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A Note on the Female Plumage of the Leaden Flycatcher 

JOHN LIDDY 

Attention is drawn to a ganerally overlooked phase cf the female plumage of the 
Leaden Flycatcher Myiagra rubecula showing distinct white external edging and white 
tips to tail feathers. The range of the Broad-billed Flycatcher M. ruficollis on the eastern 
coast of Queensland requires definition. Salin Flycatchers M. cyanoleuca in the 
Queensland Museum collection are significantly larger than the Leaden Flycatchers, but 
most recent texts indicate that they are of similar size. 

Fiv-: Myiagra flycatchers occur in Austrnlia, 
three of which exhihit very similar plumages, viz. 
both sexes of the BroaJ-billed Flycatcher, and 
thl.! femah: plumage of the LcaJcn Flycatcher 
and Satin Flvcatcher ( Macdonald 1973: Slater 
1974). The Ile st less Flycatcher M. inquieta and 
Shininl.! Flvcatchcr .M. a/ecto arc distinctive in 
all phrmagcs. Immature males of both Leaden 
and Satin Flycatchers resemble the female. The 
tail colourations of the three similar species arc 

given in several publications, and these arc sum­
marized in Table I. 

Slater ( 1974) further emphasised the differ­
ences in tail colouration as a diagnostic feature 
for the Broad-hilled Flycatcher: 

'Distinguished from female Leaden and Satin 
Flycalchcrs by 1hc white in lhc tail'. 

It is shown below that some female plumaged 
Leaden Flycatchers have white edges and tips in 

TABLE I 

Tail colouration of three Myiagra flycatchers. 

Fcmak 

Autlwrity I .c:alcn Flyc,1td1cr 

Nmth ( 1901-14) 'hrown' 

Olli,·,:r ( I 'J61J) ·brown' 

MacDun;ild ( 1973) 'hrowni�h' 

SLitn (l'J74l 'd,irk-hrowni,h 
grey 

Female 
Satin Flycatd1er 

. brown. the central feathers 
having a bb,·ki�h wash' 

'brown' 

not lkst:rihcd 

'all dark· 

Broad-bilkd 
Flycatd1er 

. llu,ky-hrown . . .. externally 
marri:1cd \\ ith leaden-grey' 
. du•.ky-brown ...... edged 

a1�d lipped with white' 
n:1rrow while margins and 

tip; .. _. 
. edged and tipped white' 
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the  tai l .  and hence th is feature is not rcliahle for 
d i lkren t ia t in!! b: twccn Leaden and Broad-billed 
Fly<:atcht'rs .  � 

Ma;hc\\ � I 1 92 1  ) desnibcs two female Lem.Jen 
F l v<:atd1crs. The first bird, from Kiama, N . S.W., 
is -partly dcscrihcd as : 

• . .  : ta i l  dark hai r-brown nr more ,ir le" frin1?cd 
" i 1 h  ,1 , lak-h lu� tow,1rds the base and becominll 
p,t lcr on the outer edges, especially towards the 
t ir, .  " i 1 h  . , 1,,. , Jctc � ross-h:. r,: . .  . '  

The ta i l  of the second kmalc, from Deroy, 
\\I .:\ .  is described as : 

. . .: t . 1 i l - f<:'athcr, dark brnwn w ith  whi t ish cd!le, 
; , t  the t i rs amt ,, long the outer web of the 011ter-
111 < isl feath,:r 011 e.ich ,idc: . .  .' 

Both hinls arc figured in Plate 405 .  
I n  the la te spring o f  1 975 mist  nett ing com­

menced in the mangroves fringing Pumicestone 
Passage, situated 1 1  km cast of Bccrburrum.  
Pumi�estonc Passage i s  the  waterway between 
H ribic Is land and the adjacent mainland of 
sou th -eastern Queensland. During the summer 
nf 1 975-76 six Leaden Flycatchers in female 
plu mage were netted in t h is area of mangroves. 
All six birds had a d ist inctive leaden-white mar­
gin on the external edge of the outer tail feather 
and the adjacent feathers were narrowly tipped 
white ( rig. I l .  Other tai l  feathers may have a 
Sllf\l,!l'stion of a pa le t i!). Deta ils of these s ix bi rds, 
together with another female netted in the same 
a rea in May 1 9 7(1, arc given in Table 2. Measure­
ments and/llr mass were taken for five of the 
s i x  birds, and all  were smaller than a pair netted 

• Figure I .  T"il of f,·nw/e p/111m1.1t1•,I /.('ac/,•11 
Flw·"tch,•r, llc,•rb11rn1111. ()11t•,··11.rlm1d 28 Nm·r·mhc>r 
/ 975. 

in the adjacent area of open coastal  forest on 
7 Scpt-:mhcr 1 975 ; this male and female hot h 
had wing chords of 79 mm and mass of 1 4  and 
1 3 .5 g respectively. 

