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GEOGRAPHY
(The follo wing abridged account is based on that given by the late H . C.
first volume of this series)

ROBINSON

in the

THE area with which this work is concerned is the Malay P eninsula in its widest
sense, from the Isthmus of Kra and the Pakchan estuary in the north, to
Johore in the south. The small islands adjacent to the Peninsula are also
included.
The area is a natural but not a political unit, the greater portion forming
part of the British Empire, either as the Crown Colony of the Straits Settlements, the Protectorate of the Federated Malay States, or the rather more
loosely attached states, the suzerainty over which passed to Great Britain
by the Anglo-Siamese Treaty of I909, and by later treaties entered into with
these states individually. These st ates are collectively known as the
Unfederated Malay States.
The northern third of the Malay Peninsula fonns part of the kingdom
of Siam.
1. The Cro wn Colony of the Straits Settlements.-(a) Singapore is an
island at the southern extremity of the Malay Peninsula and wit hin a hundred
miles of the Equator. It is roughly diamond-shaped, with a length east and
west of about twenty-two miles, and a breadth north and south of fourteen .
The coastal districts are fiat, much of them having once been swamp, and to
the north and west there is a good deal of mangrove; to the east and in the
south there are short stretches of sand. The interior is undulating land,
and there are numerous low hills, rising to a maximum elevation of about
500 ft. A small area of forest still exists on the hill Bukit Timah, but the
island has mostly been cleared of its original forest for the purpose of rubbergrowing, other agricultural pursuits and military purposes. It is separated
from the mainland to the north by a depth of water that does not exceed
six fathoms in places. The straits between it and the Rhio Archipelago to
the south are deeper. A characteristic of the island fauna is the non-occurrence
or comparative rarity of such birds as pheasants, partridges, trogons, baJ:bets,
woodpeckers, and the smaller babblers, which are abundant on the adjacent
mainland. About three hundred species of birds have been recorded from
the island, but many of the old records are open to doubt, specimens having
been merely forwarded from Singapore, and credited to the place as resident,
whereas their real origin m ay have been from the adjacent mainland or even
xv
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THE BIRDS OF THE MALAY
PENINSULA
FINFOOTS
Family

HELIORNITHIDA3:

THIS family is included in the Order Ralliformes (coots, rails, crakes, etc.)
which has already been dealt with in detail in our third volume. The somewhat aberrant finfoots are not unlike the rails externally, but they have thick,
soft, close-set plumage, adapted to diving habits, therein approaching the
grebes. The tail is longer than in the rails with the shafts of the feathers
thicker. Toes with broad, scalloped, meJllbranous lobes like those of a coot.
The family is not large, consisting of five species arranged in three genera
inhabiting tropical America, Africa and Southern Asia. Only one species
occurs in Malaya.
The finfoots are usually shy birds, inhabitants of inland waterways and
swamps. They are expert swimmers and divers.

