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INTRODUCTION AND METHODS

A population of White-wingcd Fairy-wrcns
Malunts lcucoptcrus was monitored during 1977
to l9ti2. l8 km north-\\,cst of Booligal (33',16'S.,
144"44 'E . ) .  New South  Wales .  as  par t  o f  a
broader study.

A study area of about I 000 m by 750 nt was
surveyecl and pcgs placcd at 50 m intcrvals. The
vegetation was a chenopod shrub-stcppe with a
stand irf ,4tnplc-r nummttlario separated from a
largcr stand of Clrcrtoporlium nitrariacettm by a
band of Eacaly2tus largiflorens. All fairy-wrcns
within this area wcrc caught with mist ncts once
or twice cvcry two months from wintcr through
to summer. and banded with a metal band" ancl
a  un ique combina  t ion  o f  co lour  bands .  Dc ta i l s  o f
plurnage, weight and scxual condition were
rccoroco.

Although plumages have been described from
sk ins  and. rv ia ry  da ta  (Schoddc 1982) ,  f ie ld  popu-
lations of malcs appcar to provide a different
p ic tu re .

PLUMAGE DESCRIPTIONS

Becausc  young malcs  appear  s imi la r  to  lemales
I  sh l l l  Jes t r i l ' .  l he  l i r l l \ ' r  i l s  \ \ c l l .

Females

Thc tcnralcs arc grey-brown with an off-whitc
ch in  and th roa t .  pa lc  bc l l y .  and a  pa le  b lue  ta i l .
The lores ard l ight brown. In olcler birds the pink
lri l l  darkens at thc tip and around the narcs. so
making oldcr femalcs diff icult to distinguish from
lrrst-ycar nrales. Thc iris is brown. and legs and
fee t  g rey-brown.  Body lcng ths  wcrc  I  l l -125 mm
(n= 12)  anc l  we igh ts  6 .8 -11 .0  g  (n=34) :  max imum
weight occurred just bcfore an cgg was laid in
August/Scptcnrber (Fig. l). Thc ages of fcmalcs
could not bc dctcrmincd on thc basis of plunrage.
though as females bccame older. thc bil l  became
darkcr, t)ut nevcr lost thc pink conlpletel) '.

Males

A total of 96 wcights were takcn fron 3l adult
rnalcs. Males wcrc heaviest during Septenbcr
(F ig .  l ) ,  thc  car ly  par t  o l  the  brecd ing  sc i tsor r
(Scptcmbcr-Deccmbcr in this sttLdy. though (f.
T ide  nann and Marp lcs  1987) .  Dur ing  thc  b lce  c l
ing scason all r lalcs dcveloped small antcrior and
largc grostcrior cloacal sq'cll ings as seminal sacs
became packcd with spcrmatozoa (Tidemann
1983) .  Tcs tcs  and sen ina l  sacs  wcrc  la rges t  dur ing

Bands lvcrc provklcd bv thc Austrr l ian t l i rd baoding
Schcmc. Div is ion ol  wi ld l i fc  t 'n( l  Rrngclands Rc\c, t rch,
C . S . l . R . O .  C a n h e r r r .
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t:ig\rt: 2. I'lunu!t( rhungts o.l rutt( Whit( ri gt(t t.dit\-
\ t tn\  ut  Bool igdl ,  , \ r i ,h.  . lo ! / t  W(t l . . ,  ht lw, t r t
1977 l t )<r .  ( l .dtu t t i t !ds i  l t (  t t  tohtur  hun!
()D ) i  dt i t , t !  t ) l  in l i \ i lu t l l ! :  \ '=\ct lo\ ' :  t t=re( l
O : o m n g c :  K : h l l l c k :  I l  , b t u c :  ( ; = S r c c | i
W :  r ' h i r c  ) .

i nd iv idua ls  OOR ant l  OKK (F ig .  2 )  wcrc  borh
sub{ ) td ina tc  to  OGR unt i l  1980.  rvhcn hc  c l iec l  anc l
OC)R becantc thc clominant lr i lcl of thc group
(T idcmann 1983) .

