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Peter’s checklist of the birds of the world (Mayr & Cottrell 1979)
lists only Diomedea chlororhynchos Gmelin 1789 (based on
Latham, 1785, and locality Cape of Good Hope) for all the Yellownosed Albatross breeding locations and provided no synonyms.
However, two taxa had previously been described, long regarded
as representing a subspecies of D. chlororhynchos, distinct from
the nominate race. The first was Thalassogeron carteri Rothschild
1903 from Point Cloates, North-west Australia, whilst the second
was Diomedea bassi Mathews 1912 (Mathews, 1912a) from East
Australia. Godman (1910) illustrates chlororhynchos and carteri
noting that the specimen of chlororhynchos was no longer available, and that (having viewed the type), carteri might not be adult.
Mathews (1912b) provided illustrations and a discussion for both
bassi and carteri, while Hartert (1926) discussed carteri and
remarked that it had not been recognised as a juvenile when described. However, Mathews (1912b) had tentatively reached that
conclusion in his discussion.

plumage of various specimens. The tonal differences caused by
age and feather wear can create confusion as they correctly reported. Among small albatrosses (mollymawks) the principal
defining factor for determination of taxa is the configuration of the
bill plates, especially at the proximal (skull) end. All fledged
juveniles show the shape and skin relationships at the proximal
end of the culmen plate which is retained throughout life, irrespective of changes in bill colouration as they age. Good published
examples of such shape differences between taxa can be found in
Murphy (1936, p. 493) and Serventy et al. (1971, p. 69).
Brooke et al. (1980) notes that ‘. . . the shape of the yellow stripe
on the culmen also varies geographically. In the Indian Ocean . . .
the yellow stripe is pointed whereas in the Atlantic Ocean it is
rounded’. They illustrate this with two black and white photos
from breeding localities. Tickell (2000, plates 6 & 7) gives colour illustrations which demonstrate the same features. However,
these authors concentrate on the shape of the yellow stripe at the
proximal end of the culmen, which is a feature found only in adult
or close to adult birds. This colour feature is of no use in juvenile
birds. Further, the illustrations in Brooke et al. (1980) and Tickell
(2000) do not show that the proximal end of the culmen of both
taxa is yellow with a variable proximal margin of black. Murphy
(1936, p. 493) illustrates for a chlororhynchos specimen (AMNH
132536) that the culmen plate widens above the nostrils and that
there is a black proximal margin round the yellow.

Like many of the early taxonomic descriptions for albatross taxa,
this brief summary illustrates the principal factors which bedevil
the acceptable naming of some taxa today – namely the absence
of a type specimen (chlororhynchos); type localities which are not
breeding sites, and a past lack of knowledge of plumage variation
according to age.
Brooke et al. (1980) set out to clarify the problem of origin and
naming for Yellow-nosed Albatrosses, based principally on the
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Fig. 1. Sketch drawings of the dorsal proximal end of the bills of Yellow-nosed (mollymawks) Albatrosses:
a. Thalassarche chlororhynchos (AMNH 132936).
b. Thalassarche bassi (Type AMNH 527047).
c. Thalassarche carteri (Type AMNH 527048).
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Brooke et al. (1980) note that carteri is based on an immature
specimen – white headed and with a purely black bill (AMNH
527048) and ‘. . . lacking the subspecific characters only patent in
adults must be regarded as subspecifically indeterminate’. It is not
clear from their text whether they viewed the types of carteri, or
bassi (AMNH 527047), but I suspect not, as they refer to Mr John
Farrand (in litt.) for a plumage description of the bassi specimen.
Having rejected carteri on the basis of its immature state, they
took into use Diomedea chlororhynchos bassi as the name for
birds breeding in the Indian Ocean.
I viewed the type specimens of both bassi and carteri at the
American Museum of Natural History, New York on 1 September 1982 and again in January 1988. I noted that both have a
narrow non-thickened proximal end to the culmen plate above the
nostrils, and that both had white heads, with a small black eyebrow
for the bassi, and only a trace of black in front of the eye for the
juvenile carteri.
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determination over the synonym Thalassarche (Diomedea) bassi
Mathews, 1912.
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