H eliopais personata
The Masked Finfoot

Podica personata G. R. Gray, Proc. Zool. Soc., I848, p. 90, pI. Aves 4
(Malacca) ; Oates, Birds of Burma, ii., I883, p. 353.
Heliopais personata, Sharpe, Cat. Birds Brit. Mus., xxiii., I894, p. 232 ;
Blanford, Faun. Brit. Ind., Birds, iv., I898, p. I82; Williamson, Journ. Nat.
Hist. Soc. Siam, iii., I9I8, p. 32; Robinson and Kloss, op. cit., v., I92I , p. 39 ;
Hopwood, Journ. Bombay Nat . Hist. Soc., xxvii., I92I, p. 634 (nidification) ;
Stuart Baker, Faun. Brit. Ind., Birds (2nd ed.), vi., I929, p. 37; Stuart
Baker, Nid. Birds Ind. Emp., iv., I935, p. 3I6.
Malay Name.-Itek ayer; burong peden dang ?
Description.-Bill, heavy, very slightly longer than the tarsus, the. culmen
slightly curved. Tail, considerably rounded, about half the length of the
wing, of eighteen feathers, stiff and rather broad.
Adult male.-Fore part of crown and a line extending backwards on each
side, chin, face and throat, glossy black; a small spot at base of bill and a
narrow line encircling the black of the throat, white; occiput and nape,
greyish flushed with green, greyer on the occiput; mantle, oily brown tinged
VOL. IV.-A
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with green; rest of upper surface, including outer aspect of wings, brown;
rump and upper tail coverts, paler; inner aspect of quills, dark brown; under
wing coverts and axillaries, blackish brown; tail feathers, brown, very
narrowly tipped with dirty white. Sides of neck and breast immediately
below the black throat, greyish brown, tinged with green. Upper breast,
buffy white; lower breast and middle of belly, white; flanks and under tail
coverts, pale earthy brown indistinctly barred with white; thighs, pale sooty
brown.
Adult jemale.-Closely resembles the male, but chin and middle of throat
white surrounded by a broad black stripe coming to a point on the lower throat.
The black of the forehead is reduced in extent.
Immature.-Like the female, but the white spot at the base of the bill
larger, the black stripe round the throat more irregular and mottled with
white; the crown brownish with hardly any traces of black. The greenish
grey on the occiput and nape less pronounced.
Soft Parts.'-----Male: iris, chrome; bill, bright yellow; feet, pale applegreen. Female: iris, dark hazel; feet, apple-green, edges of lobes and soles
yellowish, lobes black beneath. Bill, chrome-yellow, yellowish green on culmen,
basal-culminal process chrome-yellow. "Iris ochreous yellow, eyelids peagreen, bill dull yellow, shaded about the middle with brown, feet pale green,
the lobes only faintly tinged with yellow, claws and soles dark horny green"
(Davison).
Dimensions.-Totallength, about 19·75 to 21 in.; wing, 9'75 to 10 in. ;
tail, 4'75 to 5'4 in.; tarsus, 1'9 to 2'2 in.; middle toe and claw, 2'9 in.; bill
from gape, 1·8 to 2'2 in.; exposed culmen, 2 to 2'25 in. Females are rather
smaller in all dimensions, but the difference in size between the sexes is
inconsiderable.
Range in the Malay Peninsula.-Sporadic throughout the Peninsula, south
to Malacca. The island of Koh Pennan, in the Bandon Bight.
Extralimital Range.-North through Tenasserim to Assam. East to
Cambodia. Sumatra.
Nidification.-Nothing is known of the nesting habits in the Malay
Peninsula. Mr Cyril Hopwood describes the bird as breeding in the flooded
jungle of the lower Irrawaddy, dark places under thick creepers being favoured.
In the district visited the birds were breeding in some numbers at the end of
July and August. The nests were built of twigs and lined with dead leaves:
they were pads nearly a foot deep, roughly circular in shape and about fifteen
inches in diameter, the egg cavity being a shallow cup about eight inches in
diameter. The clutches were up to seven in number. The eggs are described
as spheroidal, sometimes nearly spherical, moderately to highly glossy, of
coarse texture and very hard-shelled. Ground-colour creamy, sometimes very
pale, in others with a strong greenish tinge, but of the same colour in any
one clutch. Markings, secondary and primary, the latter being rusty or
chestnut, and the former inky purple. Shape and distribution of markings
apparently very variable, but the eggs, in general, are described as very ralline
in character, being matched exactly in colour pattern by many eggs of the
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blue-breasted banded rail (Hypotcenidia striata). The average dimensions of
twenty-seven eggs are given as r·g8 by r'7 in.
Habits.-The masked finfoot is fairly widely distributed throughout the
Malay Peninsula, though it cannot anywhere be called a common bird. It
occurs both in clear-water streams, near the foot of the mountains, and in
brackish swamps, near the sea-coast. It is very shy, but when disturbed does
not readily take to flight, which, though rapid and powerful, is never long
sustained. In the water it is very active, sometimes using its wings as paddles
and swimming with the body rather deep in the water and with the neck
bent back, like a darter (Anhinga melanogaster). In up-country streams it is
often found under the shelter of high overhanging banks, where, as Davison
says, it presumably feeds on molluscs and insects as well as vegetable matter.
I know nothing of its voice.
Writing of Selangor in the first volume of this series, Robinson said:
" Behind the mangrove zone on the coast there is, in many parts of the state,
a belt of fresh-water swamp, overgrown with thorny palms and many other
plants peculiar to the zone, which is also the habitat of many birds that are
rare in other types of country, as, for instance, the finfoot, one or two of the
bulbuls, and certain of the babblers."
A peculiar character in the adult male is the presence of a knife-like ridge
in the middle line of the basal portion of the culmen, ending in a sharp point
directed backwards, but not very perceptible in skins. Mr Stuart Baker
contends that this horn is characteristic of the breeding season and that it
disappears in winter, but I am not certain that this is so.
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GREBES
Order PODICIPEDIFORMES
Vol. I., p.

2I.

THE grebes- with which are often included the Colymbiformes, or divers,
which are northern birds, not entering the tropics-can be distinguished from
most other aquatic birds by their extremely dense, thick, soft and silky
plumage, and the very short tail, which is little more than vestigial. The
tarsus is at most equal to and generally shorter than the middle toe and claw.
Toes with wide lateral lobes, like that of a coot or finfoot. Bill somewhat
variable, straight, pointed or curved downwards-short and slightly bent
downwards in the only local species.
Grebes are highly aquatic birds, of greater powers of flight than would
appear from their short and rounded wings, and excellent swimmers and
divers. They are found mostly in fresh-water lakes and rivers which are well
vegetated. About forty forms are known, occurring throughout the world,
except on the islands of Oceania (Robinson, Vol. 1. , p. 21).
Only one small species, a close relative of the English dabchick, is known
to occur in Malaya.

