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Summary.—The only known museum specimen of Tahiti Sandpiper Prosobonia 
leucoptera, held at Naturalis, Leiden, until now has been considered to be the 
type collected by J. R. Forster during the second voyage of Captain James Cook 
(1772–75). However, using archival and published sources, we were able to 
trace the specimen only back to 1848. Nevertheless, based on a comparison of its 
taxidermy with material of known provenance, we conclude that it is likely that 
Anders Sparrman, a member of Cook’s second voyage, was involved in mounting 
the specimen.

Tahiti Sandpiper was first mentioned by Latham (1785: 172–173, pl. LXXXII) who 
examined at least two ‘specimens’, prepared a description in English and named the species 
White-winged Sandpiper. Gmelin applied a scientific name (Tringa leucoptera, J. F. Gmelin 
1789: 678, no. 35) and added a description in Latin. Today, one specimen of Prosobonia 
survives from Tahiti  /  Moorea (Sharpe 1906), RMNH.AVES.87556, at the Naturalis 
Biodiversity Center, Leiden, the Netherlands; it has no original label, but was subsequently 
labelled as being from Tahiti. Zusi & Jehl (1970) made an extensive study of the Naturalis 
specimen (including X-rays), but did not publish their X-rays, nor did they search the 
museum’s written archives. Here we explore additional historical material, to shed light 
on the possible provenance of Leiden’s Tahiti Sandpiper. A new X-ray was taken of the 
specimen’s internal contents to reveal the shape of the metal wires inside it, the presence of 
heavy metals used for preparation (outside or inside the skin) and the skeletal remains. The 
Naturalis specimen’s X-ray was compared to material at the Naturhistoriska Riksmuseet, 
Stockholm, Sweden (NRM) and Georg-August-Universität Göttingen, Germany (GAU). 
This approach was in line with previous examinations (Jansen & Steinheimer 2017, Jansen 
2018: 202–204).

History of the Naturalis Prosobonia
No written record for this specimen can be traced in the Naturalis archives. It is also 

not mentioned by Temminck (1807, 1820–40). The specimen’s presence in the museum was 
first noted by Westerman (1848: 51–52). He described it as having arrived with the collection 
of Coenraad Jacob Temminck. The latter’s collection was archived in batches between 
1820 and 1838 (Holthuis 1995: 18), but no contemporaneous inventory of its contents was 
made. The Prosobonia was illustrated (Fig. 1) in Westerman (1848) by Hermann Schlegel 
and reproduced in Schlegel (1857) (Finsch & Hartlaub 1867: XXIX), but in a pose different 
compared to the mounted specimen. Schlegel (1864: 18–19) also mentioned the specimen 
without information as to its origin. Van den Hoek Ostende et al. (1997: 76) designated it a 
syntype of the species.

The following description of the specimen is based on Zusi & Jehl (1970) and our own 
examination (see also Figs. 2‒4). Size and structure: a rather plain-coloured bird (pale and 
dark sooty brown and russet) except barring on the tail. Six primaries extend beyond the 
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tertials. Wings level with the tail tip. Head: russet-coloured from submoustachial region 
to breast. Bill base, throat and part of lores buff. Narrow eye-ring also buff. A small 
curved supercilium partially coloured (buff-)white (5–6 feathers) behind the eye. Crown, 
hindneck and neck-sides pale sooty brown. Upperparts: upper mantle similar to hindneck, 
sooty brown, lower mantle and back dark sooty brown, and rump and uppertail-coverts 
russet  /  ferruginous (like underparts). Underparts: breast to undertail-coverts russet-

Figure 1. Tahiti Sandpiper Prosobonia leucoptera, from Westerman (1848), by Hermann Schlegel; note the 
different posture of the bird compared to the specimen at Naturalis (see Fig. 4).

Figure 2. Tahiti Sandpiper Prosobonia leucoptera, RMNH.AVES.87556; note the gap in the bill, the shape of the 
nostrils, and the feathering on the mandible (© Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden)
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Figure 3. Tahiti Sandpiper Prosobonia leucoptera, RMNH.AVES.87556; note the minimal supercilium in this 
species, and the pale bill base (© Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden)

Figure 4. Tahiti Sandpiper Prosobonia leucoptera, RMNH.AVES.87556; note the pale head compared to Fig. 1 
(© Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden)
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coloured (uniform). Tibia unfeathered. Wing: crescent-shaped patch of white on lesser 
coverts, the rest sooty brown. Remainder of coverts dusky brown, some with russet 
edges, especially prominent on greater coverts. Underwing-coverts have pale edges, rest 
of underwing sooty brown. Tail: rounded, 12 rectrices. Central feathers sooty brown with 
russet tips, others have prominent russet tips and become progressively more heavily 
barred russet towards the lateral pair. In 2020 only five tail feathers remained. Bare parts: 
bill straight (thicker at base) with a gap near bill tip. Maxilla blackish, mandible slightly 
paler, with feathering on the underside of the basal 30% of the mandible. Egg-shaped 
nostrils. Feet / legs (now) straw-coloured, slightly greenish. The anisodactyl toes are short, 
especially in toe one, longer in four, two, and toe three is longest. Toe one has two joints, toe 
two has three joints, toe three four joints and toe four five joints. No webbing between toes 
two and three, and slight membrane between three and four. Claws now look brownish, 
laterally compressed, sharp and curved. Borders of scutes dark and clear. Tibiotarsus has 
22–23 scutes.

