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Summary.—Tristan Moorhen Gallinula nesiotis is a rail from Tristan da Cunha in the 
South Atlantic Ocean that probably went extinct around 1874. Here, we describe 
the only known egg of the species, its history, and confusion surrounding its 
attribution. It was probably collected by (or given to) Revd. W. F. Taylor sometime 
between 1851 and 1856, shipped aboard HMS Frolic in 1856, and presented as a gift 
to Lady Eliza Lucy Grey, wife of Cape Colony Governor Sir George Grey.

Tristan Moorhen Gallinula nesiotis was one of only three native landbirds on Tristan da 
Cunha until its extinction sometime in the mid to late 1870s (Bond et al. 2019). A flightless 
rallid, its identity was often confused with that of Gough Moorhen G. comeri, which was 
introduced to Tristan in the 1950s and is now widespread (Richardson 1984, Groenenberg 
et al. 2008).

Very few specimens of Tristan Moorhen exist, including two skins at the Natural 
History Museum, Tring (NHMUK): the holotype (NHMUK 1861.9.16.1) received in 1861 
(Sclater 1861, Beintema 1972) and another in 1864 from the Zoological Society of London 
(NHMUK 1864.7.30.1) (Sharpe 1894).

To our knowledge, there is just one extant egg ascribed to the species: NHMUK 
1960.6.53 (Fig. 1). In their assessment of extinction probability, Bond et al. (2019) did 
not include this as there was uncertainty 
concerning the date of collection, which 
prompted further investigation. An egg was 
recorded as being brought back in 1856 by 
Captain M. S. Nolloth on HMS Frolic (Layard 
1856, Nolloth 1856, Stone 2011) but was 
presumed to be lost (Bond et al. 2019).

The specimen
The surviving egg measures 49.6 

× 33.5 mm, which is nearly identical to 
biometrics of Gough Moorhen eggs (49.0–
54.9 × 34.1–37.2 mm; n = 12) (Watkins & 
Furness 1986), being only marginally more 
slender. The only markings on the egg are 
the determination (‘Gallinula nesiotis’ in an 
unknown hand) and registration number (in 
the hand of Shane Parker) in black ink, and 
reference to Oates (1901) in red type (‘Cat 
1.9’), referring to where it is figured (Vol. 1, 
Pl. IX, Fig. 7).

Figure 1. Egg of the Tristan Moorhen Gallinula 
nesiotis held at the Natural History Museum, Tring 
(NHMUK 1960.6.53) (Jonathan Jackson, © Trustees 
of the Natural History Museum)
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It is accompanied by a handwritten note of uncertain authorship that states: ‘Egg of an 
almost wingless bird from Tristan de Acunha near [?] described in Earle’s New Zealand, 
p. 366 1832’ (Fig. 2). Augustus Earle (1793–1838) was a painter who was abandoned on 
Tristan da Cunha in March–November 1824 when the ship Duke of Gloucester inexplicably 
left without him. The note references the following description of birds witnessed by Earle 
(1832: 366):

‘Besides our albatross,  the dogs caught some small birds, about  the size of our partridge, but 
their gait was something like that of the penguin. The male is of a glossy black, with a bright 
red, hard crest on the top of the head. The hen is brown. They stand erect, and have long yellow 
legs, with which they run very fast; their wings are small and useless for flying, but they are 
armed with sharp spurs for defence, and also, I imagine, for assisting them in climbing, as they 
are found generally among the rocks. The name they give this bird here,  is simply “cock,” its 
only note being a noise very much resembling the repetition of that word. Its flesh is plump, fat, 
and excellent eating’.

Earle clearly mistook juveniles for females, 
but it is otherwise an accurate description of 
the Tristan Moorhen subsequently described 
by Sclater (1861).

At a time when the species was 
undescribed the note was, we believe, purely 
an aide memoire, merely indicating the 
species that laid the egg was probably the 
same as that described by Earle. However, it 
was interpreted by Oates (1901) as indicating 
that Earle personally collected the egg during 
the eight-month period he was on Tristan da 
Cunha (26 March‒29 November 1824).

There are several reasons this is unlikely. 
Firstly, on Gough the closely related Gough 
Moorhen lays during September–March 
(Watkins & Furness 1986); on Tristan the 
birds probably bred between December and 
March (Taylor 2020), meaning the timing of 
Earle’s sojourn was not optimal for collecting 
eggs and there is no evidence to suggest he 
collected any specimens beyond this rather ambiguous handwritten note. He could, of 
course, have been given the egg by one of the island’s residents but, given the evidence 
mentioned below, this too seems unlikely.

