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Age/Plumage Relationship of ltufous Whistlers
S .  C .  L A N E

Observat ions ind icate that  Rufous Whist lcrs  lPucl t r tcphul t
r t t l i I t ' t t t r is )  in  ' fcnta le '  p lumage are more common than thosc in
maie p lumage.  Rclat ive ly  fcw ind iv iduals  of  th is  species h i rvc bccn
bandcd as the_""  arc not  found in  larsc numbers a l though widel l .
! i is t r ibuted.

Of  the 67 Rulous Whist lcrs  bandcd by me.  - i0  wcrc in  malc
plumlgc and .J7 were in  ' fcmale '  p lumage.  ( 'Female '  used in  th is
I l l r i lncr  ind ic l tes that  b i rds in  th is  p lumage may bc femalcs or  im-
mir t r . l rc  and juveni le  males.  )
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In  th rec  )car \  i l l  Mount  Isa .  Qr rce ls la lc l ,  \ \ .
Hor lon  bundcd I  n ta les  rnd  l9  fen ta lcs ' .  *h i l c  S
J .  Wi lson .  be ' t rvccn  1960 and 1968 in  thc  A . ( .T .
b i rnc led  38  nra lcs  and 75  ' l cnra lcs  .  T l tcsc  l lg r r res
prov idc  u  1 ( ) l i l l  o l  79  nra lcs  anc l  155 lcnu t lcs .

Juvcn i l c  lnc l  son tc  i rnn l  tu rc  l iu l i r r rs  Whis t l c rs
can bc  i r i cn t i l l cd  b l  p lunra- rc .  : k r . r l l  oss i l i c iL t io r r .
soft prlc gilpc. c!c colour and also probltbl\ b\
t l l (  . ( , L ' t t r  r l l  t l t L  l t r : s  r r r t r l  l , . . e t .  l l t r  i r e  c , , 1 , ' r r r
t \  d i l r l  l ) r , \ \ !  .  r  l r r  t r r l r r l t s  i t  i .  i ,  l ' r i ! : l l  r . ( l . l i . l l -
bro\\ n ).

' l -o  
da tc  thcrc  i s  no  pos i t i ve  n rc lhod knr ) \ \n  t ( )

n )c  o l  d i l i c rcn t i i l t i ng  be lwccn thc  adu l t  l cnra lc
and nros t  rn tn t i r tL l rc  (o r  sub  udu l t )  n ra lc  p lunragcs
Lrnti l thr' tnalcs shorv signs ol lhc itdUlt plunrirge-
L ln lcss  thc .c \c  co lour  i s  po . i t i vc l l  d iagnos t ic .  A t
vilr ' l()us tlntes ()bscrvcrs lravc rcprtrlcd 1w(r' fenra lcs  a t  a  l cs t  and no  n l l l c  p rcscn t .  A .  H_
Chisholnr inlitrntcd ntc thtt he l l{d rccordcd
th is  occur rcncc  i lnc l  f l .  .1 .  t i c  S .  I ) i snc l  hu t l  l
- jn l i l r r r  c \p i r i ( ru .  r ( . r r  \ \ , . \  \ \1 , \  \ c i \  S i , r t l r
Walcs .  ou  6  Dcccnrbcr  l9 ( r ,1 .  Both  b i rds  a t -
t ( ' nJ l l l r . l  i r  r r (  \ l  ( , ,  l i t i t ) i nF  l r r r r  11qs1 l i 11 , J .  111 r1 ,111
. l l h t  ( l i l \ \  l r l .  r r t  r t  i | l  l (  n ) i t lC  p lu r l l i r l r . .  O r r . .
ol thc birds hatl  a rul irus wash on rnc trrei ist.

A  l l r r l i r us  W l t ; s t l c r  ncs t cd  i n  r u r ,  { a |dcn  i n
l ) cccmb t r  l 96 l  No  uh i s t l c r  i n  n r i r l r , , -  p l un r i r gc
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t rapped in  n ta le  p lumagc jn  March ,  about  lh rec
months after thcy rvcrc bandcd in .fcntale,'
plumagc.

