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BIRDS OF A HORSE-PADDOCK 

Haze l  Wr igh t  and  A l lan  Wr igh t

The  g r id  (No  50 )  we  su rveye d  f o r  the  ACT  B i rd  A t l a s  i nc luded  a
v a r i e t y  o f  l a n d  t y p e s ;  u n d u l a t i n g  g r a z i n g  l a n d s  t o  t h e  n o r t h ,
euca lypt-covered  mounta ins  to  the  south ,  p ine  p lantat ions  to  the
west, and the Murrumbidgee River bisecting the whole. 

A farmland paddock adjoining the Cotter Road, which forms the
north-west corner of the grid, and to which we had unlimited access,
was  where  we  d id  the  major i ty  o f  our  survey  work  throughout  the
three-year  per iod .  I t  covers  an area  o f  approx imate ly  50 ha and is
used  predominant ly  fo r  horse  ag is tment .  Most  o f  the  or ig ina l  t ree
cover has been cleared, although some older eucalypts st i l l  survive,
and severa l  large  areas  have been p lanted  wi th sap l ings ,  many o f
which are surviving despite the damage caused by the horses. Large
seepage areas, two small  dams and a creek provide water,  although
during 1987, a fter  extended dry periods,  al l  but the dams dried up.
So i l  e ros ion  and damage  f rom horse  hooves  can  be  seen  in  many  
places. 

The  a rea  i s  in f e s ted  w i th  rabb i t s  O r y c t o l a g u s  c u n i c u l u s ,  and 
foxes Vulpes  vu lpes  are  commonly  seen.  Weeds such as  Patterson 's
Curse  Echium p lan tag ineum,  Briar  Bose  Rosa  rub ig inosa  and var ious 
spec ies  o f  th is t l e  pro l i f e ra te .  Common Star l ings  S t u r n u s  v u l g a r i s ,  
House Sparrows Passer domest icus and European Goldfinch Carduel is  
chloris are common residents. 

This rather unattract ive paddock,  over looked by "birdos"  who
pass by on the ir  way to  the  Br indabel la  Ranges and beyond,  proved
to  be  a  surpr is ing ly  r ich area .  We recorded 112 spec ies o f  b i rds  in
t h e  g r i d ,  o f  w h i c h  8 4  w e r e  w i t h i n  t h e  p a d d o c k .  I n  a d d i t i o n .  3 4  
s p e c i e s  w e r e  f o u n d  b r e e d i n g  a n d  t h e  b r e e d i n g  r e c o r d s  o f
approximately 70 individuals were collected. 

Some of the highlights of  our three-year relationship with the 
paddock were: 

Three  Peace fu l  Doves  Geope l ia  p la c ida  were  seen in  January  
1987, and fa ir ly  frequent s ight ings s ince  then suggest  there  is
a smal l  res ident f lock in the  area.  Breeding has not  yet  been
v e r i f i e d  b u t  f o u r  b i r d s  w e r e  s e e n  i n  A u g u s t  1 9 8 8  i n  a n
adjoining grid (No 51). 
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−  C r e s t e d  P i g e o n s  O c y p h a p s  l o p h o t e s  w e r e  o f t e n  o b s e r v e d .  A  

long-time resident of "Fairview", a nearby farm, believes these 
b i rds  have  a lways  been  present  in  the  area .  (1984 :  Canberra 
Bird Notes 9:93) Numbers seen increased during the period.  

−  B ro wn  Son g l a rk s  Cinclorhamphus crural is  a r r i v i n g  i n  O c tobe r  

1987, and making sufficient noise to deafen us. 

−  W a t c h i n g  W h i t e - t h r o a t e d  G e r y g o n e s  Gerygone  o l i vacea  a n d  

Western Gerygones G. fusca, bui lding the ir  intr icate  nests and 
both species successfully breeding. 

−  S e e i n g  D i a m o n d  F i r e t a i l s  Emblema gut ta ta  b u i l d  t h e i r  b u l k y  

grass nests and producing young, and also several Red-browed 
Fire ta i ls  E. temporalis successful ly  breeding.  

−  Discove r ing  a  f l o ck  o f  Wh i t e -b rowed  Woodswa l l ows  Artamus 

superci l iosus ( poss ib l y  a s  many  as  60 )  one  ho t  a f t e rnoon  in  
September 1987. 

 W a t c h i n g  a  p a i r  o f  B r o w n  F a l c o n s  Falco  ber igora ,  f r o m  n e s t  
building to the time their offspring reached independence. 

−  Finding  Brown Goshawks  Accipiter fasciatus with two  nest l ings  

perched in a nest some 15m above the ground. 
−  See ing  Whi te-winged Tr i l le rs  Lalage sueurii in  ear ly  September  

1987,  and  fo l lowing  the  progress  o f  three  d i f fe rent  pa i rs  as  
they buil t  their nests and reared their  young. 

−  L o c a t i n g  f i v e  n e s t s  o f  R u f o u s  W h i s t l e r s  P a c h y c e p h a l a  

rufiventris in  one  season in  the  one paddock.  
−  Having a  pair  o f  Wedge-ta i led  Eagles  Aquila audax c irc le  so low 

overhead that  we  could  see  every  feather  o f  the i r  out-spread 
win gs. 
There were also disappointments: 

−  T h e  r e s i d e n t  p a i r  o f  L i t t l e  E a g l e s  H i e r a a e t u s  m o r p h n o i d e s  

deserted the area during the breeding season. 
−  S e e i n g  C o m m o n  M y n a s  A c r i d o t h e r e s  t r i s t i s  f o r c i n g  E a s t e r n  

Rose l las  Platycercus eximius out  o f  a  nest  ho l low.  
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− Finding two Crimson Rosella P. elegans nestlings on the ground, 

probably ousted from their home by the aggressive starlings. 
− Seeing the detrimental ef fects of the horses damaging the bark 

of many of the trees and this, in association with the damage 
caused by an infestation of beetles during the summer months, 
must effect future bird populations. 

− Th e  r e m ov a l ,  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  t h e  b r e e d i n g  s e a s o n ,  o f  a l l  

e u ca l yp t  s ap l i ng s  ne a r  t he  l a r g e  wa t e r  p i p e s  w h i c h  p as s  
through the area, resulting in the destruction of many nests. 

− The removal of dead trees from the area, depleting sti l l  further 

the number of nest sites. 
−  O b s e r v i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  t h r e e - y e a r  p e r i o d  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  

evidence of soi l  erosion caused by rabbits,  horses and the lack 
of vegetation, particularly in the dry seasons. 

O n  a n  " a f t e r  t h e  a t l a s "  v i s i t  w e  f o u n d  H o o d e d  R o b i n s  
M e l a n o d r y a s  c u c u l l a t a  f e ed ing  a  dependent  f l edg l ing ,  and  Whi t e -  
p lumed Honeyeaters  Lich enos to mu s  p en i c i l l a tu s  feed ing  a  very  large  
juvenile Pal l id Cuckoo Cuculus  pal l idus .  

When we signed up as participants in the Atlas project we were 
nov ice  b i rdwatchers  and  our  repor ts  dur ing  the  f i rs t  few months  
r e f l e c t e d  o u r  l a c k  o f  k n o w l e d g e .  W i t h  t h e  h e l p  o f  s e v e r a l  
experienced COG members and the encouragement of McComas Taylor, 
w e  w e r e  a b l e  t o  c o m p l e t e  t h e  t a s k .  I n  d o i n g  s o  w e  g a i n e d  a n  
enormous amount o f  p leasure  from the hours spent in the paddock 
and also learnt a great deal about birds and the environment. 

Hazel & Allan Wright, 6 Bunny Street, WESTON ACT 2611 

********** 
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THE USE OF CLAY IN PREENING BY CURRAWONGS 

David Purchase

I n  r e sponse  t o  my  no te  on  the  use  o f  we t  so i l  i n  p re en ing  by  the  
Pied Currawong Strepera gracul ina (1990, Canberra Bird  Notes  15: 11)  
t w o  me mbe r s ,  S t e p he n  D eb u s  and  M i c hae l  L e nz ,  b ro u gh t  t o  m y  
a t t e n t i o n  t he  f o l l o w i n g  no t e s  t ha t  d e s c r i b e  a l l  t h r e e  s p e c i e s  o f  
currawongs (Pied Currawong, Black Currawong S. fuliginosa and Grey 
Currawong  S .  v e r s i c o l o r )  smear ing  we t  c lay  on  the i r  p lumage  in  a  
manner similar to that reported by me: 

Green ,  R .H.  &  Swi f t ,  J .W.  (1966 ) .  Fea ther  pa in t ing  by  
Black Currawongs Emu 65: 253-254 

Hastwe l l ,  K .  (1985) .  Observa t ions  on  the  behav iour  o f  
currawongs. Aust .  Bird Watcher 11: 29 

Pringle,  J.D. (1988).  A note on the comfort behaviour of  
Pied Currawongs. Aust .  Birds 21: 82 

A further note on the subject was published by David Eastman 
(1990,  Canberra  B i rd  No tes  15:  37 ) .  Has  anyone  e lse  recorded th is  
behavior in currawongs or other species? 

I  am gra te fu l  to  S tephen and Michae l  f o r  p rov id ing  me  wi th  
these references. 

