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Spangled f)rongo Age Indicarors
J. S. ROBERTSON

Spangled Drongos Chibia hrqcteora are present at Wellington point,
Moreton Bay, Queensland from March to September, Appaiently they
find this a suitable winterins area.

Since 1964 a few have been banded in most
ycars, the total to date being 35 birds. Of these,
six individuats hzrve been retrapped on thei;
rcturn in later rvinters. Something of this has
becn pu t  on  record  (Rober tson 1973) .  Other
than one bird shot about six km from here no
rccoverics havc been made away from the band_
ing  s i te .

Rccording nlcasurentents and mass of cach
bird _at banding is routine. Usually some notes
of plumage ctc. are nlade too. This was par_
ticularly so with the earlier birds so that checks
could be inade against the descriptions in stan_
dard works. It was found that A. J. North
(1904)  s ta ted-
'Adull nlrle. Gener l colour above black: Under_
!ving. coverls black, with a rounded spol of u,hite at
l he  l i p . :  h i l l  l 1nLJ  l eE ,  b l : r ck :  i r i s  r ea

AJ ! l r , f en , r i r l e . .S in r i l r r r  i n  n l um ige  l o  rhe  ma le .  f l edg_
l rng .  b l r ck t \ h  h ro$n  i r hove  and  be lus l  w ing r  and  t a l l
bkrck. Ocrober and four fol lo*, ing --onrt i  . i ._
sl i tute Ihe usuai breeding season in eastJrn eueenslancl: ' nd  n , , r l h  e i , \ r e fn  Ne$  S , , u l h  W i l e \ . .

. G .  M .  , \ 4 a t h e u s  (  l 9 ! 7 t  g x r , g  u  I J  l i n c  d c s -
cnp t t on  o l  t he  i r du l t  n t r l e  wh i ch  i nc l udes_

Arhrl l  n):r le. bre rr.  bel ly. \ ider of rhe bod\
i r nc l  r nde r r i  l  c r ' \ e r r \  b l nck .  s l i gh r l y  g l ossed  u  j r h  b l r r i sh :, r n ( r c r  .  \ r r  j , ! e  o r  u rnS \  \ h i n i nF  h t i r ( t .  F l e \  r ed .  I eq r
, , n \ '  b r l l  b l : r ( t  Ad  I t  f eme le  s i n r i l a r  r i ,  t he  ma [ .
I r r r r n i r r r r r e .  l _o re . .  l up , , f  l he  he . rL l  r nd  bnck  o l  t he
nech  du  h l . r c t .  \ n rnS leJ  $ i l h  l  f e ! \  b l  e  me tn l l i c
leir lher\ l  cheek.. throirr :rnd entire l lnder_\urfrce( l ' r l l  h l r r ck . .  F )es  b r , , *n .  f ee r  i , nd  r . , r . i  b tac l , .  b i  h t c i I
u r rn  i r  wh l l e  t r n .  \ e \ r l j ng  Fe i r r he r !  o l  t he  r rnde r -\ I ' r r r Lc , ' l  r he_b , ' J y  L l r l l  r n r , , l y  I ' l d . k .  Fye \  b ro t l | n
l l r eeL t rnA  m! ' n rh \ :  Fnd  o f  Sen len rhe r  t , ,  e i r d  ( , f  J i l  l r i r ) . .

-  I n  Mu theus  dcsc r i p t i on  t he re  i s  no  men t i on
o t  l hc  roundcd  wh i t c  spo t \  o f  t he  unde rw ins
i \  de ta r l ed  by  No r th .  Howcve r .  t hc  comb ina r i o i
ot hro\! n cyes tnd dul l  bl :rck plumage seemed
r  c l ca r  \ r o rL ing  j nd i c i r t o r  o l  r r n  imn | i r t u r c  b i r d .

Betueen 4  rnd  l0  Septcmber  Ia73 herc  in
the  gr rdcn  s ix  new Drongos $crc  h lnded and l r
fu r thcr  two handcd in  p rc \ ious  J ( i r r .  $c r (  rc -
t r i rpped.  No(c : ,  werc  n [ r t ]e  o f  thc  e1c  co lour  and
thc dullness or gloss of their plumagc. By the
standards above somc wcrc judged as adults
and some as juveniles. Although no rccords
were taken of the white spotting or mottl ing
on thc undersides, it was renembired that thi:
had varied from bird to bird both as to location
and cxtent.

A furthcr check through thc dctails rccorded
in rrrl f ield book\ conce;nin! Drongos banded
hr . re  p rev ious ly .  show(d  tha t  thc )  too  h i r ( l  cx_
hrbr lcd  v t r ) ing  t tnoun l \  o l  wh i l c  \po l t in !  v (n_
trally. Two birds werc recordcd with undirwing
white spots, and a further threc with boti
underwing and undertail whitc spotting.

