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Ian Montgomery became a keen birdwatcher as a schoolboy in Ireland in the 1960s. Fond memories of that time include wildfowl and wader surveys in Dublin and Wicklow, sea-watches in Donegal, and a spell as a volunteer wader at the RSPB Minsmere reserve in Suffolk.

After majoring in zoology at Trinity College Dublin, he migrated to Australia in 1971 and did a Ph.D. in animal behaviour at Sydney University. Then followed a career in computing until, in 1993, he got the opportunity to combine zoology and computing in fisheries modelling and stock assessment at the Institute of Marine Ecology, Sydney University, and later with Victorian Fisheries and James Cook University in Townsville.

He became an enthusiastic bird photographer in 1988 with the purchase of his first SLR camera and telephoto lens. He switched to digital photography in 2001 and took early retirement from James Cook University in 2003 to concentrate on bird photography. His website [http://www.birdway.com.au/index.htm] now contains 7000 photos of more than 1500 species of birds and his photos have been published widely.

His recent involvement in the digital version of the Pizzey and Knight Field Guide to the Birds of Australia [http://www.gibbonmm.com.au] and co-authorship with Jo Wieneke of the digital version of <Where to Find Birds in Northern Queensland> reflect his current movement into digital publishing.


Introduction

I took up digital photography of birds in early 2001 using a setup called digiscoping which combines a digital camera with a spotting scope. The photo shows me using this combination in Malaysia in October 2001. I was then working for Victorian Fisheries in Queenscliff on the Bellarine Peninsula south of Geelong, an area that provide a wide range of good habitats for shore and water birds.

[image: Ian in Malaysia]

I moved to Townsville in March 2002 to take up a position as a fisheries modeller at CRC Reef (Cooperative Research Centre) at James Cook University and in October of that year I started sharing bird photos with my colleagues as a bird of the week email.

Early in 2003, I retired from CRC Reef to concentrate on bird photography and set up a small business for the sale of digital photos and prints to augment my superannuation. I continued posting the bird of the week and over the months it grew in popularity as friends and birders joined the list.

That year I switched from digiscoping to a Canon DSLR with a 100-400mm zoom telephoto and the second photo shows me with this set-up on Achill Island in the West of Ireland. In 2005 I added a 500mm fixed length telephoto lens to the collection.

[image: Ian in Ireland]

In October 2004 I converted the list to a Google Group to make it easier to manage and to join: <http://www.birdway.com.au/birdoftheweek.htm>. The rest, as they say, is history and currently, in 2015, the list continues with about one thousand members from all over the world.

To begin with, the bird of the week was a single photo with a little explanatory text. Over the years it grew in size and substance to an essay with up to half a dozen photos. As the content usually relates to current activities and travel, it reads like a diary. Members have expressed interest in earlier issues so I've collected them together in this ebook which covers the years 2002 to 2009.


Using this Book

The book is divided into chapters by year covering the years from 2002, when I started the bird of the week, to 2009. There is an Index to Bird Names at the end of the book with clickable links to the corresponding bird of the week. In it you can search by type of bird, e.g. Nightjar, Large-tailed and by common name, .e.g. Large-tailed Nightjar. Most species have only one bird of the week posting so the link will be applied to the whole bird name, e.g. Glossy Ibis or Ibis, Glossy. In a few cases, a single species has appeared more than once so the links will be appended as the year numbers, e.g. Large-tailed Nightjar 2004, 2007.

The book contains two types of links: internal and external. Internal links point to another part of the book while external links point to an external source such as a website page. The links in the index are all internal, so you don't need an internet connection to use them.

External links do need an internet connection, so these links are placed in <angle brackets> to remind you. Many of these links are to photos in the Birdway website and single angle brackets are used: <birdway.com.au>. Other internet links are shown with double angle brackets: <<Birdlife Australia>>.

The behaviour of external links depends on your reader software. Apple iBooks opens the web page in Safari, so you'll need to make your own way back to the iBooks application. Some other readers open web pages in an internal browser and you'll just need to close the browser page to return to the book.

The appearance of links will also depend on your reader software, with some highlighting them while others underline them. The treatment of images differs too. Usually you can enlarge an image by double-clicking on it, which causes it to be opened in a separate window in front of the book. Typically these windows can be zoomed. To return to the book, you need to close the window by click on a close box. Try double-clicking on this photo of a Yellow-billed Kingfisher to see how your software works.

[image: Image]

Click on this link Yellow-billed Kingfisher to see the bird of the week entry for this species.

I hope you enjoy this book. If you do, tell your friends and share this link with them: <birdway.com.au/publications.htm>. If you do not already subscribe to the free bird of the week, you can do here: <birdway.com.au/birdoftheweek.htm>. If you have any comments or suggestions, send them to me at <ian@birdway.com.au>.


Chapter Two:
2002 (#1 to #11)




#1 Lemon-bellied Flycatcher 14 Oct 2002

I spent Saturday night camping at Jourama Falls south of Ingham and visited Birthday Creek Falls on the Paluma Dam Road on Sunday afternoon.

[image: Image]

Jourama Falls is a reliable spot for the Lemon-bellied Flyrobin. It’s also called a Flycatcher, which is what it does very well, but it’s an Australasian Robin (Petroicidae) rather than a “true” Flycatcher (Muscicapidae). At 12cm long, it’s small rather than minuscule but it does build the smallest nest of any Australian bird, in which it lays a single egg.

#2 Pale-yellow Robin 21 Oct 2002

The Pale-yellow Robin is a rainforest bird and lives in shady surroundings. It’s relatively tame and sits motionless on a perch, making it easier to photograph than most rainforest inhabitants. This one, with buff, rather than white, between the eyes and the bill (the lores) is an example of the northern race occurring between Townsville and Cooktown.

[image: Image]

#3 Pied Imperial-pigeon 28 Oct 2002

A colleague found these Pied Imperial-pigeons in a park in West End a couple of weeks ago so I went by one evening to immortalise them on digital medium.

[image: Image]

They occur along the tropical coast of Australia from Rockhampton to Broome and are summer visitors, at least in Queensland, from New Guinea. They breed mainly on offshore islands coming to the mainland each day to feed. In the Townsville district, reef islands are far from the coast and the local population breeds on the mainland. Not having been in North Queensland in summer before, I was looking forward to seeing them and was not disappointed. They are big, elegant birds (38-44cm) and I think earn the title of “Imperial” - I’m not an avid republican despite my Irish origins.

#4 Australian Pratincole 4 Nov 2002

I came across about 20 Australian Pratincoles yesterday at the southern end of Ross River Dam near Toonpan. Pratincoles are swallow-shaped, wader-like birds that look rather like terns but behave more like plovers. They belong to the family Glareolidae which they share with the Coursers. The affinities of this to other bird families were uncertain, but recent DNA studies have linked them, in a super-family, to the auks (Alcidae) and the Laridae which includes the gulls and terns 

[image: Image]


#5 Dollarbird 8 Nov 2002

The Dollarbird, so named because of the circular white patch on each wing, is the only Australian representative of the Roller family, and is a summer visitor from Indonesia. Given their colourful plumage, it should be no surprise that the Rollers are related to the Kingfishers and Bee-eaters.

[image: Image]

#6 Buff-breasted Paradise-kingfisher 20 Nov 2002

I’ve just spent a week in and around Darwin with an overnight stop at Kingfisher Park at Julatten near Cairns on the way. Here is a species I particularly wanted to photograph on this trip: the Buff-breasted Paradise-kingfisher at, naturally, Kingfisher Park. It is a summer visitor to the rainforests of north-eastern Queensland.

[image: Image]

#7 Hooded Parrot 20 Nov 2002

Here is another species I particularly wanted to photograph on the Julatten-Northern Territory trip: Hooded Parrot at Pine Creek 225km south of Darwin on the road to Alice Springs.

[image: Image]

It is an uncommon Northern Territory endemic with a restricted range in the Pine Creek to Katherine region. It is a close relative of the endangered Golden-shouldered Parrot of Cape York.

#8 Red-winged Parrot 25 Nov 2002

I took these photos of the Red-winged Parrots in Pine Creek, between Darwin and Katherine, nine days ago when searching for the Hooded Parrot, which featured last week.

[image: Image]

The red and fluorescent green one is an adult male, the more soberly dressed one is a female or juvenile, I’m unsure which. This species also occurs in small numbers around Townsville and is usually shy. These birds were part of a flock of about 20 gorging themselves in the early morning on this tree and weren’t going to be put off by a mere photographer.

[image: Image]

#9 Striated Heron 7 Dec 2002

These dumpy little (to 49cm) Herons are quite common in coastal tropical Australia, less so farther south. They are usually shy and, as their favourite habitat is mangroves, easy to overlook and difficult to photograph.

[image: Image]

Sometimes, however, they become fairly tame around harbours and wharfs. This one was right beside the breakwater in Townsville Port a few weeks ago and wasn’t going to be distracted by other fishers or, like the Red-winged Parrots last week, a mere photographer.

#10 White-cheeked Honeyeater 14 Dec 2002

"This is MY jam!"

[image: Image]

This White-cheeked Honeyeater is making the most of the jam at the Ivy Cottage tea house in Paluma, 80km west north-west of Townsville. The bill intruding tentatively on the right-hand side belongs to a Macleay’s Honeyeater. Bold black-and-white plumage usually means “don’t mess with me” (e.g. Australian and Northern Hemisphere Magpies, Magpie-larks) so caution is an appropriate response by the Macleay's.

White-cheeked Honeyeaters occur in coastal heaths in eastern and south-western Australia (two widely separated races) and in highlands, like Paluma, in North Queensland. Macleay’s Honeyeater is a wet-tropics endemic and the Ivy Cottage is the easiest place to see them. True twitchers think that the Ivy Cottage is cheating but it’s good for photography.

