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FOREWORD 

2014 has been a very significant year for the Canberra Ornithologists Group (COG).  We 

celebrated our 50
th
 Anniversary, a major landmark for any voluntary organisation, with a 

program of important activities that reflected our half century, COGôs history, and our future 

directions. 

We marked our 50
th
 anniversary through: 

¶ The Gang-gang Bird of the Year project ï the Gang-gang is the first bird selected 

for this concept which we hope to extend to other birds in the future. The Gang-gang 

is the COG logo and the project was designed to engage the community in reporting 

sightings (or absence of sightings) of Gang-gangs and build our rather sketchy 

knowledge base on this iconic bird. 

¶ A Public Forum ñLandscapes for Birds Forumò ï the Forum was opened by Mick 

Gentleman, newly elected ACT Planning Minister and aimed to improve public 

awareness of the need for landscape scale conservation and restoration and 

enhancement and was targeted at the broader public to raise awareness about these 

important issues. 

¶ A Photographic Competition, opened by Nicole Lawder, MLA, of photographs by 

COG members designed to stimulate and increase public interest in our regional birds. 

Over 300 visitors viewed the display of great photographs and the Competition was 

won by Julian Robinson.  

¶ A Series of Short Talks ï these were reminiscences by Members about COG over its 

50 years to reflect on its achievements, its history, and stories that brought a very 

human face to COG. These talks also served to highlight the important role it has 

achieved as a well-respected organisation within the community. 

¶ Inauguration of the Steve Wilson Medal ï The Steve Wilson Medal is an annual 

award in honour of the contribution made by Steve Wilson, one of the founding 

fathers of COG. The Medal recognises meritorious contribution by an individual 

through voluntary service to COG. The inaugural award to two recipients announced 

at the Gala Dinner on 22 November 2014, was made to Jenny Bounds and Grahame 

Clark. 

¶ A mini guide on the birds of Canberra ï The guide was produced as an information 

brochure for the general public to inform them about birds in Canberra, provide 

photographs of familiar birds, and a map to show where they can be found. 

¶ Beginners Walks ï To encourage members of the public to experience the pleasure 

of watching and identifying birds in their natural habitats a series of beginnersô walks 

were conducted by COG member Tony Lawson at the Australian National Botanic 

Gardens.  
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¶ A Gala Dinner ï was held on 22 November 

2014 at Gold Creek Station, Hall, to wrap up the 

year of celebrations. The Guest Speaker, Dr Bob 

Brown former Senator and Leader of the Greens 

provided an inspirational talk and the event was a 

resounding success. 

 

These activities highlight the major events that 

celebrated our 50
th
 Anniversary but COG 

members through their ongoing commitment to 

the organisation demonstrated how vibrant and 

successful it is now and is likely to be into the 

future.  All COG members can be proud of the 

profile that the 50
th
 Anniversary celebrations 

generated for COG within the community and in 

government circles where COG was officially 

recognised in the ACT Legislative Assembly for 

its work.  

 

This Special Edition of the Canberra Bird Notes, 

another initiative designed to capture for 

posterity the COG Anniversary Year, captures 

the essence of our 50
th
 Anniversary and I commend it to all members.  Particular thanks are 

due to Michael Lenz, editor of the CBN, and Neil Hermes, Chair of the 50
th
 Anniversary Sub-

committee, for all their hard work in bringing this edition together. 

 

Alison Russell-French 

President 

 

 

EDITORôs NOTE 

My thanks extend to all contributors to this Anniversary Issue: to Neil Hermes for the idea of 

a special issue, to the authors for their excellent response to requests from us to write articles; 

to Julian Robinson for designing the cover page; to Janette Lenz for valuable editorial input 

and to Margaret Hermes and Stuart Rae who took many photos of all features of the Gala 

Dinner. A selection of those photos is shown in this issue.  

 

Enjoy reading about COG, its rich history and diverse achievements! 

 

Michael Lenz 

January 2015 

 

  

Gala Dinner: Guest speaker,  

Dr Bob Brown and COG president, 

Alison Russell-French 



3 

 

 

 

 

PRESIDENTôS REPORT 2013-14 

This Report covers the period November 2013 to October 2014 encompassing COGs 50
th
 

anniversary year. We have marked this very significant event in a number of ways that reflect 

the breadth and diversity of COG, its members and the activities done under the COG banner. 

Many COG members have been very active in supporting COG during this time and I would 

like to extend a very sincere thank-you to all those who have contributed over the year to 

make our celebrations such a success. 

 

COG Committee 

COG has been very well-served by a dedicated and enthusiastic Committee and I would like 

to take this opportunity to thank the 11 members of the 2013-14 Committee for all their 

efforts. The Executive consisted of Alison Russell-French, President, Neil Hermes, Vice-

president and coordinator of the COG 50
th
 celebration, Sandra Henderson, Secretary and 

responsible for COG membership and running the Raffle each month, Noel Luff, Treasurer, 

Chris Davey, manager of COG Surveys and leader of the COG 50
th
 project on Gang-gangs, 

Jenny Bounds, COG Conservation Officer and organizer of the COG 50
th
 Conservation 

Forum, Sue Lashko, editor of Gang-gang, meeting-room organizer, and Outings Officer, 

Julian Robinson, responsible for development of the new Website, Lia Battisson and Sandra 

who both assisted with the Treasurerôs responsibilities whilst he was absent and took on tea 

arrangements after members meetings, and Bruce Lindenmayer and Stuart Rae who have 

been stalwarts in their support across regular COG business and as well as the COG 50
th
 

arrangements with Bruce arranging the Spring ANU/COG Mulligans Flat/Goorooyaroo 

surveys and Stuart for organising production of a range of 50
th
 Anniversary brochures. 

 

As well as Committee members, we have been well served by a number of other members 

who have provided invaluable service to COG: Jack Holland who is responsible for the 

membersô meetings speakers program, Michael Lenz for Canberra Bird Notes, Paul Fennell 

for managing the COG database, Duncan McCaskill for the Garden Bird Survey, Barbara 

Allan for the Bird Blitz and the Rarities Panel, Nicki Taws who is the COG Records Officer, 

and Kathy Walter and John Goldie for managing the sales desk. 

 

COG Membership 

There are currently 270 members of COG with 63 new members joining during the year. As 

with any organisation we always have a loss of members including those who can no longer 

participate in COG activities, those who move away from Canberra, those who pursue other 
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priorities, and some new members who find COG isn't what they were looking for. However 

to all our continuing members you are a vital part of our organisation and your support for 

COG is very much appreciated. 

 

COG 50
th

 Anniversary 

The major focus for COG in 2014 has been the commemoration of its 50
th
 Anniversary. This 

was celebrated with an Anniversary Program that included events designed to both 

acknowledge this significant anniversary and showcase COG to the community as an 

effective and professional organisation. Particular thanks are due to Neil Hermes for all the 

work he has done in coordinating the 50
th
 Anniversary year. 

 

The Program of special events included:  

 

Bird of the Year Project- The Gang-gang Cockatoo 

A 12 month long project to find out more about the COG emblem was initiated in March 

2014. To date (October 20
th
) there have been over 3200 sightings reported from the COG 

area of interest with contributions from members of the public and COG. The interest in this 

project has exceeded expectations and has been greatly assisted by the on-line data entry 

portal developed by Atlas of Living Australia for the project. This on-line facility is currently 

receiving over 90% of all sightings. Many thanks to Chris Davey the Project Manager and 

Kathy Eyles the Communications Officer for this very successful project. 

 

COG Photographic Competition 

The COG Photographic Competition was held from 30 June to 5 July at the Legislative 

Assembly Exhibition Room. 15 members exhibited 48 photos of 29 local species. The 

Competition was opened by Nicole Lawder, MLA and over 300 visitors viewed the display.  

Visitors were encouraged to vote for their favourite photo and the one that attracted most 

votes was by Julian Robinson of a pair of Satin Bowerbirds at a bower. Charlie Davisôs photo 

of Rosellas in the Fog was the runner-up and Kathy Walter was the winner of the lucky draw 

prize. Congratulations to all who entered the competition and to the winners. We have 

received suggestions that this might become an annual COG event and the Committee will 

consider this option. 

 

COG Landscapes for Birds Forum 

The Landscapes for Birds Forum was held on 5 July with the aim of improving public 

awareness of the need for landscape scale conservation and restoration and enhancement. The 

Forum, which was held at the Legislative Assembly Reception Room, attracted a mixed 

audience of around 75 people most of whom were not COG members. This was seen to be a 

success as the aim in holding the Forum was to engage with the broader public on the issues 

addressed at the Forum. Various studies, research, community/landholder engagement and 

on-the-ground work in the ACT and nearby NSW were the topics addressed by the guest 

speakers. Mick Gentleman, newly elected ACT Planning Minister, opened the Forum. I 

would like to thank all those who presented at the Forum but particular thanks go to Jenny 

Bounds for the organisation of the Forum. 

 

COG 50
th
 Anniversary Short Talks 

As part of the COG 50
th
 Anniversary, Neil Hermes arranged for a number of COG members 

to present short talks about COG over its 50 years. Speakers reminisced about COGôs early 
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days (Neil Hermes and Richard Schodde), the strong conservation agenda that COG has 

pursued (Jenny Bounds), COGôs contribution to ANU Research programs (Bruce 

Lindenmayer) the history of COG bird banding (Mark Clayton), the history of COG bird 

song tapes and CD (Chris Davey), the history of COGôs waterbird surveys ï Lake George 

and Lake Bathurst (Michael Lenz), and the history of COGôs bird blitz (Barbara Allan). It 

was a wonderful opportunity to reflect on COG and its achievements, its history, and 

appreciate the important role it has as a well-respected organisation within the community. 

 

Steve Wilson Medal 

The COG Committee resolved to inaugurate an annual award in commemoration of the 50
th
 

Anniversary, the Steve Wilson Medal, to honour the contribution made by Steve Wilson, one 

of the founding fathers of COG. The award recognises meritorious contribution by an 

individual to COG and is open to any COG member or ex-member. The recognised service 

will have been voluntary service to COG, not service to birds. A Committee has been 

established to consider any nominations made for the award. The inaugural award was made 

to two recipients, Jenny Bounds and Grahame Clark, and was announced at the Gala Dinner 

on 22 November 2014. 

 

Special Edition of the Canberra Bird Notes 

A special edition of the Canberra Bird Notes that captures the COG Anniversary Year will be 

published in January 2015.  The edition will feature all of the significant aspects of this 

important celebratory year 

 

Mini Guide 

A mini guide on the birds of Canberra has been produced to inform the general public about 

birds in Canberra. The guide provides photographs of familiar birds and a map to show where 

they can be found. The guide will be available at the ACT Information Centre for people 

visiting Canberra as well as being part of COGôs information publications. 

 

Beginners Walks 

A series of Beginners Walks was run by Tony Lawson at the Australian National Botanic 

Gardens as part of the COG celebrations. These were aimed to encourage members of the 

public to experience the pleasure of watching and identifying birds in their natural habitats. 

From May onwards, a total of 5 Saturday walks were conducted with about 10-12 people 

attending each walk. Particular thanks to Tony for conducting the tours on behalf of COG. 

 

COG Gala Dinner 

The final event to celebrate COGôs 50
th
 Anniversary was the Gala Dinner held on 22 

November 2014 at Gold Creek Station, Hall. The Guest Speaker for the event was former 

Senator and Leader of the Greens, Dr Bob Brown. The evening was a great success and Dr 

Brownôs address a particular highlight, focusing on the importance of conservation and his 

efforts to engage the younger demographic in conservation work. The event wound up a year 

of special activities and all COG members can be proud of the profile that the 50
th
 

Anniversary celebrations generated for COG within the community and in government 

circles where COG was officially recognised for its work in the ACT Legislative Assembly. 
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Conservation 

Conservation of our birds remains an important focus; however, in recent years we have 

prioritised our involvement in issues, and work more in collaboration with the Conservation 

Council ACT Region and other groups on major matters. Jenny Bounds continues in her role 

as COG Conservation Officer, with assistance from other Committee members. As a Vice-

President of the Conservation Council ACT Region, Jenny also represents COG in that 

forum. In recognition for the contribution that the Councilôs work on cat containment in the 

ACT will have for COG interests, COG contributed $5,000 to the Councilôs project on ACT 

cat containment and community engagement. 

 

Conservation issues we have engaged in include: 

¶ input to the ACTôs Nature Conservation Bill 2014, a revision of the legislation protecting 
threatened species and communities and other conservation related matters ï coordinated 

by the Conservation Council, 

¶ comments on the ACT Environmental Offsets policy, 

¶ comments on the ACT Trails Strategy 2014-24 (about recreation use in parks and 

reserves), 

¶ comments on Superb Parrot habitat improvement plans (part of the planning for impacts 

from further urban development in Throsby, Gungahlin), 

¶ with other groups and the Conservation Council, raised concerns and sought more 

information about a proposal to re-locate the RSPCA to a site bordering Callum Brae NR 

in Symonston, and 

¶ provided input to a range of other matters/projects coordinated by the Conservation 

Council, including proposal for ACT wide, phased-in cat containment, urban development 

in West Belconnen and various publications to improve the communityôs awareness of 

environmental matters. 

 

Woodland Bird Monitoring Project 

The COG Woodland Bird Monitoring Project has been running since 1998 and quarterly 

surveys continue (142 monitoring points/15 locations of grassy woodlands across the ACT). 

Ten years or more of data will be reached for all sites in 2015/16, when a major data analysis 

can proceed.  Jenny Bounds coordinates the project, with Chris Davey, Nicki Taws and 

Alison Rowell providing support. Alison Rowell continues to have a key role as consultant to 

the project. Thanks to all involved, including the site coordinators and Helen Mason (data 

entry), in this important long-term project for COG. As usual results are incorporated into the 

Annual Bird Report published in CBN. 

 

Woodland and Wetlands Trust 

COG also has representation on the Woodlands and Wetlands Trust which was established to 

enhance management in and undertake fund-raising for Mulligans Flat and Jerrabomberra 

Wetlands Reserves. I chair the Trust Committee and Jenny Bounds sits on the Mulligans Flat 

Management Committee and is an alternate on the Trust Committee. 
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Bush Stone-curlew reintroduction at Mulligans Flat 

This year, COG partnered with the Woodlands and Wetlands Trust to reintroduce Bush 

Stone-curlews to the Mulligans Flat Woodland Sanctuary. The birds were released in October 

2014. A number of COG members have been involved in the project in various capacities: 

Chris Davey, Jenny Bounds, Kathy Eyles and Mark Clayton (banding the birds). COG has 

not only provided financial help but members have also been involved in the daily feeding of 

the birds held in captivity between their arrival in June and their release in October.  In 

addition, and with help from COG members, tracking of the birds movements is now in 

progress. We anxiously await the outcome of this interesting project. COG has committed 

$5,000 per annum funding in 2014 and 2015 to the project, and expects a further group of 

birds will be released in 2015. 

 

Surveys and record management  

The 12 month period to November 2014 has again been a busy one for the bird surveys 

conducted by members. Two new surveys were initiated in 2014, the COG 50
th
 Bird of the 

Year project (Refer to the 50
th
 Anniversary item above) and the reintroduction of the Bush 

Stone-curlew project (see above). 

 

Superb Parrot Survey 

A fifth survey of possible breeding habitat for the threatened Superb Parrot in the ACT was 

completed with help from COG members. A report titled óDistribution, abundance and 

breeding status of the Superb Parrot (Polytelis swainsonii) during the 2013-14 breeding 

season, Throsby Ridge. ACTô was again compiled by Chris Davey and provided to the ACT 

Government with a copy placed in the COG library.  

 

Superb Lyrebird Survey 

The survey, to document the recovery after the 2003 bushfire at Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve, 

was held for the 11
th
 year as usual on the third weekend in June with results published in the 

COG newsletter and provided to the ACT Government. 

 

Garden Bird Survey 

This survey is now in its 34
th
 year with over 70 sites surveyed. As usual, results are 

incorporated into the Annual Bird Report published in CBN. Thanks to the many contributors 

and to Duncan McCaskill for managing the survey and for data analysis. Kay Hahne and 

Anne Hall once again continued with the difficult task of entering the GBS data. 

 

Mulligans Flat/Goorooyaroo Survey 

The Spring surveys run by the Fenner School, ANU, has again involved 6-8 COG members 

in data collection. These surveys have now been running for 9 years and help to contribute to 

the woodland restoration project conducted by the ANU. COG members have also been 

involved in surveys at Jervis Bay and in surveys at Cowra and around Canberra for the 

Stewardship Project. Many thanks to Bruce Lindenmayer for coordinating the COG 

contribution to these important surveys. 

 

The COG Blitz 

The Blitz was run for the 9
th
 year, as usual over the last weekend in October, with Barbara 

Allan yet again managing the survey. Our thanks to Barbara for the considerable work 
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involved in this most valuable and enjoyable survey. The results of the weekendôs efforts 

were published in Canberra Bird Notes 39 (2). 

Waterbird surveys at Lake George and Lake Bathurst 

On behalf of COG, Michael Lenz is continuing surveys at two lakes within COGôs area of 

interest (Lake George since 1979 and Lake Bathurst since 1980). In 2013-14 Julienne 

Kamprad and Peter Milburn assisted at various times. The lakes continue to be a refuge for 

waterbirds and the on-going surveys provide significant data. 

