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THE COLOURING OF THE SOFT PARTS OF THE 
BUFF-BACKED HERON. 

BY 

B. W. TUCKER, 
Dept. of Zoology, University Museum, Oxford, 

(Plate 4.) 
ON an ornithological trip to South Spain in April, 1935,1 paid 
particular attention to the colouring of the soft parts of the 
Buff-backed Heron (Ardeola i. ibis), as I found these to be 
entirely different from the descriptions given in most of the 
standard works. In general I am well aware of the need for 
caution in setting field observations on the colouring of the 
soft parts of birds against descriptions based on the examina
tion of presumably fresh material in the hand. But this 
general objection can hardly apply in the present case, because 
my description is based on observations of the birds in a 
breeding colony, where they were exceedingly approachable 
and could be examined with binoculars at a few yards range 
in a perfect light, so that the details of colouring could be 
observed almost as well as if one had the birds in the hand. 
Moreover there can be no question of my description being 
derived from atypical specimens, because it is based on a close 
examination of scores of birds in the manner described, and 
I think I may say of hundreds at slightly longer, but still close, 
range. 

There is an impressive unanimity in the leading works in 
describing the bill and legs as yellow. The Practical Handbook, 
for example, says " legs and feet dull yellow (adult), dark 
greenish brown (juvenile and first winter)." Dresser says, 
" beak and legs yellow," while Hartert describes them in detail 
as follows (translation): " Bill and bare lores dark yellow. Legs 
in the breeding season yellow or brownish yellow, in winter 
and sometimes into the breeding season greenish brown to 
quite black, very variable, toes always brown to quite black, 
only the upper part of the bare tibia lighter." 

It is therefore rather astonishing to find that at any rate 
in the breeding season the legs of Spanish birds have not the 
least trace of yellow or yellowish colouring. Those of adults 
are a moderately dark, dull vinous or faintly purplish red, 
generally, perhaps always, shading into a dark brownish on 
the feet. I made my observations on April 23rd-25th just before 
leaving Spain and as soon as I got back, while my impressions 
of the colours were still vivid, I looked up Ridgway's Color 
Standards and Color Nomenclature (1912) and found that the 
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leg colour, or more precisely that of the scutes on the tarsus, 
where the colour is strongest, appeared to me to come nearest 
to that called " Ox-blood red" (Plate I) or possibly between 
this and " Bordeaux " (Plate XII). I mention this as giving 
a reasonably close indication of the colour and not as implying 
that one can carry an exact hue and shade in one's head with 
absolute accuracy. 

There is also almost complete agreement in the works I have 
examined in describing not only the bill, but the bare loral 
skin and iris as yellow, but this is true only for certain birds. 
Although the majority have yellow eyes as described, many 
have the iris a bright pinkish red, a fact which none of the 
authorities already quoted mentions. In what I take to be 
fully adult, probably male, birds, the colouring was as follows : 
Bill orange yellow distally, shading into vinous pink or 
reddish towards the base ; eye red ; bare skin round the eye a 
very striking bright violetty pink, approaching what Ridgway 
(Plate XII) calls " Mallow Purple." No book that I know of 
mentions this. 

There were many others with legs and bill as described, 
but with the eye yellow and the bare skin round it showing no 
definite colour, apparently a pale dull yellowish, while a few 
had intermediate eyes of a more orange hue, the red colour 
apparently developing first round the outside of the iris. 
Others again had entirely yellow bills and a few of these had 
the legs dark brownish. I take these to be the youngest 
birds. 

As regards the bill, lores and iris it will be seen that the 
descriptions quoted are incomplete, being true for some birds, 
but not for others. On the subject of the legs, however, they 
are completely wrong, at least as applied to Andalucian birds. 
It may be observed that Nicoll's Birds of Egypt (Meinertz-
hagen) is more accurate than most accounts in describing the 
bill as "orange-red" in the breeding season and the legs and 
feet as " deep orange-red," while Howard Saunders's Manual, 
which reads, " lores, orbits and irides golden-pink; beak 
reddish at the base, yellow at the tip ; legs yellowish-red " is 
more nearly correct than any of the later accounts. It will 
be noted, however, that even these two authors speak of 
orange or yellowish red legs, whereas living Andalucian birds 
at the end of April show, as I have stressed already, no hint 
of any orange or yellowish tint. The discrepancy may 
possibly be due to rapid fading after death, though it would 
be easier to understand a scarlet or orange red fading to 
yellowish than one with (so far as can be seen) no initial 
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tendency towards yellowish at all. The very general emphasis 
on " yellow " has led me to wonder whether some geographical 
variation in leg colour might afford a partial explanation. 
However this may be, there can, I think, be very little doubt 
that the facts as to the colouring of the soft parts described 
above indicate an actual colour change dependent on age, 
probably also on season, and possibly on sex. This subject 
clearly needs further attention, but some light is thrown upon 
it by an interesting passage in Irby's Ornithology of the Straits 
of Gibraltar, which is the only account I have found agreeing 
accurately with my own experience and is based, it may be 
noted, on an Andalucian bird. It reads : " A male bird, which 
had been kept alive in the patio of the Fonda de Europa, at 
Seville, during the first week in April (his fifth spring, as far 
as I could ascertain) began to change the colour of the legs 
and the basal half of both mandibles to a pinkish red; the 
irides also changed to a beautiful rich pink colour, with a very 
slight golden ring round the black pupil". This description is 
actually quoted by Dresser, but is ignored by him in his own 
description on the same page, as it seems to have been by 
all later writers. 