#11 Pied Heron 20 Dec 2002

This proud Pied Heron had just caught this catfish in a Billabong in Kakadu National Park in the Northern Territory when I took this photo last month. Big fish, small Heron (45-50cm) but it managed to swallow it in the end despite the attentions of a couple of other opportunistic Pied Herons who came by.

[image: Image]

The Pied Heron occurs in northern Australia and New Guinea. It’s abundant on the north coast of Australia, particularly in Kakadu, much scarcer in the north east.

Best wishes for Christmas and the New Year.


Chapter Three:
2003 (#12 to #50)




#12 Eastern Reef Egret 1 Jan 2003

Happy New Year!

[image: Image]

Continuing the theme of Herons in the act, here’s a Pacific Reef Egret (aka Eastern Reef Egret/Heron) that’s just nabbed a small fish on the edge of the breakwater in Townsville Port. The heron did a quick 180-degree turn away from the water, presumably to reduce the chance of losing the fish if it dropped it.

#13 Rainbow Lorikeet 15 Jan 2003

Humans aren’t the only ones to suffer from Mango Madness* in Townsville. Here’s a Rainbow Lorikeet getting stuck into the fruit of my next door neighbour’s tree on New Year’s Eve.

[image: Image]

*A term used, apparently, to describe the effects of the humidity associated with the build up to the wet season at this time of the year.

#14 King Parrot & Marbled Frogmouth 30 Jan 2003

Best and Worst Photos!

[image: Image]

I’ve just returned from spending 3 days in Lamington National Park in Southern Queensland. Lamington is justifiably famous for its upland rainforest and interesting wildlife. I stayed at O’Reilly’s lodge where birds such as the Australian King Parrot are tame from feeding and eager to exchange a photo session for some birdseed. 

[image: Image]

Less obvious delights are in store for the diligent observer. One of these is the Marbled Frogmouth, an uncommon cousin of the Tawny Frogmouth. The Marbled Frogmouth occurs in Australia as two widely separate races, one on the Queensland-NSW border, the other on the north-east coast of Cape York. I found a pair one night in a valley about 1km from O’Reilly’s. The photo is of the female, distinguishable by its rufous colour.

I took the photo at 11pm holding the camera with a 5x telephoto lens in one hand and a spotlight in the other (I was alone), standing on an unsteady, suspension foot-bridge using a 1/8sec exposure. I make no apologies for the quality but would like to return one day with a tripod and an assistant to hold the light!

#15 Australian Owlet-nightjar 15 Feb 2003

The Australian Owlet-nightjar is a small – length to 24cm – cousin of the Tawny Frogmouth. It is reasonably common in a variety of woodland habitats throughout Australia but, being nocturnal in its life-style and spending daylight roosting in hollows, it is more often heard than seen.

[image: Image]

Sometimes, however, it may emerge on sunny afternoons and perch near its hollow watching the world go by. This one was near a rainforest track at O’Reilly’s Lodge in Lamington National Park in the hinterland of the Gold Coast near the border with New South Wales. This was the same track on which I found the Marbled Frogmouth that featured as the worst photo of last week.

#16 White-throated Honeyeater 1 Mar 2003

The White-throated Honeyeater (Melithreptus albogularis) is a common resident of North Queensland and often seen in gardens around Townsville.

[image: Image]

It has the most northerly distribution of the 6 species of Melithreptus (two of which, the Strong-billed and the Black-headed Honeyeaters are Tasmanian endemics). The similar White-naped Honeyeater (M. lunatus) occurs in highland areas of North Queensland (eg near Paluma) but has a red rather than a white or pale-blue eye crescent.

#17 Red-capped Plover 9 Mar 2003

Just a Red-capped Plover from the archives this week. The overcast weather and the mosquitos mean that I haven't been taking many photos recently. I'll try and make up for that this weekend.

[image: Image]

#18 Black-throated Finch 20 Mar 2003

I've been out and about camera in hand in the recent sunny weather and I am happy to report that the mosquitos are less numerous.

[image: Image]

I came across this pair of Black-throated Finches building a nest in the Giru district south of Townsville last Saturday. It is an uncommon species largely confined to northern Queensland having disappeared from southern Queensland and northern NSW. Lots of grasses are seeding after the rain and the finches are making the most of it. In the same area there were also Double-barred and Zebra Finches and Chestnut-breasted and Nutmeg Mannikins.

#19 Red-tailed Black-cockatoo 23 Mar 2003

This Red-tailed Black-cockatoo was displaying her Sunday best beside the beach at Pallarenda a week ago.

 [image: Image]

The photo of the Red-capped Plover that was Bird of the Week two weeks ago won 1st prize in the Wildlife category in the NQ Water/Maunsell photo competition for International Wetlands Day.

#20 White-throated Kingfisher 7 Apr 2003

As I'm off to the Indian Himalayas tomorrow with the intention of getting some bird photos, this week's bird has an Asian flavour. The White-throated Kingfisher is a spectacular but common sight in southern and south-east Asia. I photographed this one in Malaysia in October 2001.

 [image: Image]

I apologise in advance for the lack of photos for the next two or three weeks. Hopefully, I'll be able to make amends by sending you some Himalayan beauties when I get back.

#21 Alpine Accentor 20 Apr 2003

I'm back in Townsville after a somewhat gruelling trip to India and the Himalayas. I had frustrating technical problems with battery rechargers (lightning-induced surges destroyed three) and 40 dud disposable batteries. Nonetheless, I managed to take 1,300 photos which included about 100 bird species that I hadn't photographed before. Many of those, of course, are "for the record" and won't be seen in public but I did come away with some quality ones as well.

[image: Image]

The Alpine Accentor, is a true mountaineer, at home in barren rocky landscapes at high altitudes from the Pyrenees to the Himalayas. It rarely descends below 2,000m even in winter and in summer prefers 3,600 - 5,500m and has been found at 7,900. We found them in two places, both at about 3,600m (12,000ft).

The photo was taken near Changu Lake in Sikkim 10km from the Tibetan border. The Lake was still frozen and there was plenty of snow around. The lake is in a military zone and we needed special permits to travel there, in addition to the permits we needed to travel to Sikkim. This is a former kingdom annexed by India in the mid-seventies just in case China was planning something similar.

#22 Changeable Hawk-eagle 20 Apr 2003

Unlike the Alpine Accentor, the Changeable Hawk-eagle usually stays below 2,000m and I took this photo in Gorumara National Park in the lowlands near the foothills of the Himalayas.

[image: Image]

One tends to think of Eagles as aristocratic and imposing, but the Hawk-eagles all have crests which can look comical, particularly the floppy crest feathers of this species. Gorumara is known for its large mammals including Elephants and Indian Rhinos. We didn't see either of these but the birdlife in the forest was spectacular.

Now that I am home, I am free to concentrate my activities on developing my professional site for bird photos. More on that soon!

#23 Spotted Owlet 1 May 2003

I saw three species of small owls in India and photographed two of them. This is the Barred Owlet (Athene brama) which at 21cm in length is even smaller than its relative the Little Owl (A. noctua) which occurs in Eurasia as far west as England.

[image: Image] 

This Barred Owlet was in Keoladeo National Park, Bharatpur in Rajasthan about 200km south of Delhi. The Park was formerly the wildfowling reserve of the Maharajah of Bharatpur and is now famous as one of the best birding spots in India, particularly in November and December after the monsoon. It was very dry when we were there so there were few waterbird around. The Owlet spent most of its time just sitting on a branch of a tree in the heat but it also visited its hollow in the trunk. 

[image: Image]

#24 Brown Hawk-owl 8 May 2003

Here's the other Owl I photographed in India. This Brown Hawk-owl (Ninox scutulata) was roosting in a tree beside a river in Sikkim. It's similar in size to its relative the Southern Boobook of Australia (N. boobook).

 [image: Image]

#25 Yellow-wattled Lapwing 15 May 2003

These Yellow-wattled Lapwings were busy in the grounds of Tuqlakabad Fort on the outskirts of Delhi. Superficially similar to their noisy Australian cousins, Masked Lapwings, Yellow-wattled Lapwings are relatively uncommon. Tuqlakabad, one of the cities that make up present Delhi, was built by the Tuqlaks in the 14th century. The imposing fort and city wall are still largely intact.

[image: Image] 

I'm making progress with the website for selling bird photos. It will take me till next month to get all the galleries up, but I've started filling orders for prints and you can preview the site at <www.birdway.com.au>.

#26 Himalayan Bulbul 26 May 2003

Here's another shot from the Indian trip. This Himalayan Bulbul (Pycnonotus leucogenys) was perching on a bamboo stake in someone's yard in a small village near Darjeeling. As was often the case in the Himalayas, the mist made it quite gloomy and the photo needed an exposure of 0.25sec. Happily, Himalayan Bulbuls are patient subjects.

 [image: Image]

I've added many galleries to the website since last week: <Herons & Egrets>, <Woodswallows>, <Waders>, <Finches>, <Cassowary>, <Grebes>, <Pigeons and Doves>, <Australian Robins>, <Mound Builders>, <Cuckoos and Coucals>, <Old World Orioles> and <Cuckooshrikes>.

#27 Bank Myna 1 Jun 2003

I was amused by this Bank Myna taking liberties with this cow at Bharatpur in the Indian State of Rajasthan. Bank Mynas eat a wide variety of invertebrates and fruit, and are particularly partial to ticks, so maybe their grooming is welcomed by cattle.

 [image: Image]

The Bank Myna is found through northern India from Pakistan in the west to Bangladesh in the east. The body is grey with black wings and a black and red face.

#28 Brown Falcon 7 Jun 2003

I've finished putting up the Australian bird photo galleries on <www.birdway.com.au> so now I have some time to go out and get some photos.