David Purchase,  5 Orchard Place,  MELBA ACT 2615 

********* 

AUSTRALIAN ORNITHOLOGY - PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE: 
A CASE FOR TAXONOMIC AND BIOGEOGRAPHIC RESEARCH 

Richard Schodde

( T h i s  i s  t h e  e d i t e d  t e x t  o f  a n  a d d r e s s  g i v e n  t o  t h e  C a n b e r r a  
Ornithologists Group by Dr Schodde on 8 August 1990.) 

INTRODUCTION 

Th e  pu rpose  o f  th i s  pape r  i s  t o  r e v i e w  Aus t ra l i a n  o rn i tho l o gy  -  
where  is  now and where i t  might be  going,  or  indeed,  where  i t  ought 
t o  be  go ing .  To  p l a c e  i t s  p r e s e n t  and  fu tu re  i n  f o cus ,  i t  i s  f i r s t  
necessary to  recapi tulate  i ts  h istory .  This  might sound l ike  going 
backwards but it  is  true that while  history cannot predict  the future 
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i t  d o e s ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  p r o v i d e  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  
perspective for planning the future. A large part of this discussion, 
t he r e f o r e ,  i s  g o ing  t o  b e  c o nce r ne d  w i t h  t he  p as t  o f  A u s t r a l i an  
orn i tho logy ,  a  pas t  o f  wh ich ,  I  suspec t ,  l i t t l e  i s  k n o w n  to  many 
bird-watchers. 

So far, Austral ian ornithology fal ls into two phases that ref lect 
i ts  deve lopment :  f i rs t  an in i t ia l  exp loratory  and descr ipt ive  phase ;  
and  second  a  b io log ica l  phase .  The  exp lora tory-descr ip t ive  phase 
d i s cove red  wha t  b i rds  we  had  and  whe re  they  we re  t o  b e  f ound  -  
and  i t  s t i l l  i sn ' t  f in i shed .  The  b io log ica l  phase  i s  concerned  w i th  
wha t  ou r  b i rd s  do  and  how the y  f i t  i n t o  na tu r e ' s  n i ches .  I t  i s  a  
phase  that  is  now at  i ts  zen i th .  A  th i rd  and u l t imate  phase  is  the  
predict ive  one  o f  establ ishing why we have  the b irds that we  do and 
o f  determining the natural  processes that  need to  be conserved to  
preserve  them. This  phase  is  st i l l  in  the  future  because  i t  depends,  
for effective implementation, on the successful integration of the f irst 
two phases. 

THE EXPLORATORY AND DESCRIPTIVE PHASE 

E x p l o r a t i o n  a n d  d e s c r i p t i o n  h a s  r e i g n e d  f o r  t h r e e  q u a r t e r s  o f  
Austral ia 's ornithological  history, from the late 18th century to the 
m i d d l e  o f  t h e  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y .  I n  t h a t  p e r i o d  t h e r e  w e r e  n o  f i e l d  
g u i d e s  e x c e p t  C a y l e y ' s  " W h a t  B i r d  i s  T h a t ? "  a n d  L e a c h ' s  " A n  
A u s t r a l i a n  B i r d  B o o k " ;  a n d  t h e r e  w e r e  o n l y  t h r e e  e s t a b l i s h e d  
a u t o n o m o u s  b i r d  s o c i e t i e s  -  t h e  R A O U  ( R o y a l  A u s t r a l a s i a n  
Ornithologists Union), the BOC (Bird Observers Club) and the SAOA 
(South Australian Ornithological Association). Of these societies, the 
SAOA was  the  f i r s t  f o rmed ,  jus t  be fo re  the  turn  o f  the  century .  I t  
w a s  a n  e r a  o f  c o l l e c t i o n  a n d  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  n o v e l t i e s ,  a n d  i t s  
advances came pr incipal ly  from three men,  none of  them domici led 
Australians. They were the Englishmen John Latham and John Gould, 
and the Austral ian-born, hut England-domici led, Gregory McAlister 
Mathews. 

a) John Latham 

J o h n  L a t h a m  w a s  a  n a t u r a l i s t  m e d i c o ,  a s  w e r e  s o  m a n y  
sc ient is ts  o f  the  t imes.  He  was the  senior  orni tholog is t  in  England 
when Cook's voyages and the First Fleet colony at Port Jackson were 
s e n d i n g  b a c k  t h e  f i r s t  s p e c i m e n s  a n d  d r a w i n g s  o f  b i r d s  f r o m  
Austral ia 's  east  coast .  Curiously,  the  very f i rst  two of  these  birds to 
be formally named, described and i l lustrated by-passed Latham. The 
f i rs t  was  the  Superb  Fa i ry-wren which was  co l l ec ted  in  south-eas t  
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Tasmania on Cook's third voyage and published by Wil l iam Ell is,  a 
deck-hand;  and  the  second was  the  Ra inbow Lor ikee t  wh ich  was  
illustrated by Peter Brown in 1776 and which most historians believe 
came from Botany Bay on Cook's f irst  voyage but which could have 
c o m e  f r o m  t h e  E n d e a v o u r  R i v e r  w h e r e  C o o k  s p e n t  t w o  m o n t h s  
r e p a i r i ng  h i s  s h ip .  Tw o  s p e c i e s  o f  k o o k abu r r a s  m ay  h ave  b e en  
co l lected  on the  Endeavour R iver  as  we l l ,  a long wi th a  Red- ta i led 
Black Cockatoo and other  spec ies .  But  not  a l l  o f  these spec imens 
reached England. Joseph Banks, who was responsible for them, was 
so infatuated with f lora that he gave away his  bird skins to almost 
a n y o n e  w h o  s h o w e d  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e m .  A t  l e a s t  o n e  o f  t h e  
kookaburras he passed onto a French travel ler,  P ierre  Sonnerat,  in 
Cape  Town on  the  re turn  voyage .  Sonnera t  pub l i shed  and  f i gured  
the  b i rd  i n  a  g r e a t l y  embe l l i shed  accoun t  o f  h i s  t r a ve l s  i n  New  
Gu inea  -  and  tha t  i s  how  the  Laugh ing  Kookabur ra  came  t o  be  
misnamed Dacelo novaeguineae. 

Latham published two monumental works covering the world's 
b i rd s  k no wn  a t  the  t ime ,  i n c lu d i ng  a l l  t he  n o v e l t i e s  t h a t  we r e  
start ing to  pour in from Austral ia .  These works were  his  "General  
Synopsis o f  Birds" ,  with supplements,  f rom 1781 to  1801 and his 
"General History of Birds" in 1821. The Linnaean system of binomial 
sc ient i f ic  nomenclature  was only just  becoming establ ished at  the 
t ime,  and in his  ear ly  publ icat ions ,  Latham paid  l i t t le  heed to  i t ,  
naming most of his new species in English. The result was that they 
were scooped by the German natural  scientist  Johann Gmelin who 
republ ished them in Lat in according to  the L innaean system. This  
was not cause for England and Germany to go to war,  but Latham 
learnt his  lesson and later  publ ished in Lat in al l  the  new species 
i l lustrated by Thomas Watl ing and his fe l low art ists from the First  
Fleet settlement at Port Jackson. Among them were our Wedge-tailed 
Eagle, Wonga Pigeon, Tawny Frogmouth, Azure Kingfisher, Boobook 
Owl, Pall id Cuckoo, Superb Lyrebird, Wil l ie Wagtail ,  Varied Sitel la, 
Yellow-faced Honeyeater, Noisy Miner, Dusk y Wood swallow and Grey 
Currawong.  Unfortunate ly ,  ornithological  percept ions were fa ir ly  
vague  in  those days -  the  Wed ge- ta i led Eagle  was descr ibed as  a 
vulture;  our whist lers as shrikes,  warblers and thrushes;  and our 
honeyeaters as bee-eaters and grackles. 

n the period between Latham's retirement in the early 1820s 
and Gould 's  r ise  in the late  1830s and 40s there was a hiatus in 
at tent ion to  Austra l ian b i rds .  The  French orn i tho log is ts  Vie i l lo t ,  
Lesson, and Quoy and Gairmard described a number of new species in 
sumptuous reports  and compendia drawn from French voyages o f  
d i s c o v e r y  t o  t h e  s o u t h - w e s t  P a c i f i c .  T h e  G a l a h ,  T h i c k - b i l l e d  
Grasswren  and  B lack- faced  Wood  swa l l ow  were  among  them -  a l l  
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we s te rn  spec i e s  b e cause  the  F re nch  we re  l im i t ed  ma in l y  t o  the  
we s t e rn  a nd  sou the r n  coas t  b y  E ng l i s h  s e t t l e me n t  i n  t he  e as t .  
Robert Brown's collections from Flinders' circumnavigation of Australia 
and much material  from the energetic colonist George Caley - of  no 
relation to the modern Cayleys - also found their way to the museum 
of the Linnaean Society of London, where N.A. Vigors and T. Horsfield 
a na l y s e d  t he m  a nd  p u b l i she d  ma ny  ne w  spe c i e s  i n  a  l a r g e  an d  
important paper in the Society's Transactions of 1827. In this paper, 
the Brown Goshawk, Brown Falcon, Sacred Kingfisher, Blue-winged 
Kookaburra, Crested Bellbird, Variegated Fairy-wren and a number of 
thornbills and honeyeaters were formally described for the first time. 