Thus this concentration of handling of
Drongos,_ coupled with a check of prc-vious
records, led to further eflorts to uncorncr lcads
, )n  i rgc  ind ic i r lo rs  h r rscd  poss ib ly  on  thc  \  h i (c
\po l l rng  or  n lL , t t l i ng  o f  v l r i t )us  vent r i r l  l l r c l \ .

.  Unt i l .  rccent ly  i t  \ [as  gcner r r l l y  rcccpr ( ,d  th i r t
Aus l r  l i rn  Drongos w in tc r  in  \ew Cu inc i r ,  rn t l
there is considerablc cvidencc to show thlt many
do so. Reference was maclc therefore to Rand
and Gi l l ia rd  (1967 p .  457) ,  whcre  i t  i s  s ta tcd_

'Dk:ntr  . \  ICl t ih ia l  l r l )  . 'n t ! )ukt .  Spnngled Drongo.
Adul ls :  Plunlage bl  ck wirh i r idescenr wings and ra i l .
.  . .  1 few und€rwing coverrs t ippcd wi lh u,h i te i
.  .  j r j s  r e d i  I m m l r t u r e s :  a l l  d u l l  s m o k y  b l a c k .
R j r n g e :  S o u l . h e r n  A \ i : ,  r h r u u g h  r h c  M l t : r y  A r c h i p c t r r g , ,
r i '  N e $  C r r i n e i , .  A u . r r . , t i . r  r n J  \ o i , , n r , , n  t . l t , n ( t , .  S r ; t . _
species in New Guinea.  Three.  one a nl rSrrnt
(^)  carb.onat ius .  .  .  (6)  bractearus;  Austra l i i r  n igrat ing
1()  Soulh New- Guinea (Fly River arerr i  g loss on
plumage strongly green . , .

. This rcfercnce to the range oi thcsc Drongos
rn  thc  south-eas t  As ia  ied  na tura l l y  to  H.  

-C.
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Robinson ( 1927) wherc under Fanti ly Dicruridqc
it  is statcd-

' t  he  D rong , ^ .  o r  K ing  (  r o \ \ \ .  i r r e  i i  r e r r  n r r r r r l l
l i r n r j l ) .  P lumr rge . . r l uuys  bhc l '  o r  g rey .  o f ren
spangled wilh gl islening i ips. Sexes al ike: young, l ike
ibe adults. but those ()f  the black species spotted or
barred with while. '

On thc fol lowing page is givcn detai l  of onc
of thc black spccies.

'Dicrurus anKct(t,s unnctkus. The Cro*-bi l led Drongo.
Dcscript ion. Adult.  Sexes al ike Whole plumage
black, al l  the visible parts wirh a bluish or greenish
gloss. Inrn)ature. Ceneral colour dul leri  nder-surf irce
and underl:r i l  coverts wilh lvhite t ips to the fearhers.
broader on lhe laLi l  covertsi underwing coverts and
rxi l lNries wilh large drop-shaped whire t ips, which
. r re , , n l )  cun rp le te l y  l u \ t  i n  ve ry , ' l d  b i r d \ .  Ve ry  \ ! ,Un !
b i l J \  : r r e  . r i l l  Ju l l e r  \ , , o t !  h l . r cL .  w i l h  b ru i r de r  $h i l e
bars on the under-surface. Soft Pnrls. Ir is carmine in
adults. reddish brown or drrk in young birds: bi l l  and

Thcsc detai ls of the Malayan birds scemed
so promisingly similar to the birds recently
bandcd herc that i t  was dccidcd the local group,
rvhich had rcmained in the garden after bcing
handlcd, should be re-trappcd and recorded i i
more detai l .  Unfortunatcly, i t  was found that by
this t imc the group had movcd off,  presumably
to their sumnter quarters.

Howevc r ,  on  l 7  Sep tember  1973  a  i u r t he r
two Drongos appcared in the garden. A steady
watch was kept on the pul l-str ing feeder trap
and both birds were secured. One proved to
havc  been  banded  hc re  on  23  Junc  1973 ,  t he
other wlrs a new bird so was banded 060-22'135.
Thcir part iculars werc recorded in greater dctai l ;
a summary is set out below. These two Drongos
patronised thc fecdcr for the rest of that day
rund also thc ncxt day; then they too vanished.

Thc fol lowing is i t  summary of records of
und:r-surf lce whitc spots-

06O-22735 bandcd and booked on l7 Scptembcr
1973t  i r i s  b rown.  p lumagc du l l .
(a) undcrwing. most of area from lcading

cdgc and including axil larics shows white
tips to fcathers, some big blobs, sornc
sr t ra l l  spo ts :

(b) undertail ntany white-tipped covcrts i lnd
terninates with a white area at aft t ip
of tract;

(c) undcr ccntral breilst and abdomcn a few
fcathers whitc{ipped.

