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On 20 September 1974 an Olive-backed Oriole
Oriolus sagittatus, a window fatality, was brought
to me and then sent to the Queensland Museum.
Therc it was registered as specimen No. O 16440
and was listed as a juvenile female, probably in its
Iirst ycar, ovarics not enlargcd (4 mm), oviduct
straight, ir is dark brown, bil l  dark brown with
start of change to amber on lowcr mandible.
Measuremcnts rccorded prior to despatch to the
Quccnsland Museum wcre length 270 mm, wing
141 mm, wingspan 440 mm, bil l  29 mm, wcight
97  g .

On 6 May 1976 in my garden at Wellington
Point, Qucensland, an oriole was seen feeding on
thc ripc berries clustered thickly along thc tops
of the metrelong racemes which radiate from the
stcm toDS of an Umbrclla Tree Brassaia qctino-
p,,r'/la. The oriolc was attracted by thc mixed flock
of honeyeaters moving in and out of th€ pull-string
fccdcr trap (see Robertson 1969), and so it was
caught. It was banded* 060-04071 and a record
madc of its plumage dctails, also its length 282
mm, wing 150 mm, bil l  28 mm and weight 108 g.

On 12 May 1976 in  repeat  c i rcumstanccs  a
sccond oriole was banded 060-04073, and its
dctails recorded including wing 152 mm, bil l  26
rnm, tail I I I mm, tarsus 30 mm, weight 99 g.

Thc more noteworthy and distinctive features
common to thcse thrce l iyds wgls;-

o Rufous-cdgcd coverts on the folded wing.
a Dark brown eyes.
a Dark horn coloured bill.
o A pronounced and extensive pale coloured

eycbrow.

A good coloured i l lustration depicting this
plumage is shown in thc upper figure of Plate 578,
facing page 266, Yol. 12 of The Bircls ol Australia

i Batul.t usd t|erc Drcvilcd bJ thc Austrolidn Bird-
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by Gregory M. Mathcws ( 1927), it is designated
thcrcon as a nlale.

In an cffort b dctcrminc age and sex, the
detailcd descriptions in various reference books
wcrc consulted. Thcse showcd clcarly that this is
a specics whcrc from spccimen to specimen there
can bc noticcablc diffcrenccs of colour of certain
plumagc arcas. Unfortunately the reference books
consultcd do not agreE on what is indicated by
these plumage differences, so rnore clarity seemed
desirable.

Thus perhaps by tabulating these characteristics
for a larger sample of known data specimens some
additional clues might be found which would
indicatc cither age or scx or seasonal plumage
cnanges.

Hcncc an approach was made to the Queens-
Iand Museum, through its Ornithologist, D. P.
Vernon. The Museum on 2 June 1976 kindly
madc available to me 39 Olive-backed Oriole
skins for study. Thc skins wcre closely laid out in
long rows, with one wing uppermost and as a start
werc rearranged and graded by colour into two
groups being:-

(a) those showing rufous edges in thc wing
covcrt, 19 specimens; and

(b) those with grey and white wing covert
cdgcs, 20 specimens.

Owing to the gradual reducing intensity of rufous
from spccimen to specimen the junction of the
two groups was not sharply defined. In thcsc notes
wherc colour combinations are used. the ore-
dominant colour is stated first.

The (a) group, (with rufous cdged coverts),
were found to be l isted by their Museun labcls as
l0 males, eight femalcs and one unsexed. Their
back colours, in my own tabulations, are shown as
brown/grecnish or brown/greyish. The backs of
thc l0 malcs being seven brown/grecnish and
threc brown/greyish; the cight fcmales being five
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brown/grccnish and three brown/greyish. Thus no
sc \  t rend was ap faren t  in  my l i s t ing  o f  a  l in ing  up
Dilsco on thetr back colours.

Also in this (a) group, the skins of the small
or partly grown birds showed additional rufous in
thc wing quil ls and in the vcry small birds, not
long fledged, considerable rufous also on vaiious
arcas of the head.

This evidence suggests that with this oriole the
rufous colour is basically an age characteristic,
clcurly evidenr and witJely dist;ibuted over the
plurnagc. in rcccntly f ledged birds but bccoming
progr.ssiveiy less as they mature.

Thc Muscum labels of the (b) group of 20
s l ' cc rmens (w i rh  g rcy  rnd  wh i tc  w ing  covef l
c(igcr rho\\\.J thcm to hc I4 malcs, frrur-Lrn",".,
and two unscxed. Of thcsc, l9 showed back
co lours  o f .  g rcen o l i v ish  or  g rcen brownish  or
r rcen grcyrsh  ur th  onc  unscxed sk in  o f  b rown/
grcyish. When thcsc skins were laid out into their
scx group\ lor cqrtrrl.aa no scx plumage
chirrrctcnsttcs were noticcable.