b) John Gould 

John Gould became the dominant force in Australian ornithology 
from 1838 unti l  his death in 1881. Gould is widely venerated as the 
father of Australian ornithology and in his lifetime described about a 
t h i r d  ( c . 1 6 0 )  o f  o u r  b r e e d i n g  s p e c i e s  f r o m  e v e r y  p a r t  o f  t h e  
cont inent .  I t  i s  important  to  remember ,  however ,  that  Gould  was  
second an ornithologist, third an aspiring scientist and member of the 
Zoologica l  Socie ty  o f  London,  but  f i rs t  and foremost  a  very  astute  
business  mart  who made his  l iv ing out  o f  ornithology as  a  pr ivate  
e n t e r p r i s e .  T h i s  e n t e r p r i s e ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  w a s  t h e  p r o f i t a b l e  
publ icat ion of  lavishly i l lustrated fo l ios on the birds from di f ferent 
parts  o f  the  wor ld .  He  quickly  apprec ia ted that  Austra l ia  was  s t i l l  
v e ry  much o r n i t h o l o g i c a l  t e r r a  i n c o g n i t a  and  fu l l  o f  an t ipodean  
curiosit ies such as emus, black swans, giant kingf ishers,  bri l l iant 
parrots and pheasants that  sang;  and so he energet ical ly  took the 
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  e s t a b l i s h  h i m s e l f  a s  t h e  w o r l d ' s  a u t h o r i t y  o n  
Austral ian birds. He began to acquire collections of Austral ian birds 
f r o m  w h e r e v e r  h e  c o u l d ,  p u b l i s h e d  a n  i l l u s t r a t e d  s y n o p s i s  o f  
Australian birds in 1837-38, visited south-east Australia himself in 
1839-40, and then returned to England to produce his monumental ?-
v o l u m e  "B i rd s  o f  Aus t r a l i a "  b e tween  1841  and  1848 ,  p lus  l a t e r  
supplements. Among the artists he employed to i l lustrate these folios 
was Edward Lear, author of the "Book of Nonsense" wh ich  inc ludes  
such well-known poems as The Owl and the Pussy-Cat. 

Gould also employed a col lector for two visits to Austral ia in 
1839 -1841  and  a g a i n  in  1842-1845 .  Th i s  was  John G i lbe r t ,  an  
outstanding field ornithologist. On his first visit, Gilbert collected in 
south-east Australia and at Port Essington in Arnhem Land where he 
took the f i rst  Green Pygmy-Goose known to science.  On his  second 
visit ,  he spent some months revisit ing south-west  Austra l ia  where  he  
found the Noisy Scrub-bird and Western Whipbird. Then he travel led 
to south-east Queensland, and joined the Leichhardt expedition to be 
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ki l l ed ,  speared  by  abor ig ines ,  a t  the  foo t  o f  Cape  York  Pen insula .  
When  in  sou th -eas t  Queens land  G i lbe r t  d i s cove red  the  Pa rad ise  
Parro t .  Thr i l l ed  wi th  the  f ind ,  he  wrote  to  Gould ,  implor ing  h im to  
name this exquisite parrot after him. Gould, however, dismissed the 
r eques t ,  r e spond ing  tha t  he  had  a l r e ady  named  a  wh i s t l e r  a f t e r  
Gilbert and that was enough. It  is a matter of record that the name, 
P a c h y c e p h a l a  g i l b e r t i ,  f o r  t h e  w h i s t l e r  i s  n o w  o n l y  a  s y n o n y m  o f  
P a c h y c e p h a l a  i n o r n a t a .  Poor  G i lber t .  

In  1865,  Gould  publ ished h is  last  major  work on Austra l ian 
birds, a 2-volume, unil lustrated "Handbook to the Birds of Austral ia".  
it  summarized the information in his earlier fol io volumes and was a 
mi lestone in  present ing comprehensive  b io logica l  and behavioural  
information on many species for  the  f i rst  t ime -  his  account o f  the 
mound-building of the Malleefowl was unsurpassed until Harry Frith's 
work in the 1950s. The handbook also synthesized Gould 's  concepts 
of the different species of Australian birds, of which about 95% were 
k n o w n  b y  t h e n .  G o u l d  i n  f a c t  r e c o g n i z e d  b e tw e e n  7 0 0  a n d  8 0 0  
b r e e d in g  s p e c i e s  o n  t he  c o n t i ne n t ,  c o mpa re d  t o  abo u t  4 6 0 -4 7 0  
accepted today.  This  was because Gould interpreted,  as  spec ies in 
the ir  own r ight ,  the geographical  forms that  we  recognize  nowadays 
as subspecies To him, White-backed and Black-backed Magpies were 
separate  species,  and so too the Southern and Ye l low Figbirds,  and 
pa le  in land  and  dark  coasta l  populat ions  o f  Boobook Owls .  At  the  
t ime  o f  the  r i se  o f  Darwin ian  evo lu t ion ,  w i th  i t s  exp lanat ions  f o r  
g e o g r a p h i c a l  v a r i a t i o n  i n  b i r d s ,  G o u l d  r e m a i n e d  a  c r e a t i o n i s t ,  
be l i e v ing  in  immutab i l i t y  in  na ture .  To  h im,  d i f f e rences  be tween  
r e g i o n a l  p o p u l a t i o n s  o f  b i r d s  w e r e  f i x e d  a n d  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n s  
themselves species. 

c)  Gregory  Mathews  

The stage was set for the next step forward in the exploratory 
phase  o f  Austra l ia 's  orni tho log ica l  h is tory ;  and Gregory  McAl is ter  
Mathews was the man to make it .  However, in the thirty or so years 
between Gould's retirement and Mathews' advent there was again a 
h ia tus  in deve lopment .  The  only  in i t ia t ive  o f  rea l  s igni f icance was  
the establishment of the first reference collections of Austral ian birds 
in Austral ian museums, pr incipal ly at Sydney under Johann Kre f f t ,  
E.P. Ramsay and A.J. North, at Melbourne under Frederick McCoy and 
Baldwin Spencer, and at Adelaide under F.G. Waterhouse and A.H.C. 
Zietz.  This was important to Austral ian ornithology because it  meant 
t ha t  wou ld -be  Aus t r a l i a n  o rn i tho l o g i s t s  had ,  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t ime ,  
re fe rence  mater ia l  in  th is  country  for  the  s tudy o f  Austra l ian b i rds .  
I t  needs  to  he  remembered  tha t  the  bas is  f o r  eve ry  descr ip t ion  o f  
male, female and juvenile birds in every manual of Australian birds, 
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past and present, and for every i l lustration in every f ield guide, is a
series of  re ference specimens in a museum. Unti l  now al l  specimen
m a t e r i a l  o f  A u s t r a l i a n  b i r d s  h a d  b e e n  g o i n g  b a c k  t o  t h e  " O l d
Country" and the great museums of Europe. During the 19th century
Engl ish and other European museums amassed huge col lect ions of
Australian birds, most of them poorly labelled and next to useless for 
the study of  geographic variat ion. There are,  for example,  about as
many specimens o f  the Helmeted Honeyeater in the Bri t ish Museum
and the natural history museums at Berlin, Leiden, Paris and Vienna
as  the re  a r e  a l i v e  in  V i c t o r i a  t oday .  The  d i spe rsa l  o f  Aus t ra l i an
co l l e c t ions  ove rseas  d id  no t  end  there .  Even Amer ica  go t  in to  the
act, the Academy of Natural Sciences at Philadelphia acquired much of
Gould's collection when it was sold in 1849. 

During the hiatus between Gould and Mathews,  the  f i rst  two
important manuals of  Austral ian birds by Austral ian ornithologists
appeared .  They  were  A .J .  North 's  "Nests  and Eggs  o f  B i rds  found
breeding in Australia and Tasmania" from Sydney, and A.J. Campbell's
"Nests  and Eggs o f  Austral ian b irds"  from Melbourne .  They marked
the beginning of Sydney-Melbourne rivalry in Austral ian ornithology;
ye t  they  pa l ed  aga ins t  the  cont r ibu t ions  f rom Gregory  McA l i s t e r
Mathews. 

Mathews has  been the  most  pro l i f i c  publ isher  on Austra l ian 
birds and probably wi l l  remain so for al l  t ime. Born in central  New
S o u t h  W a l e s  a n d  u n t r a i n e d  i n  s c i e n c e ,  h e  m a r r i e d  i n t o  t h e
squattocracy, made a small fortune on the stock market and promptly
re t i red to  England at  the  r ipe  age  o f  30 to  indulge  his  ab id ing
hobby, Australian birds. Mathews was an armchair ornithologist in the 
c lass ic  mould and an inde fat igable  book-worm. He came to  
ornithology at a time when the study of geographical variation and the 
recognition of regional subspecies was becoming a focal point, and he 
devoted the rest  o f  his  l i fe  -  the  whole f i rst  hal f  o f  this  century - to 
describing subspecies from all parts of Australia and nearby islands. To 
support his task, he amassed all the literature on Australian birds and 
ornithology that he could find, corresponded with, and paid, Australian 
ornithologists and collectors everywhere for specimens of Australian 
birds, and hired the Australian naturalist, Torn Iredale, to serve as his 
secretary and amanuensis. 

