lang. We examined the other small istands of this group from our boat, We did not
land on Pulau Jemor; but we sailed very close under its precipitous southern and south-
castern sides. We left the Aroa Islands at about 5 p-m., passing close to Batu Bérlayar
and Batu Mandi, and satisfying ourselves that these two low rocks could not support a
breeding population of hirds.

In mid-January of the following yeur we paid o second, very similar, visit, This time
De. B. D. Moleswaorth joined us, and Forester Sow was replaced by Madoc's collector,
Che” Abdul Majid bin Long, We again made for the South Aroas, where we landed on
Tokong Simbung two hours hefore dawn, and found the masiquitos very troublesome.
Later in the morning a landing was made on one- af the sheer stacks lying ofl the island.
Then we visited Tokong, We circled this stuck very closcly, but we did not fand as it was
obvious that it could not support a resident bird population,

On leaving Tokong we sailed to the Western Aroas, where we landed on Pulay
Labohan Bilek about midday. We remained on the island until 4 pm., when we left

for home. This time we sailed closely around the western and northern shores of Pulau
femor.

The Southern Aroas consist of three conical wooded islets and six sheer stacks.
The main islet is Tokong Simbang. On this islet it is possible to land in a calm sea from
a dinghy over boulders. Tokong Simbang is fairly well wooded in places, the trees being
mainly Schefflera capitellata, Morinda citrifolia, Eugenia spicata, Iex macrophyila,
Ficus glabella, Ficus retusa and Ficus diversifolia var ovvidia. Tn some areas the trees
give way to dense Gleichenia linearis and Nephrolepis biserrata; the ground ferns
Davallia denticulata and Polvpodium macrochassium festoon the sheer rocks to within
a few feet of the tide-mark. The other two islets, which are joined by a rcef visible at
low tide, appear to have a similar vegetation. The almost barren off-lying stacks have a
fairly strong growth of Morinda citrifolia,

A close examination of Tokong from the boat showed that it does not Support -
vestige of vegetation. The strata are tilted, and afford no ledges on which scabirds are
likely to nest, though it is possible that a few terns may breed there. However, carceful
observation through powerful glasses in June (when they should have been present)
betraved no birds around the rock.
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The Western Aroas are of unusual formation, They are very steep-sided, with sheer
¢liffs in places. The tops are almost entirely flat. The tops and sides nre densely covered
with Gleichenia linearis and the sedges Eriaciine pallescens and Galtnia tristis. Al the
foot of the slopes. on the sandy beach abave high-water mark, in the gullies, and in the
sheltered north-west aspects between the tides there ure some quite farge trees, including
Terminalio catappea, Hex sacrophylla, Thespesic popndned, Eugenia Spp., and  many
mangrove species such s Rhizophora confitgata, R.omaeronang, Lunmitzeve Hitorea and
Brasiera pymnorhiza, Puluu Jemor is apparently similar to the Western Arous in con-
figuration and vegelation.

The late H. C. Robinson visited the Aroa lslands twice in 1906; once in August
and again in November. On each occasion he camped [or a few duys on Puluu Jemor,
but did not land on any of the other islands. He approached Tokong in a boat, and
suys that he saw many hundreds of Brown Boobies on the stack, but was prevented
from landing by the heavy surl (sec Journ. Federated Malay States Mus., 2, (1), 1906
1B=16},

Robinson's report, and the obscrvations of other ornithologists in the Straits of
Malacea, suggest that Sula leucoguster plors (Forster), the Brown Booby, and Stermu
dowgallii korustes (Hume), the Roscate Tem, probuably breed in the Aroa proup. It
was also thought likely that there is a breeding colony of Fregata ariel ariel (G. R
Gray), the Least Frigate-hird, on Tokong Simbang (see Bull. Raff. Mus., 23, 1650
5-64). The main purpose of our two visits was to seek confirmation ef these supposi-
tions.

