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)P)lR\i@~~ @R, WHAL~..BIRDS (Gen1US Pacb;vptila) IN SO.'U'rH
AUSTRALIA

By H. T. CONDON

Prions 'or Whalebirds are frequently dis
covered in numbers on South Australian
beaches after storms. They are small petrels,
about 11 inches long, delicate blue-grey
above and white below. The bill in dead
birds is black, and among a random collec
tion gathered at one time will probably be
found many variations in bill size and
form. Indeed, the form and width of the
bill is the basis for the separation of the
several known species, the plumage in each
being superficially the same.

Most of these ocean derelicts are immature
or non-breeding birds which have wandered
far from breeding grounds on lonely islands
in colder latitudes. Since there is some
variation in bill width due to age, the un
initiated are often puzzled when attempting
to identify individuals which are met with.
In the Official Checklist of the Birds of Aus
tralia (13) the following three species were
recognised. (1) Pachyptila -oituua, Broad
billed Prion; (2) P. turtur, Fairy Prionr
(3) P. desolata, Dove Prion. Previously in
1912 Mathews (6) had named another very
distinct speeies-Pachyptila belcheri, Thine
billed Prion. It is remarkable that the
Checklist Committee confused it with P.

• turtur, Fairy Prien, and listed it as a
synonym of that species. There are several
specimens of the Thin-billed Prion in the
South Australian Museum.

In 1930 Oliver (10)" recognised four
species and furnished the following key:-

"Bill with the nail of the upper mandible
short and separated from the nasal tube
bya considerable space.
Width of bill, 18-23 mm, P. oittatus
Width of bill, 11-14 mm. .. P. desolatus
Width of bill, 8-10 mm. . P. belcheri

"Bill with the nail of the upper mandible
long and separated from the nasal tube by
a short space ...... ...... ...... ...... ...... P. turtur;"

In ·1936 Murphy (9) also recognised the
four above-named species and further sug
gested that certain populations of P. turtur
from the New Zealand region might be recog
nised as a separate species (P. orassirostrisi .
These had been separated by Mathews (6)
as a' subspecies P. turtur crassirostris, In
1939 Fleming (4) reported finding a race
of stout-billed- "turtur-like" birds breeding
on Cbi!thflI!! Islands, where also was found

breeding the normal P. turtur, thus demon
strating that the recognition of crassirostris
as a separate species was justified.

In 1937 Mathews (7) suggested that P.
vittata could be divided and that his name
gouldi which was applied subspecifically to
examples from Bass Strait should become a
species name. He enlarged on this in a
further paper (8), and supplied keys and
illustrations to show the characters ·of the
five Australian species. According' to
Mathews these would be:-Pachyptila vittata,
Broad-billed Prion; P. gouldi, Medium-billed
Prion; P. desolate; Dove Prion; P. belcheri,
Thin-billed Priori; P. turtur, Fairy Prien.

However, Falla (3) showed that gouldi
was not acceptable for the Medium-hilled
Prion as it was based on an immature
specimen. He proposed that saloini, another
of Mathews' names, which was based on an
adult, should be used. Falla also discussed
the distribution of all forms that could be
clearly distinguished, and examined the
range of variation found in series from
breeding localities. He examined many
specimens, including types and others in the
American Museum of Natural History and
in the British Museum.

His arrangement, which seems most ac
ceptable, is as follows: Pa'chyptila vittata,
Broad-billed Prion; P. salvini, Medium-billed
Prion; P. desolata, Dove Prion; P. belcheri
Thin-billed Prion; P. turtur, Fairy Prion; P.
crassirostris, Fulmar-billed Fairy Prion, :As
far as is known to the writer, the last
named has never been recorded from Aus
tralia.