What was Mathews' legacy? In his lifetime, he produced a 12-
volume lavishly illustrated folio "The Birds of Australia" which was far
larger than Gould's and wrote four major checklists of the birds of 
Australia and surrounding regions down to the level of subspecies and 
their distribution. He also sent countless papers and notes to the Emu,  
Ibis  and Bul le t in  o f  the  B.O.C. ,  and published his own f i ve -  
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vo lume journa l ,  the  Aus t ra l  Av ian  Record ,  in  which a lmost  a l l  papers  
were  wr i t ten  by  h imse l f .  Other  cont r ibut ions  were  jus t  as  s ign i f i cant  
h u t  l e s s  t a n g i b l e .  T h r o u g h  h i s  g a t h e r i n g  o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  h e  p u t  
t o g e t h e r  t h e  m o s t  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  l i b r a r y  o f  A u s t r a l i a n  o r n i t h o l o g y  
e v e r  c o l l e c t ed .  H i s  spec im en  co l l e c t i on ,  t oo ,  t aken  f r om a l l  q ua r t e r s  
o f  the  cont inent ,  became far  the  most  comprehensive  in  ex istence.  I ts  
d a t a  w e r e  g o o d ,  a n d  t h e  l o c a l i t i e s  o n  t h e  s p e c i m e n s  p r e c i s e ,  s o  
making i t  an invaluable too l  for  assessing geographica l  var iat ion and 
regional subspecies among Austral ian birds.  

T h e  r e a l  v a l u e  o f  M a t h e w s '  e n t e r p r i s e  f o r  o r n i t h o l o g y  i n  
A u s t r a l i a  w a s ,  h o w e v e r ,  m i x e d .  T h r o u g h  h i s  d i l i g e n c e  a s  a  
b i b l i o g r a p h e r  a n d  r e f e r e n c e  h u n t e r ,  h e  s o r t e d  o u t  t h e  t a n g l e d  
sc i en t i f i c  nomenc la tur e  o f  Aus t ra l i an  b i rds  in  a  way  tha t  had  never  
b e e n  d o n e  b e f o r e .  M o s t  o f  h i s  d e c i s i o n s  s t a n d  t o  t h i s  d a y ,  n o t  o n l y  
a t  a  nat iona l  but  a lso  internat iona l  l eve l .  H is  magni f i cent  l ibrary  was 
a l s o  a c q u i r e d  b y  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  G o v e r n m e n t  a n d  i s  h o u s e d  a s  a  
separate  uni t  in  the Austra l ian Nat iona l  L ibrary  in  Canberra .  

Tha t  i s  where I be l i e v e  the  ga ins  end .  H i s  great co l l e c t i on  o f  
s p e c i m e n s ,  w h i c h  w a s  f i r s t  o f f e r e d  f o r  s a l e  t o  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  
Government ,  at  a  cheap pr ice  and refused,  became incorporated wi th  
Walter  Rothschi ld 's  vast  wor ld  co l lec t ion o f  b i rds  at  Tr ing in  England;  
and  there  beg ins  a  ta l e  o f  pr iva te  scanda l .  S i r  Wa l te r  Rothsch i ld  was 
one  o f  the  Rothsch i ld  fami ly  o f  European bankers  and used  h is  wea l th  
to  at tempt  to  amass  the f inest  co l lec t ion o f  b irds  in  the  wor ld  for  h is  
m u s e u m .  I n  t h e  1 9 3 0 s  h e  g o t  i n t o  a  m u d d l e  o v e r  h i s  t a x e s  a n d  
m i s t r e s s ,  b u t  r a t h e r  t h a n  c o n f e s s  h i s  f a i l i n g s  t o  t h e  r e s t  o f  h i s  
f a m i l y ,  h e  s o u g h t ,  t o  c o v e r  u p  p e c u n i a r y  s h o r t a g e s  b y  s e l l i n g  h i s  
co l lect ions.  Phi lanthropic  Amer icans were  prompt  to  accommodate  him 
i n  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e i r  o w n  g r o w i n g  i n s t i t u t i o n s ;  a n d  H a r r y  P a y n e  
Whi tney ,  who sponsored the  Amer ican South Sea  Expedi t ions ,  bought 
t h e  R o t h s c h i l d  b i r d  c o l l e c t i o n s  l o c k ,  s t o c k  a n d  b a r r e l  f o r  t h e  
A m e r i c a n  M u s e u m  o f  N a t u r a l  H i s t o r y  a t  N e w  Y o r k .  A t  t h e  t i m e ,  
Mathews '  co l l e c t i on  was  housed  a t .  Tring and to his consternation it 
g o t  ca ugh t  up  in  the  t r a nsa c t i on .  But  a  dea l  wa s  a  dea l .  and  ac ce s s  
t o  y e t  a n o t h e r  v e r y  l a r g e  a n d  i m p o r t a n t  r e f e r e n c e  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  
Austra l ian  b i rds  became denied  to  orn i tho log is ts  in  Austra l ia .  I f  the  
co l l e c t i on  ha d  r ema ined  w i th  Ma thews ,  i t  i s  qu i t e  pos s i b l e  t ha t  he  
w o u l d  h a v e  p a s s e d  i t ,  o n  f r e e ,  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  h i s  l i b r a r y ,  t o  t h e  
Austral ian government. 

M a t h e w s '  o t h e r  e f f e c t  o n  A u s t r a l i a n  o r n i t h o l o g y  -  h i s  
i d i o s ync r a t i c  t a xonom y  -  w a s  e v e n  more  d i s t u rb ing .  M a thew s  w a s  a  
s o - c a l l e d  " s p l i t t e r "  ( a  p e r s o n  w h o  b r e a k s  regional  populat ions o f  
b i rds  in to  as  many  d i f f e rent  taxonomic  components  as  poss ib le ) .  But  
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this was only partly true. Mathews understood well the principles of
geographic  var ia t ion  and the  fac t  that  the  same  spec ies  cou ld  be
represented by di f ferent- looking forms in di f ferent  regions.  In al l  o f
h is  l i s ts  he  shows that  he  had  a  sound concept  o f  the  b io log ica l
species ;  and the  spec ies  that  he  accepted are  far  more  concordant
with those that we recognize today than, for example, those given in 
the 1926 RAOU checklist. 

N e v e r t h e l e s s  M a t h e w s  w a s  a  s p l i t t e r  a t  t h e  g e n e r i c  a n d
sub sp e c i e s  l e v e l  w he re  h i s  wo rk  wa s  d i sas t r o u s .  A t  t he  g e ne r i c
leve l ,  he had no concept of  the role  of  phylogeny and evolution, and
t h a t  g e n e r a  w e r e  c l u s t e r s  o f  s p e c i e s  o f  c o m m o n  o r i g i n .  S o  h e  
p igeon-ho led  spec ies  a f t e r  spec ies  in  i t s  own genus .  For  example ,
the  Ye l low Watt lebird was put in one genus,  the  Red Watt lebird in
another, and Litt le  Wattlebird in a third. At the subspecies level ,  he
was  downr ight  i r respons ib le .  To  encourage  Austra l ian  workers  to
send him specimens, he would name every specimen coming in from
new areas as new subspecies, without comparing them adequately with
o t he r s  f r o m  e l s e whe re  t o  s e e  i f  t h ey  r e a l l y  we r e  d i f f e r e n t .  Ve r y
o f ten the  new subspec ies  would  be  named a f ter  the  co l lec tor ,  the
collector's wife, or the collector's off-spring. This created taxonomic 
mayhem in Australian ornithology, and still remains a major area for
clearing up. 

Mathews '  death in  1949 c losed  the  exp loratory  -  descr ip t ive 
phase  in  Aus t ra l i an  o rn i tho l ogy .  I t  was  an  e ra  wh i ch  had  as  i t s
common thread  the  co l l ec t ion  o f  nove l  Aust ra l ian  b i rds  and the i r
eggs,  and the ir  s imple  c lassi f icat ion to species.  During the last  50
y e a r s  o f  t h i s  p h a s e ,  t h e  RA O U  w a s  f o r m e d ,  t h e  E m u  c a m e  i n t o  
publication, and its pages came to be fi l led with papers on the birds
f o u n d  i n  v a r i o u s  r e g i o n s .  B u t  t h e  b a s i c  d e s c r i p t i v e  t h r u s t  o f
Austral ian ornithology did not change. Private col lections f lourished
and H.L.  White ,  a  weal thy graz ier  f rom Be l l t rees ,  NSW, sponsored 
expeditions to amass the second largest collections of Australian birds
and their eggs ever. These he donated to the Museum of Victoria, to
keep them out of A.J. North's hands in Sydney and thereby fue l l ing  
Melbourne-Sydney r ivalry.  The centr ing o f  the  RAOU in Melbourne
added to  this  r iva lry  as wel l .  The  papers  on reg ional  orni thology in
the Emu came mostly from collectors reporting their observations on
birds made in the course  o f  the ir  co l lect ing act iv i t ies .  The  annual  
RAOU camp-outs were instituted but became l itt le  more than a venue
for  co l lectors  to  get  together to  cont inue  the ir  hobby.  Beyond that,
the  RAOU had  on l y  one  p ro j e c t ,  the  p roduc t i on  o f  check l i s t s  o f
Australian birds, again classificatory in bent. 
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What payoff did all  this endeavour have for the development of 

Australian ornithology? Unfortunately rather little. First it made 
po te n t i a l  c on t r ibu t i ons  t o  on l y  a  f a i r l y  na r r ow  f i e l d :  taxonomy, 
spec ia t ion,  evo lut ion and b iogeography.  A n d  e v e n  t h e r e  i t s  
contributions were limited. The  l a rges t  and  mos t  comprehens i ve  
collections that could form the basis for such research were overseas 
and unavai lable .  Those in Austral ia were less than comprehensive ,  
p a t c h y  i n  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  a n d ,  o f t e n  b e c a u s e  o f  f a u l t y  a n d  
inexperienced curation at Australian museums, were too imprecise in 
locality and sex data. Although not useless, they were inadequate for 
c o m p r e h e n s i v e  t a x o n o m i c  a n d  b i o g e o g r a p h i c  r e s e a r c h  o n  t h e  
Australian bird fauna, the only areas that they could support. 

