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Moult, Plumage and Banding of the

Regent Bower-bird

H. J. de S. DISNEY and S. G. LANE

Information is given of the number of Regent Bowcr-birds Sericulus
chrysocephalus banded, and of the “oldest” for the species. Plumage.
moult and colour of the soft parts are discussed. Not only immature
males but some females have yellow feathers on the nape and crown
or eyes partly yellow and bills paling. The adult male probably takes
about five years to achieve full adult plumage.

So far the banding of Regent Bower-birds
has besen carried out only as opportunity offered
and unfortunately, no bander has yet been in a
[ lon to concentrate on the species as has been
done by Mrs Reta Vellenga with the more
common  Satin  Bower-bird  Ptilonorhynchus
violacens.

Banding

Up to 30 June 1970, 141 Regent Bower-birds
had been banded at 13 localities in New South
Wales and one in Queensland. Two locations in
N.S.W., Huka (74) and Tumbi Umbi (26), have
accounted for over 70 per cent of those banded.
Figures for other locations are Wooli 9, Boor-
ganna {near Comboync) 8, Kincumber 8, Wool-
goolga 4, and one at each of seven other places;
five were banded at Mooloolah River in Queens-
land.

No recoveries have been reported although
movement certainly occurs. K. A. Hindwood
(1970) summarised occurrences near Sydney and
most of the sites are some 20 or 30 miles from
areas regularly inhabited by these birds. Some
" dividuals have been retrapped at the banding
. dce, four of thesc on two occasions each. One
of them (060-36940, adult male when banded)
is the “oldest” for the species, the elapsed time
between banding date and date of last catching
being over 6 years and 11 months.

[t is hoped that the “Bird in the Hand” on
page 14 will enable bander to sex, and in many
cases age Regent Bower-birds. More precise in-
formation is required on plumage changes and the
age at which they commence breeding.
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Plumage and Soft Parts

Like the Satin Bower-bird the fuily plumaged
male Regent Bowcer-bird is brightlv coloured and
the female is drab by comparison.

Until a few years ago banders thought that
the occasional small yeliow feathers on the nape
and crown of brown plumaged birds indicated
young males starting 10 attain the yellow neck
of the adult male; also yellow-eved birds were
assumed to be young males acquiring the eye
colour of the adult maie. Probubly these assump-
tions were based on A. J. North's description
{1904) of the adult female “Bill blackish brown

. Inis brown.”, as his book is still the only
one most readily available which gives a full
description of all the Australian birds. G. M.
Mathews (1926) described the adult female
similarly but later in the text quoted from S. W,
Jackson’s notes on the label of a breeding female
which he collected for H. L. White—now in the
H. L. White Collection in the National Museum
of Victoria (Reg. No. 6406). On the labzl
Jackson wrote “Eyes gold vellow mottied with
brown. Bill black. Skin at gape of mouth rich
gold yellow”™. A. J. Marshall {1954) in his mono-
graph on the bower-birds gave the same descrip-
tion, perhaps also based on Jackson's detail.

The bird depicted on the cover had a yellow
eye mottied with brown, a blackish bill and bright
yellow skin at the gape. The author of this
excellent photograph, Mr Norman Chaffer, stated
that from his obscrvation the bird concerned was
apparently the only onc attending the nestlings
during his visit; he considered it to be a female.
(A number of photographs was taken and the

ol 9 No.o f




The Australian Bird Bander

plumage and Tsoft part” colours ure identical ).

Although “helpers™ at the nest are common
with many Australian species, there 15 no ¢vi-
dence 1o indicate that this occurs with bower-
hirds. As a turther check, the red berries being
fed to the nestlings were identificd as Rivina
humilis L., Phytolaccaceae and a sample of these
from the same place was moeasured. Allowing
for maximum crror, the colour shde was pro-
jected to life size of the berries, and the bird's
measurements  ndicated o large female. Other
photographs such as that by Mr Juck Purnell
on this page, clearty indicate that females with
dark eyes breed.