 

Jerrabomberra Wetlands Bird Survey 

The quarterly survey of the Reserve organised by Chris Davey was initiated in July 2012 with 

four surveys (January, April, July and October 2014) conducted over the reporting period and 

involving 12 COG members and Friends of the Wetlands. The surveys are run on behalf of 

the Jerrabomberra Wetlands Management Committee who report to the Woodlands and 

Wetlands Trust. Unfortunately the Fyshwick Sewage Ponds were closed to the public for 

renovations over the period although special permission was obtained for access for the 

October survey. Special thanks to Michael Maconachie (COG member and Reserve Ranger) 

for participating in all of the surveys. 

 

Kosciuszko to Coast (K2C) Bird Surveys 

Nicki Taws has again been responsible for running the COG contributions to the K2C bird 

survey in April and again in October covering 23 properties in the area between Williamsdale 

and Bredbo.  On both occasions 15 COG members contributed their time and expertise. 

Always a most enjoyable outing, it was finished off with a BBQ at the Bush Heritage 

property óScottsdaleô. 

 

Lord Howe Island Bird Survey 

The second survey was run over the week 7-14
th
 September with a report to the NSW Office 

of Environment and Heritage currently being prepared.  In addition to the coordinators (Peter 

Fullagar and Chris Davey), who participated last year, David and Kathy Cook, Christine 

Ledger, Michael Robbins and Gail Neumann all put in a sterling effort to complete the 

survey.  We await confirmation for the 2015 survey. 

 

Silver Gull Breeding Survey 

On behalf of COG, Peter Fullagar and Chris Davey again surveyed the breeding colony on 

Spinnaker Island, Lake Burley Griffin. The colony has continued to expand with a maximum 

of 465 active nests found and 867 eggs. A report has been provided to the National Capital 

Authority. 

 

Records Management 

Essential support for the COG database is provided through the Records Management Team 

and the Rarities Panel. I would like to acknowledge the role of Paul Fennell (Database 

Manager) with much support from Steve Wallace. I would also like to acknowledge the 

contributions provided by the Records Officer, Nicki Taws, and to Tony Harding, Helen 

Mason and others responsible for data entry.  The Rarities Panel consisting of Richard Allen, 

Jenny Bounds, Grahame Clark, Dick Schodde, Nicki Taws and Barbara Allan (Secretary) 

have continued the important role of verifying unusual observations.  During the year David 
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McDonald, assisted by Mark Clayton, Nicki Taws and Richard Schodde, revised the COG 

Annotated Check List. 

The COG website 

Julian Robinson has done a fantastic job in getting the new COG website up and running. The 

website went on line on 1st March 2014, three years after serious efforts began to replace our 

original site. Using new technology, the new site is designed to be easy on the eye, ócleanerô 

and easier to use, while providing new facilities and better access to fast changing 

information. Part of the justification for the new site was that much of the content can now be 

entered and updated by non-expert members who are directly responsible for each area, rather 

than one or two overworked website specialists. 

 

Another objective was to make the website a first port of call for members seeking 

information about COGôs activities such as the Gang-gang surveys and other 50th 

anniversary happenings, for which it has been very successful. General reaction from 

members and non-members has been very positive, while the first few monthsô operation has 

shown the design to be robust and reliable. A number of improvements are planned to be 

implemented gradually over the next year or two. 

 

The new website would appear from web statistics to be hugely appreciated and used by an 

audience far beyond COG's membership. Member usage of the site has more than doubled 

and the photo gallery continues to be the area that receives the highest proportion of visitors. 

However the siteôs different construction hides the photos from search engines so the site no 

longer appears when people google on bird names.  We may want to look at this in the future 

as there may be a larger actual increase in use of the new site than we are currently able to 

detect.  

 

2014 COG Field Trips Outings 

2014 has been another busy year with 35 weekend outings.  There has been the usual mix of 

morning and day outings, as well as camping or accommodated trips over 2 to 4 days.  Our 

annual boat trip in February and bus trip in late winter continue to be popular.  The 2 pelagic 

tours from Eden in September were again over-subscribed so next year there will be 3 pelagic 

tours. 

 

I would like to thank Sue Lashko for her great efforts in managing the field trip outings and 

all leaders for suggesting a venue and volunteering to lead.  Most of our leaders put their 

hands up every year to lead one or more outings.  The COG field trips programme would not 

exist without your generosity of time and enthusiasm for birds.  Particular thanks to Anthony 

Overs who has again led two beginnersô outings as these are an excellent way to attract 

members of the public to COG,  as well as improving the ID skills of existing members.  Jack 

Hollandôs nest workshop at Campbell Park continues to attract large numbers of COG 

members and nesting birds!  Well done to new leaders, with John Harris and Julie Clark 

introducing us to some little known birding sites in Gungahlin, Duncan McCaskill leading 

birding by bike at Mulligans Flat, Jean Casburn introducing us to Guthega in summer as well 

as Narrabundah Hill and Michael Lenz to TSR 48 near Gundaroo.   

 

Members were surveyed mid-year to gather feedback on the current programme and changes 

for the future.  There was a high level of satisfaction with the current programme, as well as 

considerable interest in mid-week trips so three will be offered in 2015. 
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Thank you to Martin Butterfield for again coordinating the very successful Wednesday 

walks. 

 

The draft 2015 programme is in the November Gang-gang and leaders are sought for several 

outings.  I encourage you to get involved and take us to your favourite birding spot. 

 

Communications and Publications 

Gang-gang  

Many thanks are also due to Sue Lashko and Gail Neumann for their excellent efforts in the 

editing and publishing of our newsletter and to Dianne Davey for its distribution. Gang-gang 

is a great source of information to members with its wide range of articles and news about the 

birds of Canberra and the surrounding region. We are always looking for members to write 

occasional columns on bird related topics - a favourite species or family, a recent trip or some 

other item of interest to members. Please let Sue Lashko know if you would like to exercise 

your writing skills and add to the interesting contributions in Gang-gang. 

 

Canberra Bird Notes.  

Three issues of CBN were produced over the year. Two general issues were edited by 

Michael Lenz. The remaining issue consists of the Annual Bird Report, produced and edited 

by Paul Fennell and Steve Wallace and a team of dedicated COG members who write up the 

species accounts. I would like to thank all those COG members involved in the production of 

the Canberra Bird Notes. 

 

Monthly meetings  

 

I would like to thank Jack Holland for arranging another very interesting program of speakers 

for 2014 for our COG monthly meetings. The monthly meetings took a slightly different 

format this year with the COG 50
th
 Anniversary series of short talks (Refer to the report on 

the 50
th
 Anniversary above).   

 

Highlights in the longer talks we have heard over the year include Dean Ingwersen and his 

presentation on the Regent Honeyeater at the AGM last year, Laura Johnsonôs presentation 

on how the Eastern Koel has duped naµve Red Wattlebirds, Geoffrey Dabbôs on the bird of 

the year (Gang-gang), Andrew Cockburnôs presentation on Fairy Wrens, Michael Lenz on 

Roost Flights, David Lindenmayerôs talk on 17 years of ANU-COG co-operation on bird 

research and Matt Herring on the Australasian Bittern in rice fields.  

 

This last talk inspired both COG members and the COG Committee to contribute to the 

crowd source funding that Matt had initiated and it is great to see that it was successful in 

reaching the funding goal. $2,500 was agreed to be contributed on behalf of COG by the 

Committee. This project is a great example of how working with landowners can bring 

benefits to birds. 

 

John Youngôs presentation on the Rediscovery of the Night Parrot in conjunction with ACT 

Eremaea ebird was another particular highlight in the year. 
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Canberra Birds Conservation Fund (CBCF) 

The Canberra Birds Conservation Fund was established to receive tax-deductible donations 

and to expend the funds received on activities that contribute towards achieving COG's 

environmental objectives, namely: 

 

To encourage interest in, and develop knowledge of, the birds of the Canberra region, 

To promote and co-ordinate the study of birds, and  

To promote the conservation of native birds and their habitats. 

 

One grant was made during the year: to Dr Virginia Abernathy of the Australian National 

University to support her research titled "Investigating the rate of coevolution between the 

Pacific Koel and its hosts". As a consequence, the Fund is in the unusual position of having 

money available to allocate to worthwhile projects, but no applications are currently before it. 

Members of COG, and others, are invited to contact the Fund if you have proposals that, if 

supported, would help to attain COG's environmental objectives. 

 

Conclusion  

2013-14 has been a particularly significant year for COG with the celebration of our 50
th
 

Anniversary. I wish again to thank all those who have worked so hard in so many ways to 

provide what has been a stand-out year and I also express my sincere appreciation to those 

who have assisted me in my role as President over the year. 

 

I would like to pay particular tribute to two of our Committee members who are leaving the 

Committee this year ï our Secretary Sandra Henderson who has been Committee Secretary 

for 9 years and Noel Luff, our Treasurer for a number of years. Both have given fantastic 

service to COG in these positions and we all thank them very much for their dedication.  Not 

surprisingly the reason they have given for standing down now is to go and do more 

birdwatching.  Good luck to both of them in this and everything else. 

 

Alison Russell-French 
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SPECIAL EVENTS AND PROJECTS IN CELEBRATION OF 

COGôs 50
th
 ANNIVERSARY 

 

Neil Hermes and Jenny Bounds compiled the reports on Special Events.  

 

COG 2014 BIRD PHOTOGRAPHY COMPETITION  
 

During the 2014 anniversary year COG held a photography exhibition to showcase the great 

work of COGôs bird photographers, celebrate the beauty and diversity of Canberra birds, 

create an interest in Canberra birds and promote COG. 

 

The exhibition was held in the Legislative Assembly Building in Canberra City and ran for a 

week from Monday 30 June to Friday 4 July 2014. It was opened by Nicole Lawder MLA 

Shadow Environment spokesperson. 

 

 
Opening of the COG 2014 Photographic exhibition by MLA Nicole Lawder. 

The competition was open to members of COG. Almost 50 photos were entered depicting 29 

species. The 15 photographers choose subjects from Owlet Nightjars to Swamphens. The 

most commonly entered species was the Gang-gang Cockatoo, but Eastern Spinebills, Black 

Swans, Nankeen Kestrels and Tawny Frogmouths were well represented. 

 

Members of the public were invited to lodge a voting slip for their favourite photo via the 

voting box.  Over 200 votes were registered. First and runner up prizes were awarded to the 

"Canberra's Most Popular Bird Photo 2014" as voted by the public. First prize went to Julian 

Robinson for his intimate photo of a pair of Satin Bowerbirds at the bower and second went 

to Charles Davis for a painting-like photo of a group of Rosellas in a foggy mountain gully. 
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The success of the exhibition as judged by the media attention, photographersô interest and 

visitor engagement has encouraged the 2015 COG committee to look at the possibility of 

future exhibitions.   

 

 

First Prize: Satin Bowerbirds (Julian Robinson) 

 

 
 

Second Prize: Rosellas in the fog (Charles Davis) 
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Runner-up: Striated Thornbills (Julian Robinson) 

 

Runner-up: Black-shouldered Kite (Geoffrey Dabb 
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Runner-up: óBranch with eyeô ï Tawny Frogmouth (Stuart Rae) 

 

Runner-up: Australian Raven (Julian Robinson) 
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PUBLIC FORUM ï LANDSCAPES FOR BIRDS ïCONSERVING AND 

ENHANCING THEIR HABITATS 

 

As part of COGs 50th Anniversary year events, this public Forum in July 2014 aimed to 

improve awareness of the need for landscape scale conservation and restoration/enhancement 

of habitats for birds. Increasingly, there is a call for an ecosystem approach or whole of 

landscape approach, and a critical focus on connectivity of core habitats, so birds (and other 

animals) can move across the landscape, particularly against a background of a changing 

climate. 

 

 
 

In celebration of Canberra Ornithologists Groupôs 50th anniversary 
 

Landscapes for Birds ï conserving and enhancing 
their habitats 

Program - Saturday 5 July 2014  
1.30 pm - Welcome and introduction: Alison Russell-French, President, Canberra 

Ornithologists Group 

Opening Remarks: Mick Gentleman, Member Legislative Assembly (ACT) 

1.45pm Dr Veronica Doerr The Landscape Revolution Needs YOU 

2.15 Dr Adrian Manning  Integrating Research and Restoration: the Mulligans Flat ï 

Goorooyarroo Woodland Experiment 

2.45 Chris Davey   A citizen science survey of the Gang-gang Cockatoo  

3.10 Afternoon Tea break 

3.30 Rainer Rehwinkel  Kosciuszko to Coast ï a Landscape Connectivity 

Partnership 

4.00 Nicki Taws    Doing it for the birds: Revegetation as habitat 
  

The Forum, held at the ACT Legislative Assembly Reception Room, attracted a mixed, 

public audience of around 75 people, and it was pleasing that most were not members of our 

group. Public participation/engagement was an important aim of the Forum. Various studies, 

research, community/landholder engagement and on the ground work in the ACT and nearby 

NSW were the topics of the guest speakers. Mick Gentleman, MLA, and ACT Planning 

Minister, opened the Forum. Jenny Bounds coordinated the Forum arrangements. 
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Dr Veronica Doerr, (CSIRO Ecosystem Sciences) began the Forum with a presentation about 

the importance of the whole of the landscape for birds (and biodiversity), in terms of core 

sites and corridors for movement, including paddock trees as stepping stones. Dr Adrian 

Manning (ANU) then spoke about the Mulligans Flat ï Goorooyarroo Woodland Experiment 

which aims to restore a large woodland landscape and re-introduce locally extinct species. 

Rainer Rehwinkel, (Chair of the Kosciuszko to Coast - K2C - project, and threatened species 

officer at NSW Office of Environment and Heritage), spoke about the Landscape 

Connectivity Partnership and local NSW projects for birds. Nicki Taws (representing 

Greening Australia) then brought on-ground work into focus with a presentation about the 

Birdwatch project in re-vegetation sites in the local region. Finally, Chris Davey (COG) gave 

a progress report on the citizen science survey of the Gang-gang Cockatoo which COG is 

undertaking over its 50th anniversary year. 

 

 

 
Neil Hermes spreading the word about COG, local birds and 

the environment on Public Radio (Queanbeyan FM 96.7) as 

part of the effort in the Anniversary year to raise COGôs public 

profile. 
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CANBERRA ORNITHOLOGISTS GROUP GALA DINNER  
 

The final event to celebrate COGôs 50
th
 Anniversary was a Gala Dinner held on 22 November 

2014 at Gold Creek Station, Hall. The Guest Speaker for the event was former Senator and 

Leader of the Greens, Dr Bob Brown. Over 120 members enjoyed a night of reminiscing and 

sharing stories of COGôs first 50 years. Highlights were of course an address by Dr Bob 

Brown and the awarding of the inaugural Steve Wilson Medals. Jack Hollandôs table won the 

trivia quiz. The nightôs MC was President Alison Russell-French.      

 

Eleven previous and current COG Presidents attended the Gala Dinner:  

 
(left to right) Paul Fennel, Jack Holland, Alistair Drake, Chris Davey, Grahame Clark, 

Henry Nix, Richard Schodde, Bruce Lindenmayer, Jenny Bounds, Neil Hermes, 

Alison Russell-French (current President). 

 

List of ACT RAOU Branch Chairmen (until 1969) and then COG Presidents: 

 

1966 Warren Hitchcock  1986  Peter Roberts 

1966 Steve Marchant  1988  Neil Hermes 

1969 Gerry Van Tets  1990  Malcolm Fyfe 

1973 Grahame Clark  1991  Bruce Lindenmayer 

1975 Frank Crome  1994  Jenny Bounds 

1976 Richard Schodde  1996  Paul Fennel 

1979 Henry Nix  2000  Barry Baker 

1981 John Penhallurick  2003  Jack Holland 

1982 Alistair Drake  2008  Chris Davey 

1984 Bryan Fitzgerald  2013  Alison Russell-French  
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The COG 2014 Committee photographed at the Gala Dinner in November 2014: 

 
(left to right) front: Lia Battisson (Member), Sandra Henderson (Secretary), Alison 

Russell-French (President), Chris Davey (Member); back: Noel Luff (Treasurer), Jenny 

Bounds (member), Bruce Lindenmayer (Member), Neil Hermes (Vice-President), Stuart 

Rae (Member). Sue Lashko (Member) absent. 

 

 
The moment immediately after the presentation of the Steve Wilson Medals: (left to 

right): Neil Hermes, Jenny Bounds, Grahame Clark, guest speaker Dr Bob Brown, 

Alison Russell-French and Paul Thomas. 
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STEVE WILSON MEDAL  
 

As part of COGs 2014 50
th
 year celebrations an award was created to recognise individual 

contributions to COG. It was decided to annually award the Steve Wilson Medal to a person 

who had made an outstanding and sustained contribution to the activities of the Group. An 

Award Committee consisting of two long term COG members Bruce Lindenmayer and Neil 

Hermes and the current President Alison Russell-French was established. The Award 

committee had the unenviable task of selecting the first Awardee. COG has been fortunate 

that many people have made outstanding contributions to the Group over the past 50 years. 

Many members were considered to be highly worthy of the award. In the end it was decided 

to award two inaugural medals. These went to Jenny Bounds and Grahame Clark. 

 

  
 

The award has been made in the name of one of the founders of COG, Steve Wilson.  