. Th.ese Museum skins showed a white spot near
thc distal end of the underside of the iectricei
cxccp l  rhc  r$o  vcry  smal l  sk ins  wh ich  hac i  no  t : r i l
\no t .  I .nc idcnra l l y  rhc  ra i l  spo t  on  the  two b i rds
bindcd her.' was j.tained mulberry colour from
c( ,n racr  _wi th  rhc  ju icc  o f  the  ha l f  ca tcn  ben ies  o ]
lhc .  Umbre l l l  T rce  l rs  the  b i r t l  moved over  them
ouflng tna tccdrng process.

Nr ) r th  ( .1q02)  Vo l .  t .  page 75 ,  r lescr ibed in
m u c h  d c t a r l  l h c ' r d u l t  m a l c .  i n c l u d i n g _'hil l  

,br')wni-h red: ir i. rerj .. then wenl on .adult
l e m . r l e  S i n t i l r r  i n  p l  m l r E e  t , ,  r h e  m a l e . ,

^ Hc nradc no mention in these adult descriptions
"j. 

11." :y:l-y or. of ,any rufous in thc' wing
co\_(in\-, hotl l rrf uhich fcaturcs wcrc pronounced
In  rnc  tn rec  b t r ( l s  caught  a l  Wc l l ingron  po in t .

, Ol p.gg" f7, North, describecl ,young Birds,
lhcn in l inc 24 wcnt on_
^ln-"1r sliShtly older biftl there is a distincr olive_whiteeyehrr.,wl . . rhe medirn and greater *ing couens uiin r , ' i r L l l y  n r : r r g i n e J  w i t h  n J l e  r u t o u s . .

.  Th is  l r t l c r  descr ip t ion  by  Nor th  matches  mvlnrcc onotes :lnd so suggcsls thcir age as beingJ b o u t ' s u b - a d u l t ' .

._Y:,],h"*. 
( 1927 , Vot. t2: 266_8 und plare

. , . /d  IUU\ t r i l l c  i rnd  dcscr ibe t j  in  much dc ta i l  rwoqr[crcnuy ptutnagcd orioles both of which areocsfgnirlcd as Adull Mctle:'

As stated earlicr in thesc notes thc upper figure
of Plate 578 and its dctailed description nicely
match my thrcc orioles. Howcvcr, its designation
of adult rnale is confusing and questionable as
to its rcpresenting an adult in the final plumage
of maturity. Mathews on page 268 stated-'Adult ntult. .. a whil ish eyebrow commencing in front
of the eye and conl inued over the ear coverts;  .  .  .  wing
and secondary coverts brownish grcy,  bordered on both
webs \ r i lh  brownish-buf t i  Eyes dark umber;  b i t l
dark horn.  .  . '

Thc description of thc lower figure of Plate 578
includcs-
'Adult Mulc, eycs l ighl red. ., bilt f leshy brown.'
1 .h is  f igurc  i l l u \ t r r tcs  gencra l l y  rh i  p lunrage con-
s rdcrcd : rs  rcprcscnt ing  a  fu l l y  muture  adu l t .  Thc
Quecns l r rnd  Muscum sk ins  showc l l  20  o f  th is
gencral typc of which l4 wcre labclled as males,
four as females and two not sexcd.

Mathcws thcn describcd 'Ncarly atlult lcmalc,
and sets out lour l incs of detail of hcad to rump,
tlrcn went on-'w ing  cor r r ts  r \h  b r , ,$n .  b r , , . rJ ly  m r rS  ncd  $ j rh  ru \ l \ -
h t r l l : .  .  l h e n  i n  t h e  l e n l h  l i n e ' .  . :  l n d  i n d i \ t i n c t  e y c .
brow of  dul l  yel low; .  .  Eyes black.  .  .  .  b i l l  brown;sh
b l a c k . '

This 'Nearly adult fcrnalc' also gencrally agrecs
with my three birds.

, A_search through rclcrenccs to this spccics in
thc  Emt  showcd tha l  n ta r ly  r l l  j i s t ings  concernet l
Iq  Ie .g .geogr rp t i c  r rnge o f  rhc  O l iv l ' -gxq1.d
( - lno tc  s rgn l tnC\ :  howcvcr  lwo cont r ih r r t ions  i r rc
relcvant in that they dcscribc plumage details.