Sutto~ (11) .listed the three species of
Pachyptila as given in the 1926 R.A.O.U.
Official Checklist. Examination of speci
mens in the South Australian Museum shows
that only the following can be definitely
recorded from this State:

Pachyptila salvini, Medium-billed Prion.
P: desolate, Dove Prion.
P. belcheri, Thin-billed Prion.
P. turtur, Fairy Prion.

Specimens labelled "PachyptilUi vittata" in
t~e ~.A. l\:1useum, upon which Sutton based
hIS ~n~luslOn .of this species, are really P.
saJvzm. As the majority are non-breeding
buds, no attempt wiII be made in this paper
to distinguish subspecies. The following
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265
285
263
265
281
260
268
262
272.2

includes details of all specimens in the South
Australian Museum. All measurements are
in millimeters.

BROAD-BILLED PRION Pachyptila vittata
(Forster)

There are no specimens of -this species in
the Museum collection, although a number
have been labelled as such for many years.
Murphy (9) gives the following characters
for this species: "An exceedingly broad
billed or frog-mouthed species of Whalebird,
the maximum width of the upper mandible
ranging usually between 21 and 23 mm.,
and apparently never being less than 18
mm, in adults from any part of the world.
The long strainers or baleen-like plates inside
the cutting edge of the maxilla are also
diagnostic. Furthermore, this is in all dimen
sions the largest member 'of the genus, with
a minimum wing-length of about 200 mm."
Similar characters are given by Falla (3),
Mathews (8), and Fleming (5) . In addi
tion, the colouration of the head and face
is darker than in the other species of the
genus.

Specimens labelled "vittata" in the Museum
conform to the characters 'of saluini, During
a recent visit G. M. Mathews labelled some
of these "missus," which he now regards as
a race of salvini, although the name was
originally applied subspecifically to exam
ples of vittata.

The bill characters of vittata may be given
as: JA very broad-bowed or swollen bill when
viewed from above, nail, unguis, 'or dertrum
of both mandibles relatively weak, and the
lower mandible also bowed from beneath
with the feathering on the mandible encroach-
S.A.M. Total

No. Locality Sex Date Length
B. ~

16796 Bunbury, W.A.... F. 27/9/30 290
2453 Brighton, S.A. M. 11/8/19 290

16797 Bunbury, W.A. F. 12/8/30 265
3086' 272
8926 Between Plympton

and Black Forest,
S.A M. -/6/06

12913 St. Leonards, S:A. F. 18/8/30
17880 Sellick Beach, S.A. F. 28/6/35

2445 Brighton, S.A. F. 11/8/19
23505 Brighton, S.A. F. 29/5/44
11791 Seacliff, S.A. M. 5/10/28
2454 Brighton, S.A. M. 11/8/19

PI Brighton, S.A. F. 2/8/12
Average (both sexes) . ..

ing farther than in other forms. From the
side the lamellae are also visible "rather
like a snarling dog curling his lip and show
ing his hack teeth" (M;athews). The range
in bill width is between 18 and 22 rom.
(Falla, 3). According to Falla also, the
colours of the soft parts in life are:-
"Irides dark brown; feet blue, webs whitish.
veined with mauve; bill pale blue only on
rami of lower mandible, the upper bill plates
being glistening iron grey, a condition
peculiar to this species of Prion as far as
I know."

Wilson (12) gives:--"Upper bill, pale
bluish grey, shading into black at the base
and on the nostrils, the central part of the
culmen also black and the terminal part or
point of the upper bill yellow. Mandible
pale blue, with a black line along the centre
of each side, and the tip black."

MEDIUM·BILLED PRION Pacluyptila
saluini (Mathews)

There are twelve examples of this species
in the Museum collection, which were ob
tained on beaches between the months of
May and. October.

The bill and 'other characters closely
resemble those of P. uittata. The lower
mandible is slightly bowed. but the width of
the 1.lpper mandible never reaches the'mini
mum width of vittata. However, the cut
ting edge is curved as in that species and
the lamellae are visible to some extent from
the side. The range in bill width is from
13 to 17 mm. (Falla). The following are
details of specimens in the South Australian
Museum. Numbers B16796, B16797, B2453
were labelled "missus" by G. M. Mathews
during a recent visit.