[image: Image]

I was out at Toonpan yesterday on the inland side of Ross River Dam. The dam level is a lot lower than last year so the water is a long way away even after the 2km walk from where I'd parked the car. Light was running out, so I took some photos of this Brown Falcon before sunset. This photo was taken about 15 minutes before official sunset but about 6 minutes before the sun actually disappeared behind the distant hills.

#29 Spinifex Pigeon 2 Jul 2003

Last week I went on a trip to Opalton in Central Queensland about 700km south-east of Townsville. As its name suggests it's best known for opal fossicking, but it has interesting birds as well, particularly those that inhabit spinifex, the spiny grass that forms prickly cushions in arid regions.

[image: Image]

At the Opalton dam, we encountered a pair of gorgeous <Spinifex Pigeons> coming in for a drink. These are plump little pigeons, 20-24cm/8-9.5in in length, with very long spikey crests. These ones were very approachable and seemed happy to be photographed.

Up till now I have been using the combination of Coolpix digital camera, and eye-piece attachment and a Leica spotting scope to take digital bird photos. This combination is often called digiscoping. Just before we left Townsville, I took delivery of a Canon 10D digital SLR and a Canon 100-400mm zoom telephoto lens and the trip provided me with ample opportunities to try out my new toys, including this photo.

#30 Australian Pelican 7 Jul 2003

My new Canon digital SLR is good for hand-held shots where there is no time for set-up. Such situations include flighty birds in bushes and birds in flight such as the attached Australian Pelican (Pelecanus conspicillatus), photographed yesterday on an outing to Oak Valley which borders Ross River Dam.

[image: Image]

I've made changes recently to the <Birdway website>. I've added thumbnails of new photos to the home page so that you can now find the <most recent photos directly> and I've reorganised the gallery index in the <Australasian Birds> list. This is now arranged alphabetically by common names - Accentors to Yellowlegs - rather than by taxonomic sequence, which should make it easier to find things.

#31 Lesser Crested Tern 15 Jul 2003

I've been continuing to use the new camera to photograph birds in flight. This one is the Lesser Crested Tern a predominantly tropical species and much less common than the Greater Crested Tern (S. bergii) which occurs right around Australia. The Lesser Crested Tern is distinguishable from its larger cousin in having an orange rather than a yellow bill.

 [image: Image]

I've been busy taking lots of bird photos recently, so there were several candidates for Bird of the Week including <Little Kingfisher> and <Victoria's Riflebird> (a Bird of Paradise). Both of these spectacular birds, however, have already been posted to the Birdway site so you can use the links to have a look at them.

#32 Leaden Flycatcher 29 Jul 2003

This photo of a male Leaden Flycatcher was taken at Nome, near Townsville. Males have dark-grey backs and iridescent blackish throats but in females, the blackish throat is replaced by reddish-buff which gradually blends with the white of the lower breast and belly.

[image: Image]

Leaden Flycatchers are found across coastal northern and eastern Australia as far south as Victoria and eastern South Australia. They are resident in the north but summer breeding migrants in the south with small numbers getting as far as Tasmania. Here in Townsville, the resident population is augmented in winter by southern migrants.

#33 White-bellied Sea-eagle 6 Aug 2003

This White-bellied Sea-eagle was soaring near Clump Point Jetty at Mission Beach on Sunday afternoon.

[image: Image]

#34 Brahminy Kite 13 Aug 2003

Continuing with the theme of raptors in flight, here is a photo, taken a couple of weeks ago, of a Brahminy Kite which was flying over the back garden of where I live. These handsome chestnut and white kites are fairly common in coastal areas of northern Australia and also occur widely in southern Asia.

[image: Image]

#35 Spectacled Monarch 19 Aug 2003

This smart member of the Monarch Flycatchers is not uncommon in rainforest and wooded gullies on the east coast of Australia north of Port Stephens in NSW. Here in North Queensland it is more numerous in winter.

 [image: Image]

Given its preference for gloomy habitats and its restless nature in thick foliage, it has previously eluded my photographic efforts. This one I captured last week at Alligator Creek with my Canon 10D which lets me make the most of brief opportunities in poor light.

#36 Mistletoebird 28 Aug 2003

I haven't taken many photos in the last week as I've been busy making arrangements and preparing to start selling my photos at the Sunday morning markets in Flinders Mall in Townsville. I start on Sunday week, 7th September 2003, so if any local members of the Bird of the Week list are there, keep an eye out for me and come and say hello! I've applied for a permanent spot and will let you know where it is when it has been allocated.

 [image: Image]

This is a male Mistletoebird, the sole Australian representative of the <Flowerpeckers>, and I took this photo a few days ago in the back garden of where I live. Mistletoebirds occur all over Australia, except Tasmania and are quite common up here near Townsville. They are tiny birds (10cm/4in) and do, as their name suggest, often feed on mistletoes. This one however was feeding on an exotic shrub.

#37 Black Kite 2 Sep 2003

We're back to raptors in flight this week. This Black Kite (Milvus migrans) was cruising over the back yard yesterday - my neighbour leaves out meat scraps for them. Black Kites are one of the world's most successful raptors and found over a huge area of Eurasia, Africa and Australia. They are scavengers and do well in cities in warmer climates. They are very abundant near Townsville and often seen checking the highways for road kills.

 [image: Image]

Just a reminder to Townsville residents that I start selling bird photos at markets in Flinders Mall this Sunday 7 September. If you're there, come and say hello!

#38 White-browed Robin 9 Sep 2003

The White-browed Robin (Poecilodryas superciliosa) is an uncommon resident of rainforest and vegetation along watercourses and in mangroves in tropical Australia from Rockhampton in Queensland to the Kimberley region of Western Australia. Around Townsville it occurs in small numbers on Alligator Creek, Reed Beds Road (Cromarty Wetland) and along Ross River. It eluded my lens for ages until I caught up with this one on Ross River and then, almost immediately of course, I was able to photograph it at both the other sites. Stylish bird in a subtle way, I think, with an endearing habit of cocking its tail in a wren-like manner.

 [image: Image]

I got off to a fairly encouraging start at the Flinders Mall markets on Sunday. The photos generated a fair amount of interest and I enjoyed the experience. I was helped by my artist friend, Kim Munro, who in the past has sold her paintings there. My thanks to friends who dropped by to lend encouragement and say hello. I'll be back there each Sunday. At the moment, I'm near the entrance to the Post Office Arcade at the western end of the Mall but I don't know yet whether that is a permanent site.

 [image: Image]

Today I went to the launch of the <<Natural Assets Database>> of Townsville City Council which is on their website. This is an impressive database with links to flora, fauna, habitats and other aspects of the environment of the Townsville region. The Council has a licensing agreement with Birdway to use my bird photos in the database and on their state of the environment report <<http://www.soe-townsville.org/images.html>>.

#39 Brown Cuckoo-dove 16 Sep 2003

Slender-billed (or usually in Australia Brown) Cuckoo-doves, Macropygia amboinensis, are common in rainforest and scrubs along the east coast of Australia from the Victorian border to Cape York in Queensland. They also occur in Papua New Guinea, Indonesia and the Philippines. Large (40cm) long-tailed and graceful, they have a mellow, repeated call variously rendered as -did you walk- or -cuckoo-rork-, though I assume that the name cuckoo-dove derives from their appearance.

 [image: Image]

This bird is an immature one with barring on the neck and rufous edges on the wing feathers - adults have smoother plumage. I photographed this one last month in Bluewater State Forest, one of the delights that await me when I move to Bluewater, north of Townsville, on 1 October. I started packing this morning.

I still haven't been given a permanent site at the Flinders Mall Markets in Townsville so am unsure just where I'll be next Sunday so keep an eye out if you are there. I was near the taxi rank last Sunday and hope they move me - some of the drivers keep their engines running and the exhaust fumes didn't improve the general ambiance!

#40 Red-tailed Black-cockatoo 23 Sep 2003

These magnificent Black-cockatoos are quite common around Townsville and a welcome sight to everyone except fruit growers. Apparently, they are particularly fond of the seeds of citrus such as mandarins, and rip open and discard the fruit to get at the seeds. The local nominate race, Calpytorhynchus banksii banksii, is the largest, up to 65cm in length, with an impressive wingspan and a characteristic buoyant, languid flight. Their far-carrying trumpet calls are much easier on the ear than the harsh shrieking of their cousins the Sulphur-crested Cockatoo.

 [image: Image]

The bird in this photo, with unbarred plumage and red tail-panels, is a male. The females have yellow barring on the black plumage and yellowish-orange panels. The photo is a reduction of one of the formats that I use for my photos. This format follows the classic style of nineteenth century lithographs, in particular that used by the American naturalist and illustrator, Audubon. The style is proving popular at the Townsville markets. Business there seems to be picking up and I had a good day there last Sunday.

#41 White-throated Honeyeater 2 Oct 2003

The bird of the week is a bit late this week as I moved house yesterday and we all know what that is like!

[image: Image]

Just after the removalists had left the new house, I made myself the first mug of coffee and sat out on the verandah overlooking the pool. There were about 20 White-throated Honeyeaters and a couple of Brown-backed Honeyeaters cooling off by taking dips in the pool. They perched in a nearby Poinciana and a couple of palms and splashed briefly into the pool and across to a tree opposite. The photo of a single bird with black plumage on the head is an adult; the two ones in the other photo are juveniles with brownish heads.

[image: Image]

The White-throated Honeyeater (Melithreps albogularis) is a common species around Townsville. It is a more northerly species in Australia, replacing the very similar White-naped Honeyeater (M. lunatus) in lowland areas of the tropics. Interestingly, the White-naped Honeyeater occurs in highland areas in the tropics, for example near Paluma, just outside Townsville.