 

The following notes are based on a longer obituary written by David Purchase (see Canberra 

Bird Notes 34 (2009) 197-203).  
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Stephen James (Steve) Wilson OAM  

1912-2009 
 

Steve and his family moved to Canberra in 

1959 with the Department of the Navy.  

 

Before coming to Canberra, Steve, together 

with two of his sons, had begun to get seriously 

involved in bird watching. This interest 

continued in Canberra where he soon got to 

know the few bird watchers that were in the 

city in those days. He became interested in bird 

banding and enrolled in the Australian Bird 

Banding Scheme in September 1960. He took 

to this activity with great enthusiasm and 

started experimenting with the use of mist nets 

which at that time were largely unknown in 

Australia. He soon became competent in their 

use.  

 

In 1962, he became a foundation member of the Bird Banders' Association of Australia (now 

the Australian Bird Study Association) and, as well as being a long-serving committee 

member, was its president in 1965-66.  

 

Steve is one of the founding fathers of the Canberra Ornithologists Group (COG). In May 

1964, eight local bird watchers attended a meeting at Steve and Nonie's home at 

Narrabundah. As a result of this meeting a formal gathering attended by 27 Royal Australian 

Ornithologists Union members and visitors was held on 3 June 1964 in the CSIRO 

conference room at Black Mountain. At this gathering it was agreed a letter should be 

forwarded to the Council of the RAOU recommending the formation of an official branch in 

the ACT. This was accepted by the RAOU and the ACT Branch of the RAOU was formed. 

This was the forerunner of COG which came into existence when the Branch was 

discontinued and replaced by COG on 15 April 1970.  

 

Until his later years, Steve always played an active and leading role in the activities of both 

COG and its predecessor the local branch of the RAOU. Although he was never officially 

president or chairman he served in these roles on one or two occasions. He was also on the 

committees of both groups and was editor of Canberra Bird Notes from April 1975 through 

to January 1981. In January 1980, in this latter role, he was largely responsible for changing 

the format of the publication to that which we know today.  

 

As well as his involvement in writing the guide on the use of mist nets, Steve contributed, 

either as sole author or co-author, 68 papers and short notes to Canberra Bird Notes. He was 

also a contributor to the Australian Bird Bander (now called Corella), Emu and various other 

journals and publications. He also made important contributions to a number of books. The 

idea of a handbook on the birds of the ACT an official project of CSIRO but the professional 

zoologists employed there had limited knowledge of the local passerines and Steve was asked 

if he would fill this gap and contribute to the book. The result was that Steve wrote the 

majority of the accounts of passerine species plus some of the cuckoos ï an impressive total 

of 70 species. The book was published in 1969 with the title Birds in the Australian High 

Photo reproduced from: 

Steve Wilson (1999) Birds of the ACT, 

Canberra Ornithologists group 
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Country. For many years it was the 

definitive work on the birds of our region. 

Revised editions were produced in 1976 

and 1984. The history of the project is 

discussed by Temple Watts (1979; CBN 

4(8):2-6 and Wilson (2002; CBN 27(3) 

124-125).  

 

The publication which gave Steve and his 

family the greatest pride was Birds of the 

ACT ï Two Centuries of Change 

published by COG in 1999.  

 

One of his greatest achievements was the 

encouragement which he gave to young 

people who wanted to become involved 

in his bird banding studies. Providing 

they were willing to rise early, so that the 

nets could be erected before dawn, and to 

learn, they were welcome to join him on 

his trips. He was immensely proud that 

six of these assistants went on to become 

professional zoologists.  

 

In 1981 Steve was made a Life 

Member of COG for his contribution to 

Canberra ornithology (Hermes (1981) 

CBN 6: 88) and in 1998 was awarded 

the Medal of the Order of Australia for 

his services to ornithology and the 

community.  

 

Steve passed away in 2009. 

 

  

Steve Wilson, Nonie Wilson and 

Charles, Prince of Wales, at the 

Australian National Botanic Gardens, 

April 1966 (Photo by Sir David 

Checketts; courtesy of Denis Wilson). 
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Joint inaugural Steve Wilson Medal Recipients 2014 
 

JENNY BOUNDS  

 

Jenny Bounds has filled many COG roles, including 

President from 1993 to 1995 and Vice-president for a 

total of 8 years. Jenny managed the field trips program 

for around ten years, mostly in the 1990s, has been on 

the COG Rarities Panel since 1997, and has been most 

actively involved in bird conservation issues in the last 

decade or so. Jenny has served continuously on the 

COG Committee for some 25 years.  

 

Among the achievements Jenny recalls are: when 

President, getting a small grant to develop a new COG 

database in Access software, which laid the foundation 

for the current databases; researching and nominating 

on behalf of COG a number of bird species for listing 

as vulnerable in the ACT including the Little Eagle, 

the first jurisdiction to recognise the decline of that 

species; collaborating with others to achieve cat 

containment for new suburbs abutting conservation 

areas (Mulligans Flat - Forde and Bonner were the 

first declared areas); working with the ACT Parks Service on bird and woodland walks 

brochures for Mulligans Flat, working with Penny Olsen on the Pocket Guide 'The Birds of 

Canberra', working with Louise Muir and artist Frances McMahon on the 'Birds of the Aust. 

National Botanic Gardens' brochure; and coordinating two public seminars to promote the 

conservation of woodland birds and their habitats, one in 2005 attracting more than 200 

participants. 

GRAHAME CLARK  

Grahame Clark was the organisationôs second Secretary/Treasurer, a position he held from 

1969 to 1971 during the period of transition from RAOU Branch to Canberra Ornithologist 

Group. He was the fourth President from 1973-1975. He was continuously involved in 

various formal and informal committee positions including Records and Assistant Secretary 

for two decades. 

 

He was a RAOU representative for COG and was subsequently on the RAOU council. In 

1977 Grahame was the Canberra regional representative for the first RAOU atlas. This 

involved being responsible for all data collection and validation from Western and Southern 

NSW and the ACT. This role was subsequently taken by Cedric Bear.   

 

Grahame suggested the name of Canberra Ornithologists Group when the RAOU Branch was 

dissolved in 1970. At the time there was a lot of committee discussion and suggestions 

among others were Canberra Field Ornithologists Group (like NSWFOC), Canberra Bird 

Observers Club (like BOC), or Canberra Bird Watchers. Canberra Ornithologists Group was 

decided because of the easy acronym and it didnôt seem to indicate a connection to any other 

groups at the time. 
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ATTENDEES AT THE  GALA  DINNER 

Table ñFinchò: (l. to r.) Terry Munro, Terry Bell, Barbara van der Linden

Table ñRavenò: (l. from top): Kay Hahne, Nick Nicholls; (r. from top): Janette and 

Michael Lenz, Horst Hahne. 
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Table ñFalconò: (l. from top) Mark Clayton, Julian T eh, Rosemary Schodde; (r.) 

Richard Schodde. 

 
Table ñOrioleò: (l. from top) Dianne Tracy, Elsa and Paul Fennell; (r. from top) Stuart 

Rae, Harvey Perkins, Karen Betts. 
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Table ñCuckooò: (l. from top) Ethel Luff, Lindsay and Rhonda Hansch; (r. from top) 

Noel Luff, Martyn and Pat Moffat.  

 

Table ñMagpieò: (l. to r.) Julie McGuiness, Jane Green, Sandra Henderson, Kathy 

Walter, Peter Battisson. 
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Table ñPigeonò: (l. from top) Margaret Considine, Simon Bennett, Trevor Lipscombe; 

(r. from top) David and Kathy Cook, Joan Lipscombe. 

 
Table ñRobinò: (l. to r. from top) Ann Gordon Smith and Bruce Lindenmayer, Andrea 

and Jack Holland, Robert Skliwa and Erin Brown. 
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Table ñPipitò: (l. from top) Cecily Dignan, Tina Bromhead, Megan Mears; (r. from top) 

Matthew Frawley, Alex Smythe. 

 

 
Table ñCrakeò: (l. from top) Tony and Charmian Lawson; (r. from top) Bill Robertson, 

Inge Zumstein. 
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Table ñHeronò: (l. from top) Erinna Clark, David Purchase, McComas Taylor; (r. from 

top) Mark Vassallo, Grahame Clark, Alistair Drake. 

 

 
Table ñSnipeò: (l. from top) David Landon and Jeannie Gray, Greg Ramsay; (r. from 

top) Charles Buer and Margaret McJannett, Sallie Ramsay. 

 



30 

 

 
Table ñSwiftò: (l. from top) Duncan McCaskill, Marnix and Lisa Zwankhuisen; (r. from 

top) Stuart Harris, Steve and Helen Stephinson. 

 
Chris Davey and Neil Hermes checking the responses to the post-dinner Trivia they had 

designed. 
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Across Tables: Larry OôLoughlin, Clare Henderson, Dr Bob Brown, Kathy Eyles, Ian 

Baird, Elizabeth Moore. 

 

 
At the Bar: (l. to r.) Jan Morgan, Greg Ramsay, Alison Russell-French, Nick Nicholls. 
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THE BIRD OF THE YEAR PROJECT:  

CITIZEN SCIENCE SURVEY OF THE GANG-GANG COCKATOO  
 

CHRIS DAVEY
A
 AND KATHY EYLES

B 

 
A
24 Bardsley Place, Holt, ACT 2615 

B
kathy.eyles@anu.edu.au 

 

One of the projects undertaken by COG to celebrate the 50
th
 Anniversary was a Bird of the 

Year project on the Gang-gang Cockatoo (Callocephalon fimbriatum). Members of the public 

were asked to become involved in the project by recording any sightings of Gang-gangs from 

the COG area of Interest; an area between Yass and Goulburn in the north to Bredbo in the 

south.  

The Gang-gang holds a special significance to the ACT as the faunal emblem of the Territory 

and proudly appears as the logo of both COG and the ACT Parks and Conservation Service. 

It is also a species that local and visiting birders like to see. However, despite this, little is 

known about the birdôs abundance or seasonal movements within the area, what food it eats 

at different times of the year, what nest sites it uses, or its breeding success. 

The aims of the project were to 

¶ Expand on our knowledge of the Gang-gang within the COG area of interest 

¶ Involve the membership and general public in a citizen-science based project on birds 

¶ Promote the activities of COG  

The Gang-gang survey was launched on 13 March 2014 at Corroboree Park, Ainslie by 

Canberra naturalist, Ian Fraser, and will run for 12-18 months depending on participation 

rate. At the time of writing (16 December) records have been received for over 10 months 

with more than 4000 observations from over 330 observers. 

From the start of the project it was realised that to get the public involved good 

communications were essential, so in late February, Kathy Eyles was appointed to act as 

Communications Officer for the project.  In addition to the project benefiting from Kathyôs 

communication expertise, she will be able to use experiences gained from the citizen-science 

project towards her Ph.D. exploring how urban people value nature. With the help of Stuart 

Rae a leaflet was produced titled óHave you seen this Bird- Gang-gang Cockatooô which was 

then widely distributed. The leaflet outlined the aims of the project, how to contribute and 

how to submit observations. In mid-May Kathy submitted a successful ACT Environment 

Grant application for $6,035 to assist with the data recording, analysis and reporting on the 

results of the survey 

The survey was in two parts. First, general ad hoc observations on the location and 

behaviours of Gang-gangs throughout the period could be provided on a specifically designed 

form. Second, four periods, each of seven days, were set aside to gather more detailed daily 

activities. This part known as the óMusterô count was based on the COG Garden Bird Survey 

protocol and was designed to obtain records of days when birds were not observed. For each 

of the designated seven days, observers were required to record the largest number of Gang-

gangs observed each day within a 100m radius of a site of the observers choosing, usually a 

garden or work place. The four periods were 19-25 February, 21-27 May, 21-27 August and 

20-26 November. 
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Gang-gang Cockatoo emerging from its nesting hollow (Chris Davey) 

Before the start of the project Chris Davey approached Atlas of Living Australia (ALA) to 

produce an on-line records input portal so that members of the public could input their ad hoc 

observations directly via the portal to the ALA database. The entry page to the portal could 

be accessed directly or through the COG website. The portal was provided free of charge and 

proved to be very popular with over 85% of all observations entered on-line. In addition to 

the portal, observations could be provided on a paper form which was made available for 

printing from the COG website, in the COG newsletter or available at monthly COG 

meetings. 

The Muster forms were available one month before the due Muster period and were available 

from the COG website, the newsletter or at monthly meetings. In addition, thanks to Julian 

Robinson, a form was made available on-line via the COG website. 

To ensure that the COG Discussion List (chat-line) was not inundated with queries and 

observations from the general public about Gang-gangs a specific email address, known as 

óggqueryô was set up to which survey queries could be addressed. 

The data verification process, checking and determining geo-coordinates for survey 

observations, created a significant workload. Although it was possible to provide coordinates 

by clicking on a map provided with the ALA portal, virtually all other coordinates needed to 

be determined from site descriptions; usually through Google Maps. Data verification has 

been possible with the help of Steve Wallace, Anne Carrick and Michael Robbins. A report 

on the findings of the survey will be produced at the end of the survey.  

In addition to monthly progress reports in the COG newsletter and on the web, a progress 

report was provided to the BIGNET meeting of bird clubs held in Canberra over the weekend 

12-13 April. Presentations about the survey were given to the ACT Park Care and Landcare 

Coordinators on 3 June, at the K2C Landholders Connectivity Forum on 20 June, at the 

óLandscapes for Birds- conserving and enhancing their habitatsô Forum held at the ACT 

Legislative Assembly on 5 July and at the CSIROôs Inspiring Australia stand at Floriade on 
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30 September.  The project team also engaged the ACT Rangers working in the 

Murrumbidgee corridor, at Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve and Namadgi National Park, and 

interested schools and scout groups. 

A most successful public engagement was the óimagining Gang-gangsô Student Art 

Competition and Exhibition with 80 student artworks on show between 26-30 November at 

the M16 Artspace, Griffith. Students were invited to use the art medium of choice and 

produced ceramic 3D works, drawings, paintings, collage and sculptures about the Gang-

gang Cockatoo. A prize of $250 was donated by bankmecu to each of the winners of the 

junior and senior section, as voted by visitors to the exhibition. A selection of student 

artworks will be displayed at the Civic Library over the summer school holidays in January 

2015.  

Throughout the year of the survey there has been significant media coverage with newspaper 

articles and features, radio interviews and stories on ABC 666 and a feature on ABC TV 

news and the 7.30 report. This coverage has greatly assisted with community awareness and 

interest in the survey, as well as keeping the public up-to-date with survey progress and 

timing of the Muster count events.  

 

Lara Hedley from Campbell High School with her winning senior artwork from Imagining Gang-gangs . 
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The winning junior entry from Dan Leivesley from North Ainslie Primary School. 

 
Imagining Gang-gangs - Prize ceremony at bankmecu in Civic: 

(l. to r.) Kathy Eyles, Dan Leivesley, Lara Hedley, Jo OôSullivan (bankmecu). 
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ARTICLES ON COGôs HISTORY 
 

 

THE FORMATION AND OPERATIONS OF THE ACT BRANCH  OF 

THE ROYAL AUSTRALASIAN ORNITHOLOGISTS UNION  

(1964 TO 1970) 

 
DAVID PURCHASE 

 

5 Orchard Place, Melba ACT 2615 

 

Many members of the Canberra Ornithologists Group (COG) are unfamiliar with the Group's 

history, particularly the period when it was the ACT Branch of the Royal Australasian 

Ornithologists Union (now Birdlife Australia).  What follows has been gleaned mainly from 

records held by COG, plus my own records and recollections (although I was not in Australia 

for much of the period from December 1962 to April 1966).  These are supplemented from 

the records and recollections of the late John Calaby, the late Stephen Marchant, and the late 

Steve Wilson. 

 

Preamble 

Although Canberra was established in 1908 as the nation's capital, its development had been 

desultory up until 1957. By then it had a population of about 39,000 people and was a semi-

rural town with a disorganised scattering of suburbs over what was largely grassland on the 

sides of the Molonglo River and its flood plain. Much of the grassland was still being used 

for grazing sheep and cattle. Its role as the nation's capital was considered to be an 

embarrassment by many people. In the period after World War II the city was championed by 

Prime Minister Robert Menzies and under his leadership the development of Canberra 

became rapid.  In 1957, with passing by parliament of the bill creating the National Capital 

Development Commission, decisive steps were taken by the Australian government to plan, 

develop and construct Canberra as a modern city capable of accommodating the headquarters 

of all major Commonwealth departments and their staff which, up to then, were largely 

accommodated in Melbourne. The following years saw major changes in the landscape as the 

open spaces were replaced by the roads, buildings and suburbs of a developing city.  

Associated with this development was an increased planting of trees and other vegetation in 

parks and gardens. Plans were also underway for the creation of a lake which would occupy 

the flood plain of the Molonglo River. As the landscape changed so has the bird population 

which has changed mainly from birds inhabiting grassland and scattered trees, to birds of 

suburbia with its gardens, parks and lakes. 

  

Prior to the late 1940s there were few resident bird watchers, and the little information that 

was published on the birds of the region was based on spasmodic observations.  What is 

known about this period has been summarised by Hermes (1982a, 1982b, 1982c), Lepschi 

(1988, 1989), Veerman (1986) and White (1998).  