BIIJL Middle Toe
Wing Tail Length Width Height & Claw

202 92 35 17 9 46
202 99 30 16.5 7.5 39
195 98 33 16 '7 41
191 99 30.5 15.5 6.5 38.5

191 105 . 31.5 15.5 7 39
184 95 29 15 7 40
190 99 29 15 7 41
198 104 29 15 7 38.5
180 105 29.5 15 7 40
192 97 31.5 14.5 7.5 38
195 99 29.5 14.5 7 38.5
191 106 31 14 7.5 39.5
192.6 99.8 30.7 15.3 7.3 39.9
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DOVE PRlON Pachyptila desolata
(Gmelin)

There are thirty-two examples 'of the Dove.
Prion in the S.A. Museum. The bill is fairly
broad and deep. Murphy remarks: "Gene
rally similar to P. [orsteri (equals oittata-«
H.T.C.), but with a mu~~ narrower. bill,
the latericorn of which IS only slightly
tumescent. The greatest width of the maxilla
is in the neighbourhood of 15 mID., as
against a minimum of 20 mm, or there
abouts for P. [orsteri; the average difference
in width, as derived from measurements of
20 specimens of these two species, is 7 mm."

Falla's data show the range of variation
in bill width between 12 and 15 mm., and
his figures are based on examples from
breeding areas, South Australian records
exist for themonths of May, June, July,
August, September and October.

. In this species the cutting edge of the
mandible is straight and the lamellae are
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much reduced and invisible or only slightly
so at the gape. From below, the edges 'of
the lower mandible are straight. Two
examples in the collection' examined are
labelled "vittata" (BI0985, 11768) and one
"turtur" (B1883) but there is little doubt
that they are realiy of this species. Wilson
(12) gives the following for the ccloura
tion of the soft parts:-"Upper bill pale
cobalt blue, the nostrils and culmen being
black, but the tip pale blue. No yellow
nail. Lower bill pale blue, save for a
narrow black line along the centre of each
ramus, which begins at the base of the bill
but stops short of the tip and spreads into
a T at the junction of the terminal and
lateral portions of the beak. Iris, dark
brown. Legs and toes, pale cobalt blue.
Webs, fleshy grey, almost pink, terminal
border greyer. Nails blackish. (Actually
this description is given for P. banksi, which

. is now 'regarded. as a form of desolata.)
Specimens in the S.A. Museum:-

6949
11614 Near Albany,

W.A. ... ...... ...... E. 8/10/28
11842 Denial Bay, S.A. M. ~/9/29

22248 Adelaide, S.A. '..,... M. 28/5/40
Pll' Henley Bch., S.A. F. 6/6/27

11792 Seacliff, S.A M. 5/10/28
11793 Seacliff, S.'A. F. 5/10/28-
11794 Seacliff, S.A. F. 5/10/28
16795 Bunbury, W,A.... F~ 28/7/30
12911 Buckland .Park,

S.A ~.. F. 13/8/30

S.A.M.
No. Locality Sex
B.

10985 Brighton, S.A. M.
11768 Brighton, S.A. F.
1883 Brighton, S.A. F.
1882 Brighton, S.A. .. .

. 2988 Brighton, S.A. M.
8924 Brighton S.A. . .,

11605 Brighton, S.A. M.
11606 Brighton, S.:A. F.
11607 Brighton, S.A. F.
11611 Brighton, S.A. M.
11612 Brighton, S.A. M.
11613 Brighton, S.A. F.
11777 Brighton, S.A. M.
11786 Brighton, S.A. F.
11787 Brighton, S.A. F.
11788 Brighton, S.A. F.
22015 Brighton, S.A. M.-
22346 Brighton, S:A. M.