THE BIOLOGICAL PHASE 

Th i s  s e l f - cen t red  bo t t l eneck  cou ld  no t  con t inue ,  and  Aus t ra l i an  
orn i tho logy  responded  by  push ing  i t  as ide  in  the  1950s  to  expand  
into other areas of  b ird study,  thereby ushering in the second and 
c u r r e n t  b i o l o g i c a l  p h a s e .  T h e  c h a n g e  h a d  t h r e e  c a t a l y s t s :  t h e  
conservat ion movement ,  CSIRO's  Wi ld l i fe  Survey  Sect ion (now the  
Division of  Wildl i fe  and Ecology)  under F.N. Ratcl i f fe ,  and expansion 
by Universit ies into the f ie lds of animal behaviour and ecology. The 
conservation movement f ired community interest in natural history, 
w h i c h  i n  t u r n  f i r e d  i n t e r e s t  i n  b i r d  w a t c h i n g .  A n d  o u t  o f  b i r d  
wa t ch ing  g re w  the  many  r e g i ona l  b i rd  so c i e t i e s  tha t  we  have  in  
Austral ia today.  Nearly al l  of  them, and their  journals,  started up in 
the 1950s and 1960s. Fie ld guides and i l lustrated bird books of  one 
k ind  o r  ano the r  began  to  f l o od  the  marke ts  t o  fu l f i l  the  needs  o f  
b i r d  w a t c h e r s .  A n d  t h a t  m o s t  e x t r e m e  b i r d w a t c h e r  o f  a l l  w a s  
spawned: the twitcher. 

At a professional level, the then CSIRO Wildlife Survey Section 
founded the Australian Bird-Banding Scheme in 1953 and commenced 
genera l  l i fe  h is tory  and eco log ica l  s tudies  on spec ies  o f  game,  pest  
and endangered birds.  Centres for bird behaviour and ecology were 
establ ished in various universit ies,  notably at Monash, Adelaide, 
Brisbane and Armidale, sparked by the appointment of new lecturers. 
Most of this academic inf lux came from England, a country which a 
century be fore  was assiduously col lect ing the fauna of  i ts  colonies.  
Now ,  i t s  emp i re  gone  and  the  d i s t r ibu t i on  o f  i t s  own  b i rd  f auna  
known,  i ts  orni tholog is ts  turned themse lves  to  address problems o f  
bird ecology and aspects of  bird behaviour.  Their  students who came 
to  Austral ia  as teachers espoused such research as the only  way to  
go .  I t  was  a  ca l l  that  fe l l  on  recept ive  ears  in  Aust ra l ia ,  bo ls ter ing  
as  i t  d id  the  ways  and  means  o f  conserv ing  our  b i rd  l i f e .  The  E m u  
and other  b i rd  journa ls  came to  be  dominated wi th  papers  on such 
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subjects. Seeing the trend, the RAOU was not slow to respond. From 
the late 1970s into the 80s it sponsored the Atlas of Australian Birds, 
se t  up b ird  observator ies  around the country,  and began to  publ ish 
a series of  biographical  studies on rare and endangered birds aimed 
a t  the i r  conse rva t i on .  What  a  r e f r e sh ing  change  f r om the  RAOU 
activities of the 1920s and 30s. 

But  i s  th is  the  only  way  fo r  Austra l ian  orn i tho logy  to  go?  In  
m y  v i e w ,  n o t  q u i t e .  I t  i s  s t i l l  n o t  b r o a d  e n o u g h .  I t  m u s t  a l s o  
maintain taxonomic and biogeographic research into the Austral ian 
bird fauna. 

THE FUTURE 

At present, taxonomy and biogeography have become very much the 
C indere l la  o f  Austra l ian  orn i tho logy .  A l l en  Keast  and  the  famous 
Ge rman-Amer i can  e vo lu t i on i s t ,  E rns t  May r ,  p r ov ided  s yn the t i c  
assessments of  or ig ins and speciat ion in our birds in the 1950s and 
6 0 s .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  t h e y  w e r e  b a s e d  l a r g e l y  o n  A u s t r a l i a n  b i r d  
co l l ec t ions  in  Amer ica ,  no t  Austra l ia .  S ince  then,  Ju l ian  Ford ,  the  
great American ornithologist Charles Sibley, Les Christidis and myself 
h a v e  m a d e  f u r t h e r  c o n t r i b u t i o n s ,  a i d e d  b y  n e w  t e c h n i q u e s  i n  
molecular and biochemical analysis. But little has been satisfactorily 
c o m p l e t e d .  I t  i s  v e r y  m u c h  a  m a t t e r  o f  t o o  f e w  p r o f e s s i o n a l  
researchers working on too large a problem with too few resources.  
The Australian National Wildli fe Collection that I  curate at the CSIRO 
is working to make good the gaps in Austral ia's reference collections 
o f  b irds for  research purposes but progress is  s low and few other  
museums are operating in this way. 

A s  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  s t a n d s  i n  A u s t r a l i a n  b i r d  t a x o n o m y  a nd  
b i o g e o g r a p h y  w e  s t i l l  h a v e  n o  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  c a t a l o g u e  o f  t h e  
genet ical ly  dist inct  regional populat ions or  races or  subspecies of  
Austral ian birds,  let  alone know where each occurs or how dist inct 
t h e y  a r e  f r o m  o n e  a n o t h e r  o r  t h e i r  r e l a t i v e s  o v e r s e a s .  T h i s  
information is basic to the comprehensive conservation of Australia's 
b i rd  l i f e ;  t o  conserve  what  the re  i s ,  i t  i s  f i r s t  necessary  to  know 
what there is to conserve.  Let me give a simple example from a rare 
and noteworthy bird, the Western Whipbird. 

T h e  r e c e n t .  d i s c o v e r y  o f  t w o  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  f o r m s  o f  t h e  
Western  Whipb ird  in  south-west  Aust ra l ia  puts  a  comple te ly  new 
complexion on an earlier RAOU study and its recommendations for the 
conserva t ion  o f  that  spec ies .  Because  the  s tudy  was  no t  based  on  
any taxonomic homework, i t  paid attention to the status of  only one 
o f  the  f o rms .  Ins tead  o f  be ing  l e f t  w i th  the  comfor t ing  be l i e f  tha t  
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the  conservat ion of  the  whipbird is  broadly under contro l  there ,  we 
now have to  consider  go ing back and searching the  far  south-west  
coast  fo r  the  poss ib ly  ex t inc t  fo rm and  o f  check ing  the  ident i ty  o f  
t h e  popu l a t i on  a t  Tw o  Peop l e s  B ay  a nd  p e rh aps  a t  the  S t i r l i n g  
Ranges. 

S u c h  a  t a x o n o m i c  s t u d y  s h o w s  h o w  i m p o r t a n t  i t  i s  f o r  
conservation to focus on genetically distinct regional populations, not 
j u s t  spe c i e s .  Fo r  t h a t  i s  wh a t  c on se r v i n g  b i o d i v e r s i t y  i s  r e a l l y  
about.  At the  moment conservat ion in Austral ia is  concerned with 
spec ies .  But  i f  a  taxonomist  lumps the  Eastern,  Pa le-headed and 
Northern Rosellas into one species, called the White-cheeked Rosella, 
we  are  hard ly  conserv ing  that  spec ies  i f  we  pro tec t  i t  in  rese rves  
that  cover  on ly  the  range  o f ,  say ,  the  eastern fo rm in  south-east  
Austral ia .  The  object ive  should be  to  conserve  a l l  components :  the  
two races of the Northern Rosella, the two of the Pale-headed and the 
three  o f  the Eastern.  Why is  there l i t t le  focussing at  that  leve l  yet?  
This is s imply because there is no comprehensive national catalogue 
o f  b i rd  forms to  subspec ies .  When at  las t  there  is  -  and i t  wi l l  
come - Australian ornithology will be able to continue its development 
in a balanced way. 