 

The ACT Branch of the RAOU was born into this changing environment enabling it, and its 

successor the Canberra Ornithologists Group, to document the effect of these changes on the 

bird population.  
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Events leading up to the formation of the ACT Branch of the RAOU 

The main part of this history begins on an evening in May 1964, when a meeting was held at 

2 Scott Street, Narrabundah (the home of the late Steve and Nonie Wilson), to discuss the 

possibility of starting an ornithological group in Canberra. 

 

In that year signs of the city as we know it today were appearing, the population had grown to 

84,522, Lake Burley Griffin filled, Pied Currawongs were still largely winter visitors, and the 

first traffic lights were installed.  The street lights were still being switched off at 10 pm 

except on Saturday when they were switched off at 11 pm! The development of the Woden 

Valley had begun the previous year, but the land now covered by the urban areas of Weston 

Creek, Belconnen, Tuggeranong and Gungahlin was still being used for grazing. The 

surrounding countryside in both the ACT and NSW was still mainly grassland with scattered 

trees and used for grazing. Since then this landscape has been dramatically changed by the 

development of numerous small rural sub-divisions. On a financial note, decimal currency 

had not yet been introduced and the basic wage was £15/15/- ($31.50) a week, you could buy 

a 3-bedroom house in Chisholm Street, Ainslie, for £5,900 ($11,800), a new Morris Mini 850 

for £763 ($1,526), and a year's subscription to the RAOU (including the Emu) for £2 ($4).  

 

A major catalyst for the formation of the ACT Branch of the RAOU was the establishment in 

Canberra in 1949 of the CSIRO Wildlife Survey Section with the brief to 'concentrate on 

rabbit control and then move onto other economic pests and general wildlife survey' 

(Schedvin 1987).  The staff recruited by the CSIRO for the section included a number of 

zoologists with an interest in ornithology who soon began to take a leading role in bird 

studies in the ACT.  This role was strengthened in 1953 when the Australian Bird-Banding 

Scheme was launched by the Wildlife Survey Section. 

 

When discussing the events leading up to the formation of the ACT Branch of the RAOU the 

significant roles played by several people operating in a non-professional capacity in the 

1940s and 1950s cannot be overlooked:  John Calaby, who arrived in Canberra in 1945 and 

joined the staff of the CSIRO Division of Entomology (John transferred to the Wildlife 

Survey Section in 1949); Don Lamm, an American diplomat, who was stationed at the 

Embassy of the USA from 1948 to 1952, and again from 1960 to 1964; and David White a 

school student (son of the late Sir Harold White who was National Librarian); were busy 

making lists of the birds of the ACT (Lamm and Calaby 1950, Lamm and White 1950).  In 

1959 they were joined by Steve Wilson and his sons who arrived from Melbourne (with the 

transfer of the Department of the Navy), and in 1960 by Bill Belton, another American 

diplomat, who was stationed in Canberra until 1963 (Lamm and Wilson 1966, Lamm, Wilson 

and Belton 1963).   

 

Mention also needs to be made of Betty Temple Watts, who in 1958, while she was still 

living in Melbourne, was persuaded by Robert Carrick of the CSIRO Wildlife Survey Section 

to do the illustrations for a book on the birds of the ACT (Temple Watts 1979).  This book 

was eventually published in 1969 as 'Birds in the Australian High Country' (Frith 1969) and 

gave a major boost to bird-watching in the ACT. 

 

Stephen Marchant, who was to play a leading role in the affairs of the ACT Branch, arrived 

in Canberra in 1963 and joined the staff of what was then the Bureau of Mineral Resources.  

Stephen brought with him a wealth of experience as an amateur ornithologist which he first 

gained as a student in England and then put to practice in various exotic locations including 

Ecuador, Egypt, Nigeria, and Iraq, while pursuing his profession as a geologist.  One of 
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Stephen's main interests was nest recording and in 1964, with the support of the RAOU 

Council, he established the RAOU Nest Record Scheme which during its early years he 

operated from his home in Canberra (Anon 1964). 

 

There appears to be no written record of the meeting held at the home of Steve and Nonie 

Wilson, but those known to be present were Graeme Chapman, Warren Hitchcock, Don 

Lamm, Stephen Marchant, John McKean, and Steve Wilson.  There were possibly about 

another three people present (S. Marchant and S.J. Wilson pers. comm.). 

 

The inaugural meeting 

As a result of the meeting at the Wilson home a formal meeting was held on 3 June 1964 in 

the CSIRO conference room at Black Mountain.  At this meeting, which was attended by 27 

RAOU members and visitors, it was agreed unanimously that a letter should be forwarded to 

the Council of the RAOU recommending the formation of an official branch in the ACT.  A 

copy of the minutes of this meeting is in Appendix 1 and a list of the people attending the 

meeting is in Appendix 2. 

 

The formation of the ACT Branch was formally announced in the Report of the Hon. General 

Secretary of the RAOU (Gellibrand 1965): 

 

'Undoubtedly the most important event of the year (9 October 1963 to 30 October 

1964) was the creation of a new Branch of the Union.  In July (sic.) a general meeting 

of Canberra members resolved unanimously to seek the formation of a Branch in the 

Australian Capital Territory.  Council endorsed the request and thus the A.C.T. Branch 

came into being.  Messrs. Graeme Chapman and Ian Grant were appointed Hon. 

Branch Secretary and State Member respectively until the election of officers by this 

Congress.  We offer our congratulations and best wishes to the foundation members of 

this new Branch.' 

 

There is some confusion as to who were the State Representatives for the ACT. The list of 

RAOU office bearers published on the inside of the front covers of Emu from volume 64(2) 

(March 1965) through to volume 66(2) (October 1966) show Ian Grant and Stephen 

Marchant as State Representatives for the ACT.  This agrees with the handwritten 

amendment to the minutes of the inaugural meeting (see Appendix 1) but not the statement 

by Gellibrand which lists only Ian Grant as State Member (I have assumed that State Member 

and State Representative are synonymous). 

 

The first Branch Report for the ACT was published in 1967 (Chapman 1967): 

 

'Following an inaugural meeting held on June 3, 1964, when 27 members and others 

interested decided that regular monthly meetings should be conducted, a request was 

forwarded to Council that a branch of the R.A.O.U. be formed in the A.C.T.  Our 

request was granted and the year which followed has been an active and successful 

one. 

 

Regular monthly meetings have been held in the C.S.I.R.O. Lecture Theatre with an 

average attendance of 35.  Members have been asked to record their observations in a 

book provided at meetings with the ultimate aim of using the information in a projected 

Handlist to the Birds of the A.C.T.  Five new records for the A.C.T. were made during 

the year and already the draft for the list has been prepared. 
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The only current field project at present in operation is a survey of the wintering Pied 

Currawongs around Canberra. 

 

Since April 1965, a Monthly Newsletter has been circulated amongst members and 

local T.V., radio and newspapers, resulting in some publicity for the branch and 

several new members have joined the R.A.O.U. during the year. 

 

A list of R.A.O.U. members in the A.C.T. and surrounding districts has been published 

and circulated amongst members, the total now standing at 53. 

 

A committee has been elected to conduct the affairs of the branch and this now meets 

regularly each month.  Plans are in hand to widen the scope of activities other than 

regular monthly meetings and we are looking forward to another progressive year. 

 

          G. CHAPMAN, 

Branch Secretary 

 

Officers of the Local Branch 

At the inaugural meeting it was agreed that a committee consisting of a Branch Chairman, 

Branch Secretary, and four other members should be elected to manage the affairs of the 

ACT Branch (see Appendix 1). 

 

Warren Hitchcock was elected as Branch Chairman, Graeme Chapman as Branch Secretary 

(he had been Branch Secretary for NSW before coming to Canberra), and Ian Grant, Stephen 

Marchant, Richard Schodde, and Steve Wilson filled the other four positions.  The role of 

treasurer was undertaken by the Branch Secretary. 

 

Unfortunately, because of the demands of his work, Warren Hitchcock was frequently absent 

from Canberra and during these periods Stephen Marchant became Acting Chairman.  At the 

Annual General Meeting in June 1965, Warren resigned as Chairman and Stephen formally 

took over the position.  Stephen remained Chairman until his departure from Canberra in 

May 1969.  Jerry van Tets was elected to replace Stephen as Chairman at the Annual General 

Meeting of the local branch on 11 June 1969 (Anon. 1969a).  He remained in that position 

until the formation of the Canberra Ornithologists Group on 15 April 1970. 

 

Graeme Chapman remained as Branch Secretary until 1969 when he stepped down.  Grahame 

Clark was elected to replace him as Branch Secretary at the Annual General Meeting on 11 

June 1969 (Anon. 1969a) and remained in that position until the formation of the Canberra 

Ornithologists Group. 

 

Originally the committee consisted of six members, but at the committee meeting held on 20 

October 1965 it was decided there was a need to elect another two or three. 

 

At the committee meeting held on 16 February 1966, it was agreed that an Assistant 

Secretary should be elected to function during the absence of the Branch Secretary and Hugh 

Oldham was immediately co-opted to that position.  He remained as Assistant Secretary for at 

least 12 months. 
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Members who served on the committee and the years during which they served (as indicated 

by the incomplete set of minutes held in the COG records) were: Bob Ashman (1965-67), Ian 

Betts (1968-69), Ken Campbell (1965-67), Graeme Chapman (1964-69), Grahame Clark 

(1969-70), Tony d'Andria (1969-70), Joe Forshaw (1967-70), Peter Fullagar (1966-70), Ian 

Grant (1964-67), Warren Hitchcock (1964-65), Gerald Horey (1969-70), Stephen Marchant 

(1964-69), John McKean (1965-67), Hugh Oldham (1965-67), David Peters (1969-70), David 

Purchase (1967-70), Richard Schodde (1964-66), Ederic Slater (1967-70), Bruce Stinear 

(1965-66), Jerry van Tets (1966-70), and Steve Wilson (1964-70).  The total number of 

people on the committee appears to have varied between six and ten.  However, some of the 

variation reflects the fact that people were at times brought onto the committee in between 

Annual General Meetings.  The only person to serve on the committee for the life of the ACT 

Branch of the RAOU was Steve Wilson. 

 

Committee meetings were at first held at irregular periods in members' homes, but from 16 

June 1965 they were held in the CSIRO Conference Room at Black Mountain on the third 

Wednesday of each month.  At some stage this practice was discontinued and meetings once 

again reverted to member's homes. 

 

Monthly Meetings 

Monthly meetings of the ACT Branch were normally held on the second Wednesday of each 

month, except for January and, in 1967, 1968, and 1969, December, when no meetings were 

held.  The meetings were held in the lecture theatre of the CSIRO Division of Entomology at 

Black Mountain, starting at 8 p.m.  However, on two occasions, because of building 

alterations (March and April 1967), the venue was changed to the lecture theatre of the 

CSIRO Division of Land Research at Black Mountain (A.C.T. monthly newsletters for 

February and March 1967).  Refreshments were served after the meetings.  The Annual 

General Meeting was held each June. 

 

At each meeting, those present were asked to sign an attendance book.  An examination of 

this book shows that the number of people attending meetings varied from 16 to 54.  The 

average attendance was 35 in 1964 (25-54), 33 in 1965 (25-42), 28 in 1966 (16-48), 21 in 

1967 (17-28), 23 in 1968 (17-29), 23 in 1969 (16-29), and 22 at the two meetings held in 

1970 (21-22). 

 

Most meetings had a guest speaker, although as can be seen from the following exact from 

the monthly newsletter for May 1987, it often proved difficult to arrange speakers: 

 

'In past years we have drawn very heavily on C.S.I.R.O. members for our lecturers, but 

this situation will become gradually more difficult as research is usually a slow 

process.  Firstly, any member who feels that he would like to lecture on any subject 

connected with ornithology, please contact the Secretary.  We make this invitation 

every year but rarely have any takers.  Consequently, the committee has discussed the 

possible necessity for less frequent meetings or perhaps gatherings of a different sort.  

Anyone with ideas on this subject should pass them on to a committee member so that 

they can be considered.  A final decision will not have to be made by the committee 

until sometime in June.' 

 

The results of this request appear not to have been made public.  However, meetings 

continued to be held. 
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The meeting which attracted the largest number of people was held on 8 July 1964.  This was 

the first meeting after the inaugural meeting and the attendance book shows that 24 RAOU 

members and 30 visitors were present to hear Steve Wilson present a 'Bird of the Month' on 

the Eastern Spinebill, and Starker Leopold to give a talk titled 'How weather controls the 

breeding of birds in arid America'.  Starker Leopold was Professor of Zoology, University of 

California, Berkely, USA, and was spending five months at the Division of Wildlife Research 

(formerly the Wildlife Survey Section) to undertake a study of the food of Wedge-tailed 

Eagles.  Of the 54 attending, 21 were from the CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research. 

 

At least once a year films were shown instead of having a guest speaker.  On one other 

occasion, following the Annual General Meeting on 12 June 1968, a 'brains trust' was 

organised in which a panel consisting of Graeme Chapman, Peter Fullagar, Jerry van Tets, 

and Steve Wilson, answered, or attempted to answer, questions asked by the audience.  This 

proved a popular sport in which the spectators could participate and was repeated at the next 

Annual General Meeting on 11 June 1969 (which was the last as the ACT Branch of the 

RAOU), but the members of the panel do not appear to have been recorded. 

 

Finances 

Finances of the ACT Branch of the RAOU were always in a parlous state. Subscriptions from 

members were sent to the RAOU in Melbourne. No portion of these subscriptions was 

returned to the local branch. This meant its only source of income were profits from the 

charge made at meetings for the provision of refreshments (tea, coffee and biscuits), a small 

charge made to non-RAOU members for the newsletter, and donations. 

 

The Treasurer's Report tabled at the committee meeting held on 17 November 1965 showed 

that a small profit of £7.17.3 was made for the year 1964/65. 

 

This lack of finance greatly hampered the activities of the branch. Many of the typing and 

printing tasks which are necessary to the running of any organisation were done by members, 

or as 'foreign orders' (i.e. they were done unofficially) in various government departments in 

which members worked. 

 

Projects 

From its beginning members of the Canberra branch were involved in a number of 

cooperative projects. These included an enquiry into the status and habits of the Pied 

Currawong in the Canberra city area (Marchant 1965), and a survey of the birds of the 

Gudgenby - Naas valleys (Marchant 1968). There were also a number of projects by 

individuals including a survey of the birds of the Molonglo River flats at the east end of Lake 

Burley Griffin (Brown and Gibson 1966), daily bird counts in a garden in Downer (Judge 

1966), and a study of the birds in the Caswell Drive area from 1964 to 1968 (Marchant 1973). 

 

There were also a number of long-term studies involving bird-banding being undertaken in 

the Brindabella Range and the Canberra Botanic Gardens. All had started before the ACT 

Branch of the RAOU came into existence and were being undertaken largely under the aegis 

of Steve Wilson. These studies were often a recruiting ground for new members of the local 

branch. 

 

Perhaps the most important project was the compilation of the bird report. This is the 

foundation on which the COG Database, as we know it today, has been developed (Fennell 
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2014). This is a major source of data which can be used to document the changes which are 

occurring in the bird population of the ACT and surrounding area. It is also an important 

source of data for many other studies. 

 

Publications 

Annual Reports 

Three annual reports were produced as separate publications by the ACT Branch of the 

RAOU.  These reports were typewritten and roneoed onto foolscap paper. 

 

The first report covering the period 1 July 1964 to 30 June 1965 was produced on 3 

December 1965.  It  contained three articles: 

 

Introduction, by S. Marchant. 

Systematic Notes, by S.J. Wilson. 

Pied Currawong Enquiry, by S. Marchant 

 

The second report covering the period 1 July 1965 to 30 June 1966 was produced on 5 

October 1966.  It contained six articles: 

 

Introduction, by S. Marchant. 

Systematic Notes, by S. J. Wilson. 

Report on Bird Survey of the Molonglo River Flats (east end of Lake Burley Griffin), 

by R. Brown and R. Gibson. 

Daily Bird-Counts in Downer, by D. Judge. 

Pheasants in the A.C.T., by S. Marchant. 

A.C.T. Swallow Enquiry, by S. Marchant. 

 

The third report covering the period 1 July 1966 to 30 June 1967 was produced on 31 January 

1968.  It contained five items: 

 

Introduction, by S. Marchant. 

Systematic Notes, by S. J. Wilson. 

Survey of Molonglo River Flats, by R. Gibson. 

Birds of Mt. Pleasant, Canberra, by Ian Grant. 

Gudgenby Survey - 1966/67, by S. Marchant. 

 

After its introduction in 1968, annual reports were published in Canberra Bird Notes and 

ceased to be produced as separate publications. 

 

Monthly newsletters 

A monthly newsletter (usually two roneoed foolscap pages) was produced from April 1965 

through to June 1967.  In the June 1967 newsletter it was announced that the newsletter 

would be discontinued: 

 

'At the last committee meeting a general review of the activities of the A.C.T. Branch 

was made and it was decided that this will be the last issue of the Monthly Newsletter.  

It was decided instead to supply everyone with a small printed programme in card form 

for handy reference to the coming year's activities and our rather meagre finances 
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would then be directed towards making the Annual Bird Report a more worthwhile 

effort. 

 

Previous subscribers to the Newsletter will be asked to continue their one dollar 

donation in return for which they will receive a yearly programme, the Annual Bird 

Report and still remain on our mailing list.' 

