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Well, not a lot if you are talking about Emperor 
Napoleon 1 Bonaparte of Waterloo fame. I suspect 
though, given the era in which he lived he may have 
eaten the odd one or two individuals, or their eggs, 
but beyond that there is, as far as I know, no other 
connection between him and waders. Or is there?  
 It may be tenuous, but there is in fact a link, and 
that is because Napoleon was the uncle of one Charles 
Lucien Jules Laurent Bonaparte, 2nd Prince of Canino 
and Musignano (24 May  1803 – 29 July 1857) who, 
after being born in Paris was raised in Italy.  
 Charles married his cousin Zénaïde and together 
they left for Philadelphia in the United States to live 
with Zénaïde's father, Joseph Bonaparte. On the 
journey across the Atlantic Charles collected a storm-
petrel, which he later wrote up and gave the name 
Procellaria Wilsonii [sic] in a paper in 1824, although 
Wilson’s Petrel is now attributed to Heinrich  Kuhl in 
1820 and now called Oceanites oceanicus.  
 In 1838 he coined the genus Zenaida, after his 
wife, for the Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura  and 
its relatives, and is responsible for giving scientific 
names to many birds including a number of 
wader species.  

 Of the four wader genera he named 
only one is still in use today, Prosobonia 
(1850), which refers to the Polynesian 
sandpipers. Of the four species in the 
genus only one is extant, Tuamotu 
Sandpiper P. parvirostris, the others; 
Kiritimati Sandpiper P. cancellata, Moorea 
Sandpiper P. ellisi and Tahiti Sandpiper P. 
leucoptera are all extinct, the latter being 
known only from a single specimen 
consisting solely of a wing, which gave rise 
to an alternative English name of White-
winged Sandpiper.  

 The meaning of most scientific names can be 
explained as they come from Latin or Greek or a 
mixture of them both, but no-one is particularly sure 
why Prosobonia came into existence. There are three 
theories. The first and, according to James Jobling in 
his wonderful Dictionary of Scientific Bird Names, 
probably correct interpretation, is that it comes from 
the Greek prosopon meaning mask or face and refers 
to the masked appearance of the Tahiti Sandpiper. 
Jobling goes on to suggest that it could also be a 
misspelling or adaption of Prosobonasia coming 
from Greek proso– joining and bonasia also of 
uncertain meaning, which was the specific name for 
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the similar, and also extinct Red Rail 
Aphanapteryx bonasia. Alternatively, Jobling 
comments ‘with that stretch of the 
imagination essential to students of 
Bonaparte’s work’  the name could also derive 
from a play on the genus Pisobia Billberg 1827 
for sandpiper.  
 The other wader genera, now all invalid, 
are; Catoptrophorus (1827) from the Greek 
katoptron meaning mirror and phoros 
meaning bearing, referring to the prominent 
white wing bars of the Willets Tringa 
semipalmata; Chettusia (1841), uniquely for 
Sociable Lapwing now Vanellus gregarious and 
based on being a synonym of Tringa 

keptuschka (Lepechin 1774) and amended from Chaetusia 
from the Greek khaite meaning long flowing hair; 
Leucopolius (1856) from Greek leukos  white, polios  grey 
for Kentish Plovers Charadrius alexandrinus and their 
close allies. 
 There are a number of species of wader for which 
Bonaparte gets the credit; Semipalmated Plover 
Charadrius semipalmatus 1825; Stilt Sandpiper Calidris 
himantopus 1826; African Snipe Gallinago nigripennes 
1839; Madagascar Snipe Gallinago microdactyla 1839; 
Andean Snipe Gallinago jamesoni 1855; African 
Oystercatcher Haematopus moquini 1856. As subspecies 
have been added to African snipe he is also therefore 
credited with the naming of the nominate subspecies of 
African Snipe Gallinago nigripennes nigripennes and 
additionally he is credited with a subspecies of Solitary 
Snipe Gallinago solitaria japonica 1856. 

 There were not many birds named after Bonaparte. 
Of particular interest to us is the White-rumped Sandpiper 

Calidris fuscicollis, which was formerly known as Bonaparte’s Sandpiper and given the specific name of 
Heteropygia bonapartei by Coues (1861) or Pelidna bonapartei by Gould in his Birds of Great Britain 
(1873), neither genus now being valid.  
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 Returning to Napoleon Bonaparte himself 
there is, in fact another, even more tenuous link to 
waders that exists. His last residence, imposed 
upon him by the British in 1815, was the pin prick 
of an island in the South Atlantic called St Helena. 
On that island dwells an endemic plover with the 
apt and eponymous name; St Helena Plover 
Charadrius sanctaehelenae. The species is closely 
related to the rather more widespread Kittlitz’s 
Plover Charadrius pecuarius in Africa. It would 
have pleased my sense of irony had it been 
Charles Bonaparte who described that species but 
alas, it was thus dealt with by James Edmund  
Harting in 1873. 
 As a bitter and twisted ex-twitcher who has 
never taken being gripped-off well, it galls me somewhat to think that, in all probability Monsieur 
Bonaparte, with no interest in it whatsoever, saw this species during his 5 year stay.  
 Access is now considerably easier than it was in Bonaparte’s days when it was used as his place of 
exile, but the plover, which has now become the symbol of the island, remains a species of wader that the 
I have not seen, due to its continued inaccessibility. Although it is now possible to fly onto St Helena from 
South Africa, to do so is rather beyond the meagre means of this author and therefore it seems unlikely 
that I am destined to ever set my optics, nor Elis her camera lens upon these wonderful little birds so 
intertwined with one of the world’s great family histories. 
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