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Immature Plumages of the Eastern
Imperial Eagle Aquila heliaca

William S. Clark

ABSTRACT

The Eastern Imperial Eagles, Aquila heliaca, like other large eagles, attain
adult plumage after four (sometimes five) annual moults, resulting in four
immature (sometimes a fifth, almost adult) plumages. Herein 1 will describe
these immature plumages, beginning with juvenile and ending with adult
plumage, both of which are well known and well described and depicted.
However, the plumages of the older immatures have not been well understood
or described accurately. Moult is not completed during any annual moult cycle
in this species; nor are all of the body and covert feathers or the flight feathers
replaced annually. Moult of the primaries (wave moult) and secondaries and
the characters of new feathers are crucial in determining the sequence of
plumages. I used museum specimens and photographs of eagles in hand and in
flight to determine each plumage.

INTRODUCTION

Knowledge of the ages of immature eagles is important to eagle researchers
and ringers as an aid in determining their overall population structure and to
know the actual age of breeding immatures. This knowledge will also permit
keen birdwatchers to accurately age immature eagles in the field. Herein I will
describe the age classes of the Eastern Imperial Eagle Aquila heliaca. Like
other large eagles, (e.g., Bald Eagles Haliaaetus leucophelus (McCullough
1989; Clark 2001; Gerard & Bortolotti 1988), White-tailed Eagles H. albicilla
(Helander er al.1989), African Fish Eagles H. vociferus (Prout-Jones &
Milstein 1986), Steppe Eagles Aquila nipalensis (Clark 1996), and Golden
Eagles A. chrysaetos (Bloom & Clark 2001; Jollie 1947), this species reaches
adult plumage after four or five annual moults. As a result, Imperial Eagles
have four immature plumages (and sometimes a fifth, almost adult, plumage).
Their adult and juvenile plumages are well understood and depicted in many
guides and handbooks (Cramp & Simmons 1980; Porter et al. 1981; Jonsson
1992; Mullarney et al. 1999; Ferguson-Lees & Christy 2001); Forsman (1999) and
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