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Red-chested and Little Button-quail in the 

Mudgee District of New South Wales 

A. K. MORRIS ,md N. KURTZ 

The status or the Red-chested Button-quail Turnix pyrrhothorax and Little 
Button-quail T. velox at Cooyal in the Mudgee District of New South Wales is given. 
The Red-chasied Button-quail is an uncommon breeding resident of pasture land and 
crops whose numbers increase dramatically in years of favourable conditions. ,:he 
Little Button-quail is an uncommon but regular summer breeding visitor whose population 
becomes resident when conditions are favourable. This is in contrast to previous 
published material relating to their status. Seventy-two Red-chested Button-quail and 52 
Little Button-quail were banded• between 1969 and 1974 with no recoveries beyond 75 
days. most much less, and no recoveries away from the banding site. Measurements and 
mass of adult birds are provided. Minor plumage differences exist between immature 
and adult Red-chested Button-quail. An apparent sex bias towards adult males in banded 
pop�lations is explained. 

During :-.turJics on Stubble Quail in the Mudgcc 
District carried out between 1967 and 1971 
( Fri:h ct al. 1977 J the opportunitv arose lo take 
notes on the Red-chested and Little Button-quail 
that wcre present in the paddocks at the time. 
During this period and up until 1974 some band
in[! of these hutton-quails was carried out. 

Stud'.\' Area 

M11.,t of the observations were made on the 
property .. Balmoral", which is owned by one of 
us (N.K.) and is located at Cooyal (32° 22'S., 
149 47' E) '.!0 km cast of Mudgcc. The area is 
5-Hl m a.s.m.l. The countryside is undulating anrJ 
is drained hy the Cooyal and Stoney Creeks, 
which flnw into the Cudgcgong River. a tributary 
of the Macquarie River. The mean annual rain
f;ill i� 667 mm, and is fairly evenly spread 
throughout the year. Formerly the area was 
Cll\'Crcd with dry sclerophyll woodland clornina
h:d by White Rox Eucalyptus a/hens and White 
Cypn:ss Pinc Cal!itri.1· col/11111eUaris, with Yellow 
lfox I·:. 111elliodora and Rough Barked Apple 
A 11gophora f lorih1111da covering the fertile river 
flats. The watercourses were lined with River 
Oak Cas1wri11a c111111i11ghamiana, and the shale 
ridges with ironharks. mainly Narrow-leafed Iron
hark I:.:. crl'lm1, red gums. mainly E. blakelyi, 
and Black Cypress Pinc C. end{icheri. However, 
with the L'xception of a few dry ridges and a 
numb�·r llf stock reserves along the watercourses 

lhnd, u,cd 11ere pm\'idcd by the Australian Bird
I,.111dini; Sd1�111c, Divi,i<111 of Willilifc Research, CSTRO. 

the whole area has now bt·cn cleared for crop
ping and grazing. 

Button-quail arc generally located in cere:il 
stubbles and standing crops; in paddocks con
taining native grasses anJ introduced thistles; 
and in improved pastures of lucerne, phalaris, 
rye grass and clover. 

Numbers of button-quail builJ up in those 
years when heavy rain in January produces a 
good growth of Windmill Grass C/iloris tnmcata 
and Paddock Love Grass 1:·ragmsti.1· sp. in the 
stubble fields at a rate faster than the stock can 
cat it down. A thick mat of dead seed heads 
forms about 40 cm above the ground and 
provides good cover for quail anJ button-quail 
which feed on the grass seeds and spilled wheat. 
The thick mat also shields then from avian 
predators, mainly Spotted Harrier Circu.l' 
a.l'.l'imili.1· and Brown ralcon Falco herigora. ln 
most years such ideal cover docs not occur 
b.:cause the wheat stuhhles arc heavily grazed 
by stock following harvest. 

