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On the validity of breeding records for
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McLachlan & Liversidge (1957) give ‘‘records [of breeding] from St. Lucia,
October 1934 and Southern Rhodesia [now Zimbabwe], Sept. 22nd, in the
Bell-Marley collection’’ for the Long-toed Plover Vanellus crassirostris. The
October record refers to a single egg, at present in the Transvaal Museum,
catalogued TM 34416 (formerly TM 3658) and collected by H. W. Bell-
Marley, whose collection was acquired by the Transvaal Museum some years
ago. The egg or eggs collected 22 September in Zimbabwe are not in the
collection and there is no record of their data. This particular record has been
omitted from subsequent revisions of Roberts’ Birds of South Africa
(McLachlan & Liversidge 1970, 1978) and was discounted by Irwin (1977).

While cataloguing and sorting the various egg collections in the Transvaal
Museum, I was able to examine critically the October 1934 egg and
accompanying data. This breeding record has become entrenched in the
literature as a definite record of V. crassirostris breeding in South Africa. The
purpose of this note is to point out that the single egg in the Transvaal
Museum provides no authentic data for such a breeding record.

The label accompanying the egg states, in Bell-Marley’s handwriting:

““? 136. Hemiparra leucoptera. Longtoed Plover. St. Lucia Lake, N.Z.
29-10-1934. Only saw one bird feeding on side of a marsh on Frylings
[Feylings?] Flats — the nest was close by or near (sic) dropping of hippo —
no materials egg laid in a rut, fresh.”’

A note in Dr A. Roberts writing gives the size of the egg as
40.0 x 27.3 mm. The egg in the Transvaal Museum, marked TM 3658 (old
access no) has the same measurements and has a brownish-buff ground colour,
speckled and spotted with dark brown; it is pale compared with authentic Long-
toed Plover eggs, which usually have an olive-brown, greyish-green or
greenish-khaki ground colour, heavily blotched, or blotched and spotted, with
dark brown over pale grey shell marks and measuring (in 5 authentic eggs from
Angola and Zambia) 42.545.0 x 29.631.0 mm. The nest is typically a pad
of water plants, built up in shallow water or on floating water plants; rarely is it
a scrape in soil or mud.

The question mark on the collectors label suggests that the collector was
himself in doubt about the identity of the egg, and this, coupled with the small
size of the egg, its poor resemblance to authentic V. crassirostris eggs, the
atypical nest and that no bird was seen on the nest, makes this record highly
suspect. It should not be used as supporting evidence for the breeding of this
plover in South Africa. Both Brooke (1984) and Maclean (1985) do not accept
the record, but McLachlan & Liversidge (1957, 1970, 1978), Dean (1971),
Cyrus & Robson (1980) and Johnsgard (1981) all repeat the same breeding
record. Johnsgard also repeats the 22 September Zimbabwe record.

It 1s, in fact, doubtful whether V. crassirostris does breed in South Africa. It
has been recorded only in northeastern Natal north of 28°S and east of 32°E
and there are no records of it between the Natal border at about 26°30’S and
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the Incomati River floodplain, Mogambique 25°04'S, 32°56'E, where it is
highly local and occurs only on the littoral (Clancey 1971) It could be that the
northeastern Natal sight records of V. crassirostris are of sub-adult birds,
moving south from Mogambique. There are, for example, no records in Natal
during the months of May and June, although the area was well covered, both
in time and number of field cards returned by observers who submitted their
data to Cyrus & Robson (1980).

V. crassirostris has not yet been recorded breeding in Zimbabwe, though
likely to do so (Irwin 1981). It would be useful to have authentic breeding
records from both South Africa and Zimbabwe for this striking and poorly
known plover.
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