I hope Bluewater will provide some more interesting subjects. I thought I heard an Australian Owlet-nightjar last night churring near the house . . .

#42 Red-winged Parrot 9 Oct 2003

The Red-winged Parrot (Aprosmictus erythropterus) occurs across northern Australia and in southern New Guinea. Not usually seen in Townsville itself, it occurs in small numbers in grassland areas outside the city.
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I've seen them a few times near my new place in Bluewater, 35km north of Townsville, and I photographed this one, a male (with black mantle feathers) feeding in a eucalyptus beside the house about an hour ago. It seemed to be eating something off the bark of a dead branch. I took the photo through a gap in the foliage, but the bird, typically wary, took off when I tried to get in a better position.

#43 Macleay's Honeyeater 15 Oct 2003

Macleay's Honeyeater (Xanthotis macleayana) is one of about 12 species of birds endemic to the wet tropics region of north eastern Queensland, a relatively small region extending from Mount Spec National Park, north of Townsville, to Cooktown.

Though reasonably common, Macleay's Honeyeater is easy to overlook and hard to photograph in its rainforest habitat. It is probably best known to visitors to the Ivy Cottage tea rooms in Paluma in the mountains 80km north west of Townsville. There, a very tame population of wild birds will do all they can to get their share of the jam if you to choose to have scones. They seem equally partial to the Strawberry and Tomato jams.
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This is one of those rare photos of Macleay's Honeyeater not taken at the Ivy Cottage! The Honeyeater was feeding on a native Bottlebrush by the bed of Bluewater Creek close to the bottom of my garden. This location is a bit south of their known range but Bluewater State Forest is contiguous with the forest of the Paluma Ranges and the galley forest along the creek is effectively an extension of the habitat provided by the State Forest.

Business is growing steadily at the Cotters Markets on Sunday morning in Flinders Mall, Townsville, and I hope that this weekend will provide a pleasant surprise that I'll share with you next week . . .

#44 Bush Stone-curlew 19 Nov 2003

This day-old chick wants to go exploring, but parent, keeping a very beady eye on me, doesn't think it's such a good idea. In these circumstances the parent makes a hissing noise and the chicks (there are two here, one out of view) obediently freeze.
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This nest, the second this pair has laid - the first two chicks died - is on a small block in a Townsville suburb called Gulliver. Bush Stone-curlews, rare or extinct over most of southern Australia, are common in North Queensland as there are no foxes and, in Townsville, they often nest in the city.

Business at the Townsville Markets on Sunday mornings is going well. I have, at last, been allocated a permanent site so I'll be easier to find. My site is outside Aussie Original Design just south of Hoges cafe at the eastern end of Flinders Mall. I'll also be at the Strand Night Market this Friday evening, 21 November, at the northern end of the park, so come and say hello if you're there.

#45 Pacific Golden Plover 24 Oct 2003

It might be pleasant to imagine this Pacific Golden Plover (Pluvialis fulva) on a volcanic beach with dark sand, maybe in New Zealand or Hawaii, with a wavelet lapping behind it. I did indeed take the photo near a beach, Airlie Beach in the Whitsundays, but the bird, looking rather out of place, was in the car park near a marina and I was returning to the car from several days on a charter catamaran with friends from Sydney. The Whitsundays had remarkably few birds so this was my consolation prize after failing to photograph any of the Sea-eagles or Brahminy Kites which came near the boat.
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Worldwide there are three Golden Plovers, all rather similar in appearance. The other two are the Eurasian (P. apricaria), well known in winter in the British Isles, and the American (P. dominicus) which breeds in arctic North America and winters in South America. The Pacific breeds in Siberia and Western Alaska, and winters in Australasia and Oceania.

#46 Scaly-breasted Lorikeet 5 Nov 2003

This Scaly-breasted Lorikeet was checking out the Japanese Cherry/Strawberry Tree in front of my house the other day. The tree is popular with fruit-eating birds and attracts Mistletoebirds, Figbirds and Rainbow Lorikeets.

 [image: Image]

The Townsville Bulletin did a two-page colour spread on my work last weekend and included eight of my bird photos and a couple of me taking photos. This Friday, I'll have a stall at the Night Market at the Strand in addition to my usual stall at Cotters Market in Flinders Mall on Sunday. If any local members of the list are at the Strand Market drop by and say Hello. My stall will be at the south-west corner of the market area.

#47 Australasian Figbird 23 Nov 2003

Australasian Figbirds are very common around Townsville. There are two races on the east coast of Australia: the Yellow Figbird which occurs as far south as Townsville and the "Southern" Figbird (they used to be treated as different species) which occurs from Townsville to about Sydney. These differ in the colour of breast of the male, which is yellow in the Yellow Figbird and grey and green in the "Southern" Figbird. There is broad band of intergradation between the two races and the ones round here, like the one in the photo, are intermediate.
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I came across this pair on the creek a couple of weeks ago apparently inspired by overnight rain to do some nest building. The male acted as sentry - he's calling out at my approach - while the female struggled down below trying to collect living creepers. It was a hot day and she didn't look as if she was having much fun.
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Back at the ranch, as they say, I've started making my own matts for mounting photographs. I'd bought all the ready-made matts available in Townsville and none of the shops had got more stock in. In any case, it's good to have the flexibility of custom made matts of any size or colour. I've started offering mounted prints for email or phone order on the website.

I've also introduced smaller prints (A5) and reduced the prices on A4 and A3 prints to reflect the prices that I am charging at the Townsville Markets. I've also standardised the format as "Classic Prints" based on the style of 19th Century engravings with a copperplate font with the English and scientific name of the species and, unobtrusively, a reference to the place and date where the photo was taken. This style is popular at the markets, though I'll still supply photo-only prints as special orders.

There's still time to get orders in before Christmas. I usually manage a turn-round of 2 days but I don't want a big rush just before Christmas when, I expect, the markets will be busy.

#48 Rufous (Nankeen) Night-heron 5 Dec 2003

This is a Nankeen Night-heron (Nycticorax caledonicus) that I and a couple of friends disturbed one afternoon a week ago when we were wandering along the still-dry bed of Bluewater Creek. It is fairly common near wetlands throughout Australia but is easily overlooked as it is mainly nocturnal in its habits.
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Trivia of the week: It, like the Nankeen or Australian Kestrel, get its name from its colour which is like Nankeen, an un-dyed Chinese cotton fabric from Nankin/Nanjing a port on the Chang Jing/Yangtze River.

Business is getting brisk before Christmas at the markets. I'm going away for a week of photographing Cape York birds on the 22nd December so get your orders in early! I won't be at the markets on Sunday 28th December but I'll be back at my post on the first Sunday in January. Tomorrow night I'll be at the Strand Night Market in Townsville so if any local members are in the vicinity, come and say Hello. I'll be in my usual spot at the western (Rockpool) end.

#49 Australian Koel 15 Dec 2003

This large cuckoo is well known by its call in Eastern and Northern Australia but, like many cuckoos, it is wary and not always easy to spot. The call, a loud repeated Cooee, is made by courting males, often at night. It is a summer visitor from Asia and in Northern Australia its call, coinciding with the start of the wet season, gives it the common name of Rain Bird. Koels are fruit-eaters and this glossy male (the females are brown and buff with light spots and barring) is gorging himself on a Paw Paw/Papaya that wasn't ripe enough for me and was destined for the compost heap. It never got there. There is some argument as to whether the local variety of Koel is the same species as the Common or Asian Koel (E. scolopacea).
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Meanwhile, back in Townsville, the Night Market last Friday was cancelled owning to some otherwise very welcome rain. It was particularly wet here in Bluewater. Business was brisk, however, at the Sunday Market in Flinders Mall, giving me record sales and orders in the run up to Christmas.

#50 Red-winged Parrot 20 Dec 2003

Please forgive me for being unoriginal: we had a Red-winged Parrot as Bird of the Week only a couple of months ago. I cannot resist them, however, as they are such splendid birds and this male had breakfast on a Cocky Apple when I was having breakfast on the verandah last Friday. They like Cocky Apples, both flowers and fruit, and happily there are plenty growing on my property. Curious to find out what the attraction was, I tried one later in the morning. The flesh, slightly bitter, looks like a stringy avocado but the seeds, the size of small peas, are pleasantly crunchy like peanuts. Not the gastronomic discovery of the millennium, though.
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I'm off to Iron Range tomorrow so I can almost guarantee something more exotic for the next Bird of the Week. I have my sights set on an Eclectus Parrot but time will tell . . .

Meanwhile, I hope Santa brings you everything you deserve - and everything you want - and I send best my wishes for a rewarding and enjoyable 2004.


Chapter Four:
2004 (#51 to #95)




#51 Yellow-billed Kingfisher 10 Jan 2004

The week that I had planned to stay at Iron Range on Cape York turned into two and a half weeks as a result of an invitation to stay and help with some field research into Noisy Pittas. Iron Range is such a wonderful place for unusual birds that I could not resist such a great opportunity. I returned home yesterday. My apologies for the resulting absence of a bird of the week email since before Christmas.

I mentioned the Eclectus Parrot before I left. I did indeed manage to photograph it and it will feature as Bird of the Week in due course. Another species I was equally keen to photograph was the Yellow-billed Kingfisher (Syma torotoro), 20cm/8in. This elusive bird, confined in Australia to northern Cape York and difficult to spot in its rainforest habitat, was the only Australian Kingfisher that I hadn't photographed (or seen).
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I got some distant shots of one on Boxing Day perched on what I hoped was a favourite perch over a creek near an arboreal termite mound which had been used in the past for nesting. It took another 10 days and three long sessions of waiting, camera set up and mosquito coil smouldering, before I saw the bird on the same perch again. It landed, however, a foot to the right of where the camera was focussed and when I tried, so carefully, to move the camera on the tripod, the bird flew off. I re-focussed the camera on the new spot and later that morning, I was rewarded when the bird returned and I could take several photos before it departed again. This bird is a male - the female has a black crown.