060-22726 banded on  23  June 1973,  de ta i l s
booked whcn rctrapped on I7 Septcmber J973;
iris brown; plurrrlgc dull.
(a )  under  inner  w ing ,  th rce  rows o f  wh i tc -

tipped blobs on covcrts; from carpal joint
outwalrds in a l inc astcrn undcr wing
edge fourtecn small feather tips spotted
whitc; rest of underrving, other whitc tips
to convcrts;

(b) undertail, whitc tips to coverts but lcss
than 060-2273-5 handled an hour earlicr;

(c) along ccntral brcast and bclly a fcw whitc
spots.

It should be notcd that as Drongos brccd in
sunrmer, gcnerally early summer, thcn movc olT
to thcir wintcr quarters, these two birds
(060-22'735 and 060-22126) were very probably
about nine months old when thcse dctails were
rccorded-

It chanced that Mr & Mrs Wcston of Port
Moresby visited us herc on 22 Septembcr 1973.
They band birds in New Guinca and had with
them excellent colour slides of a Spangled Drongo
banded by  them on 17  August  1973 ncar  Wau,
(7"  l8 '  S . ,  146 '  43 '  E . ) .  Thc  b i rd  shown on
their slides could well have becn any adult Drongo
caught in my gardcn herc. I am indcbted to
them for use of one of these slides to i l lustratc
thcsc notes.

As furthcr l ive Drongos for examination are
un l ike ly  to  be  ava i lab le  herc  un t i l  nex t  w in tc r
at least. it was dccided to assess thc matcrial
held in the Queensland Muscunt, Mr D. P.
Vcrnon, thc Muscun's Ornithologist, wils vcry
helpful and co-operlrt ivc as usual so that on
26 September 1973 a total of 3l specimens
was examincd and thcir details of whitc nrarkings
rccorded.

These Quccnsland Museurn Drongo skins may
be summarised as-

2l showing white spots undcr wing oniy;

6 showing whitc spotting undcr both wing rnd
t a  i l ;

4 shou'ing whitc spots on all thrce rreas of
undcrwing, rrndertail and under body.

It wil l be apprcciated, by banders in parti-
cular who are used to handling l ive but fragile
birds, that thc dried cabinct spccimens with the
wings folded in thc closed position along thc
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doubt some loss of underwing (a) marks. Furthcr
agc grouprngs arc Jikcly to bc indicated by thc
toss rn sequcncc of all the undertail (b) nrarks
and 

.then 
progressivcly the various underwing

( i r ) .  t lpe  r rc i rs .  Th i \  g radua l  lo rs  o f  u l r i t c  n r l l
we l l  t rkc  so tnc  years .

Clcarly, nruch rcmains to bc dctermined by
l r rp lc  rccord i r )g  o f  ind iv idur l l y  rn r r rked h i rd i
tog . (her .  u i lh  rccovcry  o I  lhc  r jgh l  b i rds  i r t  lhc
appropnatc times. Thesc progress details havc
been set out herc as an open invitation to any-
one ablc to join in the elucidation. Undoubtediy
thc Drongo banded 060-23810 that I had in
my hand in fivc different winters would have
supplied somc of thc answers had I but known
thc  ques t ions  t  tha t  t ime.
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body. irrposcd Iimits on the extent to which
onc nray safcly cxamine undcrwing areas. Des-
pttc thcsc restrictions it was very clear that thc
anlount of white spotting under thc wings varied
grcatly Irom specimen to specimen. Some had
much rvhitc whilst for onc or two there was
dil l icultv in being positive of any white spots.

To sum up, it secms that the primary age
indicators of young Drongos may bc taken as
brown eycs instcad of thc adult 's red, coupled
with dull plumage wherezrs thc adult shows
progrcssively more gloss or shcen. At which
ilgcs thesc changet; <tcCur seems unknown.

Furthcr agc indicators are given by thc rclative
amount of white spotting or mottl ing on the
(ips of fcathers of particular areas of the birds'
undcrsiclc.

First ycar birds appcar to show most whitc,
inc lud ing-

(a )  On thc  undcrw ing  nrany  wh i tc  spots  and
b lobs ;

(b )  Unc ic r ta i l  p ronounced wh i tc  t ips  on  the
covcrts which group to give an lrea effect
rt the rcar extren ty;

(c) Undcr body from thc vent along between
thc legs and onward under thc belly and
ccntral breast almost to the neck, clcarly
clisccrnible white mottled areas though more
scat tc red  than fo r  (a )  and (b ) .

Obscrvations to date suggest that these under-
sidc white markings reducc progressively with
lgc. Thus second year birds perhaps havc lost
all ot thc under body or (c) type markings with
nruch rcduction of undcrtail (b) marking and no
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