On neither of our two visits did we sce a single Brown Booby or a single Roseate
Tern. On both our visits we found the Least Frigate-bird roosting in the Southern group
in scores: but they were not nesting. Clambering ahout one of the sheer stacks in the
Southern Aroas, Dr. Molesworth found a small number of old nests. These were large
shallow depressions in the soil and rubbish caught up at the angle between somc trec
trunks and the rock from which they sprung. There was nothing to indicate what bird
had been using these nests. Dr. Molesworth formed the opinion that they might wrell he
Frigate-hirds™ nests, bul Pemigrenta sacra, the Reef-Heron, sometimes builds a similir
nest, and this species was present in sumbers, The finding of these old nests is incon-
clusive. 1t is strange. however thal. af the three Frigate-birds shot thut day. the lemale
had an oviduct egg and the two males had moderately extended gular pouches, None the
less there were no indications of current nest-building.

During his November visit Robinson collected a large viriely of migrant fand hirds.
In our Junuary visit we saw very few. And in June the only land hirds recorded were o
faw sunbirds on Pulau Sarang Lang—and these did not approach close enough for us to
identify them. In January, Mr. Wyatt-Smith saw a rail, but could not identify 1t
specifically.

The fallowing hirds were recorded during our 1wo VISILET——

Sula dactyiatra, subsp. Masked Bouoby.
F. G. H. Allen had a flecting glimpse of two hirds in flight off the South Aroas on
23 June. .
Fregata a. aricl (G, R Gray). Least Frigate Bird.
In June we approached the Southern graup fram the north. We were still a mile
awiry, and iLowas about twenty minotes helore sunrisc. when three of four fghts of
these birds appeared overhead. They werc fairly Jow when we first sighted them, but
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they were spiralfing upwards. They took no notice of us; and we left them behind as we
approached the island. We landed on Tokong Simbang about 6.30 am., and were
scrambling about on it for theee hours, During that time a very few Frigate-birds flew
low overhend, singly and in pairs. Neither on Tokong Smmbang nor on the adjoining
stacks (which we circled closely) was there any sign of nests: but there were
many signs of roosting, purticularly in the gnarled trees of Morinda citrifolia. We did
not shoot any specimens of Frigate-birds during this visi,

On 12 January we approached the Southern group from the south. Frigate-
birds began to stream off the stacks when we were still about 300 yds, distant, the
time being about 4 a.m. On this occasion we concluded thay they were disturbed, and
dtlracted, by the sound of our out-hourd motor. We fired at them several times, and
three specimens were secured, The birds did not attempt 1o return to their roosts. but
gradually circled away to the north. We estimated that « total of about [50 birds passed
over us. Nearly all of them came from the row of precipitous stacks, particularly fram
the most westerly but one. Later in the day Molesworth climbed all over this stack.
He found plentiful droppings and the typical smell of Frigate-birds,

One of the birds that we shot was a female. Gutting it, Dr. Molesworth found «
shell-less oviduct cpg which he decided was about full-size, The gular pouches of the
tWo males were brick-red in colour and somewhat extended, Specimens sent 1o Ralfes
Museum, Singapore, were identificd as adults of Fregata a. ariel in breeding plumage.

On neither visit did we see any Frigate-birds round Pulau Jemor and the Western
Aroas; and the terrain there did not secm suitable for the breeding of such birds, On
bath accasions, as we sailed cast from Pulau Jemor in the evening, considerable num-
bers of Frigate-birds appeared from the narth, singly and in small partics, They were
flying high, leisurely, and dircet from the north towards the Southern Arons,

From the facis tha (i) these birds depart from the South Arons in o northerly
direction, and (ii) in the evening they fiy towards the South Aroas from the north, we
conclude that the feeding-grounds of this colony are somewhere 1o the north of the
Aroa group.

Demigretta, sacra (G mel, ). Reel Heron.

Considerable numbers of these birds were seen, both in the Southern and Western
groups and also on the shores of Pulay Jemar. All were in the grey phase of plumage.
Madoc, who has visited most of the istand groups off the Mulayan coust, considers that
the number of these birds, in relation to the size of the islets comprising the Aroa
group, is gréater than in any other islands in these waters.