On I O  January 1 976, three female plu maged 
Leaden Flycatchers were obviously agitated 
whenever anyone passed along one p:1 tcl1 of the 

TABLE 2 

Details of female plumaged Leaden Flycatchers netted at Bccrhurrum. 
:1.kasuremcnt, a rc in m i l l imetres and Illa:-."'I j n  gru 1110.,. 

F.xposed Width of hi l l  \\/hi re i n  Ai.:1 i vc moult of 

Dall' netted Wing Length cu lmen u l  hasc Mas, tai l  primaric� 
·- · · - ·----

1 5 . 1 1 .7.� Yes No 

28. 1 1 . 75 7J  1 59 1 2.2 7.0 I 2 . 5 Yes No 

D. 1 2.75  6') 1 %  1 2 .2 7 . 1 1 2  Yes Ye� 

24. 1 .76 74 J (,J 1 2 .3 Yts Yes 

7. "Z . 76  75  1 6 1  to . �  6.8 1 2  Yes No 

2 1 .  J .76 75 1 59 1 1 .4 7.J Yes Yes 

I � - 5 . 76 7J 1 7 1  1 0. 6  8 . 7  1 3  No No 
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mangnr.-1: bank. and nesting was suspected. No 
m:1k was scen. and indeed male plumaged 
l .cad"·n  Flyca td1t:rs \\ ere not seen in t he man­
gro\'c :1 rca du ring the summer of  I lJ75-7(i, 
,i l though two or three female plumaged birds 
were ,ecn dur inc most v is i ts ,  in addi tion lo the 
bi rds II,' H ,:d . 

-

r\ nHnhinat ion of four  factors (white in the 
ta i l :  s m a lk r  si 1.L· compared wi th the pair netted 
in Sl·p :cmbcr :  ahsl' llC<.' of male plumaged birds:  
and u.:eu m.:nci: i n  mancrovcs ) caused me to 
,i ucry t hc id ·.:n t i t y  o f  t he " birds and to check t he 
pnssibi l i t y  1hat t hey might he B road-bil led Fly­
ca td1ers marked ly  out of the rccognisl·d range : 
al the t i nll' I wa� unaware llf Mathews' descrip-
1 i 11 11s uf thl' fe male L:.',1dcn Flycatchers .  

The wing chords of  n ine Queensland M useum 
�i'l'l' imcns � of f,:mah: plumaged Leaden Fly­
t:att:hcrs. im:lud ing two immature males, ranged 
lwtwccn 7 1  111 111 and 79 mm. Measurements of 
t h ,· l' Xposed culmcn and w id th  of the hil l at the 
base were s imi lar for th;.: m useum and Beer­
burrum birds. H mvcva, none of the m useum 
birds showcd t he distinct white external edging 
and .. nr t ips to the  ta i l  kathL·rs :  but sevcrn1 speci­
mcns had th,: m1h:rmost tail feather paler than 
t he rcst nf  the t a i l ,  and t he external edge tended 
t,, hc pak:r th,m the remainder {lf the feather .  

Leaden Flycatchers WL' rc not  observed during 
,·isits to  Bccrburrum on 1 8  April and 3 May 
1 1176.  but a bird in kmalc plumage was netted 

\1 11  1 5  Mav  1 97() .  This bird did not have the 
\\ hitc cdgi,ig am. I/or t ips lo the ta i l  feathers, hut 
a!!rcnl cencrallv with several of the museum 
sk ins  in  L having, rather paler outermost feathers. 
It has b<.'cn :issumed. pcrh:1ps erroneously, that 
the summer popu la t ion of Leaden Flycatchers 
had m igratl.!d out  of the an;a in early April, and 
that the bird neth.'d in  M ay was a passage 
migrant .  

Soml' } .4..•aden Fly,:atchcrs in female plumage 
t hus have L·ompar,1tivcly plain brown tails ,  while 
others haw well  markcd white edges and tips. 
· 1  hl' former type sccms to he most common; it 
is a l most un ivcrsal lv dcscri hcd in texthooks and 
is rcprcsentcc.1 t,y • : i l l  nine speci mens in the 
Queensland M useum collection and by the bird 
nellcd at Becrhurrum in May I 976.  The plumage 
with wh i te edges and t ips on the tai l  is described 
by Ma thcws ( 1 92 1  ) for a hi rd from Derby, 
W . :\ .  and also appl ies to s ix hin.Js netted in the 

mangroves near Becrburrum during  the summer 
cf 1 975-76. The signilicanCL' of this plumage 
variat ion is unknown. 