It seems that much of the behaviour at the
Bower is simitar to that of the Satin Bower-hird.
Mrs Vellenga (19703 stated that immature male
Satin Bower-birds display to females at the bower.
The photograph on pag: 3. from another colour
transparency by Mr Purnell shows a “hrown™
Regent Bower-hird with a yellow eye and bl dis-
playing to i dark-eved “hrown™ hird at the bower.
Almost certaindy this bird wus an immature male
displaving to a female. Inanother colour re-
production (CGould Teaene Nores, 320 1966)
also by Mr Purnell, an adult male is shown
at the bower displaying 10 a “brown™ bird with
a yellow eye and yellow bill. All “hrown™ birds
with vellow bills which have been examined and
sexed have been found to b males,

According also to Mrs Vellenga (p. 6, carly
in the season the adult male Satin Bower-bird
will tolerate and  display  to Immature  males
at the bower, She stated further {per. com.) that
the base of the bill of the female turns pale
cream at certain times of the year but later
resumes its dark colour. While no female Regent
Bower-bird has been positively recordad with a
yellow bill, sometimes the upper mandible may
show i pale arca as though turning vellow.

Ageing

Regent Bower-hirds were kept in aviaries in
England at the beginning of the century by R.
Phillipps. He considercd (Phillipps, 1905)  that
the male attained full plumag: at four or possibly
five vears of age und that it normally took two
annual moults o attain this plumag: (Phillipps.
1907). Fxamination ol specimens indicates that
the birds must useally take five or cven six
moults to change from juvenile plumage to adult
plumage.

The sequence commences with a very rapid
moult from the juvenile body plumage to first

Viarch, 1971

® Revent Bower-bivd {femaley ar iiest,
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vear plumage. with o dark bill and s but re-
taining the juvenile flight feathers and the pointed
juvenile taii feathers. At the end of the first year
the sccond vear moult cccurs: it 1 a complete
moult of all feathers into the second year plum-
age. This is similar o the previous plumage.
with the dark bill and dark iris. but the tail
feathers have squarish cnds  (not pointed s
previouslyy. At the end of the third moult the
plumage s still the same. and in this (third)
year the male apparently starts getting o yellow
iris and bill. How fong this colour change tahes
is not known and probably it varies, but according
to Phitiipps (1907) it can be guite rapid. In the
fourth moult the male attains partial adult plum-
age, the full black and gold plumage being at-
tained  at the fifth moult. Howesver. Phillipps
(1907) afso stated that the adult plumage with
the vellow bill und iris may sometimes be acquired
in a single moult.

The females in their third sear or dater retin
their brown plumage. dark  bill and  dark
iris and mayv breed in this plumage (see photo-
graph above). Probably at the end of the
fourth year or later the iris also starts to trn
vellow: when the female s “full grown™ the ires
is vellow with some brown mottling but not the
clear yellow of the adult male.

Examination of skulls of female Wrds
shawn that breeding females with dark cyes had
incomplete pneumatisation  (ossificationy of the
skull: it was complete in those with sellow n the
Iris.




® Regent Bower-birds; an immature male dis-
playing to another *brown’ bird at the bower.
Although not obvious in this picture, the yellow
eve and yellow bill of the immature male is
clearly scen in the original colour transparency.

Photo: J. A. Purnell

Non breeding “brown”™ males and females cun
be distinguished from breeding females. At the
time most breeding birds have cges the non
breeding birds, particularly first year birds, show
very heavy wear of the flight feathers and moult
of the inner primaries and tail has started. The
breeding females still show comparatively little
wear and no moult. Both breeding females and
non breeding females may have bright orange
yellow at the gape in the breeding season.

Measurements

Weights and mecasurements show that “brown”
males are smaller than females, mostly in all
measurements at all ages. If there is a slight
overlap anywhere, one or morc measurements
usually clearly separates the sexes. The adult
males are smaller than the young males although
there is overlap occasionally, usually in wing
length. The range of 17 adult males measured
was: wing 124-136 mm; tail 79-95 mm; bill
length 23-25 mm; bill depth 6.3-7.5 mm; bill
width 5.4-6.6 mm; (sce “Bird in the Hand”,
riugc 14, for method of measurements and other
data).

These adult measurements do not completely
confirm the findings of E. Mayr and K. Jennings
{1952) who said that the black and gold males
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have shorter wings and tails than immatures.
There is an overlap in wing length although 1t
is generally shorter in the adults. However the
tails of adults are always short—not over 100
mm and vsually less than 90 mm while the tails
of immature males are usually about 100 mm;
they are shorter only if worn. Mayr and Jennings
stated that “adult females and immature birds
(of both sexes) have approximately the same
measuremnts of wing and tail”. This does not
agree with our findings (see “Bird in the Hand")
and it appears that they may have based their
statement on measurements from too small a
sample.
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