POSTSCRIPT 

Fol lowing this address the important question was asked: how 
can  "amateurs "  o r  " the  b i rd  watcher  in  the  s t ree t "  cont r ibu te  to  
determining the "genet ical ly dist inct"  e lements in Austral ian birds? 
In  r ep ly  I  asked  members  s imp ly  t o  suppor t  those  pro f ess i ona l s  
working in the area. In retrospect, the answer was not good enough. 
Amateurs and bird watchers can make a valuable contribution towards 
determining what genetic units we have in our bird fauna. They can, 
once the  tra i ts  o f  bas ic  subspecies ,  races,  or  "genet ic  uni ts" ,  have 
been established in the forthcoming volumes of the "Catalogue of the 
F a u n a  o f  A u s t r a l i a :  A y e s " ,  g o  f o r t h  a n d  s m a r t e n  u p  t h e i r  
identification techniques and record the distributions of these forms, 
the i r  prec ise  geographica l  l imi ts ,  and intergrade  zones .  This  i s  a  
challenge to non-professional ornithology in Australia; and its results 
w i l l  b e  o f  g r e a t  b e n e f i t  t o  o u r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  o rn i th o l o g y  i n  
Australia and to the conservation of our birds. 

Richard Schodde, 30 Bamford Street, HUGHES ACT 2605 

********** 
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REVIEW 

The Beginner's Guide to Australian Birds. by Rosemary Balmford. 
(1990) .  Penguin Books.  Melbourne.  Pp 268.  $12.99 

This book was f irst published in a hard cover by Coll ins in 1980 with 
the  t i t l e  " Lea rn ing  about  Aus t ra l i an  B i rds "  and  was  des i gned  to  
answer the  many quest ions posed by beg inners  in  b irdwatching.  I t  
drew from the knowledge of birdwatchers and ornithologists from the 
R A O U  a n d  o t h e r  g r o u p s  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  t h e  s t u d y  o f  b i r d s  i n  
Australia. 

The new edit ion is in soft  cover and the text does not seem to 
have been changed much from the f irst .  I t  is  st i l l  an excel lent book. 
The thirteen chapters range widely in those areas that are l ike ly to 
interest  b irdwatchers ,  e .g .  expedi t ions and hol idays,  s tudying b irds 
in  the  f i e ld ,  f oss i l  b i rds ,  and  l ook ing  a f t e r  s i ck  and  in jured  b i rds .  
I t  seems tha t  eve ry  poss ib le  area  o f  in te res t  has  been cove red .  A  
comprehensive further reading l ist is included for those who wish to 
pursue  more  spec i f ic  object ives .  The  l ine  drawings by Rhyl l is  P lant  
add meaning to the text e.g.  Fig.  15 shows a specimen page for f ie ld 
notes and Fig. 17 shows how to remove a small passerine from a mist 
net. 

F o r  t h e  b e g i n n e r  t r y i n g  t o  i d e n t i f y  b i r d s ,  C h a p t e r  T w o  
p r o v i d e s  m a n y  i d e a s .  Th e s e  i n c l u d e  t i p s  f o r  c h o o s i n g  t h e  m o s t  
appropr ia te  b i rd  books and what to look for when buy ing  b inoculars .  
I t  g ives  some f ie ld  character is t ics  o f  b i rds but d irects  the  reader to  
the  f i e ld  gu ides  that  are  ava i lab le .  Chapter  Three  g ives  adv ice  on 
planting trees and shrubs that wil l  attract birds to your garden and 
specifications for nesting boxes that will  encourage hole-nesting birds 
to breed. 

Ba lmford  has  another  purpose  which adds  backbone  to  th is  
b o o k .  I t  i s  t o  t a k e  t h e  r e a d e r  f r o m  b e y o n d  o b s e r v i n g ,  t o  
q u e s t i o n i n g ,  t o  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  a n s w e r s ,  a n d  t h e n  r e c o r d i n g  t h e  
d i s cove r i e s  made  in  a  way  tha t  w i l l  b e  use fu l  t o  o the rs .  Chap te r  
F ive  examines behaviour eg .  methods o f  f inding food,  react ions to  
predators, the reasons for f ighting-off other birds, courtship rituals, 
and  r oo s t i n g .  The  impo r tan t  po in t  i s  s t r e s s e d  t ha t  y ou  ne e d  t o  
continue to keep watching what birds are actually doing and to keep 
a record of i t .  I n  m y  c a s e  I  w a s  i n i t i a l l y  o n l y  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  
a t l a s s ing  -  t i ck ing  b i rd s  i n  a  l i s t  and  pos t ing  in  the  r e su l t s .  I 
never  s topped to  observe  or  th ink about  what  the  b i rds  were  do ing,  
or  why.  Balmford uses the example  o f  Reta Vel lenga studying Satin 
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Bowerbirds in her garden in the Blue Mountains as a model  of  what 
can be achieved in your own backyard. 

Band ing  and  mark ing  a r e  dea l t  w i th  in  Chap te r  E i gh t .  It 
e x p l a i n s  h o w  i t  i s  d o n e  a n d  w h a t  k i n d s  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  c a n  b e  
obta ined.  This  process  can become an " ind ispensable  too l  o f  b i rd  
study". 

T  f ound  Chap te r  Ten  ve ry  use fu l  as  i t  e xp la ined  how  to  do  
your own research project. Balmford encourages this by stating that 
"innumerable problems in ornithology can be tackled by the average 
amateur without  sc ient i f ic  t ra ining,  but  wi th a  sc ient i f ic  at t i tude" .  
She  is  a lso  qui te  pract ica l  in  advis ing to  keep your pro ject  s imple ,  
l ow cos t  and  c lose  to  your  own home.  Chapter  E leven  i s  probab ly  
the most,  di f f icult  chapter as i t  looks at the thorny issue of  naming 
and classi f icat ion which many of  us f ind vexing,  but perseverance 
should be rewarded. The point about what you can do is re iterated. 
" W E  a r e  n o w    i n  a  p e r i o d  w h e n  t h e  f i e l d  w o r k  o f  t h e  a m a t e u r  
observe r  can  and w i l l  be  used  in  the  c lass i f i ca t ion  o f  Aust ra l ian  
birds". 

There  is  a great  deal  more to  this book than can be discussed 
i n  a  sho r t  r e v i ew .  Howeve r ,  I  f e e l  i t s  g r e a t  v a lue  l i e s  in  the  f a c t  
that  i t  can be  rev is i ted  and d ipped into  many t imes  and  rewards  
obtained. 

Bill Graham 

******** 
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR 

EXOTIC BIRDS 

29 May 1990 

I am wr i t ing  in  response  to  your  request  for  comments  about  the  
ef fects of  exotic birds on native species. 

Between 1979 and 1987 we l ived in El tham, a  north-eastern 
suburb of Melbourne. It  used to be a bush area but during our stay 
t h e r e  m o s t  o f  t h e  b u s h  w a s  c l e a r e d  f o r  h o u s i n g .  T h e  b i r d l i f e  
changed dramatical ly  and,  by the t ime we ( thankful ly)  re turned to 
Canberra ,  the  rob ins ,  wrens,  thornbi l l s  e tc  had been rep laced by 
Common Starlings, Common Mynas and House Sparrows. During this 
per iod I  noted two examples o f  exot ic  b irds having a harmful  e f fect  
on native species. 

1.. I n  1 9 8 2  a  p a i r  o f  G r e y  S h r i k e  T h r u s h e s  b u i l t  a  n e s t  o n  a  
second-storey  window-s i l l  o f  our house .  I  saw them harassed 
at least twice by Common Mynas while incubating the eggs, hut 
fortunate ly they raised two out o f  the  three  young.  In 1983 i t  
was different. The  mynas f requent ly  harassed the  thrushes  
throughout, the nesting season. The thrushes withstood this  
and they hardly ever le ft  the nest unattended. However, when 
t h e  y o u n g  w e r e  n e w l y  h a t c h e d ,  I  f o u n d  t h e m  d e a d  o n  t h e  
ground under the  nest  and the mynas were  in the immediate 
v i c i n i t y  o f  t h e  n e s t .  I  r e a l i s e  t h a t  t h i s  i s  c i r c u m s t a n t i a l  
ev idence  but  no other  b irds ever  showed interest  in  the nest  
and cats etc could not reach it.  

2. Each year  that  we  were  in  E l tham,  We lcome Swal lows  nested  
either under the eaves or in the car-port of our house. I t  was 
made impossible for them in the first year by House Sparrows 
w h i c h  t o o k  t h e  l i n i n g  f r o m  t h e  n e s t .  I f  t h e  s w a l l o w s ,  b y  
changing the nest site, managed to get to the egg-laying stage, 
the  spa r rows  wou ld  th row  the  e ggs  o f  the  nes t .  I  s aw  th i s  
happen. 

Since I  have been in Canberra it  seems to me that the problem 
is less with Pied Currawongs and more with cats. One local cat alone 
has, in the last six months, brought from the bush one young Sacred 
K ing f isher ,  one  Whi te ' s  Thrush and one  Stubb le  Quai l  as  we l l  as  
l izards.  I 'm sure  that 's  not  a l l  i t  has caught.  

Susan Webb,  17 Araba S tree t,  ARANDA ACT 2614 
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FLIP SIDE(S) 

12 June 1990 

Having just spent several  days clearing some of  the leaves from my
garden  ( I  compos t ) ,  I  have  been  fo rced  to  cons ide r  what  we  might
ca l l  the  f l ip  s ide (s )  o f  what  we  do  (what  COG encourages  us  to  do ) ,
to attract birds,  native birds,  to our gardens. 