-  .  Whi lc  band ing  a t  Round H i l l  nc r r  Mount  Hopc.
N . S . W . .  l r o m :  t L ,  h  S c p ( ( m b ( r  l ( r r , x .  H .  J .  d e  S .
D i .nc l  anr . l  R .  Los . in  i r ru rhr  re r r  Ru l i 'u \  Whi \ r l -
crs. Dctails of sex and plumage wcrc:

Malc plurnagc 3'Fcmale' plumagc - fcntalcs 6
- mirlc

f, '111 re
The fcmalcs werc scxcd by cloacal cxamination.

rvhilc two of thc males in male pluntagc and thc
mtlc in 'fcmale' plumagc had enlargcd tubulcs.
The latter showcd-no sig-n of aciult nri lc plumagc.

This additional cvidcnce conlirnrs that nralcs
of this species can and almost certainly do brccd
whi lc  s t i l l  i n ' f cmalc 'o r  immaturc  malc  p lunragc .

There are a numbcr of rccords of malc Golden
Whistlers (P. prctorali.\) brceding in'immaturc'
p lumagc.  A .  J .  Campbe l l  (  l90 l )  rccords  f ind ing
a nest containing eggs 'which wcrc "shepherdcd"
h1 r  pu i r  o l  h i rds  bo lh  in  g rey  p lumrrgc :  L .  C .
Chrnd lc r  {  l9  l - l  r  rceords  u  h i l c  'b i i cd ing  in
immature plumage', whilc F. M. Litt lcr ( l9 I 0)
sa id 'Mr  H.  C.  Thompson in fo rms mc tha t  he  has
lrcquently scen birds in immature dress sitt ing on
cggs or tcnding young, so that he is convinccd
that l ikc thc Flame Robin, this spccics brccds
whilc yet in adolescent plumagc.' Litt lcr also
statcd that young malcs do not attain full plumage
unt i l  thc  second year .  I .  C .  J .  Ca lbra i th  ( t967)
indicated that male Colden Whistlcrs assumc
lull plumagc in their fourth ycar in Eastern Aus-
tralia, but S. J. Wilson (pcr. com.) has said that
this fact is not yct proved.

In the casc of Rufous Whistlcrs, if thc banding
figurcs referred to are any criterion, they would
indicate that in this species, thc males probably
acquire full plumage in their second year. l i
this wcrc not so, the preponderancc of birds in'femalc' plumage should be far grcatcr than indi-
catcd by the banding l igures, assuming the birds
brecd at about l2 months old.

The following arc some of the problcms which
can be solved by additional banding and subse-
quent retrapping, providing adequatc information
is recorded.

l. At what age do malc Rufous Whistlers
breed?

2. At what age do they acquirc adult male
plumage?

3. ls there a plumage difference bctwecn adult
fcmales and immature malcs?

\ !us  sccD in  o r  near  the  gardcn dur ing  the
hrccdinr: pc'riod. Onc adult was caught in i mist
nct. To avoid any possiblc disturbancc or at-
lraction of prcdators to thc ncsting location, no
lu r thcr  c l lo r ts  wcrc  n r rde  to  ca tch  thc  adu l t /s .
Thc onlv bird subscqucntlv obscrvcd feeding thc
nes t l i t rgs  $  S  thc  banded ' f cmalc ' .  ( l  was  un-
awilrc at that t imc of ckracal cxamination fot
scxing brccding passerincs and the bandcd adult
was rccortlcd as a fcmalc by plumage.) Clcar
obscrvation ncirr thc ncst was dil l icult and it can
onlv bc rcportcd that obscrvation failcd to rcveal
rn  unbandcd ' fcmalc '  in  a t tcndance,  a l though th is
could have bcen possible. Thc two ncstl ings werc
bandcd on  , l  January  1962.  and lc f t  the  ncs t
irbout ir wcck latcr. Ncithcr thcy nor ths adult//s
wcrc obscrvcd again in thc gardcn.

Thc breeding scuson is recorded as Scptcmber
to Januar) and Rufous Whistlcrs arc rcportcd to
be migratory rt least in thc south-eastern part of
thc contincnt t lthough individuals arc occasionally
prcscnt throughout the year. Unlike some species,
particularly certain honcycaters, thcrc is ne l i l tc
outunn or rvintcr ncsting of Rufous Whistlers in
south-eastcrn Australia, hencc the plumagc
changcs should bc more clearly related to the
brccding season.

