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ON THE COLOUR OF BILLS OF KINGFISHERS 
BY 

PHILIP A. CLANCEY. 

As so many of the standard works on British birds give such 
conflicting notes on the colour of Kingfishers' (Alcedo a. 
ispida) bills, the following notes on this subject should prove 
of some value. In A Practical Handbook of British Birds it 
is clearly stated that the colour of the bill is black, becoming 
red at the base of the under-mandible in the male, and only 
sometimes in the female. 

This is, however, discredited by the statements in such 
authoritative works as the Monograph of the Alcedinidm (1871) 
by R. Bowdler Sharpe and British Birds (1931) by Jourdain and 
Kirkman, who give the bill as being black in the case of the 
male, while the female is. said to have some orange colouring 
on the under-mandible. 

The material which I have been collecting in Scotland 
supports the latter view to a great extent. 

The males in every case (15 specimens examined) have an 
almost jet black bill, though one specimen obtained in Ren
frewshire in April, has a distinct tinge of horn colouring on 
the angle of the under-mandible. 

The females (8 specimens examined) on the other hand, 
unlike the males, are very variable indeed in the amount and 
shade of orange on the under-mandible. Many specimens 
show quite a considerable amount of rich vermilion pigment 
at the base of the upper-mandible, especially in the region 
of the culmen and the anterior nares. Peculiarly enough, 
this pigment on the upper-mandible hardly fades at all in 
the dried skin, while the under-mandible usually fades to a 
dirty yellowish horn colour. 

A slight shading of dark slate is not infrequently found on 
the keel (gonys) as illustrated in Figures B and D, while an 
occasional specimen has a similar tinge of colour at the extreme 
base (Figure B). 

The intensity of the shade of the orange on the under-
mandible, as already mentioned, is extremely variable 
although the usual tint is yellow-bronze changing to rich 
vermilion-lake at the base. 

The proof brought forward above is, I think, ample to show 
that the statements by Messrs. Sharpe, Jourdain and Kirkman 
are correct to a great extent, and that the description in the 
Practical Handbook cannot be accepted. 
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Males examined from England, France, Switzerland, 
Hungary, Germany and the Balkan and Iberian Peninsulas 
all show varying amounts of red at the base of the under-
mandible, and are therefore different from Scottish birds, 
which have almost jet-black bills. 

Females are almost identical, except that on an average, 
Scottish females have a shorter and blunter bill, but as 
specimens from Switzerland, which I had the pleasure of 
examining, were identical, this character is of no sub-specific 
value. I have discussed with Mr. H. F. Witherby the possi
bility of the Scottish bird being differentiated as a new sub
species, but he was of the opinion that the differences were 
not sufficiently great to justify this, therefore I have decided 
to follow his advice in this matter. 

I wish here to express my gratitude to the various persons 
who have so kindly supplied me with material, upon which 
this article is based. Among them, I would like to thank 
Dr. James M, Harrison for lending me his English and 
Continental specimens, and Dr. A. C. Stephen, of the Royal 
Scottish Museum, for permission to examine the magnificent 
series in this museum. My thanks are also due to Mr. H. 
F. Witherby and Dr. James Schenk, of the Royal Hun
garian Institute of Ornithology, for their assistance and 
helpful advice. 