 

The ACT Branch was being troubled by the need to conserve its funds, but at the same time it 

had to maintain contact with the local RAOU members and other interested persons.  In April 

1968 a newsletter was dispatched with the Annual Report for 1966-67.  It contained the 

following statement: 

 

'It is nearly a year now since the last issue of the Monthly Newsletter appeared and 

since then it has become increasingly apparent to the Committee that the regular issue 

of a news bulletin to keep members aware of current activities is an essential part of 

any successful organization.  Consequently, from the beginning of the next year (July) a 

regular Newsletter will be circulated once again.  The reason for the termination of the 

Monthly Newsletter last year was partly a financial one, whereby the Committee 

thought it preferable to have as much finance as possible, available for our 

publications fund.  We were thus able during the year to produce 'A Pocket List of 

Australian Birds' which is mentioned in this Newsletter. 

 

The frequency of the Newsletter in the coming year will depend largely on the financial 

support of local members.  The majority of full R.A.O.U. members receive the 

Newsletter free (the Branch receives no part of the subscriptions sent to Melbourne) 

and we must rely on non-member subscribers to the Newsletter (who pay $1 per year) 

and those who have been generous enough to donate, either at monthly meetings or 

otherwise, to produce the Newsletter. 

 

We should like to emphasise that because of your generosity in the past, we have been 

able to establish a 'publications' fund which has now grown, through small profits 

made both on the Handlist of Birds of the A.C.T. and the Australian Pocket-List, to a 

size where we can consider publishing small lists such as the two just mentioned 

without having to use outside capital.  It is not intended to draw on the publications 

fund to finance the general running of Branch affairs, but rather, to let it grow to a size 

which, we hope, will be sufficient to finance larger publications, especially those 

dealing with the local region.' 

 

The reintroduction of a monthly newsletter was superseded by the production of Canberra 

Bird Notes. 

 

Canberra Bird Notes 

The decision to start production of Canberra Bird Notes was made at a committee meeting 

held on 16 July 1968: 

 

'It was agreed to replace the Monthly Newsletter by a quarterly publication to be called 

Canberra Bird Notes.  Subscriptions from all recipients (including R.A.O.U. members) 

to be $1.00 per annum.  S.M. (Stephen Marchant) suggested that the Annual Bird 

Report could be included in a future issue and that an announcement to that effect 
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should be put in the first issue.  G.C. and D.P. (Graeme Chapman and David Purchase) 

agreed to act as joint editors, the first issue would appear towards the end of July.' 

 

The development and progress of the Canberra Bird Notes is covered later in this issue (see 

Hermes et al. 2014, 71-74). 

 

A Field-List of the Birds of Canberra and District 

A pocket-sized book (c. 19 x10 cm) with a cover and 16 pages which listed, in tabular form, 

all bird species known to occur in the ACT as well as Lakes George and Bathurst. It provided 

information, on a weekly basis, as to when the species was known to be present. It also 

showed the localities and habitats in which they were likely to be seen. it was a useful book 

in view of the limited knowledge available at the time. 

 

This was a major project and took 18 months to bring to fruition.  The proposal to produce 

this list was discussed at the first committee meeting of the ACT Branch which was held on 

17 July 1964: 

 

'The proposed Working List of the Birds and District was submitted in sample form by 

the Secretary (Graeme Chapman) and it was agreed that an area map be added making 

seven pages in all, to be reproduced by the multilith process.' 

 

I have been unable to locate copies of the minutes for the committee meetings held between 

17 July 1964 and 15 March 1965.  However, the minutes of the committee meeting held on 

15 March 1965 show that by then, efforts were being made to find ways of financing the 

publication of the list: 

 

'A.C.T. Bird List. SM (Stephen Marchant) had not yet received an answer from the 

Canberra Times as to whether they would sponsor publication of the list.  He was about 

to approach Verity Hewitt and Cheshire's (Canberra bookshops) as they had sponsored 

similar publications.' 

 

The above efforts proved fruitless and the minutes of committee meeting held on 27 April 

1965 show that an effort was then made to get the government to publish the list: 

 

'A.C.T. Bird List.  SM is now in contact with a Mr. Black at Dept. of Interior and he will 

know within a few days whether they will publish it or not.' 

 

This also proved fruitless as is shown by the minutes of the committee meeting held on 1 

June 1965: 

 

'A.C.T. Bird List.  SM said the Dept. of Interior had finally decided that they required 

something of more popular appeal and could not print our list.' 

 

However, the same minutes reveal other ways of getting the list published were being 

explored: 

 

'SJW (Steve Wilson) said that Dr. Carrick (a Senior Principle Research Scientist with 

the CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research) had recently indicated that funds may 

possibly be available from the Royal Society.  SM has already a quote of £85 from 

Union Offset and would confer with Dr. Carrick on the correct approach to the Royal 
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Society.  WBH (Warren Hitchcock) suggested that the list should be made attractive 

in appearance with perhaps a line drawing of a familiar bird on the front cover.  RS 

(Richard Schodde) said that the CSIRO Div. of Land Research illustrator, Mr. Bill 

White, had offered his services free of charge for any art work required.  CGS 

(Graeme Chapman) produced a typical bird list of U.S.A. origin and it was agreed 

that the format of the A.C.T. list should follow the same size.' 

 

The minutes of the committee meeting held on 16 June 1965 suggest that some changes may 

have been made to the format of the list and another quote for its printing had been obtained: 

 

'Bird List  Mr. Marchant reported that a firm quote of not more than £65 plus tax had 

been received for printing 500 copies of the list in the form suggested by Don Lamm 

and including a line drawing on the front cover and possibly an A.C.T. map. 

 

The minutes of committee meeting held on 21 July 1965 show that by then the Royal Society 

of Canberra had been approached.  They also provide an insight to the parlous state of the 

branch's funds: 

 

'A.C.T. Bird List.  Mr. Marchant said that Dr. Carrick had submitted a letter to the 

Royal Society on our behalf but they had deferred a decision until next month.  They 

had queried our finances; however he thinks it is possible that we shall get 2/3 of our 

need. 

 

It was resolved to forward a letter via Dr. Carrick to the Royal Society making the 

following points:- 

 

1.  We have only £9 in kitty. 

2.  We collect no local fees. 

3.  Tea money our only means of finance. 

4.  The R.A.O.U. allocates no central funds to branches.' 

 

The topic was not discussed in the minutes of the committee meetings held on 18 August and 

15 September 1965, other than to note 'As the Committee of the Royal Society has not yet 

met, discussion on this matter was deferred.' 

 

The minutes of the committee meeting held on 20 October 1965 show that efforts to obtain 

support for the publication of the Field List finally met with success: 

 

'A.C.T. Bird Handlist.  Mr. Marchant said that Dr. Carrick had advised him personally 

that the last committee meeting of the Royal Society had decided to donate half the cost 

of publication up to a sum of £35.  No official letter has been received yet.' 

 

'It was decided to announce in the next Newsletter that the donations received to date 

were insufficient and that another £35 is needed.' 

 

'It was decided that the Handlist should sell for 3/- or 30c per copy assuming that the 

cost of printing remains at £70 for 500.' 

 

By the next committee meeting, which was held on 17 November 1965, things had begun to 

move as can been seen from the following extracts from the minutes of that meeting: 
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'A.C.T. Bird Handlist.  Mr. Marchant had the draft ready to go to the printer.  He 

produced the original of the map which was to reproduced and after some discussion it 

was agreed that the heights of the more prominent features should be inserted.' 

 

'SM said that the list would definitely be prepared over the Christmas period so it was 

agreed to launch the sale at the February meeting.' 

 

The minutes of committee meeting held on 15 December 1965 show that the Field List had at 

last made it to the printers: 

 

'A.C.T. Bird List.  S. Marchant advised that the list was in the printer's hands and that 

they had promised to complete it before Xmas.  He would pass on to the printer 

tomorrow the drawing of a Pied Currawong kindly done by Dr. van Tets. 

 

He also tabled a cheque for £35 received from the Secretary of the Royal Society.' 

 

The minutes of the committee meetings do not disclose the source of the money that needed 

to be added to the £35 received from the Royal Society in order to pay the printer.  However, 

the minutes of the committee meeting held on 16 February 1966 indicate that, even by then, 

the publication of the Field List had proved to be a profitable venture: 

 

'PUBLICATIONS.  H. Oldham gave details of the Field List, revealing a very 

satisfactory position to date.  Although proceeds of sales have not been received from 

local booksellers, estimated receipts were given as $71.13. 

 

Complimentary copies sent to RAOU and the Bird Bander.  The printer has been paid 

in full for the Field List.  S. Marchant proposed that a letter should be sent to the Royal 

Society accompanied by a refund $5.31.  This was agreed to by the meeting.' 

 

The sales were so good that at the committee meeting held on 20 April 1966, two months 

after the Field List first went on sale, the suggestion was made that it should be reprinted: 

 

'PUBLICATIONS.  Mr. Oldham reported that no further had been heard from the 

B.O.C. regarding the sale of our 'Handlist'.  He produced a copy of a balance sheet 

listing sales of our 'Handlist' and suggested that, as only approx. 100 copies were still 

available a reprinting may be necessary.  It was decided that the recoverable copies 

should be collected from the Tourist Bureau and that a decision regarding reprinting 

be made at the May Committee Meeting.' 

 

The following extract from the minutes of the committee meeting held on 18 May 1966 

provide information on how successful was the venture into publishing made by the ACT 

Branch: 

 

'PUBLICATIONS.  Mr. Oldham produced a further progress report on the sale of the 

Field-List which disclosed sales valued at approx. $67 with an additional $37 owing, 

leaving just over 100 copies in stock.' 

 

I have been unable to locate copies of the minutes of committee meetings held between 18 

May and 21 September 1966, but at some stage a decision had been made to reprint the Field 



47 

 

List because the following statement appears in the minutes for the committee meeting held 

on 21 September 1966: 

 

'PUBLICATIONS:  The printer has taken much longer than he quoted for reprinting the 

Field-list, but it is now promised for 23rd September.' 

 

The reprinted Field List became available in October.  A third reprint was contemplated at the 

committee meeting held on 16 July 1968: 

 

'Canberra Bird List  The need to reprint was discussed.  G.C. advised that no money 

would be available for at least twelve months for reprinting because of the more urgent 

need to print further copies of the Aust. Pocket List.  It was agreed that there would be 

an increased sale during Congress and that sufficient copies are still available in local 

bookshops to cope with it.' 

 

A third reprint of the Field List was never published.  However, second and third editions 

were later published by the Canberra Ornithologists Group. 

 

A Pocket List of Australian Birds 

A pocket-sized book (c. 17.5 x 9.5 cm) with a cover and 20 pages. It was intended to simplify 

the recording of observations and listed all the bird species of continental Australia and 

offshore waters. There were five columns alongside the list of species which could be used to 

tally the species seen in particular localities, or on particular days. 

 

The cover of first edition tells us it was prepared by Peter Fullagar, and was printed by 

Queanbeyan Age Print.  It does not have a publication date or a publisher's imprint.  

However, on the explanatory notes on the back cover it suggests that completed lists could be 

returned to the Secretary of the ACT Branch.  Later editions have the COG imprint. 

 

Little information about the publication of this list is contained in the records held by COG.  

The probable reason is that many records for the period have not be retained. 

 

Another reason is that Peter Fullagar prepared the list independently of the ACT Branch.  

When it was finished he arranged for it to be printed and the ACT Branch of the RAOU paid 

the costs (Fullagar pers. comm.).  Peter brought the idea with him from England where 

similar lists had been in use for a number of years. 

 

The only reference to a publication date is contained on the imprint page of the third edition 

of the Pocket List which says it was first published in 1966.  This, however, appears to be an 

error as in the Newsletter of the ACT Branch of the RAOU dated April 1968 it says: 

 

'Now available!  A POCKET LIST OF AUSTRALIAN BIRDS.  Recently published by 

the A.C.T. Branch' 

 

This suggests it was published in 1968, not 1966.  This is supported by the fact that it was 

reviewed in the March 1968 issue of the Australian Bird Bander (Lane 1968), and the May 

1968 issue of the Emu (Hyett 1968).  Neither review provides a publication date, but the one 

by Hyett says 'recently published'. 
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The only mention of the Pocket List in the minutes of committee meetings which are in the 

COG records are for the meetings held on 26 February 1968 and 16 July 1968: 

 

'A Pocket List of Australian Birds.  GSC (Graeme Chapman) agreed to advertise this in 

the coming newsletter.  J. Calaby to be approached to review it in the Canberra Times.  

SM (Stephen Marchant) said he had circulated the local bookshops and sold quite a few 

and has written to the major ornithological societies.' 

 

'Canberra Bird List  The need to re-print was discussed.  G.C. (Graeme Chapman) 

advised that no money would be available for at least twelve months for reprinting 

because of the more urgent need to print further copies of the Aust. Pocket List.' 

 

'Pocket List of Aust. Birds  Only about 200 copies remain unsold of the first printing ...' 

 

These also suggest that it was published in early 1968 or late 1967.  There are no records to 

indicate that it was reprinted although a second edition was published in June 1974. 

 

RAOU 67th Annual Congress 

When the ACT Branch accepted the offer to host the 1968 annual congress of the RAOU an 

effort was made by the branch to create a more 'scientific' event than had been the practice in 

recent years.  The Annual General Meeting was held in the main auditorium of the Academy 

of Sciences (the Shine Dome) on 12 October 1968 and officially opened by Her Excellency, 

Lady Casey, wife of the then Governor-General. Associated with the meeting was an 

exhibition, also held in the Academy of Sciences, of Australian bird art comprising  the work 

of 19 contemporary and early artists and photographers. That evening a barbecue was held at 

'Gungahlin' the headquarters of the then CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research followed by a 

film 'The Coolart Story' by W.A. Davis (Coolart is an historic mansion on the Mornington 

Peninsula, south-east of Melbourne, with extensive wetlands which have been developed as a 

reserve for waterbirds). The following three days were devoted to seminars in the mornings 

and the presentation of scientific papers in the afternoons. These covered a variety of subjects 

and were held in the lecture theatres of the Institute of Anatomy (now the  National Sound 

and Film Archive) and the then CSIRO Division of Land Research at Black Mountain. For 

those who did not wish to attend the afternoon sessions inspections were arranged of the 

Canberra Botanic Gardens and the CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research. The high daily 

attendances at the afternoon lectures rather than the outings attested to the popularity of a 

more 'scientific' approach to the congress. 

 

The 'camp-out' which followed the Annual General Meeting and the three days of seminars 

and lectures, was held at the Round Hill Fauna Reserve. It lasted for ten days from 16 

October to 27 October 1968 and was attended by 35 people. Rather than being simply an 

opportunity for participants to list and watch birds, it was planned to undertake a 'systematic' 

survey of the reserve (Anon. 1968a). A detailed report of the 'camp-out' was intended to be 

printed (Anon. 1968b), but I have been unable to locate a copy. 

 

A report on the congress, but not the 'camp-out', was published in Emu (Anon. 1969b). As an 

aid to those attending, two quarto-size roneoed books, each with grey light-weight cardboard 

covers labelled 'RAOU 67th Annual Congress Canberra' were distributed: one book of 22 

pages, contained the various annual reports of the RAOU for 1967-68, a list of the 75 

members registered to attend, and details of each of the 52 works of art displayed at the 

associated exhibition; and a second book of 33 pages contained a full list of the seminars and 
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papers, together with summaries, which were presented during the three days following the 

Annual General Meeting. It was probably the first time that such publications had been 

prepared for an Annual Congress of the RAOU. 

 

This congress and associated 'camp-out' proved to be highly successful and set the pattern 

followed by the RAOU for future annual congresses. 

 

Relationship with the RAOU 

In the 1960s the affairs of the RAOU were causing a great deal of dissatisfaction - among 

other things the financial reporting was in a mess, membership lists were woefully inaccurate, 

and production and distribution of the Emu was falling behind. It was also failing to provide a 

leadership role in Australian ornithology. It is beyond the scope of this paper, or indeed the 

capabilities of its author, to go into the details of the many things which were wrong with the 

RAOU and the way in which they were eventually resolved. These are well documented by 

Libby Robin in chapter 8 of her book 'The Flight of the Emu: A Hundred Years of Australian 

Ornithology 1901-2001' (Robin 2001). This chapter is titled 'The 1968 Revolution: 

Confrontation and Change at the RAOU' and gives a good account of the problems and 

eventual reorganisation of the Union. Anyone wishing to gain an insight into what had 

become the decline and subsequent renewal of the RAOU should read this chapter. 

 

Under the leadership of Stephen Marchant, the ACT branch played a leading role in calls for 

change. On 25 June 1966 it sent a letter to the council of the RAOU criticising the 

management of the organisation and suggesting ways in which it could be reformed. This 

letter, plus support from other quarters, eventually led to the appointment of a reform 

committee. The reforms recommended by this committee were approved in 1969 and set the 

RAOU off on a new course. 

 

The end of the ACT Branch of the RAOU and the beginning of the Canberra 

Ornithologists Group 

Under the revised Articles of Association which came with the reorganisation of the RAOU, 

branches were abolished. The Canberra Ornithologists Group then applied for affiliation 

which was allowed under the new articles. This was granted and Canberra Ornithologists 

Group became the first group to become affiliated with the newly reformed RAOU (Anon. 

1970). This independence proved to be of great financial advantage to the group as it could 

raise funds for its own use. It also enabled the development of policies which best suited the 

operations of a local group. 