1237 Near Clement
Gap, S.A. ... ...... E'.

Date

7/8/27
5/6/29
1/7/09
1/7/09

-/8/20
11/5/09
4/10/28
4/10/28
4/10/28
8/10/28
8/10/28
7/10/28
23/6/29
5/7/29
5/7/29
5/7/29

28/6/39
3/10/41

14/7/14

Total
Length

272
277
250
240
24Q
270
287
275
280
262
270
284
280
270
281
266
282
265

257
262

260
275
280
262
266
273
265
255

257

Wing

195
202
185
188
190
194
198
176

-190
174
190
183
189
185
190
186
189 .
178

193
198

202
185

. 175
188
193
203
168
185

185

Tail

100
104

96
95
94

110
109
100
100
110
110

99
102
101
105

99
108

88

104
106

106
100

95
106
108
ilO
103
100

100

Length

28
26
23
29
25
26
27
25
26
25
26
26
27
25
26.5
26.5
21
22

25.5
26

25.5
26.5
23
25
26.5
27
23.5
27

27

BILL
Width

13.5
14
11
12.5
12
12
13.5
12
12
12.5
11.5
11
12.5
13
12.5
12.5
12
12

12.
:12

12
12.5
13
12
12
12
13
12

13

Middle Toe
Height &. Claw

7 37.5
7.5 37
6.5 38
7 36
6 35
6.5 36
6.5 40
6.5 39.5
6 39
7 39
7 37.5
6 35
6.5 36.5
6.5 39
7 38
6.5 38
a 39
7 38,

6.5 38
6 37

6.5 40.5
6.5 40
8 39
6.5 36.5
7.5 36.5
6.5 37.5
7 37.5
6.5 39

7 37
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17865 Sellick Bch., S.A. M. 23/6/35. 285
17911 Outer Harbour,

S.A M. 16/7/35 292
17973 Coorong, S.A. F. 17/8/35 277
Average (both sexes) ...... ...... ...... ...... 269.3

THIN-BILLED PRION Pachyptilo belcheri
(Mathews)

40

35
42
37.6

6.5

6
7
6.7

12

12.5
14
12.8

.26.5

26
27
25.7

102

99
100
102.6

195

183
191
188.3

BILL Middle Toe
Wing Tail Length Width Height &Olaw

188 97 25.5 9.5 5 38
183 102 25.5 10 5 39
179 92 25 9.5 4.5 37
184 90 25 9 6 40
180 95 27.5 10 5 37.5
177 90 23.5 10 6- 37
181.8 94.3 25.3 9.7 5.3 38.1

this species the hill is much shorter than
in other forms, and the dertrum or nail is
angular and the latricorn flat. The cutting
edge is straight and no lamellae are visible.
The dertrum is also heavier in proportion
than in any other form except crassirostris.
It is divided from the nasal tubes by a space
about equal to. the length of those structures.
According to Falla (3), the range in bill
width is from 8 to II rom. In life the bill
is "bluish grey, darker on the sides and
base. Iris dark brown. Feet blue, the
webs whitish." (Oliver, 10~)

Thy plumage of tartur is also distinctive,
being paler on top of the head, whiter on
the face, and with the black band on the
rectrices broader than in other forms.

Murphy (9) says this is the "smallest
species of the genus; similar in general
colouration to each of the foregoing, though
in fresh plumage perhaps the "bluest" and
palest of all the whale-birds. Bill charac
ters are diagnostic." Murphy also remarks:
"Another supposed subspecies, with a stouter
bill and much wider unguis, inhabits Bounty
Island, about thirteen degrees of latitude