I f  an  ind iv idua l  i s  in  par t -nu l . r t i r r l  p lunr i rge .  thc
b l r rc  becomcs morc  cx tcns ivc  cach yc i i r  and thc
wh i te  shou lder  pa tchcs  la rgcr .  Ma lcs  u , i th  sonrc
b luc  or  wh i tc  co lour ing  arc  bchav ioura l l v  dont in -
lnt to i)rown nralcs.

3. The nuptial rnalcs have a vivicl cobalt bluc
body, whicli appears k) becomc duller as feathcrs
bccone worn  dur ing  the  vcar .  Thc  scapu lars ,
sccondary wrng covcrts itnci seconclaries i to (r
(s tan( l l rd  count ing)  n takc  up  lhc  wh i tc  shou ldcr
patch. which can be cxtcndecl ovcr thc biick
during displal 's. Thc primarv l l ight Icarhcrs arc
grcy-brown wiih bluish lcading cclgcs, rncl
p r imary  cover ts  b l1 r *n ish  to  dccp b lue .  

' l ' he  
t i t i l

i s  b luc  and is  about  ha l f  the  k r tu l  bodv  length .
wh ich  ranges  l ro r t r  I l3 to  l3 i  mrn .  The i r i s  i s  c ia rk
brown,  the  b i l l  b lack ,  and the  ta rsus  and tocs
grcy-trrown. Malcs dicl not attir in nuptial plumage
unt i l  the i r  th i rd  year .  s ( )mct imes la tc r .  A l thoush
one vear  was usua l lv  spent  in  p i l r t -nupt ia l
plunage. birds somctintes moulted strl ight fronr
brown in to  nupt ia l  hucs .  bu1 no t  un t i l  lhc i r  th i rd
yca f  (F ig .  2 .  YRO ln t l  OYK) .  Nupt ia l  rna lcs
moul tcd  in to  z r  non-brccd ing  p lL rmage l i r r  a  shor t
pcr ioc l  dur ing  thc  w in te r  (c .g . .  OGR.  F i r .  1 )  bu t
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Figttrc l. .l(asorrzrl r/t(ttltt:ts u ho.t\ Dut'! ( t ) aI Wh i tc.\t i nK(t
tuit\.t\rcN d! tltx)ligdl, ,\{]i J.)&/lr Wdc\ bdh,c(tt
l t )78  l t ) i t  l  \ tu ] tbo  t ) l  h i td \  nur \u t t tu t t t  D t . , t th
is indirtu\l

thc  car ly  par t  o f  thc  b rccc l ing  scason.  As  ta r  as
could bc ascerti l inctl rnalcs moulted twicc a year.
Ma lcs  cou ld  be  agcd on  thc  bas is  o f  p lumage as
fo l lows.  ( l  de f inc  nupt ia l  p lunragc  as  thc  b r i l l i rn t
bluc plumagc and whitc patches acqtLircci during
the  brccd ing  scason.  )

l. Thc/i lrt-_rcar rralcs are all brown clorsallv trut
e : r n  h c  d l s t i I l g u i 5 h c ( l  j r ( , D l  l c n r i r l ( .  h )  i h c i l
b r igh tc r  b luc  ta i l s .  A  na lc  i s  judgcd as  be ing
scxua l ly  maturc  w i th in  a  year  o f  ha tch ing  becausc
swollcn sentinal sacs alc packcd with spermatozoil.
Thc  b i l l  i s  p ink  b [ t  darkcr  a t  the  t ip  anc l  a round
thc  narcs .

