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Bristle-thighed Curlew Numenius tahitiensis  Gmelin 1789  
IUCN Near Threatened 
 
Name explained:  

• Numenius - Greek: noumenios. This was 
a species of bird with a crescent shaped 
bill mentioned by Hesychius, the 
complier of an ancient Greek lexicon. 
The word comes from two Greek words 
νέος = neos meaning young; μήνη = 
mene meaning moon after the ‘young 
moon’, which is crescent shaped and 
follows the all dark the ‘new moon’. 

• tahitiensis - Tahiti, an island in the 
Society Islands of French Polynesia, 
where the bird was discovered in 1769 
on Cook’s first voyage. Toponym for 
type locality; type specimen lost . 

Alternative names; Pacific-Island Whimbrel, 
Bristly-thighed Curlew, Otaheite Curlew . 
 
Oceanic Island traditional names; 
Kau‘a (Mangaia), Kauwe (Pukapuka, Nassau) 
Keuhe (Hiva oa, Ua Huka), Kihi (Manihiki, 
Rakahanga), Kioi (Nuku Hiva) Kiovī (Mitiaro), Kivi 
(Tuamotu, Mangareva), kivivi (Mangareva), Kiwi (Society Islands), Te’ue (Tahitian), teu’e, teue (Atiu, Mauke), teuē, (Rarotonga), 
Teuea (Aitutaki), Tohea (Tatakoto), tuli (Samoan - a name shared with other waders including plovers, sandpipers godwits; 
whimbrel and small shorebirds)  
(Reportedly Kioea on Hawai'i - presumably an error as this refers to Chaetoptila angustipluma, a Hawaiian passerine that 
became extinct around 1859?).  
 For more variants in other languages see Avibase. 
 
Taxonomy; monotypic. 
 
Taxonomic history;  
 Family Scolopacidae, subfamily Scolopacinae, tribe Numeniini.  
 Originally described by Gmelin as Scolopax tahitiensis in 1789 from a specimen taken in 1785 by Latham in Tahiti. 
Latham named this bird Otaheite Curlew. It was redescribed by Peale from a specimen taken on the island of Vinvennes in the 
Paumota Archipelago. It was this description that first highlighted the peculiar bristles which are elongated shafts of thigh 
feathers, from which the bird gets its English name, and the function of which is still undiscovered. 
 

Synonyms; 

• Scolopax tahitiensis Gmelin 1789 (Protonym) 

• Phaeopus tahitiensis Gmelin 1789 

• Numenius femoralis Peale 1848 

• Numenius tibialis Peale 1882 
 
Details: 
 Near threatened: in 2020 a review 
downgraded the species from Vulnerable to Near 
Threatened.  
 Suitable breeding habitat surveys estimated 
fewer than 3,500 breeding pairs. Including subadults 
that over-summer in Oceania, the total population 
probably does not exceed 10,000 birds and is possibly 
around 7,000 individuals. However, although the 
small population is thought to be declining, possibly 
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Bristle-thighed Curlew - cont’d 

due to continued predation and 
hunting on its wintering grounds, the 
intensity of such hunting has 
decreased recently, and there are 
signs that the species is recovering in 
parts of its range.  
 Breeds in Alaska and is the 
only wader to winter exclusively on 
the scattered islands in the Pacific 
making huge long distance and non-
stop flights from the breeding 
grounds to wintering quarters. To 
achieve this it takes on fat and 
reduces its digestive organs, but, 
unlike other waders, it builds its fat 
over the winter and not quickly just 
before departure. The minimum 
flight distance is around 4.000 km 
but birds wintering further south do 
not seem to stage in Hawai'i but fly 
direct, meaning their journeys could 
be as long as 8,500km. 
 A rare and thinly spread 
species resulted in this bird’s biology 
and habits to be slow to appear. 
Before 1986 there had been few 
studies made. Indeed following its 
discovery in 1785 it was not until the 

