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Quaternary fossil fauna of South Canterbury, South Island,
New Zealand

T. H. Worthy*

This study documents the Late Quaternary fossil fauna from 59 fossil sites in the South
Canterbury downlands, South Island, New Zealand. Twenty-seven sites were predator
accumulations attributed to laughing owls, two were accumulated by falcons, two were
swamp sites, and the rest were pitfalls or rockshelter deposits. A total of 60 indigenous
species of birds, one bat, three rodents, one tuatara, four geckos, and two skinks were
represented in the combined faunas from these sites. When the birds known historically
are added, the fauna of inland South Canterbury downlands is shown to have had a
minimum diversity of 87 species in the Late Holocene before human disturbance. There
were no marked faunal changes associated with the climatic amelioration from the
Otira Glacial to the Holocene, such as were seen in the wetter western regions. During
the Holocene in South Canterbury, species characteristic of Otiran grassland—shrubland
faunas survived alongside those typical of Holocene western closed-forest communities,
although the latter were not as abundant as they were in the west. The large diversity of
birds, relative to other New Zealand faunas, is therefore the result of continued survival
in Canterbury into the Holocene, of grassland — shrubland mosaics similar to those that
characterised widespread parts of New Zealand during the glacial periods. However,
the geographic feature that permitted the survival of these critical vegetation
physiognomies also caused the area to be dry, and vegetation was hence most prone to
destruction by fire. This complex ecosystem is now almost totally destroyed.
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INTRODUCTION

Crouched on a grass slope near an isolated limestone boulder late one evening two men
talked quietly. They peered intently into a cavity under a rock and were rewarded with the
sight of large eyes staring back. Success, one was there. They set up the quarter-plate camera
on the tripod and extracted the corpse of a mouse from a bag. When all was ready, one
reached into the cavity and pulled out the large-eyed bird and set it down in front of the cave.
They had to wave the mouse in front of the bird several times, in fact rub the corpse over its
bill, until finally the bird grabbed the mouse. In a blinding flash, the image was recorded
forever.

Cuthbert Parr and his brother Oliver had known that owls nested under this rock, just
150 m up the valley behind their house near Raincliff South Canterbury, and had done so for
years. The Owl Rock was located on a slope below bluffs 30 m high on which the birds rested,
and from which they glided down to the flat swampy land below. It was 1909, or one of the
following few years, and was perhaps one of the last times that Cuthbert and Oliver saw the
birds. The First World War saw Cuthbert serving in Europe. Oliver, too young to enlist,
managed the family orchard before buying a farm that had been part of Raincliff Station.

In about 1938 Oliver had a family. His son Ted was fourteen when Oliver took him across
to Rockwood to The Owl Rock to show him these unique birds. They were gone. How long
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Fig. 1 Fledgling laughing owl photographed some time between 1909 and 1912 by Cuthbert Parr, at
or near 'The Owl Rock', Parr Road, Raincliff. Photograph reproduced courtesy of the Parr family.

since, one could not be sure. But the dry nest chamber still had the nest materials and dried
pellets inside. (Oliver's memory put his last sighting of a live bird at 1922-24.) Ted never did
see a living laughing owl.

In 1995 Ted Parr, who had farmed his father's farm and still resided in Timaru, heard
about my search for laughing owl nest sites and contacted me. And so, 55 years after Ted had
last visited The Owl Rock he was back showing me the site where his uncle Cuthbert's
photographs were taken. Still clearly inscribed on the wall of a niche was 'THE OWL ROCK'
and 'Oliver', an 80-year-old testimony to an extinct bird.

Two of Cuthbert's photographs of a fledgling laughing owl survived in the family archives
for years, until one day they were lent by Dr J. C. Parr to Mr R. O. Matches, who had an
interest in the birds. In 1990, in response to an article in the Otago Daily Times, Mr Matches
brought the photographs in to the Otago Museum and gave them to the article's author, Tony
Harris. Unfortunately, Mr Matches gave the information that the photographs were taken by
a J. C. Parr, in 1916, at Albury, none of which is true, but which was published in the Otago
Daily Times. The photos remain in the Parr family in the care of Paul Thompson, who, when
advised of their significance, allowed them to be copied by the Museum of New Zealand Te
Papa Tongarewa in 1995.

Figures 1 and 2 are two of Cuthbert Parr's surviving three photographs. The cliffs in Fig.
2 are on the eastern side of the little valley of The Owl Rock. Ted Parr's father had told him
that owls nested under The Owl Rock and also in a site somewhere below these cliffs, but he
never visited that site. The details of the rocks in the photograph of the owl could not be