I  came to  a  bare  block,  surrounded by other  bare  b locks and
hav ing  a  bare-b lock  av i fauna.  Deve lopments  nearby  suggested  that
the  bare  b lock could  be  turned into  both a garden and nat ive  b ird
habitat. 

A c c o r d i n g l y ,  o n c e  m y  d a u g h t e r ' s  i n f a n t  n e e d s  f o r  s p a c e ,  
sandpit and the rest were done with, habitat-planting started. 

The re  was  an  imp l i ed  cont rac t  be tween  me  and  the  b i rds :  I
would provide food, water, shelter, nest sites; they, colour, movement,
song. 

Tw e n ty  an d  mo re  y e a r s  o n ,  a l t ho u gh  t he  a v i f au na  i s  mo re
ex tens i ve  and  var i ed ,  I  am by  no  means  sure  tha t  I  d id  the  r i gh t
thing. 

To  b e g in  w i t h ,  t he r e  a r e  t he  l e a v e s  a nd  t r o u b l e s  w i th  t r e e  
roots in the drainage system. 

Worse ,  e v e r y  yea r  I  have  t o  weed  ou t  who l e  p l an ta t i ons  o f
seedlings from every berry-bearing bush and shrub in the ACT f lora.
Were my trees to disappear,  their  location, even the layout of  their
branches, could be reconstructed from the l ines of seedlings situated 
below where birds had sat to complete their digestive processes. 

Worse still, bird _habitat creates micro-climates in which insects 
f l ou r i sh .  Ou r  e a r l y  d r e ams  o f  a l f r e s c o  e a t in g  we re  s ha t t e r e d  b y  
droves of  nibblers,  b i ters  and posi t ive  piercers.  P icking vegetables 
means bumps, lumps and itches. Raspberries have been known to rot
on the cane because no one is game to pick them. 
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I  do  not  suggest  that  our  gardens  be  made  b i rd-unfr i end ly  -  

that  would  be  an over-react ion -  but ,  se r iously ,  does  any member 
know how to  in t roduce  b i rds ,  na t i ve  o r  no t ,  to  to i l e t - t ra in ing ,  o r  
where I  can get insect-repellent (ecological ly safe,  of  course) in bulk 
and cheap. 

Doug Ross, 64 Sprent Street, NARRABUNDAH ACT 2604 

********** 

OUT AND ABOUT 

Tibicen 

In the last issue of Canberra Bird Notes I  mentioned that some of the 
best,  wi lderness areas are owned by the Department of  Defence. An 
example  o f  the  importance  o f  these  areas  in  the  loca l  context  was  
recently  out l ined in an art ic le  in  the Canberra Times. According to  
Rodney Fa lconer ,  the  D irec tor  o f  the  Conserva t ion  Counc i l  o f  the  
South-East and Canberra, the ACT has two endangered animal species, 
o ne  i s  t he  P i nk - t a i l e d  Le g l e s s  L i z a rd  and  the  o the r  i s  t h e  mo th  
Synemon plana.  T h e  m o t h  h a s  a s  i t s  m a i n  l o c a l  s t r o n g h o l d  t h e  
w a l l a b y  g r a s s  i n  t h e  B e l c o n n e n  n a v a l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  s t a t i o n .  
Elsewhere in the ACT this wal laby grass,  which seems necessary for 
t h e  m o t h ' s  s u r v i v a l ,  h a s  b e e n  l a r g e l y  w i p e d  o u t  b y  i n t r o d u c e d  
g r a s s e s  a n d  t h e  s p r e a d  o f  s u b u r b i a .  I f  t h e  n a v a l  s t a t i o n  i s  
re located,  the  wal laby  grass  wi l l  no  doubt  d isappear  under  houses  
and lawns ,  and  so  w i l l  the  moth .  Th is  re in forces  my v iews  o f  the  
conservat ion va lue o f  land under  the contro l  o f  the  Department o f  
Defence. 

Most  b i rd  watchers  understand the  l ink between habitat  and the 
p r e s e n c e  o r  a b s e n c e  o f  a  p a r t i c u l a r  s p e c i e s .  O n  l a n d  t h i s  
environmental  l ink is  obvious and is shown by the var iat ion in type 
and he ight  o f  g round cover .  A t  sea  th is  l ink  i s  l e ss  obv ious  as  a l l  
salt  water appears the same in whichever part of  the sea i t  occurs.  
However, i t  is not. An interesting article in the May .1990 issue of 
Corella explains how areas of  ocean di f fer  in terms of  temperature,  
density,  nutrients, l ight and productivity.  The article is cal led "The 
Nature of Seas" and helps in understanding how marine habitat ( i .e . 
sea. conditions) defines seabird distribution. 
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A good example of how the habitat of the sea affects the distribution 
o f  seab irds  is  the  Wander ing  A lbatross  Dio med ea  exu l ans .  A study 
carried out by Pierre Jouventin and Henri Weimershirch, which was 
reported in Nature 343: 746-8 (22 February 1990), revealed that the 
a lbatross  cou ld  have  evo lved  only  in  southern oceans .  The  s tudy  
used sate l l i te - t racked rad io- te lemetry  and showed that  the  b i rds  
re l ied  heav i ly  on wind-ass is tance  for  the i r  forag ing  t r ips  and the  
only place where winds blow constantly is in the southern oceans. It 
was found that  b i rds could trave l  up to  900 km a day at  speeds o f  
up to  80 km per  hour.  Detai ls  o f  th is  study were  reprinted in the 
Melbourne Sunday Age on 14 March 1990, which in itsel f  is good in 
presenting the results of  research to the public. Unfortunately the 
article mentioned that the birds travel 9000 km per day, which leaves 
the readers with the thought of  albatrosses travel l ing at an average 
o f  375  km per  hour !  I t  i s  a  shame that  newspapers  do no t  check  
articles before publishing them. 

One of the most contentious issues in bird watching generally is the 
naming of birds, whether it is the "English" or the "scientif ic" name 
under discussion. It  has always been a mystery why the eminently 
su i tab le  names suggested by me have  not  been accepted  wi thout  
hes i ta t ion .  Further ,  I  f ind  i t  d i f f i cu l t  to  comprehend that  when I  
wish to make changes to present nomenclature because it is obviously 
wrong, others (e.g. editors) keep insisting that I stick to agreed and 
published standards. Why can't they trust me to know what is best? 
However, one of the perennial discussion topics when bird watchers 
get together for a cup of tea or a cleansing ale was, is ,  and ever wil l  
be the subject of names. All the above is preamble to the fact that I  
r e c e n t l y  f o u n d  i n  a  h o o k  ( " T h e  V o y a g e  o f  t h e  S c o t i a "  b y  R . A .  
Rudmose Brown, J.H.H. Pirie and R.C. Mossman (Blackwood, Edinburgh 
1906) )  re fe rence  to  a  n ight-heron as  a  Quawk.  Anybody  who  has  
disturbed a night-heron will understand the onomatopoeia of the word 
and i ts  resu l tant  ap tness  fo r  the  spec ies .  Hav ing  a lways  thought  
that night-heron was a rather cumbersome name, I  think the name 
Quawk ought to be resurrected - Nankeen Quawk trips nicely off the 
tongue. Surely this t ime people wil l  agree with me? 

A lso  in  the  above book i t  ment ions the  exp lorers  co l lec t ing 
several thousand penguin eggs in an afternoon, burying 2000 in a pit 
for  la te r  consumpt ion and  b lowing  hundreds  fo r  t ransmiss ion  to  
museums. 

The Kakapo Str igops  habrop t i lus  is  unique to New Zealand and is  one 
of the world's most unusual parrots being nocturnal and fl ightless, a 
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t rue  "k ino i "  par ro t .  The re  a re  on ly  43  b i rds  l e f t  o f  wh ich  14  are  
females  wi th the  las t  success fu l  breed ing record  be ing n ine  years  
ago. 

In the early 1980s the last survivors were moved 1100 km from 
Stewart Island (off the southern tip of South Island) to Little Barrier 
Is land (o f f  the  northeast  coast  o f  North Is land) .  The reason for  the 
move was to provide a cat-free environment since cats had begun to 
ki l l  the adult  birds.  This move was engineered by the New Zealand 
Depar tment  o f  Conse rva t i on  as  a  l as t  d i t ch  a t t empt  t o  save  the  
species. 

The Department are now treating the survival  o f  the Kakapo as 
a prior i ty and have launched a f ive-year recovery plan. 

The New Scientist of 10 March 1990 gives more detai ls of the 
K ak ap o  an d  r e v e a l s  t ha t  t he  f i r s t  e gg  h as  b e e n  l a i d  a t  t he  new  
l o ca t i on .  l e t  us  hope  tha t  fu r the r  eggs  a re  l a id  and  the  Kakapo  
comes back from the brink of extinction. 

* * * * * * * * * *  

RARITIES PANEL NEWS 

This l ist is longer than usual as it contains some records which came 
to l ight during the preparation of the 1988-89 Annual Bird Report. 
These late  records include sightings of  Pectoral  Sandpipers Calidris 
melanotos,  Common Koe ls  Eudynamys scolopacea and  a  good  se r i e s  o f  
records  o f  the  Brown Quai l  Coturnix australis. The  l is t  a lso  inc ludes  
sightings from the Waterbird Survey during 1989-90. An interesting 
s i g h t i n g  i n  t h i s  p e r i o d  w a s  t h e  A u s t r a l a s i a n  B i t t e r n  B o t a u r u s  
poici lopti lus.  