Status 

lfrd-c/1ested B1111011-q11ail 
The status of the Red-chested Button-quail in 

New South Wales was recently reviewed by one 
of us ( Morris 1971 ) . In this review it was 
stated that the species has always been rare in 
New South Wales, although numbers greatly 
increased at times of apparent periodical irrup
tions from the north of Australia where the 
species is more common. In the light of continued 
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11bsen·ati1ms at Couyal and other published data, 
1 11 : i t  s tatement mav no longer be correct. Red
d1,·stL'd But 1 01HJ L1ail were� first identified at 
( \:uya[ in 1 1) () 7 althou!..!h NK had earlier observed 
th at · then.: appeared t1; bi.: two species of lmtton
l l Uail presen t. Since l Y67 Red-chested Button
quail have been recorded every year except for 
l 1J 7) when none was obs1.:rvcd, however, both 
of t he ; 1uthnrs spl·nt less time looki ng for them 
in 1 1 ml , car than in other years. We considered 
t hat the)' arc rcsi<.knt at C.�ooyal and not occa
� iomtl vis i tors. Published records in the New 
South \Vales Field Ornitholo1rist Annual Bird 
Rcporb ( 1 970- 1 976 ) show tl;is this species is 
rlllw being recorded regularly at a number of 
places throughout the Stc1 tc. Etlucation of 
observers to dis t in!..!uish this bird from Lit tle 
l3u! ton-quail may be� one reason for the increased 
numbl·r of obse rvations. The prepondcrcncc of 
summer records in these reports may rcfkct the 
1creakr case of locating these hirds in the stubble 
fields rather than in� the growing wheat. We 
b.:lkvc and published records support t his view. 
that Rcc.l-chcstcd Button -quail arc resident 
breeding birds throughout the c rop and pasturc
l (l llds of New South \Vales, west of the Great 
Dividing Range, in small numbers but popula
t ions incn.:ase rapidly when favourable conditions 
ocn1r in consecutin� seasons. 

l.illle !111t101 1-q11ail 

Standard reference texts imlicatc that the 
l . il l k  But ton-quail i s  a common breeding visitor 
to grasslands and crops in the interior of south
eask'rn Australia rarely reaching coastal areas. 
Thl·\ arc considered to he nomadic and this is 
su 11 1;orkd by dat;1 from Austin ( 1 9 1 8 )  who 
f,1und them to he nomadic summer migrnnts at 
Cohhma ( 1\".S.W. Central-west Tablelands ) 
; 1 rriving ··l'arly in the spring'". and departing by 
Mardt.  Pcdlcr ( 1 975 ) found them to be a 
l."l) l l l llHlll su mmer rni!.!rant  in mid-north South 
. \ ustral ia ,  arriving ScJ;tcmher. departing January, 
with some stragglers to March. This is i n  con
trast wi th our 'c\pcricncc at Cooyal ,  where the 
bin.l s arc resident ,  at l east in  some years. Unlike 
t he Rcd-chcst1.:d Button-quail, we cannot dcrnon
� tratc n:sidcnt  status cvcrv vcar but our records 
,how th .i t  they were pr�s�nt in every month 
daring  1969 and I lJ 70 . Indeed the hif!hest 
nurnhcr rl·cnrd�d was in May 1969 when �over 
I 00 ,, lTI.'. counted in a four day period. These 
birds were ll ushcd by using two highly trained 

1,:un-uogs in a manner s imi lar to that u�cd to 
estimate Stubble Quail numbers as described bv 
Frith et al. ( loc cit ) .  These quail were counte�l 
in an area of 170 ha of grass paddocks and 
whc,1t stu bble. T',;o nests were located but chicks 
wen.: found in '.'\ovcmher indicating that eggs 
had been laid in October. Some late breeding 
,ilso occurred as juveniles were caught and 
b,mdcd in April, and a fcnrnle rnllcctcd on 20 
March ,  1969 had a complete egg in the oviduct 
r.:ady to be laiu. 

As a n�sult of ten years· observat ion at Cooyal 
we consider that the Little Button-quail demon
strates a habit similar to that of the Brown 
Snnglark Ci11dorhwnp11s cruralis and the Singing 
Bushlark Mirafra ja, ·cmica, in that. they arc 
normally regular summer visitors to the district. 
hut in some years when conditions arc favour
able, they remain throughout the year. 

Banding Data 

The method of catching Button-quail for 
ban<ling purposes was with the use of a spotlight. 
and hand net at ni!!ht as dc�t:ribcd hv Mmri� 
( l 970 ) .  Sevcnty-thr�e Red-chested Button-quail 
were banded between 15 January I 969 and 23 
February 1 974, and these comprised 20 adult 
males. I I adult females and 42 juvenile and 
immature birds. Onlv three handed · Red-chested 
But ton-quail were re�overed. one two days later ; 
one seven days later; and the other 75 days 
later, al l in t he same small paddock in which 
they were handed. Fifty Little Button-quail were 
handed between 1 5  February 1 9(19 and 5 January 
1972 and comprised 27 adult males. 1 4  adul t  
females and 9 immatures and juveniles. Two 
recoveries were made both twli months later 
in the same paddock in which they were banded. 
The 4% recovery rate is sim i lar to that obtained 
for Stubble Quail bv Fri th and Waterman ( 1 977) 
but has little sig,nifil:ance in view of the smal l  
number of  birds banded. 