Coger ley  (1922)  d iscussed the  'Change in
colour of bil l  and iris of thc orioie'. Refcring to
brceding observations madc by a friend hc stited
that-
H e  h i r t j  r e i r r ( d : i  \ L r L r n g  O r i , r l e  f t o m  I h e  n e r t  i , n d  s h i d

I n l r  $ h e n _ l h e  b i r d  $ j r \  r q , ,  y e i r r s  ( , 1 d .  , r r  i r t  t h e  l h i r d
m " r r l l .  b o l h . l h e  \ ' , , l 9 u r  u f  r h e  h i l l  a n t l  i r i s  c h i t n g e d  f r , r m
F r i , c k  l i ,  r e d .  . r n d  t h c  p l u m J g e  : r \ \ u n ) e d  i l  b r i g h l e r  t i n t
i r n d . \ ^ i .  n t i ) r e  c l e i r l \  n e n c i l l e d  o n  t h e  h r e a . t .  F v i d e n r l v
I n e , h r r d  \ l J r l \  t o  h r e e d  \ t h e n  u h r n g i n g .  f , , r  I  h l v e  s e e n

l i i l ; :T8l l i" , i" j ' i i :ne\r inF,,r nn] r ime: onrv rhe bir.r ,

^ .Rr lan t  (  lg3( )  )  dcscr ibcd  nhotoAraph inq  i ln
Olir e-brclcd Oriolc prir "t rirci l i .r i. t"ictino
young.  ncr r  Mc lbournc .  In  p l r rc  55  hc  showed,  i i
; r  hhck  and \ l t i l e  photo .  thc  male  i t l  thc  ncs t .  I t
r \  c lc  r  lha t  th is  b rccd ing  mr le  ha , . l  nu  s ign  o f  r rnv
: ) . .9 " ] * .  Hc .dc \c r ibed rhc  J ry  o ld  5 . ,ung as_' l h c r r  

b r , d !  e o l , , r r r _ u : r r  : r  : h i r J e  t , l n r , , \ t  l h : l t  , , f  ;  c t r r o t, , .  
. r n e  n J \ l  n e . l l t n g  w . l s  l l l t  t , f  r h e  n e \ t  i l l  a b ( , u l  t 4orvs.  t r  r \  r t r r  srr tcLl  .The nr l1 le which wrr .  nr , , re br ight lyI r l r r k c d  l h : r n  t h e  h e n .  l c d  l h c  v , , U n i -  l e \ s  f r e q u e n t l v . t
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Miss Ella Pratt of Reserve Creek, near
Murwillumbah, N.S.W., has written to me that
durins the 1976/1977 summer she located only
onc irccding pair of Olive-backed Orioles. An

exlmination of both birds showed them as iden-

lical in colour.'Each had an olive grc€n back and
wing coverts; both had those beautiful coral pink

bil ls- they havc for the breeding season'

Conclusions

Youne Olive-backed Orioles indicate the stage
of their-youthfulness primarily by the €xtent of
rufous in thcir plumage.

Flcclglinss show much rufous, this being in
uuriorlr- arias of thc head, in addition to broad
rufous cdging of thc wing quil ls and their coverts'
All this rirfo-us is lost progiessivcly uith age.-the
wing covert cdgings being the last to retarn thtrr
rufous.

Dark brown eyes and dark horn coloured bil l
also indicatc youth.

Apparently only sub-adult birds show a clearly
discernible cream eyebrow.

S.  G.

Whilc banding Litt le Pcnguins Eutlyptula ,ninor
and shcarwates PulJinus spp. on Big lsland, Five
Islands. New South Wales on I8 December l977,
somc 30 Wedge-tailcd Shearwaters P pacificus
\\crc found dcrd in burrows or at burrow
cntranc.s. Thcse birds had become entangled in
thc runncts of Kikuyu Grass Peni<>setum clande'
rtirrrlrr which now grows extensively on the island

In thc wet summer of 1975/1976, the Kikuyu
Grass flourished and spread rapidly (Gibson

1976). It formed deep carpets over large areas of
the island and walking through these areas is
diff icult. Although providing covcr for whatever
soil rcmained after the erosion following the dry
vcars Drior to 1975 /1976, it also creates a
problem for the burrowing shcarwaters.

During thc 1976/19'77 breeding season a few
slrcarwaters, probably l€ss than ten, werc found
dcad in this nanner. Five or six were similarly
found dead during the first visit ot the 1977/
1978 scason on  l9  November  1977.

Mature birds show orange bills, red eyes, green
olive backs and wing coverts with grey margins
and white tips; they show no eyebrow.

No sex indicators were found to be readily
discernible.

Brcedine birds show bills variously called
orangd rea to coral pink with bright plumage
which normallY lacks anY rutous.
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Shearwater Hazard on Breeding lsland
LANE

Littlc Penguins, however, do not appear..to be

troubletl to t-he same extent and undoubtedly arc

able to extricate thcir flippers from the g-rass and

force their way out of the burrow. On the other

trand. thc shcarwaters' wings btcome badly

trnslcd as the grars runners catch arouno tnc

,ho"uldcr ioint anid the struggles of the bird often

wOISCns the Sltuatlon.

In onc case, after rcmoving I very badly

tansled bird, a second dead bird was found in the

buriow. Apparently it had been unable to escape

past its tangled matc

The natural grass, Prickly Couch Zois,iq

mqcranlha, does not create this hazard for the

brecdins birds as its runners arc much thinner

than those of the Kikuyu and in similar circum-
stances apparently are broken by the birds.
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