The highlights of the more recent records include a Black-faced 
Monarch  Monarcha melanopsis,  a  la te  record  o f  a  Regent  Honeyeate r  
Xanthomyza phrygia  a nd  a  L i t t l e  F r i a rb i rd  Phi lemon c i treogular is .  The  
s ight ing o f  a  f ree- f ly ing group of  L i t t le  Core l las  Cacatua • sanguinea at  
the Mugga Lane Zoo could eventually lead to breeding records of this 
species in the local area. The sighting in Parkes on 3 August 1990 of 
t h r e e  Long -b i l l ed  Co re l l a s  C tenuirostr is  and  two  L i t t l e  Co re l l a s  i s  
also worthy of note. 
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RARITIES PANEL ENDORSED LIST No 27 

Category 3 
Intermediate Egret 

2;17 May 89;N.Luff;Lake Ginninderra 
9;22 Oct 89;M.Lenz;East Basin Lake Bathurst 

Australasian Bittern 
3;17 Dec 89;M.Lenz;Lake George North 
5;7 Jan 90; M.Lenz: Lake George North 
1;25 Feb 90;M.Lenz;Lake George North 

Glossy Ibis 
3;7 Jan 90;M.Lenz;Lake George North 

Freckled Duck 
1;21 Jan-25 Mar 90;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 
14;19 Feb 89;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 
6;29 Mar 89;M.Lenz;Lake George 
11;Apr 90;M.Lenz;Lake George North 

Whistling Kite 
1;5 Oct 88;C.Davey;Ginninderra Falls 
1;19 Feb 89;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 
2;29 Mar 89;M.Lenz;Lake George 
2;23 Apr 89;M.Lenz;Lake George 
1;25 Sep 89;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 
1;25 Sep 89;M.Lenz;Lake George 
1;14 Oct 89; M.Lenz; Campbell Park 
1;22 Oct 89;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 
1;17 Jan 90;P.Veerman;Lake George Nortb 
2;21 Jan 90;M.Lenz;Lake George 
1;14 Feb 90; P.Veerman; Kambah 
1;18 Mar 90;M.Lenz;Mt Ainslie Garbage Hopper 
2;25 Mar 90;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 
3;8 Apr 90;M.Lenz;Lake George 
1;22 Apr 90;M.Lenz;Lake George 
1;5 May 90;P.Veerman;M'bidgee,S of Kambah Pool 
2;20 May 90;M.Lenz;Lake George 
2;16 Jun 90; G&R.Elliott; Brooklands Rd Grid H11 

Grey Goshawk 
1;16 Jun 89;J. Bissett;Jerrabomberra Wetlands 
1;27 May 90;R.Parnell;Acton 

White-bellied Sea-Eagle 
1;23 Apr 89;M.Lenz;Lake George 
2;21 May 89;M.Lenz;Lake George 
1Im; 23 Jul 89;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 
2;19 Nov 89;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 
1;21 Jan 90;M.Lenz;Lake George 
1;8 Apr 90;M.Lenz;Lake George 
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1;20 May 90;M.Lenz;Lake George 

Spotted Harrier 
1Im;19 March 89;M.Lenz;Lake George South 

Brown Quail 
1;12 Nov 88; B.Allan; Lake Ginninderra 
1;18 Dec 88;M.Taylor;Tharwa Rd,near Lanyon 
1;3 Jan 89;G.Guy;Mt Taylor North 
3Ad,5-7Jv;30 May 89;C.Bowman;Uni of Canberra 
8;24 Jun 90;J.Holland;Bonython 

Lesser Golden Plover 
10;25 Sep-19 Nov 89;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 
29;26 Feb 90; M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 

28;25 Mar 90; M.Lenz; Lake Bathurst 
Red-necked Avocet 

33;21 Aug 88;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 
13;29 Mar 89;M.Lenz;Lake George 
1;21 Jan 90;M.Lenz;Lake George North 

Greenshank 
1;25 Sep 89;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 

Bar-tailed Godwit 
2;22 Oct 89; M.Lenz; East Basin Lake Bathurst 

Pectoral Sandpiper 
1;22 Jan 89;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 

4;19 Feb 89;M.Lenz;Lake Bathurst 
Peaceful Dove 

5;18 Aug 87; D.McDonald; Kirawin Hs 
1;16 Jul 88; A.Wright; Atlas Grid 50 
1;13 Aug 88;H.Wright;Atlas Grid 50 
1;26 Feb 89;A.Wright;Atlas Grid 50 

Common Koel 
1M;1 Nov 88;G.Guy;Mt Taylor Pearce 
1M;1 Jan 89;G.Guy;Mt Taylor Pearce 
'IMO Jan 89; P.Roberts; Fadden 

Pink Robin 
1M;27 Apr 90; D.Purchase; 
Melba 1M;29 Jul 
90;J.Gleeson;Evatt 

Red-capped Robin 
1M;Aug 88;J.Morse;Tharwa 

Black-faced Monarch 
1.Jv:20 Apr 90; D.Purchase; Melba 

Little Friarbird 
1;5 May 90; B.Allan; Page 

Regent Honeyeater 
1;20 Apr 90;H.Possingham;Acton 
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Possible Escapees 

Long-billed Corella 
1;27 Jul 90; D.McDonald; Parkes 

3;3 Aug 90; D.McDonald; Parkes 
Little Corella 

c10;7 Jan 90;H.Possingham;Mugga Lane Zoo 
2;3 Aug 90; D.McDonald; Parkes 

1;11 Aug 90;B.Lepschi;Weston 
Rainbow Lorikeet 

1;1.8 Jun 88;M.Fyfe;Weetangera 
2;17 Nov 88;K.Hahne;Aranda 
2;18-25 Dec 88;K.Hahne;Aranda 
2;26-31 Mar 89;K.Hahne;Aranda 

Cockatiel 
1;9 Apr 90; P.Veerman; Curtin 
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FOR SALE 

The following are available from Canberra Ornithologists Group, PO 
Box 301, CIVIC SQUARE ACT 2608: 

A POCKET LIST OF AUSTRALIAN BIRDS Price 50c 

This booklet lists the names of all bird species recorded in Australia. 
Alongside the names are ten columns that can be used to tal ly the 
spec ies  seen in  d i f fe rent  loca l i t ies  or  on d i f ferent  days.  I t  great ly  
simplifies the recording of field lists. 

A FIELD LIST OF THE BIRDS OF CANBERRA AND DISTRICT Price $3 

This booklet lists the bird species found in the Canberra region with 
i n d i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  f r e q u e n c y  o f  o c c u r r e n c e ,  t i m e  o f  b r e e d i n g ,  
p r e f e r r e d  hab i ta t ,  l oca l i t i e s  where  they  may  be  found ,  and  nes t  
de ta i l s .  I t  i s  designed to provide supplementary local detail to larger 
publ icat ions which need to be consulted for identification. 

BIRD SONGS OF CANBERRA Price $10 

Th is  casse t te  conta ins  record ings  o f  the  songs and calls of 73 birds 
t h a t  a r e  commonly  heard  in  Canbe r ra  ga rdens  and  pa rks .  The  
major i ty  have been recorded in Canberra or the  surrounding area.  
Seasonal variation in songs have been included where appropriate. 

GARDEN BIRD SURVEY CHART Price 50c 

Th is  is  the  means  o f  contr ibut ing  to  our  Garden B ird  Survey  and  
keeping track of what happens in your area. 

ACT BIRDWATCHERS HOTLINE Telephone 247 5530 

An up-to-date  f ive  minute  recorded message with interest ing news 
such as returning migrants, rarit ies, meetings, outings, and bargains 
for  b i rdwatchers  in  Canberra .  Twenty- four  hour  serv ice  up-dated  
every Sunday. 



 
C a n b e r r a  B i r d  N o t e s  i s  p u b l i s h e d  q u a r t e r l y  b y  t h e  C a n b e r r a  
Orni tho log is ts  Group.  Contr ibut ions  are  we lcome.  These  should  
f i t  i n t o  one  o f  t he  f o l l ow ing  ca t e go r i e s :  ma j o r  a r t i c l e s  ( up  t o  
about 3000 words) ;  short  notes and "Odd Obs" (up to about 300 
words ) ;  r ev i ews  o f  books  and  a r t i c l e s  (up  to  about  500  words ) ;  
a n d  w h e r e  t o  w a t c h  b i r d s  ( u p  t o  a b o u t  8 0 0  w o r d s ) .  T h e  
a r t i c l e s  a nd  no t e s  sh ou ld  c o v e r  ma t t e r s  o f  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i on ,  
i d en t i f i c a t i on ,  a nd  beha v i ou r  o f  b i rds  in  the  Canbe r ra  r e g i on  
( i . e .  Ne w  Sou t h  Wa l e s  c oa s t  no r t h  t o  J e r v i s  Bay ,  and  we s t  t o  
t h e  R i v e r i n a ) .  C o n t r i b u t i o n s  c a n  b e  s e n t  t o  t h e  e d i t o r s  c / o  
Dav i d  Pu r chase ,  5  O r cha rd  P l a c e ,  Me lba ,  AC T  2615  ( T e l  258  
2757). 
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