Both these species of but :on-q uai l  arc d i ll icult  
to flush except with the use of trained gundogs 
and because they arc not classed as game birds, 
the average person rarely comes across them.  
Recoveries of banded birds by the public thus 
do not occur .  The Sccrctarv of t he Australian 
Bird Banding Scheme ( D. l1urchasc in lit r. l has 
advised that �no long distance recoveries of either 
species have been rcportl'd in Australia. 
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Measurements 

. \s a numbn of specimens of both species was 
c:,i lkl:ted both hv us and the farm cat, it is 
lhcrcforc of in terest to summarise measurements 
and m.: il!hts of sexed adult birds. For this com
parison . �  males with enlarged testes and females 
l : a \  ing connil u :cd oviducts indicating that eggs 
hJ,·c h:cn l aid. arc l'.Onsidcred to b:: adult . 
R, ·d-chn1ccl /J11II011-q1wil 

Ad11h maks ( 5 measured I 
l l ' i11.<.': 7K-1'9 :nm t rncan K-l mm ). 
I ring Sflul l : 2 5 5 - ::' fi2 mm ( mean 2�1! mm ) .  
l l' l1v1/i: 1 29- J -n 111111 ( mean 1 38 mm ) .  

. \ /,1.,.1: 2 7-3 7 !! r rrn:an 3 3  g ) . 
Adul t  frmak 1 5 mea�.urcd l 
Wing: 7'J- K K mm ( m�a n K4 m m ) .  
Wi11.'-' .,11011: '!.fi7-276 m m  ( mean 274 111111 ) .  
/ . ,•11gr/is 1 -1 3 - l t\ 2  111111 ( mean 1 53 mm ).  
"f,1,\\ ·; -l-l-6fi l! ( mca  n 50 g ). 

I .i II II' JI 111 1r 111-e111oi/ 
,\du l l  rn.i lc c 5 mc,i surcd ) 
Wi11.'-': 7-1-XO mm ( mean 76 mm ) .  
Wing .1pu11: '.'-1-1-260 mm I mean 253 mm ). 
l . l 'llgJ/i: 1 29 - 1 37 mm ( mean J :\4 mm).  
;\ /11 1 1: ::!8 -J ') g ( lllL'an 37 g l .  

Adu l t  frmalc I 5 mea,11 rcd ) 
Wi11g: 78-89 111111 I mean 8:1 mm ) .  
llli11g spa 11: 276-290 m m  ( mr.an 285 mm) .  
l . ,·11.�•th: 1 -1-1 - 1 6 1  111111 / mean 1 53 mm ) .  
M,,.,.,_. -1 7 -6-1 g r 111�: i n  56  p. ) . 

Sex Ratio 

i\ bias tow:m.ls adult males is evident in birds 
handcd but not in birds colkctcd for study skins . 
Tlfr, l'.\lllll'S about because when a pair of 
hut 1on-4uail is flushed, the male fl ies a 
shorta dist.incc than thc fcmah: before alight
ing. Consequently when flushed at n ight during 
banding opc ra tions, the ma les land closer to the 
\ ch ick and arc more frequently captured. In 
rnntrast. of 1 7  Red-chested Button-quai l  collec
ted by shoot ing at Cooyal and lodged in The 
Austr,i lian Museum six were males, and of l 4 
Liltk• B utton-quail collected five were males. 

Plunmge of Immatures 

Plumage uiffcrences between juvenile and adult 
Red-chested Button-quail were noted during this 
st udy. Adult females can be recognised by the ir 
c innanHl ll brown. almost reddish breasts without 
spots at side. and cryptic brown and yellow 
mark in�s on the hac k .  The adult males arc much 
dulkr Pn the hrcast and have bltu.:k crescents 

()0 the side of the neck and side of the breast. 
Both sexes have white eyes and creamy-white 
legs. Juveniles resemble the adult males but have 
dark mark ings on the breast which disappear in 
the first month. In addition the eyes of the 
juveniles arc blue and the legs have a brown 
tinge . These plumage and eye differences arc not 
ment ioned by Slater ( l 970 ) or MacDonald 
( 1 973 ) .  

J<"ood 

Stomach con:ents of a number of the birds 
were examined. but this information will be 
published separately . 
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