 

Finally, I would like to quote, in full, the editorial of the April 1970 issue of Canberra Bird 

Notes (volume 1, number 7) written by its editor Tony d'Andria: 

 

'"The old order changeth ...." Thus spoke the legendary King Arthur before his death" But 

what has this to do with us? This month I am handing over to Dr. G.F. van Tets, A.C.T. 

Branch Chairman, to explain changes in the Branch's status and name. Dr. van Tets writes:' 

 

"In the new RAOU Articles of Association State and Territory branches are to be abolished. 

There is a provision for the formation of local RAOU groups, but under rules which do not 

meet our local conditions and procedures. While fully supporting the adoption of the new 

articles as part of the reform of the Union, and in anticipation of these articles it is proposed 

that:- 
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'At its meeting of April 15, 1970, the A.C.T. Branch of the RAOU changes its status and 

name, with no change in aims, activities or administration, to the Canberra Ornithologists 

Group, which will then apply to the RAOU for affiliation.'" 

 

After all that, there is nothing I can add except the firm assurance that our journal's colour-

change was purely coincidental.'  
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Appendix 1 
ROYAL AUSTRALASIAN ORNITHOLOGISTS UNION 

A.C.T. BRANCH 

 

Minutes of the Inaugural Meeting held on 3rd June, 1964 

 

 

Acting Chairman: Mr. W.B. Hitchcock. 

Acting Secretary: Mr. G.S. Chapman. 

Attendance: 17 members and 7 visitors. 

 

 The Chairman addressed the meeting pointing out the increasing membership in the 

A.C.T. and the need to form an active branch was evident.  The meeting had been called to 

see if this could be done. 

 

 Mr. S.J. Wilson moved, seconded by Mr. G.S. Chapman, that a letter should be 

forwarded to Council in Melbourne recommending the formation of an official branch in the 

A.C.T. 

 

 Mr. Hitchcock, as a member of the Council, said he would move a motion adopting the 

proposal and felt sure it would be carried. 

 

 It was agreed that a committee of 6 should be elected to manage the affairs of the 

A.C.T. Branch.  The following members were elected: 

 

       Nominated  Seconded 

Mr. G.S. Chapman (Secretary)  S.J. Wilson  I. Rowley 

Mr. Ian Grant     S.J. Wilson  I. Smith 

Mr. S. Marchant     S.J. Wilson  I. Grant 

Mr. W.B. Hitchcock (Chairman)*   S.J. Wilson  S. Marchant 

Mr. R. Schodde     G.S. Chapman W.B. Hitchcock 

Mr. S.J. Wilson     W.B. Hitchcock D. Lamm 
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 Messrs. Marchant*, Chapman and Grant were delegated as representatives on Council. 

Mr. Marchant spoke on the nest record scheme being instituted by the R.A.O.U. 

 

Mr. Ratcliffe suggested that the committee should investigate the formation of a photographic 

collection. 

 

Mr. Slater and Mr. Chapman showed some colour slides and supper was served at 10.20 p.m. 
 
* The minutes were typewritten except for the words shown in italics which had been added 

in handwriting. 

Appendix 2 

 

PERSONS PRESENT AT INAUGURAL MEETING OF THE ACT BRANCH OF THE 

RAOU HELD ON 3 JUNE 1964* 

 

The names were obtained from the attendance book which was kept for all meetings up until 

4 October 1972.  The occupations relate to the time of the meeting. 

 

W.B. Hitchcock  [Secretary, Australian Bird-Banding Scheme, CSIRO Division of 

Wildlife Research] 

Betty Temple-Watts [Illustrator "Birds in the Australian High Country"] 

Hal Temple-Watts [Chief Petroleum Technologist, Bureau of Mineral Resources] 

Ian Rowley   [Senior Research Scientist, CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research] 

Ian Grant   [Squadron Leader, RAAF] 

Steve Wilson  [Executive Officer, Department of Navy] 

Denis Wilson  [High School Student] 

Stephen Marchant [Geologist, Bureau of Mineral Resources] 

J.H. Calaby   [Senior Research Scientist, CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research] 

Max Murn   [Public Servant, Department of Navy] 

F.N. Ratcliffe  [Assistant Chief, CSIRO Division of Entomology] 

Ian Smith 

Meredith Clarke  [Experimental Officer, CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research] 

Tony Wolfe  [Technical Officer, CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research] 

Graeme Chapman [Technical Assistant, CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research] 

G.N. Meyer  [Psychologist, Department of Navy] 

Bob Evans   [Psychologist, Department of Navy] 

Graeme Smith  [Student, Australian National University] 

K.G. Simpson  [Technical Assistant, CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research] 

Edric Slater  [Photographer, CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research] 

Don Lamm   [First Secretary, USA Embassy] 

Harold Bults   [Technical Assistant, CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research] 

Peter Davidson  [High School Student] 

W. Martin   [Public Servant] 

D. Havenstein  [Technical Officer, CSIRO Division of Entomology] 

D. Coulson   (22.7.93. G. Chapman thinks he may have been a forester). 

J. Feeham   [Technical Assistant, CSIRO Division of Entomology] 

* Note that the minutes say a total of 24 persons attended whereas the above list contains 27 
names.  
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WHY I WASNôT AT COGôS FIRST MEETING IN JUNE 1964 ï  

RECOLLECTIONS OF A WOULD -BE ORNITHOLOGIST  

IN EARLY CANBERRA  
 

RICHARD SCHODDE 

 

6/14 Hartigan Street, Garran, ACT 2605. 

 

I came to Canberra in April 1960, as a raw honours graduate in systematic botany from the 

University of Adelaide, to join the New Guinea survey unit of CSIROôs Division of Land 

Research. But I was even then as much a tuned-in ornithologist as a botanist, and had been 

the secretary of the South Australian Ornithological Association in Adelaide for several years 

in the late 1950s. 

 

What was Canberra like then for birds? More to point, what was Canberra like at all? There 

was no lake and no Woden, let alone Tuggeranong, Belconnen or Gungahlin. Commonwealth 

Avenue was a narrow two-way road that crossed the Molonglo on a narrow bridge that 

caused huge traffic jams for ten minutes around half past eight in the morning and five 

oôclock late afternoon. The countryside began at the edge of Deakin and Narrabundah in the 

west and south, and Ainslie and Lynham in the east and north. In Civic, the cloisters of East 

and West Row were there, and the shops along the west side of Bunda Street; but malls were 

a mirage of the future. The block where David Jones now is was vacant land, and in the silver 

wattles there you could always find Yellow Thornbills. Today they have gone from inner 

Canberra except a street in Yarralumlah with has their other favoured habitat ï casuarinas ï 

as a street tree. 

 

I was billeted at the then Hotel Acton in Acton. At night you could hear the melancholy 

cadences of calling Banded Lapwings out on the Molonglo flood plain, which is all lake 

today. On my first Saturday in Canberra in April 1960, I walked around the Turner Oval ï 

now the north side of the ANU ï twitching. I listed 43 species, including Double-barred 

Finches and both species of currawong. At that time Pieds were post-breeding visitors to 

Canberra. For me, both the Grey Currawong and Double-barred Finches were new species. 

As a botanist at the time, I was a novice in avian taxonomy and followed the 1926 RAOU 

checklist with its three species of magpies and four of Grey Currawongs. As a bird bander 

then, I had connections with Warren Hitchcock, secretary of the Australian Bird Banding 

Scheme at CSIROôs Wildlife Survey Section at Gungahlin. Few if any of you will have 

known him. He worked as secretary of the scheme and looked after the early bird collections 

until 1969, when he retired due to ill health. He had been badly burned in a car accident in the 

Northern Territory in the late 1950s and never really recovered ï each year he would have to 

go to hospital for skin grafts on his legs. 

 

It was through Warren that I got to know Steve Wilson within a year of my arrival. Steve had 

three banding projects going, one at Lake George focused on silvereyes, another on anything 

that moved at New Chumôs road in the Brindabellas, and a third more desultory in eucalypt 

woodland on Mt Pleasant at the back of Campbell. The last was my introduction to banding 

with him, his sons and his irrepressible dog Snowball. One warm sunny Saturday afternoon, 

when nothing should have been moving, I can remember a whole group of Brown 

Treecreepers and several Diamond Firetails going into the nets. Banding with Steve was 

exhilarating but non-stop, setting not just a net or two but over a dozen at times. He and his 

understanding wife Noni provided a focus for birders in those early days. 
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So did the expanding wildlife work at CSIRO. In 1962, Harry Frith became head of the 

Wildlife Survey Section, and within months had raised it to a CSIRO Division known as 

CSIRO Wildlife Research. Say what you will about Harry, but he was a good organiser and 

had drive. With support from the incumbent Chief Executive Fred White, Frith turned his 

Division into Australiaôs hub of ecological research into Australiaôs higher vertebrate fauna. 

Birds figured strongly, and Harry brought in a raft of new staff: Wayne Braithwaite, Gerry 

van Tets, Peter Fullagar, and a bevy of young turks: John McKean, Ken Simpson and Graeme 

Chapman among others. We all got together in one way or another. Going on weekend bird 

camps out to the Riverina mallee was one of them. Another was at regular meetings of our 

research institute, the Institute for Alcoholic Research. This was serious business. The venue 

was John McKeanôs room at Gorman House, which always seemed to be hung with dozens of 

pairs of socks from weeks of washing. There we consumed considerable quantities of amber 

fluid of diverse brands, expounding profoundly on the faults and virtues of each amid 

boasting about how many birds we had seen lately. McKean was the leader of the twitching 

push. My own ñticksò from work in New Guinea were not allowed; the competition was 

restricted to Australian species alone, the forerunner of McKeanôs 600 club and his house 

journal, Cosmic Flashes. Neil Hermes later produced a classic send-up of that series. 

 

The young turks stayed on through the 1960s but then dispersed through the 70 and 80s. 

Simpson went back to the education system in Victoria and began to write field guides. 

Chapman became the CSIRO Wildlife Research photographer until the end of the 1980s 

when he went freelance. McKeanôs more turbulent career took him to Darwin with CSIRO, 

then to the Northern Territory wildlife service and finally retirement in north Queensland and 

then the USA where he died in the early 90s from a cerebral haemorrhage.  

 

Yet another stalwart who joined Canberraôs ornithological ranks in the early 1960s was 

Stephen Marchant, working at the then Bureau of Mineral Resources. Stephen linked in early 

with Steve Wilson and the two of them trapped, banded and even collected Little Grassbirds 

and reed warblers in the rushes that then edged the small bay between the Yacht Club and 

Hotel Canberra. Lake Burley Griffin was newly filled by the mid 1960s, and its edges were 

nowhere near as well manicured as they are today. Many of you may never have met him; he 

retired and moved to Moruya in the late 1970s. Marchant was a snowy-maned, pipe-smoking 

Englishman, with a cheerful, out-going manner. He took on editorship of the Emu at the 

beginning of the 1970s and played a pivotal, but often unsung role in professionalising the 

RAOU, setting up the Handbook of Australian New Zealand and Antarctic Birds, and 

involving it in supporting the 16
th
 International Ornithological Congress in Canberra. 

 

Such was the milieu that started COG in 1964. There were simply too many bird people 

around for it not to click; and that it took so long ï about two years after the influx of the 

young turks ï is surprising. Gerry van Tets and Peter Fullagar, an inseparable pair of 

gumboot ornithologists, were prominent in getting COG moving, as was a van Tets pelican 

on the early issues of Canberra Bird Notes. If you were ever having a conversation with 

others to which Gerry was party ï whether about music, politics, sport, holidays, work ï yes 

ï and even birds ï Gerry would find a way of turning the topic to pelicans and cormorants. 

For him those birds were the benchmark for judging every past and present happening on 

earth. At this time I was pretty much on the fringe of COG, outside of CSIRO Wildlife 

Research in another Division and still a botanist and away each year on 3-4 month field 

surveys in different parts of Papua New Guinea. I gave an occasional talk on New Guinean 

birds at meetings, but that was about all. 
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New Guinea was why I missed the first and several other early COG meetings in 1964 - I was 

packing for work on Bougainville in the Solomons. So I want to vary this talk with some 

reminiscences about the work that kept me away then. Bougainville is the largest island in the 

Solomons group, and at the northwest end of that chain of islands in the southwest Pacific, 

not very distant from New Britain and the southeast tail of New Guinea. It is tropical and 

covered in rainforest, except where the local people have cleared subsistence gardens and 

locally in the centre of the island where there is now a large copper mine. Bougainville is a 

large island, nearly 200 km long and about 50 km wide, and has a spine of active volcanoes 

rising to around 2500 m, higher than Mt. Kosziusko. While I was there, we had an average of 

two small eruptions a week, with accompanying earthquakes. Our camps were either under 

canvas or in village huts on stilts, in which all joints were bound with rattan, not nailed. There 

we slept on hammock-like sheets of canvas strung between poles ï they are actually quite 

comfortable. If an earthquake hit in the night, it would simply shake the hut and bed gently 

from side-to-side and literally rock us to sleep. If it came by day, we would know in advance, 

because suddenly the sounds of birds singing would stop and the forest would grow 

deafeningly quiet. Then the ground, trees and their foliage would begin to shiver - as though a 

good wind was blowing when it was not. A most eerie feeling. Earthquakes lasted less than 5 

minutes, and the explosion of an eruption could be heard occasionally in the background. 

 

Life in Papua New Guinea was quiet and peaceful in those days, in the taim bilong masta 

under Australian administration. Mostly everything worked, if slowly. For our survey, my 

party held down camps in forest from sea-level to about 800 m altitude at the south end of the 

island, out of Buin. In the rainforests of New Guinea and the Solomons, climate is much the 

same year round at any one level. So the main environmental drivers of biodiversification are 

the differences between levels ï altitude. Thus in New Guinea, the environment on the coast 

is of hot, humid jungle and at 3500 m altitude and above along the top of the central 

cordillera it is of bare, alpine grassland. It is too cold there to grow trees; and where the 

cordillera approaches 5000 m altitude in Indonesian West Papua, permanent snow and small 

glaciers take over.  

 

So on Bougainville, we focused not on setting survey camps at different points around the 

coast, but at different altitudinal levels up a mountain side. From the coast up to around 700 

metres on the foot-slopes of the volcanic spine, we could get fairly easy vehicular and carrier 

transport for our gear. But on the uninhabited, densely forested mountain sides above we 

were stymied. At the south end of Bougainville, the volcanic spine ends in a 2000 m high 

mountain, Mt Takuan, with a fringing crater lake, Lake Loloru, at some 1500 m. The rim of 

the crater had platforms of level ground on top and access to fresh water not far below ï 

potential campsites except that they were covered in a dense low Pandanus forest of a then 

undescribed species with enormous fruits 60-70 cm in diameter.  

 

The survey had a helicopter available for transport for limited periods, so a decision was 

made. From a camp we had already put in at 800 m at the foot of the crater-lake massif, we 

would climb to the rim of the crater lake, four hours stiff walk away, and hand-clear a helipad 

which would also serve as a camp-site. Then we could use the chopper to freight in our camp 

for a week, giving us the chance to obtain samples Bougainvilleôs higher altitude biota. So on 

day 1 we set out at dawn, got to the crater rim just before mid-day, cleared the camp-site and 

returned to base camp, arriving exhausted just on dark. But the signs were ominous, leading 

me to prepare a back-up plan. We had picked what we thought would be a period of clear 

weather, because for most of the year Bougainvilleôs volcanic spine is blanketed by cloud; 
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and our helicopter could not fly in cloud. Day 1 had been clear when we started, and was still 

clear when we reached the crater rim, but then almost immediately the cloud came down. 

And so it was next day when the helicopter came to move the camp. On a sunny morning, I 

went in with the first load of gear, which included our collecting equipment and mist nets. No 

sooner had we unloaded the equipment than the cloud began to close in; and the next load 

never made it. We heard the helicopter return and circle, but it could not find us in the mist 

and, we knew, that would abort its mission. 

 

Plan B swung into action. The two of us who came up with the first load, myself and a native 

assistant, cut and strung furled net lines, then walked down the mountain back to base camp 

with any of the first-load equipment that we could carry. For the next four days we made 

forced treks to the crater rim, unfurled the nets and collected plants and birds through the 

middle hours, and then returned to base camp in the dark. It was tiring work but the results, 

though rather meagre because biodiversity drops off with altitude, were worth the effort. In 

birds, we collected an endemic subspecies of the Eurasian Little Grebe and the first record of 

the Rose-breasted Pygmy-Parrot for Bougainville. Pygmy parrots, endemic to New Guinea 

and the Melanesian archipelagos immediately to its east, are seriously tiny parrots, about the 

size of a Yellow-tailed Thornbill. The grebes were common on the lake and breeding, their 

clattering trills ringing across the waters. Another species in the shrubberies around the lake 

was the Island Thrush, a sister species of Eurasian Blackbird. It ranges from the Philippines 

and Greater Sundas to islands in the southwest Pacific, and was present on Norfolk and Lord 

Howe Islands until exterminated by rats. Why it never established itself in Australia is just 

one of those questions. 