#52 Large-tailed Nightjar 15 Jan 2004

My desktop PC died yesterday, cause unknown, so I'm using my Mac laptop for the Bird of the Week list. This involved manually recreating the list on the Mac so there are sure to be errors and omissions. (I haven't been able to find an easy way to transfer the list from the PC email program - Microsoft something, Exchange I think - to any Mac email program even Microsoft Entourage.) So, please accept my apologies and let me know of any irregularities.
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This is another photo from Cape York, though the Large-tailed Nightjar is not a Cape York specialty as it occurs quite widely in Queensland and the Northern Territory and in south-east and southern Asia. Being nocturnal and noisy it is much easier to hear than to see. It makes an odd sound, like someone chopping on wood, which earns it the common names of Axe Bird or Carpenter Bird. It is a familiar sound near my house in Bluewater though I have yet to see one locally.

[image: Image]

This one was incubating and they sit tight when doing so, relying on their spectacularly effective camouflage to avoid detection. They will only flush when in danger of being trodden on. Like Frogmouths, they watch intruders through nearly shut eyes. The researchers with whom we were staying at Lockhart River had found this bird but we had trouble re-finding it although they knew exactly where it was. It disappeared a few days later and we were unsure whether the eggs had hatched or been eaten.

As of last Sunday, I'm back at the markets in Flinders Mall in Townsville at my usual spot near Hoges Cafe. The markets were quiet last week as a result of the time of the year and the weather. We've had a lot of otherwise welcome rain and Bluewater Creek is in full flood.

#53 Eclectus Parrot 5 Feb 2004

Firstly, my apologies for the lack of a Bird of the Week last week. I was laid up with some nasty tropical fever - Dengue they think - and nothing got done for ten days. I am now well on the way to recovery and back at work. I also missed two Sundays at the market - my apologies to anyone who tried to find me - but I plan to be back in business this coming Sunday 8 February.

To make up, you get two photos this week. One of the species I was really keen to see and photograph was the renowned Eclectus Parrot. Apart from being spectacular parrots, their main claim to fame is that the two genders are so different in appearance that they were originally thought to belong to different species. Further, the female, resplendent in red and blue is much more colourful than the male who looks mainly green when perched (though he's fairly colourful in flight too when he shows the red and blue wing linings).
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These proved difficult birds to photograph as they frequent very tall breeding trees in the rainforest and are notoriously shy. Well, 'shy' is probably the wrong word: 'indignant' might be closer to the mark. They seemed quite upset by the presence of mere humans observing their secret parrots' business and would take off calling loudly and flying around before retreating somewhere else. They weren't easily fooled by my sitting quietly in camouflage waiting for them to return and the distant shots I took were affected by heat haze.

[image: Image]

Here is the male Eclectus Parrot. You can see that this one is eyeing me very suspiciously before taking off and creating a general din.

#57 Red-bellied Pitta 8 Feb 2004

Pittas are an Asian and Australian family of colourful ground-dwelling birds of forest. Three species normally occur in Australia. The most widespread is the Noisy Pitta (Pitta versicolor) which occurs along the east coast from Cape York to central New South Wales. The Rainbow Pitta (P. iris) occurs in northern Western Australia and the top end of the Northern Territory. The Red-bellied (P. erythrogaster) is a summer breeding visitor from New Guinea to northern Cape York Peninsula. 
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The Red-bellied Pitta is a sought-after species in Australia (it also occurs in New Guinea, Indonesia and the Philippines). All of the Pittas are easier to hear than see, being shy, vocal and inhabitants of dense vegetation such as rainforest. The Red-bellied is the only one that is almost entirely a summer visitor, a rather late one at that, often not arriving until around Christmas when the wet season in northern Australia is starting. The only sure way to get to its restricted range is by air (or sea) as rising river levels usually make the Peninsular Developmental Road impassable in the wet.

Red-bellied Pittas were quite common where we stayed near Lockhart River. Their mournful "whoooo-weeooh" calls were a characteristic sound of the rainforest and we would occasionally see them. I found them difficult birds to photograph as the light in the forest was poor, the vegetation thick and the birds rarely stayed still for more than a second. In the end, I resorted to using tapes to call them in, something I normally try to avoid doing. I justified it on the basis that the birds hadn't started nesting and were only beginning to establish territories so I reckoned that the calls of an extra male wouldn't cause too much upset.

Meanwhile, back in Townsville I am well recovered from the unidentified spotted fever that laid me low. I resumed trading at the markets yesterday so I'm back in my usual spot on Sunday mornings outside Aussie Original Designs near Hoges Cafe in Flinders Mall. It was good to be back.

#54 Noisy Pitta 15 Feb 2004

Following on last week's Red-bellied Pitta, in Australia a northern Cape York speciality, here is its more widespread relative the Noisy Pitta. It occurs along the east coast from Cape York to central NSW. The latest Atlas project by Birds Australia indicates that the Noisy Pitta is extending its range southwards.
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Commoner it may be, but we agreed at Lockhart River that it is more beautiful than its elusive cousin. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, of course.

Part of the agreement for extending my stay at Lockhart River was to help in a pilot study of Noisy Pittas by spending 2 hours a day observing nesting birds from hides. I readily agreed to this as it provided me with great opportunities to photograph them. Noisy Pittas are more often heard than seen - they have a loud contact call frequently rendered as "Walk-to-work" - and even when you do see them the sighting is usually a fleeting one in the gloomy and dense vegetation of rainforest.

In the hides, I was able to set up the camera on a tripod, using a 1.4x extender with the zoom lens, and focus it just in front of the nest entrance. The poor light meant that an exposure of 1/8 sec at 400ISO was necessary. I soon learned that Noisy Pittas usually pause at the entrance to the domed nest to make sure that the coast is clear before entering. This gave me a few precious seconds to photograph them when the bird was motionless.

Even so, opportunities were few and the birds often remained in the nest or, during hot, dry weather, away from the nest for a couple of hours at a time. On the occasion when I took this photo, the bird left the nest shortly before the end of the two-hour observation period so I remained in the hide for nearly another two hours until the bird, or perhaps its partner, returned.

Back in Townsville, we had great rain last week as a result of cyclone Fritz, a mere category one cyclone, which crossed the coast far to our north. Sunday dawned bright and clear, however, and I had a brisk morning at the markets. Perhaps because of the rain, Pelicans seemed to be in demand and I sold several copies of the photo of the <Pelican perched on a post>.

Last week, I made several updates to the website with additions to the following groups:

Robins (Australasian);

Cockatoos;

Lorikeets and Parrots;

Shrike-thrushes;

Whistlers;

Eagles, Falcons, Hawks and Kites;

Pittas.

#55 White-faced Robin 21 Feb 2004

We are still on Cape York specialties from my trip there over Christmas and New Year. This delightful little Australasian Robin occurs in New Guinea and, in Australia, only on northern Cape York peninsula. Like its better-known cousin the Pale-yellow Robin of eastern Australia, it is fairly confiding and allows fairly close approach by an observer. The white face patches are supposed to give it a clown-like appearance. Both of these Robins are found in rainforest, particularly along creeks and I photographed this one beside a creek below a tree used by nesting Eclectus Parrots. When I found it, I was looking for the nest of a Shining Flycatcher, also over the creek.
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#56 Shining Flycatcher 28 Feb 2004

The male Shining Flycatcher seen here is doing his share of incubating the eggs. The male is glossy blue-black all over while the female has a chestnut back, white underneath and glossy blue-black head. Both these photos were taken on Cape York though not at quite the same location.
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The nest that the male is in was over Funislow (Funny-slow?) Creek less than 1km from where we stayed near Lockhart River. I took this photo shortly after the one of the White-faced Robin that was last week's bird and close to the nesting tree of the Eclectus Parrot. The Creek was one of my favourite spots and produced lots of interesting birds.
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The female appeared at breakfast on New Year's Day where we were camping and was my first bird and first photo of the year.

I'm planning to drive to Sydney leaving Townsville on 15 March so I won't be at the Townsville Markets on Sunday 21 March and Sunday 28 March. I plan to be there as usual next Sunday 7 March and the following one 14 March and will return on 4 April, the Sunday before Easter.

#58 Brolga 8 Mar 2004

We (Jo Wieneke and I) came across this Brolga family this morning in a wetland/grassland area about 50km south of Townsville. In this photo, one of the parents (the other was nearby) is leading the two chicks away from the road where we were stopped in the car. The chicks are very young, probably only 2 or 3 weeks old. Brolgas are reasonably common in Northern Australia and sometimes occur in large numbers near Townsville.
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#59 Brush-turkey 16 Mar 2004

Brush-turkeys are a familiar sight in rainforests in Eastern Australia north of Sydney, not least because they make themselves a nuisance around picnic areas. This particular one is, however, special as you may have already noticed from the colour of its wattle, which is normally yellow. The Cape York race, sub-species purpureicollis, has a pinkish-purple wattle.
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This individual was a regular visitor at the site where we stayed near Lockhart River over Christmas. It came by daily to look for mangoes under several large and very productive mango trees. These same trees were very popular at night with fruit bats.

I'm leaving for Sydney later today, when I get organised. So, as I mentioned a couple of weeks ago, I won't be at the Townsville market again until Sunday 4 April. I hope to get some photos of NSW birds on the way. I didn't start digital photography until 2001 after I had moved to Victoria and have many gaps to fill. In particular, I've set myself the purely arbitrary goal of photographing a Turquoise Parrot while I am in NSW. Wish me luck!

I've transferred the Bird of the Week email list to my laptop so the next Bird of the Week should come from Sydney.

