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Quaternary fossil faunas of Otago, South Island,
New Zealand

T. H. Worthy*

The Quaternary terrestrial faunas, primarily birds, of three inland districts in Otago,
South Island, New Zealand are described. The three areas (North Otago, Central Otago
and near Wanaka) differ in their present topography and climate, and their palacofaunas
are also different: that of North Otago is considerably more diverse than either of the
others. The differences are related to habitat diversity and climate. In Otago, 62 native
species of birds, plus greater and lesser short-tailed bats Mystacina spp., tuatara
Sphenodon, Duvaucel’s gecko Hoplodactylus duvaucelii, common gecko H. maculatus,
and indeterminate skinks Oligosoma spp, are recorded from fossil deposits. Most
deposits are of Holocene age. Swamp-miring, predation by laughing owls and falcons,
and pitfall processes were responsible for accumulating the fossils. The holotype of
Ocydromus insignis Forbes is identified, and the species synonymised with Gallirallus
australis Sparrman.
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INTRODUCTION

Otago lies east of the Southern Alps in the south of the South Island, New Zealand. It is the
most arid, and the most sparsely vegetated, region of New Zealand. It was extensively
explored early in the European settlement period, because its extensive grasslands were very
attractive to sheep farmers and gold prospectors. It was the search for gold that uncovered
one of the first fossil deposits of moa bones described; that at Hamilton diggings (Booth
1875).

The dry climate of Central Otago has allowed the preservation of significant soft tissue
remains of moa. The first of these was the exceptionally well preserved Tiger Hill skeleton of
Dinornis, complete with some skin on the pelvis and toes, found in 1864 (Hector 1872), and
described by Owen (1866, 1869). In about 1870, Earnscleugh Cave was discovered, and
Emeus remains, including the neck and skin described by Hector (1872), and the femur
described by Hutton & Coughtrey (1875a), were found (see below). Another Dinornis
specimen, a tarsometatarsus with skin and scutes from the Knobby Ranges, was described by
Hutton & Coughtrey (1875b). In November 1878, the Tuatara Times published in Otago a
notice of the spectacular discovery by Mr H. L. Squires at Queenstown, of a moa whose head,
neck, and legs were covered in skin (Owen 1883). Owen (1883) described it as the holotype
of Megalapteryx didinus. Towards the end of the 1800s another spectacular find of a
Megalapteryx leg, complete with skin and feathers from the femur down, was made in the
headwaters region of the Waikaia River (Hamilton 1895). Lastly, collected from near
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