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Olson, Storrs L. Evolution of the Rails of the South Atlantic Islands (Aves:
Rallidae). Smithsonian Contributions to Zoology, number 152, 53 pages, 8 fig-
ures, 11 plates, 1973.—Abundant remains of a medium-sized, flightless rail col-
lected on Ascension Island are described as a new species, Atlantisia elpenor.
The very large, extinct, flightless rail, previously described as Aphanocrex po-
darces, is also shown to be a member of the genus Atlantisia, the only other
member of which is the diminutive, flightless, living species A. rogersi of Inac-
cessible Island in the Tristan da Cunha group. These three species are believed
to be descended from a common mainland ancestor of a pro-Rallus stock that
arrived as wind-blown vagrants to all three islands where each population inde-
pendently evolved Sightlessness and divergent body sizes in response to different
environmental conditions. Bones of a flightless rail much smaller than A. po-
darces were also discovered on St. Helena and represent a new species, Porzana
astrictocarpus, which, along with the flightless species "Porzanula" palmeri of
Laysan Island in the Pacific, is thought to be descended from the widespread
Old World species Porzana pusilla. The two nearly identical flightless gallinules
of Tristan da Cunha (nesintis) and Gough (comeri) Islands are considered as
each having been independently derived from volant Gallinula chloropus and
are, therefore, best treated as separate species or as subspecies of G. chloropus
rather than one being a subspecies of the other. Two species of purple gal-
linules (Porphyrula) are regular vagrants to the South Atlantic islands yet have
never established breeding populations on any of them. This genus is thought
to be too specialized morphologically to adapt to insular environments. Flight-
lessness in rails is shown to be a neotenic condition that involves only the con-
trol of relative growth of body parts, is evolved at a rapid rate, .arid therefore
has limited taxonomic significance. The evolutionary advantage of Sightlessness
is thought to be in the conservation of energy resulting from the decrease in
mass of the flight muscles.
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Evolution of the Rails
of the South Atlantic Islands

(Aves: Rallidae)

Storrs L. Olson

INTRODUCTION

Among the families of terrestrial vertebrates, the
rails (Rallidae) have one of the most compre-
hensive geographical distributions. Not only are
they widespread in continental areas, except in re-
gions of extreme cold or aridity, but practically no
island or group of islands is too remote or inhospi-
table to have been discovered and inhabited by
some species of rallid.

The islands of the mid-South Atlantic are among
the smallest and most isolated in the world; yet as
it has turned out, each harbored one or more spe-
cies of rail. Ascension, St. Helena, and the Tristan
da Cunha group, remote from each other as they
are, have been occupied by one group of these
rails which has radiated almost as if it were in an
archipelago. In these solitary microcosms has un-
folded an evolutionary story in its own way as fas-
cinating as that of the Galapagos or Hawaii.

The islands with which we will be concerned
are entirely volcanic and are part of the Mid-
Atlantic Ridge. Ascension and Tristan lie di-
rectly on the ridge and both are geologically very
young. St. Helena lies to the east of the center of
the ridge and is considerably older (Baker, 1970).
The map (Figure 1) demonstrates how far re-

Storrs L. Olson, Department of Vertebrate Zoology, National
Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, Wash-
ington, D.C. 20560.

moved these islands are from each other and from
the continents.

Ascension was discovered in 1501, St. Helena in
1502, and Tristan da Cunha in 1506. St. Helena,
being of good climate and rich in resources, was

AFRICA;

FIGURE 1.—Map of the South Atlantic Ocean showing the
principal islands. Numbers represent distances in kilometers
and were computed by F. C. W. Olson from coordinates
obtained from the World Port Index (Publication 150, U.S.
Navy Oceanographic Office, 1963). Arrows indicate direction
of prevailing surface winds.