On the stack in the South group which he climbed, Molesworth found several shal-
low nest-scrapes in the soif and rubbish caught up at the angle between some tree trunks
and the rocks from which they sprung. It is possible that some were the nests of this
specics. Madoc has found similar nests—positively identified us belonging to this spe-
cies—on islets in the Guif of Siam where no caves or crevices afforded more typical
nesting-sites,

Halizetus leucogaster (Gmel.). White-Bellied Sea-Eugle.

On both occasions two birds of this species were noted on Tokong Simbang, On
12 January we saw a pair of these birds on un islet to the east of Pulay Jemor: they
were perching close to an enormous stick nest in g falely small tree:

Bury, BarrLes
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Falea percgrinus calidus Latham. Peregrine Falcon.

At the South Aroas in January we saw a bird of this species attack a Sea-Eagle
which was perching on top of one of the stacks. An hour later we saw 2 Peregrine—

probably the same individual—perching on the very top of Tokong. the only bird that
we saw on the stack.

Sterna s. sumatrana Rafiles. Black-Naped Tern.

On 23 June we saw o few of these birds on the bare stack in the Western
group called Tokong Si-poching (= Tokong Si-Puchong?) on the Admiralty Chart.
There were also two or three pairs hanging around a rock at the entrance to the deep
cove of Pulau Labohan Bilek. As we departed we saw 2 small number of birds grouped
together on the steep brows above the cliffs at the southern end of Puluu Jemor, We did
not land at any of these three places, so we do not know whether or not S, swmatrana
was actually nesting in the group,

Sterna a. anwtheius Scopoli. Bridied Tern,

At the time of our June visit this species was breeding in ereat numbers on Tokong
Simbuang, and apparently on all the stacks of the Southern group. We estimated that
there were as many as one thousand pairs. We kinded only on Tokong Simbang, There
we found that most of the egas were very closely concealed. In Madoc's experience they
were even better hidden than those on Pulau Sepoi in the Tioman group, Some were in
crevices of the rock a few feet above the high-tide mark. But many others were laid on
the carth amongst the roots of the dense curtain of Dervallia dentictlata and Polypodinm
macrochassaiem ferns draping the almost vertical north face of the islet.

There were also large numbers of this tern on Tokong Si-poching, We did not land
on that bare stack, but we have no doubt that the birds were breeding.

Bucula bicolor (Scopoliy. Pied Imperial Pigeon:
On both visits i few birds were seen in the trees on the slopes of Tokong Simbang.

Eudynamys scolopacea subsp. Koel.
A pair of these birds was seen on Tokonz Simbang on 12 Junuary,

Tersiphone paradisi subsp. Puradise Flycatcher.
On the morping of 12 Junwary an adull njale ine the chestaut phase of

plumige was seen. It came in from the south, flying low over the water: it may have
come from the adjoining islet only a quarter of 4 mile wway.

Conclusions

Having inspected Tokong at close range and under ideal conditions, we all are
convinced that this stack does not, and could not, support a breeding colony of Sula
lesicogaster. The steep surfaces afiord no ledges, crevices or boulders on which the birds
might lay their eggs. Equally, we ure convinced that there is not a colony i any other
part of the Aroa group. On two visits, almost exactly six months apart, we saw nat i
simgle bird of this species. Qur experience is thus in striking contrast to that of the late
H. C. Robinson (foc. eit., supra).
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Nests of Fregata ariel are normally built in trees or bushes, and, though not large.
they are certainly substantial structures, The pieces are gencrally well connected together
with guano, and the nests are thys not likely to disappeur completely in the course of g
few months. Nests on the ground, such as were seen by Dr. Molesworth, arc nol
typical of the species. On the other hand, we are faced with three specimens colleeted in
Tanuary, all in, or approaching, breeding conditions. Bused on this rither serappy evid-
ence, our individual opinions differ as 1o whether Fregain ariel does or does not breed

in the South Aroas. Visits at other seasons of the year are desirable in order that the
point may be settled,

We were satisfied that in June there were no
resident in the Aroa Islands. We visited, or passed close 10
where terns might breed, and we found only 8. anathers (breeding in very large
numbers) and a few pairs of §, Stematrana, probably breeding in the Western Troup.

Roseate Terns breed ing o
.l islets, stacks and skerries

By, RaFr es