Discussion 

The Broad-billcJ F lycatcher is a poorly known 
�pccics in Austra l ia and is not wel l represented 
in collections. Several references in the literature 
arc open to speculation as to whether or not 
�iomc rccon.kd sightings of the Broad-billed Fly­
catcl1l· r  should nol more properly refer to female 
plumaged Leaucn Fly,:atchers. At present there 
Jocs not seem to be any :igrced characteristics 
by which these species can be d is tinguished in 
t ile lield. There i s  a lso poor agreement among 
var iot:s aut hors to the southern l imits of the 
range of thc Broad-hi lled Flycatcher on the east 
coast  of Queensland .  Slater ( 1 974 ) and Oflicer 
( I 969 ) hoth l imit  its range to Cape York . Mac­
donald ( I 97J ) extends its range to Cooktown. 
The most ddini t ivc range is given by Storr 
( 1 973 } :  

•. . . c:1sl i:oast of Cape York Peninsula south to 
( '.ip:: li rcnvi l lc and Huggcrstonc Island : . .  .'. 

Curiously Storr ( 1 95 3 )  in a previous pub­
l ication has recorded it much further to t he south : 

'Seen only in ,\frla/euca thkkcts around swamps near 
C 1.1(1 ktown and Fu in icw'. 

Examples of more southerly records referred 
to the Broad-hil led Flycatcher indudc Cooktown 
and Pchhly Beach. sou t h  of Port Douglas 
( Whcek:r I 967 ) ,  Dunk Is land ( Tarr 1 948 ) ,  and 
Sabina Point, Shoalwater Bay ( N i x  1 972 ) .  Unti l  
such time as the Broad-bil led Flycatcher is proved 
to occur south of Cape Grenvi l le, i t  seems 
�1rudcnt to regard all such s ight records somewhat 
sceptically. 

The small series of Sat i n  Flvcatchcrs in the 
Queensland Museum \Vas cxai11 ined for com­
parative purposes. \V ing d1ords of the four speci­
m�ns were 88 111111 for a male, and 83 mm, 84 
mm and 8(, mm respectively for three female 
plumaged birds .  In thi.: hand the Satin Flycatcher 
is a re la t ively massive bird compared with the 
Leaden Flycatcher, and the rdative sizes of birds 
from the Queensland Museum collection is well 
i l lustrated in Fiuurc 2 .  This d ifference in s ize 
was l(Uitc uncxp::,: tcd from measurements given 
for the two s1�ecies in various texts deal ing with 
Australian birds. The lengths of the Leaden and 
Satin 1 : 1yc:itchers arc each given as 6 inches by 
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• l ' igor� .:!, S/.. im of / . (·rrdcn 11111/ St11i11 FlycatchnJ 
from 1h,· {!11c,·11.1/and ,\ltt.1<·11111 ,·oll,·,·1io11. From left 
to right:-

/-"('111<1/,• Satin Ffrnllchn, /()C'/llim1 mu/ co/l,,cIion 
rlat,• 1111k11ow11. • 

Ft·11wl,· 1•/11mllged l.,•adr•11 Flycalcha, Ce1p,• York, 
(}Id 14 July 1 948. 

Alai,· Suti11 Fll'nlll'l1,·r. Victmiu , co/lec1io11 d11t,· 
111J k 11 , , w11. 

Mlllt· I .,·ad,·11 Flyrntl'il f'I'. 111·1.1r Chi11d1i/la, Qld 9 
Od. / 954. 

I l i ndwood and McG i l l  ( 1 95 8 )  and as f d  inches 
by Leach ( 1 95 0 )  and Sharland ( 1 95 8 ) .  North 
( 1 90 1 -2 l and Olliccr ( I 969 ) hoth give the length 
of the Sat in Flyca tcher as 6� inches ,  and give the 
kngth of t he Leaden Flycatcher as fi and 6 }  
i nchcs respectively .  Slall' r  ( 1 974 ) s hows the 
1 .cadcn Flycatcher as longer than the Sati n  Fly­
catcher, giving length-; of I 6 and I .'i cm rc­
spectivdy, 

I t  i s  assumed that the fhcatchers i n  the Quecm­
land Museum colkction • arc reasonably rcprc­
Sl'nlat i vc of the two species general ly, and Figure 
2 is obviously at var iance with the comparative 
kngths given for ! he two species hy the various 
authors . 
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