#60 Little Corella 20 Mar 2004

The Little Corella (Cacatua sanguinea) is the most widespread of the three Australian Corellas (smaller cousins of the Sulphur-crested Cockatoo), being found in all the mainland states. It is also a popular cage bird and feral populations have become established in some suburban areas.
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This bird was one of a flock where I stopped for morning coffee in Clermont, central Queensland, on the first leg of the journey from Townsville to Sydney. I came on the inland route, promoted as the Great Inland Way, that runs 2,200km from Cairns in Far North Queensland to Dubbo, west of Sydney. Clermont was surprisingly civilised (park with a lake) after a 370km run from Charters Towers during which I counted 3 buildings (a road house and 2 electricity sub-stations).

I'm in Sydney at the moment and planning to start the return trip on Thursday, allowing photographic stop-overs in the Warrumbungles in NSW and Carnarvon Gorge in inland Queensland. I've had an enjoyable time here catching up with friends and discussing retirement plans with my accountant.

#61 Tawny Frogmouth 3 Apr 2004

I'm back in Townsville after an enjoyable stay in Sydney and an interesting eight-day drive back via the Capertee Valley and the Warrumbungles in NSW and Warwick and Carnarvon Gorge in Queensland. The first three were places that I searched unsuccessfully for the Turquoise Parrot, the last a spectacular and beautiful gorge in Central Queensland that I had long wanted to visit.
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In Carnarvon Gorge I looked hard for a pair of roosting Barking Owls that the local ranger told me about. I didn't find them either (though I did hear one calling on the second night) but I did find this Tawny Frogmouth (Podargus strigoides) roosting in a Casuarina. Frogmouths are large (to 50cm/20in) nocturnal birds related to nightjars and the Tawny Frogmouth is widespread throughout Australia.

When disturbed during the day, Frogmouths usually mimic - very effectively - dead branches, remaining motionless, bill pointed upwards and eyes closed almost completely. This is the first time I've encountered one that was willing to pose, eyes open, for the camera. In fact, it didn't seem at all concerned with my presence, preening itself and wandering around the tree.

#62 Emu 9 Apr 2004

The Emu is yet another bird of the week from the Warrumbungles in New South Wales on my return from Sydney in March. At up to 2m/6.6ft in length, it is Australia's largest bird.
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The bare face and beady eyes give Emus a wonderfully reptilian look. The valley where the emus were roaming also had plenty of kangaroos and the whole scene reminded me of Jurassic Park. The groups of kangaroos bounding across the grass looked for all the world like Velociraptors (below).
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#63 Black-shouldered Kite 15 Apr 2004

Most birds are camera shy, a few are real posers. You can guess to which category this Black-shouldered Kite belongs!
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I photographed this one in the Warrumbungles New South Wales on my recent trip south.

These graceful little (36cm/14in) kites are common across Australia. They hover frequently when hunting, mice being their main prey.

#64 Nankeen Kestrel 22 Apr 2004

I took this photo of an obliging female Nankeen (Australian) Kestrel Falco cenchroides at Long Reef during my recent trip to Sydney. It was perched on a fence post just above the beach and the blue and white background is ocean and surf not sky.
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Next Sunday is Anzac Day here so the time of Cotters Market in Townsville has been switched from the usual 8am-2pm to 1pm-5pm. Do they expect us to go to the dawn service instead? Who knows - I'll be sleeping in - but will be at my usual spot near Hoges Cafe later in the day.

#65 Diamond Firetail 26 Apr 2004

The Diamond Firetail (Stagonopleura guttata) is a delightful little (12cm/5in) finch that is an uncommon resident of south-eastern Australia north to about the Tropic of Capricorn. Not surprisingly, it is a popular cage bird and some people attribute at least part of its scarcity to trapping. I photographed this one just before sunset west of Sydney during my recent trip south.
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The markets were lively yesterday despite the Anzac Day change of time, which resulted in fewer stall-holders than usual. I enjoyed being able to sleep in on a Sunday morning instead of the usual 5:00 start. Next week it's back to normal . . .

Birdlife International used my photo of a male <Victoria's Riflebird> on the cover of their March edition of their quarterly magazine Birdwatch International and one of a <Golden Bowerbird> in their recent report on the State of the World's Birds. Townsville Airport is using 12 of my bird photos and photos of Grey Kangaroos and a Fruit-bat (Flying Fox) in its Bird and Wildlife Hazard Management Plan.

#66 Glossy Black-cockatoo 1 May 2004

When I was in the Warrumbungle Mountains near Coonabarabran in north-western New South Wales, I got up early one morning to check Wambelong Creek for the elusive Turquoise Parrot. They didn't show but 2 pairs of Glossy Black-cockatoos (Calyptorhynchus lathami) landed in some Casuarina trees near me. These uncommon Cockatoos rely entirely on Casuarina seeds for food and have declined through habitat loss. This bird, having yellow throat feathers and barred reddish panels on the tail, is a female.
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#67 Black-tailed Gull 6 May 2004

Hmmmm, just a boring old gull you might say! Oh well, as they say, beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and this bird has been causing quite a lot of excitement in beholders from near and far on Ross River in Townsville in the last ten days. Previous records of the Black-tailed Gull, Larus crassirostris, from Japan and southern China include only an accepted one from Port Phillip in Victoria and an unconfirmed one from Darwin in the Northern Territory.

[image: Image]

It isn't a difficult species to identify when in adult plumage, having a characteristic bill pattern shown in the enlargement: red tip, black ring around both mandibles and a red spot on the lower mandible behind the ring.
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On the business front, the recent order from Townsville Airport has been followed by one from the Principal of Pimlico High School in Townsville for twelve A4 framed prints of local birds for the conference room.

#68 Northern Fantail 19 May 2004

This is a Northern cousin of the familiar Grey Fantail with a range extending from Eungella near Mackay in Queensland to Broome in Western Australia, though on the east coast it is uncommon south of Ingham. This photo is of the first one that I have seen so close to Townsville: it was along the creek near the bottom of my garden.
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At the end of March, I switched the Bird of the Week list to my Mac laptop so that I could still send weekly photos when I was away from home. This photo is coming to you from my PC, however, as the laptop is in for service. I have had one or two reports of difficulties with opening emails from the Mac. If this has happened to you, please let me know.

#69 Collared Sparrowhawk 25 May 2004

I was undecided on this week's bird until, sitting having a glass of water on my back verandah, I spotted this Collared Sparrowhawk having lunch in a nearby tree. Happily, I had my camera handy having tried unsuccessfully during breakfast to photograph a male Rufous Whistler in the same tree.
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The unfortunate lunch is, I think, a Magpie-lark. Collared Sparrowhawks are notoriously difficult to distinguish from Brown Goshawks but I am basing my identification on the notched tail (Goshawks have rounded tails), the relatively small size - a female, I think - and the lack of a "beetle-brow" (whatever that is), which is supposed to make goshawks look fierce. Collared Sparrowhawks are uncommon here in North Queensland but I have previously seen a male, quite tiny, also with lunch, in a tree near the house.

The meal was eventually interrupted by a Sulphur-crested Cockatoo which landed, crest erect, in the tree to see what was going on. The hawk put up with this interruption for a while until the Cockatoo got too close and it flew off taking lunch with it.

#70 Double-barred Finch 1 Jun 2004

I took this photo last week from the same spot on my back verandah and on the day after I took the one of the Collared Sparrowhawk that featured as last week's bird. Happily for these Double-barred Finches, who spent most of last week nest building, the Sparrowhawk hasn't been around. The finches have chosen to nest in the buds of the inflorescence of a Foxtail Palm. They could find their peace rudely shattered if the palm comes into bloom before they have finished: palm flowers are very popular with the local Sunbirds and Honeyeaters.
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The main news from Birdway is that we now have a merchant account for credit cards and can take Visa, Mastercard and Australian Bankcard. At the moment this is a manual facility for use at the markets and a mail-order facility for phone, postal and internet orders. I have yet to update the website and add forms for submitting credit card orders but will do so soon.

#71 Mistletoebird 8 Jun 2004

At last a well-groomed Mistletoebird! Most of the ones that I have photographed looked as if they just got out of bed after a hard night. The Mistletoebird (Dicaeum hirundinaceum) 10cm/4in is the only Australian representative of the predominantly Asian Flowerpeckers, treated by some authorities as a separate family (Dicaeidae) or as a subfamily within the Sunbirds (Nectarinidae). The bird in the photo is a male, the female has a light grey back, lacks the scarlet breast and the black mark down the centre but also has pale red under tail-coverts.
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They don't peck flowers but eat the fruit of Mistletoe, digesting only the fruity pericarp and distribute Mistletoe by depositing the sticky seed on the branches of trees. They are also partial to the fruit of the exotic strawberry tree, something of a weed around Townsville. It is, however, tolerated by bird-lovers as other birds, such as Lorikeets, also feed on their fruit. I have a few in front of my house where this photo was taken.

#72 Rose-crowned Fruit-dove 15 Jun 2004

Graham Pizzey, in his Australian Field Guide, describes the Rose-crowned Fruit-dove as "Gorgeous small foliage-dwelling pigeon": nicely put. The "small" refers to a length of 20-25cm/8-10in. Despite their rich colours these birds are remarkably hard to see in the rainforest, even when their characteristic calls reveal their presence. I photographed this one in a remnant patch of hilly rainforest, surrounded by sugar cane, near Mackay, 400km south of Townsville last week.
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The nesting Double-barred Finches near my house, which featured as Bird of the Week two weeks ago, seem to be doing well and are sitting, I presume, on eggs.