260
286
263
257
253
252
261.8

Total
LengthDateSexLocality

Six examples of this species have been
examined. The Thin-billed Prion is at
once recognised by the extremely narrow
bill, which, however, is of the same general
form as in vittata, salvini, and desolata. The
cutting edges are straight, and the lamellae
are greatly reduced and invisible laterally.
According to Falla (3), the width of the
bill ranges between 10 and 12 mm. In the
specimens at present under consideration the
variation is from 9.5 to 10 mm, Oliver (10)
gives the range as from 8 to 10 mm., and
the colours of the soft parts as: "Bill blue,
the nasal tube black and the tip yellow.
Feet blue with yellow webs." It is of in
terest to note that Falla (I) records an
albino immature male of this species from
the New Zealand region (Kaipara Harbour),
taken in May, 1933. Details of this bird
were: Eyes, bill and feet pink; wing ~70;
tail 75; tarsus 30; middle toe and claw 38;
length of bill 23.5; width of bill 9.2 mm,

Specimens in S.A. Museum:

S.A.M.
No.
B.

2451 Brighton, S.A. F. -/8/19
4785 Kelso, Tas. ... F. 27/7/II

10983 Semaphore, S.A.. F. 3/8/27
22347 Brighton, S.A M. 3/10/41

P15 Brighton, S.A. M. 8/8/19
10987 Brighton, S.A M. 7/8/27
Average (both sexes) .. .

Colours of soft parts (Falla, 2): "Iris
brown; feet lavender blue; webs pale fleshy
white with faint grey streaks; bill Russian
blue, black on fleshy ridge of culmen and
mandibular sulcus."

FAIRY PRION Pachyptila turtur (Kuhl)
This species is readily identified on the

plumage characters as well as the bill form.
There are nine specimens in the Museum
collection gathered on beaches after storms
between the months of May and August. In

south of the locality in which the measured
specimens were collected. I strongly sus
pect, however, that two full species 'of whale
birds may be hidden under the name turtur,
One of these is represented by the typical
form, the other by the form described as
crassirostris, These belong to' distinct zones,
the latter form inhabiting the higher and
colder latitudes." Although Paehyptila eras
sirostris is known to breed on islands in the
Indian Ocean and New Zealand region, so
far it has not' been taken in South Australia.
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BILL Middle Toe
Wing Tail Length Width Height & Claw

175 99 24 10 6 42

180 95 21 11 6.5 39
192 lis 21.5 10 6.5 41
175 87 22.5 9.5 6 39
168 92 21 10 6 35
180 90 21 10 6.5 37.5

171 85 22 9.5 5.5 40
172 87 21 9.5 7 39
176.7 92.3 21.8 9.9 6.3 39.1

(13) 1926 Official Checklist of the Birds of
Australia.

280

250
292
252
256
260

Total
LengthDate

1/12/00

5/6/14
-/7/09
16/7/00
30/5/27

ScxLocality

Specimens in S.A. Museum:
S.A.M.

No.
B.

20293 Lawrence Rocks,
Portland, Vic. M.

1157 Between Melbourne
and Adelaide M.

2449 Meningie, S.A. F.
8925 Kingston, S.A. '" F.
9758 Goolwa, S,IA. M.

11893
17974 Ocean beach, 10PP.

Salt Creek, Coo-
rong, S.A. '" F. 17/8/35 276

18520 Brighton, S.A. F. 11/8/36 255
Average (both sexes) 265.1

Existing records seem to indicate that the
'occurrence of Paciiyptila turtur in St. Vincent
Gulf is rare, and that this species is more
frequently found on beaches facing the open
ocean.

Falla (2, 3) gives the bill width of P.
cmssirostris as from 10.5 to 12.5 mm., and
the colours of the soft parts. as: "Iris,
brown; bill, pale Russian blue, sometimes
blackish on culmen between nostril and nail;
feet, Wedgewood blue, wehs fleshy white;"
_ CONCLUSION

From the foregoing discussion it will be
seen that Pachyptila vittata should he re
moved from the South Australian list (11),
and two additional species, Pachyptila salvini
and Pachyptila belcheri should be added.
This would hring the total numher of species
recorded for South Australia to 387 (includ
.ing Gerygone olivacea--Editors).
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