Returning to my field observations, it seems likely that the 
red-eyed birds are the old males and the more numerous 
yellow-eyed ones the females and young males. The large and 
hitherto unrecorded colony where my observations were made 
was only discovered at the end of our trip, the famous ones 
in the Marismas being abandoned owing to the drought, and 
I was not able to devote as much time to the birds as I could 
have wished. I therefore asked my friend and companion on 
this expedition, Mr. H. J. R. Pease, who remained a few days 
longer than I was able to do, to make some further observa
tions directed to throwing light on this subject and he has 
kindly supplied some notes which I now quote : " The colour 
of the eye varies from lemon to a strong daffodil yellow (rare), 
through deep orange (rare) and mahogany to almost crimson 
(a strong cherry red). The bill in most light yellow-eyed birds 
is yellowish throughout, and in red-eyed birds the basal half 
is reddish; but the bill appears to redden towards the base 
sooner (supposing a transition) than the reddening of the eye, 
some yellow-eyed individuals showing more or less reddish 
colouring on the bill. The colour of the legs varies from a dark 
grey (scarce and apparently associated with the light eye and 
bill) to a rosy puce (in red-eyed birds). The skin between eye 
and bill in red-eyed birds is violet, but traces of this colour 
(very dull in hue) can be seen in some light-eyed birds. 
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" Of 64 birds seen actually sitting on nests (the majority 
had not yet laid at the 4ate of our visit—B. W. T.) 49 had 
light yellow eyes, 14 intermediate (i.e., eyes noticeably darker 
yellow to a mahogany colour) and one a fully red eye. Of those 
which (for no very sound reason, I'm afraid) it was possible to 
consider as ' pairs ', two pairs were light-eyed and two pairs 
intermediate, while several light- or intermediate-eyed birds 
were apparently paired to red-eyed mates, but in no case could 
two red-eyed birds be considered definitely a pair, though 
two were seen quarrelling at the same nest. Difficulty is 
caused by the nests being close together and more birds than 
the nests require being usually seen in a tree ". 

The precise extent to which the changes mentioned depend 
on the respective factors of age, season and sex must remain 
for further observation to determine, but for the moment it 
must suffice to have directed attention to them and to have 
corrected up to a point the manifest inaccuracies of most 
published accounts. 

While dealing with the subject of Buff-backed Herons in 
Spain it may be opportune also to record that in the large 
colony referred to, though many nests were built in low willow 
trees, hundreds were simply untidy platforms of stems of 
Scirpus lacustris built close together in the " reed-beds " of this 
plant, growing in about 18 inches of water, a type of situation 
which, judging from Mr. Jourdain's note in the Practical 
Handbook, is quite abnormal. Over a considerable area prac
tically every clump of Scirpus contained nests, up to occasion
ally as many as six or eight in one clump. Through the 
kindness of my friend Mr. George Yeates, the third member 
of our party, I am able to reproduce one of his photographs of 
a pair at such a nest. 

[The descriptions in the Practical Handbook, of the colouring 
of soft parts were taken from notes made by collectors, and 
written on labels attached to skins of birds in various 
plumages, but it must be noted that in many cases detailed 
notes of this kind are usually insufficient (especially in 
breeding examples) for an accurate account to be given where 
changes occur. Sight observations of the kind made by Mr. 
Tucker are therefore of the greatest value, and I may here 
suggest that "ringers" who trap birds would be doing good 
work by comparing notes of the colouring of soft parts with 
published descriptions. The dark grey colour of the legs 
observed by Mr. Pease may have been due to the skin of the 
scutes flaking as this may be cast as it is in some of the gulls. 

H.F.W.] 
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Pair of Buff-backed Herons a t nest in reeds, South Spain, April 1935. 
(Photographed by G. K. Yeates.) 
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