P odiceps ruficollis philippensis
The Philippine Little Grebe

Colymbus Philippensis Bonnat, Tabl. Encycl. Meth., i., 1790, p. 58, pI. 46,
fig. 3 (Philippine I slands).

P odicipes philippensis (part), Ogilvie-Grant, Cat. Birds, Brit. Mus.,
xxvi., 1898, p. 51I.

P odicipes fluviatilis philippensis, Robinson and Kloss, J ourn. Nat. Hist.
Soc. Siam, v., 1921 , p. 45.
P odiceps ruficoUis albipennis, Herbert , J ourn. Siam. Soc., Nat. Hist.
Su,ppl" vi., 1926, p. 355.
Malay Name.-Unrecorded.
ok koo-at; nok pet-pi (Siamese, ghost duck,
fide H erbert).
Description.- Adult in breeding plumage.-" Above dark, glossy sealbrown; chin, fore throat, and cheeks blackish; throat, sides of neck, and
ear coverts chestnut; breast and abdomen silvery white, mixed with a little
blackish brown and gradually shading into blackish brown on fore breast,
4
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sides, flanks, and lower belly; thighs, blackish mixed with a little light
chestnut; wings, black; under wing coverts, axillars, and tips of short
secondaries white" (McGregor).
Adult in non-breeding plumage.-Chin and throat, white; chestnut of
the head and neck much paler. Under parts paler, less washed with brown.
Immature.-Rather like the non-breeding plumage of adults, but with
no chestnut on the head and neck.
Soft Parts.-Iris, lemon; lower mandible, cream, upper mandible, black,
edges pale yellow, base of bill pale green; feet, dark sage-green. (South-West
Siam, non-breeding plumage, April : Robinson and Kloss.)
Dimensions.-Total length, 9.25 to 10'75 in.; wing, 3.8 to 4'25 in.;
tarsus, 1'3 in.; bill from gape, 1'1 in. There is considerable variation
in the size of the bill.
Range in the Malay Peninsula.-Known only from Peninsular Siam where
it occurs in the large reed-beds of the Tale Sap in the Siamese district of
Patelung, near Singgora. It will possibly be met with in the swampy country
on the east coast of Pahang and J ohore.
Edralimital Range.-The typical form of this grebe (Podiceps r.
ruficollis) is the common dabchick of Europe, which is represented in Africa
and India by a very closely allied geographical race, or subspecies (P. r.
capensis). Birds from Peninsular Siam seem nearest to philippensis, but
others from Raheng in West Siam are nearer to the Indian bird on account
of their whiter secondaries. The little grebe is widely distributed, and forms
of it are also found in Japan, China, and through the various island groups
to Australia and Tasmania.
Nidification.-There is no published record of the nesting of this grebe
within our area, but Mr E. G. Herbert has eggs taken in Central Siam on
25th June and 22nd October. He describes the nest as a moderately small
quantity of weeds piled on to the growing surface-weeds, with a depression
in the centre for the eggs. In India it is said that almost any weed-covered
piece of water is used as a nesting site. The following notes are based on
Mr Herbert's published account of his eggs taken in Siam. The eggs are
moderately elongated ovals much pointed at both ends, although some are
more regular ovals and have only one end pointed. When first laid the colour
is white, but the eggs soon become stained and are usually cafe-au-lait in
colour when found. The texture is fairly close, but of a chalky nature, and
blemishes in the formation of the shell are frequently noticeable. There is
only a small amount of gloss. The yolk is deep reddish-orange in colour,
and viewed through the blow-hole the shell appears deep green. The clutch
probably consists of five eggs, which measure about 1'4 by I in.
Habits.~We have no information relating to the habits of this grebe
within our area. Specimens collected at Koh Lak in South-West Siam in
April are in non-breeding plumage : the birds were stated to be very common
on a shallow pond near the coast, together with two species of jacanas. The
following account of the habits is adapted from Mr Hugh Whistler's Popular
Handbook of I ndian Birds. It may be said virtually never to land on terra
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firma; except when travelling-it spends its whole life in the water, swimming,
like a cormorant, very low in the beam and ready to dive at the least sign of
danger. Much of its food in the way of small fishes is captured under water,
for it dives well and can swim far beneath the surface; though it also feeds
on the surface and there procures vegetable matter, small mollusca and waterinsects. Quantities of their own feathers are found in the gizzards of grebes,
either with or without pebbles, and they are apparently swallowed for the
same digestive purposes for which the latter are swallowed by most birds.
It rises from the water with some difficulty owing to the comparatively small
size of its wings, but once in the air travels well and fast. The wing feathers
in autumn are shed simultaneously as in the ducks, so that for a short period
the bird is virtually flightless. Ordinarily it is found singly or in small parties.
Numbers breed on the same water, but their nesting habits can hardly be
called colonial.