#73 Grey Fantail 30 Jun 2004

The Grey Fantail is a widespread and familiar species throughout most of Australia. Here in North Queensland it is mainly a winter visitor from south-eastern Australia. These visitors are recognisable by their mid-grey upper parts (race alisteri) as in the photo. The local residents (race keasti) are much darker and inhabit upland rainforest, while the visitors turn up all over the place. I took the photo during my recent visit to Mackay although I have several around my house in Bluewater at the moment.
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#74 Lemon-bellied Flycatcher 15 Jul 2004

The Lemon-bellied Flycatcher (Microeca flavigaster) is a tropical cousin of the more widespread Jacky Winter (M. fascinans) and is fairly common in open woodland around Townsville. I photographed this one in my garden a couple of weeks ago. It's an unobtrusive species but has a certain style and I always enjoy seeing it.

 [image: Image]

Strictly speaking, it isn't a Flycatcher as it belongs to the family Petroicidae, the Australasian Robins. Sibley and Monroe call it a Flyrobin, but this isn't a widely used name.

It's mid-winter here, dry and sunny with maximum temperatures in the mid to high twenties and the peak tourist season with many visitors taking a break from the colder weather in the southern states. As a result, Cotters Market has been very busy and the last two Sundays have been among my best yet.

#75 Rainbow Bee-eater 22 Jul 2004

The Rainbow Bee-eater (Merops ornatus) is a widespread and fairly common bird in Australia but I always get pleasure from seeing them. This one was at the Townsville Town Common last month.
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I'm planning a photographic trip to Broome in northern Western Australia for a couple of weeks in the first half of September. I need to go there as I'm running out of subjects for the Bird of the Week (just joking - any excuse will do!).

#76 Spotted Harrier 30 Jul 2004

Harriers are slim, long-winged, long-tailed raptors that usually hunt by gliding buoyantly and low over grassland or wetlands with the wings held in a characteristic V. There are two species in Australia: the Swamp Harrier and this one, the Spotted Harrier, which is primarily a bird of the dry inland. It visits coastal areas in Northern Australia during the dry season (now).
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I photographed this juvenile bird at a wetland north of Townsville two weeks ago. Harriers are usually shy and hard to photograph but this juvenile was fairly confiding.

#77 White-gaped Honeyeater 10 Aug 2004

The White-gaped Honeyeater (Lichemostomus unicolor) 20cm/8in is a tropical Honeyeater occurring from Proserpine in Queensland to Broome in Western Australia. It is something of a Townsville speciality as, although it is uncommon along most of the tropical east coast, it is common in many Townsville suburbs. It is necessary to travel as far north as Cooktown, north of Cairns, before you are likely to see it again.
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I haven't recorded it in Bluewater and I took this photo in a schoolyard in Townsville last Saturday. White-gaped Honeyeaters are vocal and aggressive and this one, true to form, was protecting its source of food, Bottlebrush (Callistemon sp) from the smaller Brown Honeyeaters.

#78 Lovely Fairywren 23 Aug 2004

This bird has been in my sights, metaphorically, since I moved to North Queensland but it took a visiting birder, Jeri Langham, from California State Sacramento, and his observational and pishing skills to bring it into the sights of my camera only a few kilometres from my house last Thursday. (Pishing refers to the strange noises skilled birders make to attract small birds, or, in my case, frighten them away.)
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The Lovely Fairywren (Malurus amabilis) is found only in Queensland north of Townsville and, in the past, has been treated as a race of the Variegated Fairywren (M. lamberti). This record at Bluewater is just south of its known range: it occurs at Rollingstone about 20km north of Bluewater and has been recorded at Saunders Beach, which is about 6km north of this Bluewater location 11km inland from the highway along Forestry Road.

Anyway, all that aside, it lives up to its name. The female shares the glory too, as unlike most merely brownish female fairywrens, she has a pale blue back and head and light blue ear coverts. She is still in my sights, metaphorically, as the female of the pair on Thursday was unimpressed by the pishing.

#79 Yellow Chat 8 Sep 2004

I am currently in Broome, north western Western Australia, staying at the Bird Observatory. The Observatory was established here by Birds Australia on the shores of Roebuck Bay as it is an important area for waders. There are also other interesting birds here, notably ones which occur in mangroves. I am having a great time and taking lots of photos.
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The Yellow Chat (Epthianura crocea) was the species that I wanted to see and photograph here. It occurs in arid salt pans and Joy Tansey, the warden at the observatory, took me to a most unpromising-looking spot yesterday and said "This is it! Where would you like to start searching?". (I know Joy, who's from Melbourne, from when I lived in Queenscliff, Victoria.) Anyway, she very quickly found some birds and away we went.

I have several candidates for the next few Birds of the Week . . .

#80 Gouldian Finch 20 Sep 2004

This was Number One of the two target species I particularly wanted to photograph at Mornington Wildlife Sanctuary, owned by the Australian Wildlife Conservancy <<http://australianwildlife.org>>, in the Kimberley region of northern Western Australia about 340km east of Derby.

The Gouldian Finch (Erythrura gouldiae) is a popular bird in aviaries but the wild population has collapsed in recent years and the species is now regarded as endangered. The reasons for the decline are not well understood despite much research, which continues at Mornington, one of its remaining strongholds. The adult wild population was estimated at 2,500 in 2002. When I was at Mornington, however, encouraging news arrived of a flock of 300 juveniles recorded at one of its other remaining sites near Katherine in the Northern Territory.
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This bird is an adult male of the black-faced colour morph. This is the commonest of the 3 naturally occurring colour morphs (75%). The other 2 have red (about 25%) and yellow (rare) faces. I saw only black-faced males, some females (paler overall) and juveniles (paler still).

I had a great time at Mornington and met some delightful people who made me very welcome, mirroring my experiences at Broome Bird Observatory. I was impressed with the landscape of the Kimberley and would love to return with more time up my sleeve.

Target number 2 at Mornington will be the next Bird of the Week . . .

I am now back in Townsville and returned to the Flinders Mall Markets yesterday. The markets were fairly quiet: I think the local population was nursing a collective hangover after the local rugby league team, the Cowboys, beat the Brisbane Broncos on Saturday night.

#81 Purple-crowned Fairywren 29 Sep 2004

The Purple-crowned Fairywren (Malurus coronatus) was the other species (after the Gouldian Finch) that I really wanted to photograph at the Mornington Wildlife Sanctuary of the Australian Conservation Foundation <<http://www.australianwildlife.org>>.
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It occurs only in two relatively small areas (different races) of tropical Australia and it has suffered from habitat loss. It depends on vegetated creeks that are susceptible to damage from cattle. The nominate race coronatus which occurs at Mornington is regarded as threatened.

The photograph is of an adult male. The females are attractive too with chestnut cheek patches and blue tails and I will post a photograph of a female with a juvenile to the website <http://birdway.com.au> later today.

#82 Chestnut Rail 4 Oct 2004

This is one for the dedicated Australian birder (anyone who said "oooh" on seeing the subject line in the email)! The Chestnut Rail (Eulabeornis castaneoventris) is large (to 52cm/21in), uncommon, elusive, and inhabits estuarine mangroves in Northern Australia from Derby in Western Australia to Karumba in the Gulf of Carpentaria and on Aru Island between Australia and New Guinea.
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The best-known place to see one is at Buffalo Creek just north of Darwin but, even there, the tide must be right and there is no guarantee. I looked there without success two years ago. This time en route to Broome, I saw one there from the boat ramp but got only a distant photo. I decided to have another go on the way back. While I was waiting patiently, but in vain, at the same boat ramp, a kind indigenous fisherman called Dan offered to take me up the creek to a better spot in his boat. This he did and we soon found the bird in the photograph, though it stayed around only briefly.

#83 Barking Owl 10 Oct 2004

The Barking Owl (Ninox connivens) is one of my favourite Australian birds. Not only is it elusive and mysterious, like all nocturnal birds, but its dog-like yapping call I alway find delightful. It's not uncommon in Northern Australia in general and around Townsville in particular (it's much rarer in southern Australia), but I have spent much time, camera in hand, looking for it at known roosting spots without success.
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So I was excited when Heather, an artist who has a stall near me at the Townsville Cotters Markets, told me a week ago that a pair was roosting near where she lives on Magnetic Island. She met me at the ferry terminal on Thursday afternoon and took me to the place and, sure enough, there was one wide-awake sitting conspicuously on a branch in dappled sunlight. Later on we found its mate, better hidden in foliage in another tree, when they called to each other with a low call much more like a broody hen than a dog.

The Barking Owl at 40cm (16in) is about midway in size between its relatives the Rufous Owl (Ninox rufa, 50cm) and the Southern Boobook (N.novaeseelandiae, 30cm)

Jo Wieneke, author of <Where to Find Birds in North East Queensland> and of Birds of Magnetic Island, tells me that Barking Owls have been recorded regularly on Magnetic Island only since 2001. Before that they were rare vagrants.

#84 Brown Quail 14 Oct 2004

Quails (and the similar but unrelated Buttonquails) are difficult to see and harder to photograph. They sit tight, relying on their wonderful camouflage, and when flushed explode into flight before dropping down abruptly into dense vegetation. They run on landing so it is usually impossible to flush them a second time.

 Nevertheless, even Quails have to drink. One of several unexpected rewards that I got, patiently waiting beside watering holes for Gouldian Finches at <<Mornington Wildlife Sanctuary>>, was the sight of a covey of eight Brown Quail nervously traversing the bare bed of the creek to the water. I took this photograph early one morning, but I again saw eight Brown Quail, presumably the same ones, at the same spot late the same evening, after sunset when I was just about to leave.
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The bird in the foreground is, I think, a female (bolder black spots on the back) and the one behind it is a male. I've posted another photo of a presumed male on the website <http://birdway.com.au>. If I am incorrect in my identification of the sexes, please let me know.

Incidentally, the Barking Owl photos (last week BotW) have proved popular at the Townsville Markets at an otherwise quiet time of the year - between the winter tourist season and Christmas.