end of the 19th century that the idea of them breeding in Alaska took root and from their first discovery it took 163 years, 
until 1948, before the first description of the nest, eggs, and downy young occurred. Thus the Bristle-thighed Curlew became 
one of the last North American birds to have its nest and eggs described.  Since then it has been discovered that another 
unusual aspect of this species’ lifestyle is that families will come together to form creches for their young. Some of the parents 
will leave their offspring to be cared for by other adults. Where no other families are nearby the male will be left in charge of 
the brood soon after 
hatching, if several broods do 
form a creche it may be just 
one male left in charge of 
them all, but that male will 
always be the parent of one 
of the broods. 
 The fact that the bird 
was mainly seen in the 
Oceanic Islands, where it 
winters resulted in the first 
records in Alaska, where it 
breeds, to be considered 
vagrants. In 1895 Daniel 
Giraud Eliot in his North 
American Shore Birds wrote: 
 ‘Its appearance on any 
part of our shores can only be 
regarded as purely 
accidental, its native islands 
lying several thousand miles 
from our western coast.’ 
 Rarely seen as a 
vagrant away from its oceanic 
route. First record in Asia was 
21 May 1989 on Chukotka 
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Peninsula, Russia about 500 km west 
of breeding grounds. Severe storms 
with easterly winds thought to be the 
reason for this record. Vagrants have 
occurred on other islands where they 
do not regularly winter,  including 
Japan  and on the Ecuadorian coast  
and an unverified record from Cairns 
in Queensland, Australia. 
 The urge to migrate is very 
strong in this species as demonstrated 
by an injured bird that was unable to 
fly on Laysan Island walking across the 
island to the normal staging areas, a 
walk of some 3 miles. The injury was 
some 1.5 years old but the bird still 
put on fat and moved. It staged with 
the uninjured when they gathered for 
their northward migration. The fact 
that the bird deposited fat and 
‘migrated,’ indicates that spring 
migration is determined by an inbuilt 
annually reoccurring cycle.  
 Related to these migrations is 
the fact that the Bristle-thighed 
Curlew is the only wader (apart from 
African Jacana Actophilornis africana) known to become flightless during its moult. Around half of adults studied on Laysan 
Island. become flightless for at least 2 weeks during the September to November period.  
 Before human habitation of the islands they were largely predator free, however the arrival of man and his companions 
(dogs, cats, pigs, rats) changed all that. Although it has not been studied in detail and few, if any, records exist, it is l ikely that 
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this period of being grounded will give opportunities to terrestrial 
predators to capture these birds.  
 Another interesting fact about these birds is their diet and 
methods of obtaining food. In Alaska they eat mainly insects and spiders, 
as well as fruit such as crowberry and blueberry and the flowers of dwarf 
shrubs.  
 On the wintering grounds, where this sort of food is more difficult 
to find they resort to some interesting tactics and are much more 
opportunistic. Although the main source is invertebrates found in the 
intertidal zone, crabs for example, they will also eat other birds’ eggs 
and chicks as well as carrion and fruit. They have also been recorded 
eating the regurgitated food provided for the chicks of other species and 
stolen at the point of delivery. 
 This opportunistic habit has lead to many birds ingesting plastics 
found on the beach and one particular bird was observed trying to 
swallow a white plastic ball, which presumably it thought was an egg. 
 In addition, the Bristle-thighed Curlew is also the only wader to 
display the habitual use of tools during foraging. Eggs may be dashed 
against coral, rocks or other hard surfaces and stones and rocks have 
been used to batter eggs to break them, either by banging the egg with 
the stone in the bill or by dropping the stone on the egg. 
 The longest living example of this bird was ringed in the Hawaiian Islands in September 1967 and collected on Laysan 
Island in April 1991, at which time it was at least 23 years 10 months old making Bristle-thighed Curlew among the species 
with the greatest longevity within the  North American waders. 
 Hunting pressure is inconsistent, it was banned long ago in Hawai'i for example  and not a major threat among the 
indigenous people of Alaska it is supposed. Over the rest of the wintering grounds they are still shot, and captured by hand 
when flightless, and some are caught with fishing line and hook baited with coconut flesh. It is thought however that hunting is 
less prevalent on the islands than in the past. 
 The breeding biology has been studied well enough to state that incubation period is around 24 days from the laying of 
the last (4th) egg, the range of hatching time being 22-26 days. The young leave the nest  about 12 hours after the last egg has 
hatched. The fledging time is between 21 and 24 days although full independence may take 10 or more days after that. Both 
parents actively and aggressively care for the chicks for 3 - 4 weeks when they abandon them leaving for the coast in 
preparation for their migration. Unusually among waders, the young are left in groups formed with other offspring from other 
pairs and in the care of one or more adults. The last adult to leave the chicks is a male, and his offspring will always be a part of 
the group he has inherited from his neighbours. Eventually he will leave and the chicks remain until they too leave without 
guidance from their parents. 
 The entire population exists in two distinct breeding groups., one more northerly than the other by some 300 miles.  
The northern group is fewer in number, breeds later, are slightly larger and winter further south than the southern group.  
 Fossils of Bristle-thighed Curlew are fairly common in the Holocene deposits on main Hawaiian Islands of Moloka‘i and 
Kaua‘i  and also known from American Samoa and the Solomon, Cook, Society, Marquesas, Gambier and Pitcairn Islands.  
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