 

We recorded and collected c. 77% of the 95 or so species of birds known from Bougainville 

in our three months there in 1964. The bird fauna is not large, and is derived from New 

Guinea. Most of its species are New Guinean, and those that are not have New Guinean 

species as their closest relatives. Yet Bougainville is an island, and many of the species 

reaching it are represented by distinct subspecies that have diverged there in isolation, with 

the potential themselves to speciate fully in the future. Like the New Guinean, the bird fauna 

of Bougainville and the rest of the Solomons is Australasian in character. The main families 

present are parrots (and even one corella-like cockatoo), honeyeaters, pigeons, cuckoo-

shrikes, whistlers, monarch flycatchers, kingfishers, frogmouths and megapodes (one 

species). Most of the raptors are goshawks related to the Australasian brown or grey goshawk 

groups. There are Eurasian species present ï the Little Grebe, Wreathed Hornbill, Oriental 

Hobby, Common Kingfisher, mynahs and Island Thrush ï but they are much the minority. 

 

To conclude, I want to make two observations about how I see COG as having grown over 

my 50 years of association with it. First, it has retained the feeling of good will and harmony 

among its members that it had from the start. In any voluntary organisation, where diversity 

of opinion and approach is open to all, there are bound to be polarizing issues and power 

plays involving both for individuals and groups. Personal enmities and ambition held back 

linkages between and within the Bird Observersô Club and RAOU in Melbourne for years. 

That COG has so successfully avoided such disturbance is a tribute to the balance, 

forbearance, sociality and common sense of you, its members. Secondly, COG should take 

great pride in the manner in which it has come to represent the interests of our birds in 

Canberra, the ACT and the surrounding region. This manner is not the vociferous carping that 

comes from the anti-kangaroo cull lobby, something that makes any objective biologist 

cringe. On the contrary, it comes from respect for scientifically-gathered data put together in 

a logically-argued case or package of information, and presented firmly and politely to the 
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appropriate quarters of government and press where necessary. This approach, I believe, has 

evolved from the sympathetic association between professional biologist and amateur bird 

enthusiast, from COGôs founding to this day. In Australia, it is an association that I sense is 

unique to Canberra, still helped by CSIRO and the presence of two universities in a small 

Australian city.  It has already given us regional atlases, and urban and other surveys that are 

executed to a high professional standard by any benchmark. This association is precious, and 

if we can keep it, I foresee fruitful service from COG for the ACTôs birds through the next 50 

years.  

 

Accepted 20 October 2014 
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BIRD BANDING IN THE  ACT ï  

THE EARLY YEARS AND MY INVOLVEMENT  

 

MARK CLAYTON  

 

81 Maribyrnong Avenue, Kaleen, ACT, 2617 

 

I need to provide a bit of background to set the scene for my involvement. In the early 1960ôs 

Canberra was, surprisingly, not all that big. Both my parents were artists, both commercial 

and as what people consider artists to be - painters. My parents had transferred here from 

Sydney for my fatherôs job at the Federal Governmentôs original AIS ï the Australian 

Information Service - where his talents as an artist were in demand. Somewhere along the 

line someone asked him if he would teach Jo Calaby, wife of John Calaby from the CSIRO, 

to paint, to which, luckily for me, my father obviously, but probably reluctantly, agreed. 

While talking with Jo my father mentioned I was interested in birds and Jo suggested I go 

along to the then Canberra branch of the RAOU meetings held in the lecture theatre at 

CSIRO Entomology on Black Mountain. I was probably around 13 or 14 years old at the 

time. 

 

I canôt remember who took me to my first meeting, possibly my mother, but here I met a 

couple of other young, keen birders in Barry Baker, Robin Brown and Robert Gibson. I canôt 

remember what that nightôs talk was about but I was totally overawed by those present. 

Famous names, to me at the time anyway, like John Calaby, Harry Frith, John McKean, 

Gerry van Tets, Tony DôAndria, Ian Rowley, Graeme Chapman and of course two very 

enthusiastic and experienced amateurs in Steve Wilson and Stephen Marchant, plus many 

others that I have obviously forgotten. Talking with Barry and the others someone mentioned 

that Steve was a bird bander and was always keen to have help along on the banding trips and 

would I be interested in joining. Silly question, a bit like asking if the Pope is a Catholic! 

 

My first trip was to Leeôs Creek Road in the Brindabella Ranges. One small problem had to 

be overcome ï Steve would meet the young crew outside the Prime Ministerôs Lodge at 2 

a.m. and everyone had to be dropped off to save Steve from driving all over Canberra picking 

people up. I would be interested to see what would happen if we tried this as a rendezvous 

point in this day and age. This meant that I had to get my father out of bed to drive me to 

meet the rest of the team. I am pretty sure I went to bed fully clothed and didnôt sleep a wink 

that night due to the anticipation and excitement. Again I canôt remember who was on that 

first trip but to me it was a revelation and a sensational day. I was never actually shown how 

to get a bird out of a mist net, obviously a very important part of mist netting. In those days 

the nets were made in the UK by a company called Gundryôs and who, if I remember 

correctly, primarily made fishing nets with mist nets as a small side operation.  The Gundry 

nets were much kinder on the birds so a bad tangle was quite rare; today we generally use 

nets made in Japan that can be quite coarse and often lead to difficult extractions. We had a 

bumper crop of birds and I went in head first. The first bird I ever took out of a mist net was a 

White-browed Scrubwren and I didnôt have a clue what it was. Things in the hand can look so 

different to a bird in the wild ï I knew scrubwrens from some of the thicker scrub on the 

OôConnor Ridge, just behind where I lived but in the hand, well .......... !! From then on just 

about every Thursday night we would ring Steve, or his wife Nonie, to see if banding was on, 

where to and what time to meet. 
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Over the next year or so I met other young birders such as Peter Davidson, Neil Hermes, Ian 

Betts, Doug McKerrow and of course two of Steveôs sons, Brendan and Denis Wilson (who 

incidentally were responsible for talking Steve into bringing mist nets into Australia), and 

banded at some, that to me were rather ñexoticò locations. New Chumôs Road, again in the 

Brindabella Ranges, the Australian National Botanic Gardens, which at that time were not 

open to the public, and in a far better condition than they are today, and at Lake George along 

Lake Road. The properties along the lakeôs edges were infested with Blackberry, a great 

place for many small birds, especially when in fruit. Later in my banding career when most of 

us had our driving licences we went to a lot of these places without Steve. I remember on one 

occasion banding at Lake George in the Blackberry fruiting season. I had a bright orange 

Valiant car at the time and the bonnet was used as the banding table. Silvereyesô purple 

coloured droppings and orange cars just donôt go together!! There are two other sites that I 

have banded at but canôt remember With Steve being present, we also went to Tianjara Falls, 

in Morton National Park, and Kianga Creek just beside the highway to the north of Narooma. 

Denis Wilson assures me that Steve and his family pioneered the use of the Tianjara site, 

along with another well-known birder at the time, Bill Belton, who was the Charge Dôaffaires 

at the American Embassy in Canberra. The site was set up to hopefully re-trap birds from 

Point Hut and another site on the Murrumbidgee River, Pine Island. They caught lots of 

honeyeaters but no re-traps. Denis has vivid memories of successfully predicting that they 

would see a Rock Warbler there amongst the sandstone outcrops, and then rejoicing, as only 

a teenager does, when he removed one from a net.  

 

A highlight of each year was banding during the annual honeyeater migration through Point 

Hut Crossing. We would arrive just on dawn on a frosty morning and set 8 ï 10 nets in the 

ñtea treeò scrub on the eastern bank of the Murrumbidgee River. Each bander was issued with 

two strings of 100 bands, one for Yellow-faced Honeyeaters and the other for White-napes. 

Anything else and you had to go and get a band for that species. Sticks were gathered and a 

group of people stood on a small rocky outcrop above the nets where you could watch the 

birds gathering in the tops of some of the casuarinas downstream while the rest of us 

crouched by ñourò net. Once there were sufficient birds in the trees they would head across 

the river to cries of ñhere they comeò from those on the outcrop. Once above the net site 

sticks were thrown into the air ï they probably resembled a bird of prey - and clapping made 

the birds rapidly drop into the tea tree. It is an amazing feeling to have hundreds of birds 

literally whizzing past your ears. Over the years we banded around 21,000 birds and managed 

to get 6 recoveries ï not a very cost effective exercise!! Ultimately we stopped banding at 

Point Hut as we had so few returns. It is thought that the birds moved to the coast and then 

followed the flowering of Banksia ericifolia ñnorthò. When the banding scheme was 

transferred from CSIRO to the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service, Kim Lowe, 

the then head of the banding scheme briefly tried to resurrect banding at Point Hut but with 

the same result. However we must have scared one bird as it turned up in Cooma a few days 

after banding, totally in the wrong direction! 

 

A regular on all the visits to the Brindabella banding sites was Steveôs beloved small black 

Heinz 57 dog, ñSnowballò. Snowball would sit on the back parcel shelf of Steveôs Holden but 

suffered from one rather bad habit ï he had very bad and very smelly flatulence ï at least we 

always blamed him as none of the banding team ever owned up - not really a good thing if 

you were prone to car sickness as some of us were. He was as anxious as everyone else to get 

to the site and was generally the first out of the car. For the next few hours we could hear him 

barking at every wallaby or wombat he could find, often way down in the Bendora valley. He 

was always back in time for the trip home and slept quite happily all the way back. The 
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Wilson family were Roman Catholic and so was Snowball. He had been taught that he was 

not allowed to eat meat on Friday and we all took great delight in feeding him our bread 

crusts, only to stop him dead in his tracks by saying ñitôs Friday Snowballò, waiting a few 

seconds then saying ñitôs Saturdayò. You didnôt want your fingers in the way when you said 

Saturday! 

 

Talking food, one thing we all learnt very early on was what sandwiches to take on a trip. 

Barryôs father was the manager of the Canberra Rex Hotel and the kitchen there supplied 

Barry with ñfairy breadò sandwiches that Barry would always try and swap. We discovered 

that he didnôt like baked beans so we all resorted to bringing baked bean sandwiches on our 

banding trips. 

 

In all the years I have now been banding I have only twice ever intentionally let birds go 

without a band. The first of these was at New Chumôs Road. We regularly banded four of the 

red robin species at the site ï Rose, Pink, Flame and Scarlet. On one round I took a bird from 

a net and declared to those present I think this is a female Red-capped Robin. This was met 

with laughter and derision by those present ï I wonôt mention any names but some initials 

that spring to mind among others were BB, NH and possibly TS. In those days we banded at 

the nets as we went so we didnôt put birds in bags like we now do to take back to a central 

processing point. I hung on to this bird for a few minutes protesting that I was positive of my 

identification but they finally convinced me I was wrong and let it go. What did we have in 

the very next net further down the track ï a full plumaged adult male Red-capped Robin! 

Vindication!!! The second time was with a bander in Newcastle where we caught a juvenile 

Mangrove Gerygone. I knew what it was from my association at the time with the ANWC at 

CSIRO but as it was his site, he had the right to say he wasnôt sure so we let it go. 

 

This young group created a few problems for the banding scheme and whichever 

Government department was responsible for issuing banding permits, probably the 

Department of the Interior, as at the time none of us, apart from Steve, officially had a 

banding licence. This resulted in David Purchase, the jovial Secretary of the Australian Bird 

and Bat Banding Schemes while it was still at CSIRO, to bring in a new licence category ï a 

B class to cover whatever mischief we were getting up to. Tony Stokes being a year or so 

older than me was issued with permit B (now A400), I had B (A404) Barry was B (A420) 

and Neil was B (A520). Tony was the first of us to get a driving licence and a car, an FC 

Holden. We were off and running!! I remember one trip coming back from one of the 

Brindabella sites when Tony drove through a rather deep puddle, whereupon his car promptly 

broke down. None of us had any mechanical knowledge so Tony walked from Warkôs Road 

all the way to Uriarra Homestead to get help while the rest of us guarded our precious mode 

of transport. 

 

One thing that Steve was especially proud of amongst his young banding crew was that, from 

memory, at least eight of us ended up with jobs in the environment. Peter Davidson was the 

biologist for the then Department of Aviation, Tony Stokes worked for ANPWS and the 

Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, Barry Baker and Simon Bennett worked with what 

is now the Federal Department of the Environment in all its different guises ï Barry 

ultimately became head of the Australian Bird and Bat Banding Schemes ï and later worked 

at the Australian Antarctic Division, Neil worked with just about any Australian and state 

wildlife department you care to name. Mike Fleming is with NSWNPWS, Stephen Garnett 

was with the Queensland Department of Environment, is now at Darwin University and is 

better known for his three Action Plans for Australian Birds, and I ended up at CSIRO 
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Division of Wildlife Research. I think we all owe Steve an enormous debt of gratitude for his 

guidance over the years. I am sure that without him, many of us would not be where we are 

today. One honour that I am particularly proud of is the fact that I am now the Honorary 

Regional Organiser for the ACT, for the Australian Bird and Bat Banding Schemes. I have 

taken on this role after it was previously held by Steve for many years. 

 

There were several other amateur banders operating in the ACT at the time. Max Murn, and 

his son, Rod, operated a site at Blundellôs Creek. They were also the first banders to band at 

the honeyeater migration sites along the Murrumbidgee River. Ian Grant banded at 

Bushrangeròs Creek which was taken over by John McKean when Grant stopped banding. 

These sites are all in the Brindabella Ranges and reasonably close together along with New 

Chums and Leeôs Creek roads. I donôt recall ever meeting any of these gentlemen but am sure 

I must have, except for McKean who became my supervisor, when I started at CSIRO in 

1970. At about this time I was less involved with the local banding and became involved with 

banding for some of the CSIRO projects such as waterfowl and quail being undertaken by 

Harry Frith, Wayne Braithwaite and John McKean. 

 

In the early 1970ôs New Chumôs Road was taken over by Barry Baker and David Stewart 

along with Sonia Tidemann. In more recent times Alex Drew and Micah Davies from CSIRO 

Ecosystem Sciences have resurrected the site. 

 

Many other names from the early years that people may recognise are, Graham Clark, Cedric 

Bear, Stuart Davey, Mike Chuk, Terry Gourley, and the late Gerald Horey ï my apologies to 

anyone I have left out. Many are still COG members but I donôt think any are still active in 

the banding world.  

 

One other person must be mentioned in relation to the work done by Steve and that is Don 

Lamm, another staff member from the American Embassy. It was at Donôs urging that Steve 

wrote up the results of his banding and other studies, something that kept Steve busy for 

many years after he stopped banding. It was also Don who introduced Steve to John Calaby 

and as they say, the rest was history. This led to Steve contributing substantially to Birds in 

the Australian High Country, edited by Harry Frith. 

 

As I mentioned previously the other enthusiastic and extremely knowledgeable amateur in 

Canberra at the time was Stephan Marchant, probably best remembered as the Chief Editor of 

Volumes 1 and 2 of the Handbook of Australian, New Zealand and Antarctic Birds. Stephen 

was also a bander and when he retired he moved to a block of land near Moruya where he 

initiated a colour banding study of the breeding birds on his property. This concluded in 1984 

and 22 years later years his daughter, Sarah, and her husband, Michael Guppy, together with 

Anthony Overs and Peter Fullagar, have replicated Steveôs original study. COG members 

may remember the talk Michael gave at a meeting where he presented details of nest 

predation. I have enjoyed a small role in this study. 

 

Stephen was also running the Nest Record Scheme at the time and several, especially Barry 

and I, from the banding team, if not out banding, would help Steve find and check the 

contents of nests. I didnôt always have the not so glorious body I now possess, indeed I was 

the proverbial bean pole way back then and my specialty was climbing tall thin saplings 

checking species such as the Gerygones. Much of this work was done in the area now known 

as the Aranda Bushland. Unfortunately some of this site was lost to the Gungahlin Drive 

Extension. 
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To finish, one thing that I have found disappointing in recent times is the lack of interest 

shown by the young people of today. As can be seen from the list of people above, there were 

quite a few young people in their early teens interested in becoming banders. Not all the 

above did get a licence but they still came banding ï even Denis Wilson sometimes drops in 

to The Charcoal Tank site at West Wyalong that we have been running for over 28 years! 

Earlier this year Tony Stokes put in a surprise, but most welcome, appearance at Charcoal 

Tank. Today most of the present banding crew started in their 30ôs or above. Only three 

young people have been involved at some stage in recent times. Tobias Hayashi started to 

come out but was interrupted by his time with family in Japan. Tobias as we all know has 

now moved on to other things, especially his photography for which he has become quite 

renowned, but he is still most welcome to join us. That only leaves Julian Teh who is now as 

regular as his school and other activities permit, and at the time of writing, I have been 

contacted by a young 15 year old girl, Jaslyn Allnut, who appears very keen to ultimately get 

her full banding licence. Of course there are Richard Allenôs two sons, Mark and Brett, but 

that is keeping it in the family. 

 

If people are seriously interested in getting a banding licence then I and the team I operate 

with, are only too happy to train you up. All we ask for is a serious commitment to the 

process. 

 

I thank Barry Baker, Neil Hermes, Tony Stoke and Denis Wilson for providing some of the 

history of New Chums Road and other banding sites, and Sarah Guppy for providing 

information on the Moruya work of her father, Stephen Marchant. Obviously a huge thank 

you is also due to the late, great Steve and Nonie Wilson for their friendship and help over 

the years; without it I would not have been in a position to write this article. 