Conscqucntly. two rctraps of birds bandcd in
'fcmalc' plunragc provide uscful cvidcncc. Thc
dctails l lrc as folkrws:
(a) 030-0tt469. Bandcd 30 Dcccmbcr 1960 at

North Rydc, N.S.W. Rctrappcd at banding
p lacc  on  3 l  March  1961.  th rec  months  la tc r
uhcn i l  sus  in  mr r le  p lumage.

(b )  030-65060.  Banded by  S.  J .  Wi lson  on  12
Dcccmbcr 1967 at Lees Crcek, Brindabella
Rangc.  A .C. l - .  Rc t rapped by  M,  T .  Murn
at Blundclls Creek, one mile north of banding
phcc .  on  2  March  1968,  ncar ly  th rce  months
latcr when it. too. wils in malc plumage.

ln thc first cxamplc (030-08469), the bird was
rccordcd Ns t fcmalc rvhcn banded on 30 Dccenr-
bcr. lts plumage was worn lnd ccrtainly it was
not l young bird of thc season. Thc second case
wls  s imi la r .

This incompletc evidencc indicates that male
Rufous Whistlers may brecd in the brceding sea-
son following thcir birth and apparently do so
whilc sti l l  in 'fcmalc' plumage. This would
ilccount for thc preponderance of birds in'female'
plumage and also for the lack of male-plumagcd
birds at some nests. lt seems likely that thcse
'immature' males obtain their full male plumagc
irt thcir post-breeding moult, at between l5 and 1 lJ
months. or after the next breeding season between
27 and 30 months. Hencc thc two cxamplcs rc-
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I l tr Ir t t t  l l ' l t i t t lcr (Dtal?) rrt  tr( \ t .

Ihcsc  prob lcn ts  rc la tc  on l l  1o  thc  n ) i r t le fs  (L i \ -
c r rsscd  in  th is  pupcr .  bLr t  in  ac ld i t ion .  band ins  w i l l
l r r ( , v iJc .Ln , ' \1 . ( l . Jc  l  n t iF r : r t i | )n .  t c r r i t , \ r \ .  f c l l t r r l
I r \  n r ( .cL I | l ] !  t r t c i t l t ( rn .  l r rn !cv t1 \ .  l . ta .

S()r)tc longcvit\ inli)rnlirt ion has alrcady bcctr
( )b t i r ined  I ron t  t rand in t .  A  n ta lc  Rr r fous  Whis t l c r
\\ l\ fclrlppcd n)ore thrn citht ycars aftcr it harl
l )cen  b i lndcL l  in  lu l l  n ra lc  p lunrage { l_ rnc  tnd
l -onoon.  I967)  u .h i l c  anothcr  (band numbcr  03O-
0 t l -167)  l ] rndcd on  l l l  Deccmbcr  1960 as  an  adu i t
l . n r i l l L  \ r i l .  r c l f i t p p . J  t r l  l r 1 n l l 1 1 r  p l r r c . ' r r c l r r l r  . i r
r i r r r .  l l r l . r  ( . c (  R ( u d \ ( r \  R ! ) U  ( l - l r l ' .  V t , l . 5 .  N , , .
l .  p .  -19)  i rnd  agu in  rc t r rppL 'd  on  l5  Novcnrhcr
I 9 ( ) 7 .

\a luab lc  in lo rn ta t ion  \ \ i l l  i t - c l .uc  i l  b lnc lc r .s
fJc ( ) f ( l  ( l c t i l i l cc l  i j ] l i r I r Ia t ion .  par t i cu la r l l  o l' l cn t l r l c  wh is t le rs .  \ lou i t  i l a tu  ubu ld  a lso  bc  o l
vuluc. and in tinrc. sonte of the problenrs wil l
bc rolvccl.

I  )et  ?,1 i l t?r ,  l9(r f i

I l t r I r n r  l f  l t i r t Le r  I  j t t twk l  u  r t t ' . t t .
I , h ( n l , \  I -  I  I n d g r c n
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