2. 1'he second _),ccr', rnd older. malcs in part-
nuptial pluntagc have small patcllcs (as fcw as t\,"o
fcathcrs) of whitc on tltc sllrult lcrs. The rcmain-
dcr  o f  thc  body  is  b rown.  o r  has  b lue  pa tch i l y
c i i s t r ibu tc t l  in  thc  c rown.  face .  ch in  z rnd  th roa t .
la tc r  cx tc rd ing  to  the  napc  and lnant le .  In  a  b i rd
that h s small *,hitc shoulclcr patchcs and b(twn
bociv. the bil l  is pink with a clark tip. anci the narcs
da lk .  bu t  th is  darkens  to  g rey-brown.  a ln ros t
black. in birds that arc parlly blue. In non-brcedin-g
plumage. a malc rcscntbles a fernalc cxcept for its
darker tri l l . A bird also spencls its third and fourth
years  in  b rown or  par t -nupt ia l  p lu rnage i i  i l  i s  sub-
ordinilte to a nuptial-cokrurecl male. For exnnplc,
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rc t l ined  a  t la rk  b i l l  ( c l .  Schodt ic  1982) .  Wc igh ts
rangcc l  t rom 7 .2  to  10 .9  g .  Ma les  were  heav ic r
cluring tlrc cirrlv part of the breeding scason (Fig.
l )  \ \ l l (  r t  I (  \ l ( .  . rn r l  s ,  n r rn i t l  . i l c  s i / ( . \  \ \ c re  i r l  i r
nraximum. (ikracal stvcll ings wcre largest in
nupt ia l  ma lcs .  L lsua l l v  thc rc  was oo ly  one nupt i i l l -
colourccl rnalc in a group. ancl he dominatccl all
o thcr  ma les  w i th in  the  group.  Dur ing  onc  brccd-
ing scason t\ ' ,1) nuptial malcs wcrc prcscnt ancl. in
th is  casc ,  the  o ldcr  onc  rvas  dont inant  bchav iour -
a l l v .  bc ing  ub le  to  c l i sp lace  the  younger  f rom a
pcrch  or  h is  pos i t ion  i f  ncar  thc  fcmale .

DISCUSSION

This gradr.ral nroult of male White-wingecl
Fa i ry  rv rcns  in to  nupt ia l  p lu r r ragc  is  c l i f f c lcn t  f rom
that of thc Supcrb Fairy-u'rens in which malcs
can a t tu in  the i r  nupt ia l  p lumagc w i th in  a  year  o f
ha tch ing  (Rorv lcv  1965) .  I t  i s  a lso  d i f fe ren t  f ro rn
that i lcscribetl bv Schoddc (191t2). *,ho suggested
that thc scqucncc firr malc White-wingcd Fairy-
wrcns is similar to that of Superb Fairy-wrcns;
tha t  i s .  y - .oung malcs  (b rown)  mou l t  comple te ly
in to  t  nupt ia l  p lumage w i th in  the i r  f i r s t  ycar .  Hc
suggested that subordinate males do not colour
up  cons is ten t lv  fo r  spr ing .  bu t  a t  Boo l iga l  they
do.  i f  on lv  par t ia l l v .  the  cx tcn t  dcpcnd ing  on  the i r
ascs  

- l ' hc  
s t in r r r la to rv  c f l cc t  o l  sporad ic  ra in la l l

(Schoc ldc  19 i32)  was no t  no tcd .  bu t  i s  p robab ly
onlv secondrrlr 10 increasing photoperiod
(T idcr r rann and Murp lcs  1987) .  Thc  apparcn t
'ha l t  r r t  p lumagc changc in  young malcs  i s  p ro i r -
ab ly  thc  pa t tc rn  o f  ycar lv  acqu is i t ion  o f  inc reas ing
ail l()unts oI blue and whitc- Thc i i i ffcrcncc
bctu,ccn Schotlclc's clescriptions ancl minc nray tre
due to  thc  fa i rv -u ' rens  a t  Boo l iga l  be ing  a typ ica l .
but is morc l ikcly to havc resulted from the dis-
c repanc ics  bc tween the  av ia ry  s i tu i r t ion  ( thc  b t rs is

o l  sonrc  d i r la )  anc l  thc  w i ld .  In  adc l i t ion .  rvh i l c
sk ins  p rov ic lc  much va luab lc  in l i )nnat ion .  thev
t l ) i l y  l ( l r ( \ ( n l  \ \ ' i r \ ( r n i t l  C l l i r l l f ( \  r r i t h , ' L r t  : t  , . l , . l r i
i nc l i ca t ion  o f  thc  vcar ly  d i f i c rcnccs .  L lnc le r
s tand i rb ly .  Schoddc ( l c )1 . i2 )  te lcscopcd in to  a
s ing lc  ycar  w l r l t  appcars  to  takc  a  rn in imun o f
th rcc  vcu fs  in  the  w i l t l .  l ' he  scqucncc  is  n i t t
a lways  c lear  cu t  c i thc r .  bu t  dcpends on  t l l c
hierarchical rank of thc mtlcs witir in a grou1.r.
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