 

Accepted 25 November 2014 

 

 
 

New Chums Road, relaxing after the banding effort: (l. to r.) Barry Baker , Gerald 

Horey, Sandra Wilson, Nonie Wilson and Steve Wilson (Photo courtesy of Denis Wilson) 
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COMING THROUGH COG AND BIRD  BANDING  

IN THE 1960s AND 1970s 
 

TONY STOKES 

 

PO Box 1553, Townsville, QLD 4810) 

 

The Canberra Ornithologists Group (COG) was born and grew to fledging through the 

tumultuous 1960s-1970s when organisations such as the Australian Bird Banding Association 

(now, Australian Bird Study Association) and the Australian Conservation Foundation were 

also established and the Royal Australasian Ornithologists Union (RAOU) was radically 

altered. Leading Canberra ornithologists such as óamateursô, Steve Marchant and Steve 

Wilson, united with professionals at the CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research under its 

Chief, Harry Frith, in a hive of óbirdoô activity resulting in COGôs 1964 birth.  

 

I joined COG in 1967 aged 18 and was rapt in the óbirdoô and conservation happenings of the 

time. My involvement was initiated by weekday walks from my home in Campbell, through 

the Mount Pleasant bush to work at the Russell Offices, there then being no Northcott Drive. 

At the office my boss was Steve Wilson and, as they say, the rest is history. I expand below 

on those heady days in excerpts from my partially completed memoir, óWhatever will be, Iôll 

seeô  

  

ñOne day at work I overheard é Steve Wilson, mention weekend plans involving a bird 

banding trip. Steve was a pleasant, gregarious 54 year old and a few days later I told him of 

my interest in birds and asked whether I could go with him some time. ñSureò he said, and 

left it at that. Weeks passed with me on tenterhooks wondering whether, when and if I would 

be invited. Eventually, frustrated shortly before Christmas 1966, I asked him again. This time 

Steve said ñyesò and invited me on a trip in January. I was beside myself with 

expectationé.On 27
th
 January 1967 I finally went bird banding with the Steve Wilson family. 

Steve and Nonie took their two sons, Brendan and Denis, of a similar age to me and other 

teenagers, Barry Baker, Mark Clayton, Ian Betts and Doug McKerrow. Like me, they were 

attracted by Steveôs outgoing friendly and authoritative personality. He was an excellent 

mentor.   

 

In addition, Steve took up H. Elliott McClure, an American ornithologist who founded and 

operated with USA military funding the Migratory Animal Pathological Survey (MAPS), a 

South-East Asian bird banding scheme analysing the movements of birds and their role as 

disease vectors. I was astonished by the finger grooves he had worn in his old World War 2 

military binoculars. We met in the wee hours of the morning at Steveôs house, 2 Scott Street, 

Narrabundah, and by 2am were driving over dirt roads to the Brindabella Mountains past 

Coppinôs Crossing and Uriarra Forestry Settlement. Swerving past wandering kangaroos, 

wallabies and wombats we eventually arrived at about 4.30am at New Chums Road, a 6km 

sinewy logging track linking Lees Creek and Bendora Dam roads. Since logging ceased a 

decade before it was rarely used except by bander vehicles, and had become heavily 

overgrown with bushes
1
.  

 

  

                                                           
1
 For description, see óA banding project in the Brindabella Rangesô, Australian Bird Bander, Vol. 9, No. 2,  27-

33. 
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A fire was lit in the standard bush clearing and jobs assigned to teams with experienced 

leaders. Before dawn and by torchlight we erected 28 nets over an hour in designated sites 

along a 3 km length of the road. By 5.30 we were gathered back at the fire for breakfast as 

the pre-dawn light revealed our setting amongst beautiful tall ribbon gums in wet sclerophyll 

forest. The dawn chorus was commencing with the peep-peep-peep of Yellow Robins, or 

óYellow Bobsô as we called them, and followed by an amazing variety and richness of song. 

Those around the fire called out name after name of birds that I had read about but never 

seen. McClure was also ticking off ólifersô as the morning progressed. Steve conducted the 

team like a finely-tuned orchestra with banter, beratings, teaching and laughter. It was 

exhilarating to be present. I tingled in excitement and expectation. 

 

From dawn we walked at regular intervals along the track inspecting the nets. Extracting 

birds was a delicate process in which newcomers were carefully tutored. Though a newcomer 

usually only watched and listened on their first trip, I did get to hold a bird in a net for a 

brief minute. It was the start of my long career as a bander. A bird can be easily injured if 

mishandled and it did not help my confidence that a number of species, especially 

honeyeaters, shed many feathers into my hands when held. óShock-moultô is probably a 

defence against predators and whilst it can affect survival, a high proportion of the birds 

were later re-captured. On the day we caught twenty eight birds, a typical number. They were 

mainly small, lower canopy and understorey, species such as White-browed scrub-wrens, 

Brown Thornbills, and Yellow-faced honeyeaters. A larger, beautiful Eastern Whipbird 

created a minor fuss. Though commonly heard foraging in the mountain underbrush, it is 

rarely seen and not often captured. Larger species tend to bounce off nets or easily 

disentangle themselves.  Each bird was carefully identified and weighed and its 

characteristics noted to determine sex and age and anything unusual.  By 9am the numbers 

being caught had diminished significantly as the flush of early morning feeding activity 

declined, and the nets were dismantled at 11am. To complete the dayôs survey, before leaving 

we recorded species that were seen or heard but not caught. Driving home I knew that this 

was a passion I could follow. It responded to my curiosity and could provide a stimulating 

interest and friendships. It was a breath of fresh air outside my dreary, suburban office and 

life.  

 
Banding a goshawk with Tony Stokes (right) recording, Doug McKerrow, looking on, 

Barry Baker taking photo and Mark Clayton holding the bird.   
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Sometime in 1967 Mum and Dad moved from leasing 74 Vasey Crescent, Campbell, to 

buying a small four bedroom Government house at 16 Badgery Street, Macquarie, in the 

satellite town of Belconnen, which was just being developed. My banding friend, Mark 

Clayton, aged about 17, and I had fun roaming through Black Mountainôs forest and nearby 

farmland looking for rare birds and their nests. We were thoroughly excited to find our first 

Olive-backed Oriole nest, a rare species to us, and pulled the drooping branch down to check 

its contents. Once I illegally collected and attempted to blow two eggs to start a collection. 

However, I felt so guilty that I never did it again. But I did start a collection of bird nests, 

taken after the chicks had flown. They were stored in shirt boxes and displayed later at talks I 

gave. I also started buying bird books and magazines and eventually had a comprehensive 

library on Australian ornithology. 

 

In August (1967) I turned 19 and éafter jackarooing é went back to bird-banding, going 

bush with the Wilsons and their young team on as many weekends as possible, and paid four 

years membership with the Australian Bird Banders Association, as well as buying all back 

issues of their journal; another sign of commitment to a óbirdoô future. Steve operated a 

roster of visits to sites at Lake George, Lake Bathurst, Coppin's Crossing and in the 

Brindabella Ranges, New Chums Road and Lees Creek Road.  

 

Every weekend was a new adventure and by the yearôs end I was well into a lifelong passion. 

By then I also often led the team because Steveôs back was troubling him and I was the only 

one of his band of teenagers old enough to have a driverôs licence. Importantly, I also had a 

car. So, in the early morning hours three or four kids and myself, amidst great discussion and 

frivolity, drove out 50 to 80 km into the bush on obscure mountain trails, occasionally 

bouncing wombats, rabbits or wallabies off the car or drifting too fast around corners. At 

times weôd break down on the bush road but always managed to walk or push ourselves out, 

or to catch a lift to the nearest house 30km away, Uriarra Homestead. There weôd ring Steve 

to come and tow us home. They were great times and I revelled in the responsibility, feeling 

that I was both learning something and contributing to the store of human knowledgeé 

 

In January (1969) I sent a short observation about a cuckoo nestling host to Stephen 

Marchant for publication in óThe Emuô, journal of the RAOU. He was a fastidious man and 

in the end, after some correspondence and rightly no doubt, he decided not to publish it. On 

the other hand, the óCanberra Timesô editor published a letter of mine on 1 April urging bird 

identification classes for ósporting shootersô. Then, in the September 1969 I published a 

paper on a western warbler and wasp nesting association in óCanberra Bird Notesô é. I 

started banding in the open forest on Mount Pleasant behind the Russell Offices where I 

worked. A major highway now runs through the forest, but back then many people enjoyed 

walking in and through it on the way to work, and neighbourhood kids played in its open 

forest along small usually-dry water courses. 

 

Though I tended my nets closely, on one occasion someone found one and tore it down. When 

I reported this to Dave Purchase, the red-haired dynamo secretary of Australian Bird and 

Bat Banding Office in the CSIROôs Division of Wildlife Research, he printed signs to erect 

near the nets and there was no more vandalism (see next page). 
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The Divisionôs offices in the then rural area of Gungahlin, ACT, comprised study paddocks 

with fascinating Australian mammals and birds, and offices with stimulating staff and an 

excellent wildlife library. Every visit lured meé. 

 

In the first month of the 1970s I was é going bird-banding as much as possibleé (and now) 

é... I even did so on the first day of the new decade, arriving at 4.30am hung-over and 

feeling sorry for myself after a New Yearôs Eve party. In the next 4+ hours I caught 10 birds 

of 7 species and went home contentedly to bed.  

 

I also submitted records of re-trapped birds for entry in óRecovery Round-upô in the 

óAustralian Bird Banderô. Its crusty, loveable rogue-of-an-editor, S.G. (Bill) Lane was a 

banding fanatic and a marvelous mentor to new banders around Sydney where he lived and 

throughout New South Wales. When not banding he was a colonel in the Citizen Military 

Force and ran his banding trips and the journal with a jovial military precision. His attention 

to detail was legendary. I especially remember the speed with which he replied to my letters 

(example following page) ... The research and educational value of bird-banding is used to 

justify catching the birds but to us youngsters it was the thrill of the chase more than 

anything. On each trip there was the lure of the unknown. Would we catch a record of some 

description, like a rare bird, or one outside its normal range, or one already with a band 

revealing that it had come from somewhere else, or that it was an óoldieô, perhaps even the 

oldest recorded to date for the species? As it was early in the history of Australian banding, 

now and then we would catch something ósignificantô which would spur us to band again as 

soon as possible, and on each occasion around the banding table and the evening campfire 

we would banter about our adventures and the records we were achieving. We also competed 

with each other in the speed with which we erected nets in the pre-dawn light of the bush, in 

our inventiveness with erecting them despite broken and/or missing gear, and in the 

proficiency with which we disentangled birds.  
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Inevitably and not infrequently of course, some birds would escape from the banderôs hand. 

But, provided the misadventure was not spotted by óthe bossô, Steve Wilson, the secret 

remained with us young banders. However, if Steve spotted it he would óbawl us outô and give 

us another lesson on how to correctly hold birds. Despite such ócompetitionsô we did try not 

to hurt the birds whilst untangling, processing and releasing them as quickly and carefully as 

possible. Although such things did contribute to meaningful and happy weekends, nowadays 

strict rules and codes of practice govern banding and our cavalier antics would bring severe 

reprimand and/or licence removal. 

 

 
Bill Lane's reply about our bird retraps at Tianjara Falls, NSW (26 May 1973). 
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In early 1970 I wrote two papers on how to identify the five ôredô robins. After incorporating 

comments from Steve Wilson and others they were duly published in óCanberra Bird Notesô 

and prepared but [CBN] did not publish a narrative about a pair of Mudlarks raising four 

broods of chicks in one season from their nest in a regal old gum tree in our back yard. I 

listed three other papers to write about Yellow-tailed Thornbill, Black-faced Cuckoo-shrike 

and White-throated Warbler observations, and later combined them in an article titled óSome 

nesting notesô. 

 

In early April 1970 snow fell heavily in Canberra and the weather was inclement for two 

weeks. Soon afterwards, we were banding hundreds of Yellow-faced Honeyeaters (óyeflasô we 

called them) and other species on migration as they moved along the Murrumbidgee River at 

Point Hut Crossing. They flew low in a jerking uncertain manner above small bushes, 

nervous to be in the open away from their usual forests. As each flock of 30 to 100 

individuals passed over the nets, we clapped noisily and threw sticks in the air causing them 

to dive instantly into the bushes and our waiting nets. Some almost collapsed under the 

weight of birds. It was great fun and on occasions, a óspecialô bird like a Little Falcon would 

be caught as it careered into a net in hot pursuit of prey. Though thousands of óyeflasô were 

thus banded, few were ever recovered, but one was recorded having flown to Grafton. It has 

taken many years for the story of the seemingly nomadic, but predictable, movements of the 

species on the coast and tablelands to be elucidated.  

 

In the summer breeding season my notebook was also filling with observations of nesting 

birds. Mark Clayton and I would compete with each other and with Barry Baker to see who 

could find the most, and most interesting nests, and complete the most number of cards for 

the newly-instituted RAOU Nest Record Scheme.   

 

In the early 1970s through Penny Woollard (later Olsen) at CSIRO Wildlife Research I met 

Jerry Olsen. Jerry was a dedicated falconer from the USA and for a few years I fell under the 

spell of raptors, accompanying him and his team on often hair-raising excursions to find, 

band and research them, including dangerous climbs to difficult to reach nests. In mid-1971 I 

built a bal-chatri hawk trap and baiting it with white mice, drove around rural roads 

dropping the trap by the road when I saw a hawk and parking further along in the hope that 

it would land on it and be caught in a slip loop. Usually the trap was either not noticed or 

ignored by the birds; however a nankeen kestrel did land once but promptly flew off uncaught 

on my approach. Clearly there were problems with design, technique and the inactivity of the 

mice. I was also spending a lot of time and money driving fruitlessly around roads, so 

eventually gave up. 

 

On 12 February 1972, I drove in the early morning to Batemanôs Bay and,   ó...went out on a 

fishing trawler to a little island called Tollgate...to catch and mark seabirds (shearwaters and 

White-faced Storm-Petrels). Since most of the work (is) done at night, I lazed around...all day 

occasionally going for a swim or looking at lazy penguins which preferred to stay in the 

burrows rather than go out and get something to eat. At about 6pm we had a meal and in the 

last hour of sunlight ascended a precipitous cliff by a winding narrow path and found at the 

top about an acre of rolling, thickly-grassed land. It was pot-holed completely with mutton-

bird (shearwater) burrows and to walk anywhere was to have the ground collapse beneath the 

feet. We went around on our hands and knees catching any birds that were in them and then 

had a rest and watched dusk descend over the mainland from our perch 300 feet above the 

water. After sunset with the sky getting ever darker, the birds began to come in for the night. 
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They were full of fish from the daysô hunting and while superb in flight, when they hit the 

tussocks they just sat there exhausted for 10 or more minutes. Our job was to find them 

before they found there (sic) burrows and band them. They usually land no more than 10 feet 

from the entrance which is phenomenal considering the darkness of the night but when you 

chase them they canôt take off...They have to flap ... to the edge of the cliff and launch 

themselves over and the big wings come into play to give them their majesty. So we went 

chasing these birds by torchlight and keeping a wary eye on the edge of the cliff. They bite 

and scratch like mad and my hands were red raw by midnight and I didnôt feel like catching 

any more. Neither did anyone else, so we cautiously made our way down the track by 

torchlight, a step either side and they 

would have been scraping us with a 

tissue on the rocks 200 feet 

below...When I hit the sleeping bag 

and was rocked to sleep by the 

rhythm of the waves with a fantastic 

starlit night and a cool breeze, it all 

seemed worth itô.... 

 

In early 1973 I was a seasonal 

ranger in Kosciusko National Park 

when Steve Wilson wrote (see on 

right) to say that on 21 December 

1972 a forest fire (called the Warkôs 

Road Fire by Forestry staff) had 

burnt much of the Brindabella Range 

and many of our netting sites at New 

Chums and there was ómuch to be 

doneéto plot the fate of the birdsô. 

After returning to Canberra, on 10-

11 February I took a troop of young 

banders to New Chums Road to 

survey the damage, erect nets and 

band birds. On the first day we 

caught 9 birds and on the second, 13. 

They comprised the óusualô species - 

White-browed Scrub wrens, Southern 

Yellow Robin, Eastern Spinebill, Silvereye, Rufous Fantail, White-naped Honeyeater, Brown 

Thornbill and White-throated Treecreeper (see on next page extract from field note book 

from New Chums Road trip, Feb. 1973). I did not band at New Chums again for a year, 

however, in checking the banding data a while later I noticed an increase in the number of 

Flame Robins caught after the fire and in 1976 published a paper about it in the óAustralian 

Bird Banderô. 
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Bird -banding field notebook page from New Chums Road (February 1973). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The author, Tony Stokes, banding an Australian Hobby at Point Hut Crossing, ACT 

(April 1970) 

 

In 1970 I commenced science at the Australian National University and there found other 

birdo friends in students such as Neil Hermes, Steve Garnett, Mike Fleming, Simon Bennett, 

Mike Chuck, Jocelyn Dexter, Stuart Davey and Sonia Tidemann.  

 

In 1974 a Brindabella Banding Group was formed to coordinate activities with Dave Stewart 

as initial organizer, and up to 1982 it circulated 18 newsletters with many articles by Steve 

Wilson, Dave Purchase and others recording and analyzing our activities. Over the years, I 

and many other young COG protégées, unassumingly tutored by Steve, Dave and various 

CSIRO Wildlife staff progressed into rewarding careers in wildlife research and conservation. 

Yes, COG and the birding world in general have been good to me.  