Secondly, Earle is not mentioned as an ornithological collector of prominence by Sharpe 
(1906) nor have we been able to find any records of specimens collected by him in the 28 
volumes of the Catalogue of birds in the British Museum (1874–90) or the Catalogue of eggs 
in the British Museum (1901–12). Lastly, Earle is primarily known as an artist and, whilst 
several of his artworks survive from his period on Tristan da Cunha, to our knowledge he 
is not known to have collected natural history or other material (e.g., ethnography). Earle 
apparently returned to England in 1830 and Hackforth-Jones (1980) noted his desire to 
capitalise on his travels via his publications (Earle 1830, 1832). Although Earle mentioned 
the moorhen’s existence (Earle 1832), others had done so previously (Lambert 1811, 

Figure 2. Handwritten note with the Tristan Moorhen 
Gallinula nesiotis egg, which reads ‘Egg of an almost 
wingless bird from Tristan de Acunha near [?] 
described in Earle’s New Zealand, p. 366 1832’ 
(Jonathan Jackson, © Trustees of the Natural History 
Museum)
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Purdy 1816, Carmichael 1819) and there is no 
evidence that Earle sold or freely passed on 
any objects from his travels.

The reverse of the same note has, in a 
different hand (Fig. 3): ‘With care. An egg 
for Lady Grey from W. Taylor’. Lady Eliza 
Lucy Grey (née Spencer; 1822–98) was the 
wife of Sir George Grey (1812–98), Governor 
of Cape Colony in present-day South Africa 
and Namibia during 1854–61 (Anon. 1966). 
W. Taylor is Revd. William F. Taylor, the first 
missionary on Tristan da Cunha, who served 
the island from 9 February 1851 to 15[?] 
October 1857 (Faustini n.d.). Taylor was not 
a noted naturalist, but he did overlap with 
visits from both HMS Frolic, which returned 
with several natural history objects (Layard 
1856, Nolloth 1856), and HMS Herald with 
naturalist John MacGillivray (MacGillivray 
1852), and he met parties from both vessels 
coming ashore (Faustini n.d.). This origin was presumed by Bourne & David (1981), 
however they did not elaborate on their reasoning or evidence beyond the existence of the 
aforementioned handwritten note (which is contradicted on the reverse).

Another potential origin is captive birds housed at the Zoological Society of London. At 
least two live shipments of Tristan Moorhens were received: the first in 1861 consisted of five 
individuals, two of which were predated in Cape Town, and two died en route and were 
preserved (including the holotype). The survivor was housed at London Zoo and presented 
to NHMUK on its death (the second specimen mentioned above) (Bourne & David 1981). 
The second shipment in 1869 via HMS Telegraph and E. L. Layard in Cape Town comprised 
three birds (Bourne & David 1981), but these are likely to have been Gough Moorhens as 
HMS Telegraph did not call at Tristan (Layard 1869, Brooke 1979, Faustini n.d.). The sex of 
the one surviving bird was not recorded, but it could have laid infertile eggs in captivity.

Of the hypotheses above, the second seems most plausible and would match with a 
simple misinterpretation of the reference to Earle. The HMS Frolic is recorded as having 
returned with an egg along with other natural history collections (Layard 1856). It visited 
Tristan between 18 and 22 March 1856 (Faustini n.d.) during the tenure of Revd. Taylor and 
on the authority of Governor Grey (Nolloth 1856). The reason for the gift to Lady Grey is 
unknown.

Discussion
The Tristan Moorhen egg’s registration number (NHMUK 1960.6.53) places it in an 

aggregate of egg specimens ‘Found during a revision of the collection in 1960’. In the 
1950s, the Natural History Museum egg collections were returned to South Kensington, 
London, from their wartime storage at Tring, motivated by the death of the voluntary 
curator of eggs, William Edwin Glegg (1878–1952). In 1960, the first substantial re-curation 
and re-cataloguing of the collection since Glegg’s death was undertaken by Shane Alwyne 
Parker (1943–92) who had recently joined the museum at the age of 16. This ‘revision’ 
was in preparation for the proposed move of the bird collections to Tring, and in light of 
the forthcoming Harold Hall Australian expeditions (1962–70). The series includes many 

Figure 3. The reverse of the same note as in Fig. 2, 
which reads ‘With care. An egg for Lady Grey from 
W. Taylor’ (Jonathan Jackson, © Trustees of the 
Natural History Museum)
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specimens of historical and scientific importance which, for one reason or another, had either 
not been officially assigned registration numbers in the past or where the original number 
had become unclear. It includes material from many important collections presented in the 
1800s and early 1900s, including those of Gould, Salvin & Godman, Hume, and Seth-Smith. 
Thus, the registration number does not, in any way, reflect a mid-20th century acquisition. 
It aimed to improve the cataloguing of formerly overlooked material but, in many cases, 
unintentionally added to confusion. The understandable inexperience of Parker and a lack 
of direct oversight led to some curatorial uncertainties which remain to this day. As such, 
we are unsure how or when it was acquired by the Natural History Museum.

The date of collection of the Tristan Moorhen egg is still uncertain, but most likely it 
was during Revd. Taylor’s time on Tristan before the departure of HMS Frolic, between 
February 1851 and March 1856. Because it pre-dates other definitive specimens, it does 
not affect the predictions of Bond et al. (2019) in terms of the Tristan Moorhen’s extinction, 
estimated to be around 1874.
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