X-ray (see Fig. 5). Skeleton: the radius, ulna, carpometacarpus and wing phalanges are 
present, as well as other bones such as tarsometatarsus, pedal phalanges and the complete 
skull. Also, part of the synsacrum and pygostyle are present. Surprisingly (as nearly all 
specimens prior to the 1820s have this part broken) the tibiotarsus is complete, but no femur 
is present. Wires: the longest pin is bent in the neck and extends from the skull midway 
down the back. Filling: the cervical vertebrae are replaced by a hard filler, similar to the rest 

Figure 5. Tahiti Sandpiper Prosobonia leucoptera, RMNH.AVES.87556; note the dense substance on the 
outside of the skin, and clearly visible is the complete tibiotarsus (rare in specimens from this era). L = left, 
R = right, and P + A = postero-anterior; the latter indicate the angle at which the X-ray passed through the 
body. Between the skull and body, the neck has a filling, and the body also contains a second (larger wad) of 
artificial stuffing (© Naturalis Biodiversity Center, Leiden)

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Bulletin-of-the-British-Ornithologists’-Club on 24 Apr 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use



Justin J. F. J. Jansen et al. 131      Bull. B.O.C. 2021 141(2)  

© 2021 The Authors; This is an open‐access article distributed under the terms of the 
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial Licence, which permits unrestricted use,  
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited. 

ISSN-2513-9894 
(Online)

of the body. These form two separate stuffed body parts. Eyes: the concave glass lenses are 
joined by some dense material (probably clay or wadding).

Measurements: see Zusi & Jehl (1970: 769). DNA: Genbank JQ012744 (ND2) / JQ12743 
(Cytb) (Cibois et al. 2012: 766, De Pietri et al. 2020).

Provenance of the sole specimen.—Two origins for the Naturalis specimen are 
possible. (1) The style of its taxidermy resembles that of a White Tern Gygis alba (NRM 
A569927) collected by Anders Sparrman (a participant on the second Cook voyage, 1772–
75). Likewise, a Tui Prosthemadera novaeseelandiae (NRM A533743; ex-Museum Paykull), 
Piopio Turnagra capensis (NRM A568806; coll. A. Sparrman) and Red-crowned Parakeet 
Cyanoramphus novaezelandiae (NRM A569923; coll. A. Sparrman) (Jansen & Steinheimer 
2017, Jansen 2018) show similarities in their taxidermy. Finally, it resembles the taxidermy 
of an I’iwi Drepanis coccinea (GAU 345) (Jansen & Steinheimer 2017). However, the latter is 
from the third Cook expedition (1776–80). All birds collected during Cook’s second voyage 
were probably taken by Johann & Georg Forster. We consider it likely that Georg Forster 
donated some (duplicates) to Sparrman when he left the Resolution on 21 March 1775. We 
also consider it probable that these specimens were then mixed with others Sparrman 
collected in South Africa. When Sparrman arrived in Gothenburg (Sweden), the majority 
were donated to the Swedish Academy (Åhlander et al. 1997; E. Åhlander in litt. 2019). There 
is a chance that the specimen now in Naturalis arrived via exchange or purchase with the 
Swedish Academy. Many specimens, particularly from the third Cook circumnavigation, 
were traded (Whitehead 1978, Jansen & Steinheimer 2017).

(2) At the Bullock auction in London in 1819, we know that Temminck bid for lots on 
behalf of both Leiden University and his private collection (Jansen & van der Vliet 2015: 
115), but there was no specific mention of a Prosobonia in the Bullock Museum (King & 
Locheé 1979, contra Walters 1991: 219, van Lynden-de Bruïne 2001: 56). Not only was the 
Bullock auction attended by Temminck, but he might also have been at other auctions 
during this period, such as those by J. Hullet and George Reddell (Steinheimer 2011: 90–91).

It seems probable that, like the Naturalis and Vienna Hawaiian Rails Porzana 
sandwichensis (Jansen & Roe 2013: 66), which are likely to have been collected during one of 
Cook’s voyages, the ultimate provenance of this specimen must remain uncertain.
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