#85 Rainbow Pitta 20 Oct 2004

Pittas are unobtrusive ground-dwellers of forests, where their bright colours are not obvious in poor light. Of the three species that normally occur in Australia, only the Rainbow Pitta (Pitta iris) 7in/18cm is endemic, its range restricted to the Top End of the Northern Territory and the northern Kimberley of Western Australia.
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As it was the only one of the three that I hadn't photographed, I was keen to track it down in Darwin on my return from Broome. (The Noisy Pitta, P.versicolor, and the Red-bellied Pitta, P. erythrogaster, both featured as Birds of the Week last February.) From the airport, I drove straight to Howard Springs, about 35km east of Darwin, a reliable site for the Pitta. As luck would have it, the second bird that I spotted after parking the car (the first was a White Ibis) was what I sought. I spent most of the rest of the afternoon sitting under a bush waiting for it to come close enough to be photographed.

#86 Long-tailed Finch 25 Oct 2004

Here's another species from my trip to Western Australia in September. The Long-tailed Finch (Poephila acuticauda) 15cm/6in occurs in tropical northern Australia from Mount Isa in north-western Queensland to Broome in Western Australia.
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It was a regular visitor to the bird ponds at Broome Bird Observatory - where I photographed this bird - and seemed to be the commonest finch around Mornington and in the southern Kimberley generally. Researchers were banding birds around the Observatory when I was there and they got this bird before I did!

#87 Lesser Crested Tern 1 Nov 2004

Ever get that sinking feeling when body surfing and a big wave comes along? That's what the expression on this Lesser Crested Tern suggests to me, while its mates on the shore look quite disinterested! Note the very red sand of Roebuck Bay near the Broome Bird Observatory.
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The Lesser Crested Tern (Sterna bengalensis) is common around the coast of northern Australia and, as its scientific name implies, it also ranges through the Indian Ocean as far as the Red Sea. As well as being smaller than the Greater Crested Tern (which occurs all round Australia), it has a smaller, orange rather than yellow bill.

#88 Striated Heron 8 Nov 2004

This is what a Striated Heron (Butorides striatus) with an itchy ear looks like from directly underneath! I took this photo in the mangroves at Crab Creek near Broome Bird Observatory when I was over there in September. Striated Herons are dumpy little herons (45cm/18in) with a wide distribution through Africa and Asia. They are found in coastal mudflats and adjoining wetlands, particularly mangroves. In Australia they occur in coastal northern and eastern Australia from Shark Bay in Western Australia to eastern Victoria.
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They are usually shy, except sometimes around marinas. At Crab Creek, they didn't seem to expect to be disturbed in the mangroves and could, with care, be approached quite closely.

Meanwhile, back in Townsville, business at Cotters Market in Flinder Street is picking up for Christmas after a quiet October. October is usually quiet as there are fewer visitors from the southern states. 

#89 Dollarbird 13 Nov 2004

These delightful birds, the only Australian representative of the Roller Family, are summer visitors arriving here early in October from South-east Asia. The name Dollarbird refers to the bluish-white, circular patches on the wings, conspicuous in flight. They use good vantage points, such as bare branches and power-lines, as a perch to watch for large flying insects that they chase with their characteristically acrobatic flight. I photographed this one from the back verandah a week ago.
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#90 Sacred Kingfisher 22 Nov 2004

This is the first posting via the Birdway Google list, so I am keeping my fingers crossed! I'll send an email via the old list for confirmation. Please let me know if you don't get both emails or if there are any problems. Thank you.
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Just in case I've given the impression that I have an eye for only the rare or unusual when I'm on photography trips, here's a photo of probably the best-known Kingfisher in Australia, the Sacred Kingfisher (Todirhamphus sancta). This one was perched on the edge of the mangroves at Crab Creek near the Broome Bird Observatory in Western Australia. The bird, with bluish wings and buff underparts looks to me like a male - females are greener above and whiter on the breast.

#91 Barred Cuckooshrike 1 Dec 2004

Last Saturday, the local group of Birds Australia held its Christmas outing to nearby Bluewater State Forest followed by a bring-a-plate lunch at my place. Bluewater State Forest lies on the southern end of the Paluma Range and much of it is upland rainforest at an altitude of 600-700m (2,000ft). The Forest has many rainforest species of birds and forms the southern limit of the distribution of several wet tropic endemics such as Victoria's Riflebird, Macleay's Honeyeater and the Southern Cassowary.
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We didn't see the lone male Cassowary that inhabits a stretch of forest used for training by the Air Force, but we did come across several Barred Cuckooshrikes feeding on a fruiting fig tree. The Barred Cuckooshrike (Coracina lineata) 25cm/10in is an uncommon resident of rainforest along the eastern coast of Queensland and northern New South Wales. All the Cuckooshrikes have elegant grey, white and black plumage but the Barred looks, I think, particularly distinguished and the pale yellow eye is striking - it is also called the Yellow-eyed Cuckooshrike.

Meanwhile, back at the Markets, business is picking up for Christmas. Recent internet sales includes several photos to Taronga Zoo in Sydney for metal identification plates for aviaries, a photo of a Grey Whistler to the Brisbane daily the Courier-Mail and a photo of a Topknot Pigeon to a German Encyclopedia.

#92 Blue-winged Kookaburra 6 Dec 2004

This is what an indignant Blue-winged Kookaburra (Dacelo leachii) looks like. At least, I presume it was indignant on discovering that the tree it was going to land on had just disappeared minutes before. The tree in question was a Poinciana beside the house that I had cut down last Thursday.
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Poincianas, natives of Madagascar, are frequently planted in Queensland as ornamental trees as they flower profusely and look like scarlet Jacarandas. They grow like crazy up here and are prone to attack by termites.

Both Australian Kookaburras occur in North Queensland, though the northern Blue-winged is commoner than the Laughing Kookaburra. The Blue-winged is famous for its voice too: Graham Pizzey (Field Guide to Birds of Australia, 1st Ed) describes it as "Appalling . . . guttural 'klock, klock .. .' cacophany of squawks and screeches, somewhat like machine-driven hacksaw" and, if that's not bad enough, he adds "usually by several birds in chorus".

#93 Sulphur-crested Cockatoo 16 Dec 2004

Here are a couple of Sulphur-crested Cockatoos (Cacatua galerita) gorging themselves on my next-door neighbour's passionfruit last week. They looked to me like guilty schoolboys caught in the act of raiding an orchard. In any case, they seemed uncomfortable being watched by me and flew off shortly after this photo was taken.
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Popular as pets and fetching high prices overseas, these large cockatoos (50cm/20in) are common to abundant in eastern and northern Australia and Tasmania and have been introduced to Western Australia. They also occur in Papua New Guinea and have been introduced to New Zealand.

#94 Peaceful Dove 22 Dec 2004

It seems appropriate as we approach Christmas to have a dove of peace as Bird of the Week. At least I assume that this species (Geopelia striata) got its English name for symbolic reasons; it certainly didn't get it for not being vocal as its call ("Doodle-doo") is remarkably loud for such a little dove (22cm/9in).
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The bird in the photo is a male in the middle of his courtship display. The display consists of head down and tail up, spreading the tail to show the white on the outer tail feathers. You can tell from the puffed-out throat that it is in mid-coo as well.

The Peaceful Dove is common throughout eastern, northern and north-western Australia and is particularly abundant up here in the north.

I wish you a peaceful Christmas and a Happy New Year.

#95 Superb Fairywren 30 Dec 2004

The Superb Fairywren (Malurus cyaneus) is the greatly loved Blue Wren of south-eastern Australia. It is common in patchy undergrowth including suburban gardens as far north of the Tropic of Capricorn, so it doesn't occur in Townsville. A lot of its 14cm/5in length is tail so the combination of small size and striking plumage is spectacular.
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I took this photo at Warriewood Wetlands in the northern beaches area of Sydney during a brief flying visit for Christmas. This adult male has just grabbed a tiny morsel, presumably an insect, from the flowers of the vine.

I send you very best wishes for a fulfilling 2005.


Chapter Five:
2005 (#96 to #143)




#96 Pied Cormorant 7 Jan 2005

What do you do on the shores of Sydney Harbour on New Year's Eve when waiting for the fireworks? Many eat, drink and make a lot of noise. This Pied Cormorant (Phalacrocorax varius) seemed to think that it was worth putting up with the festivities to do a bit of fishing and was having much success in the shallows at Kirribilli.
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The unlucky fish didn't see the New Year in, as the cormorant, despite its apparently tenuous hold, despatched it without losing it. My guess is that the fish is a young Dusky Flathead, Platycephalus fuscus, (which I've seen in Sydney Harbour) but it's only a guess and I'd welcome comments. Incidentally, if you wish to write to me in response to these postings you need to use my email address <ian@birdway.com.au> as the reply button will send it unsuccessfully back to the Birdway Google group (only the moderator can post to the group).

I returned to Townsville on the morning of New Years Day but won't be at the Cotters Markets until Sunday 16 January. In the meantime I am doing some work on the website and have recently updated the galleries of <Pardalotidae> (Pardalotes) and <Acanthizidae> (Gerygones, Thornbills and relatives).

#97 Golden Whistler 12 Jan 2005

Have you ever noticed that beautiful birds often have awful voices (eg Parrots) and that some of the most melodious are very drab (the Nightingale being the classic example)? Here's one that is both beautiful and melodious. The Golden Whistler (Pachycephala pectoralis) 17cm/7in is a conspicuous inhabitant of forests in eastern and southern Australia from northern Queensland to southern Western Australia.
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I have found Whistlers usually uncooperative subjects for photography as they often perch high in trees with much foliage and they move constantly. This male (the females are grey and olive-brown) was more obliging, perching in a Casuarina at Warriewood Wetlands in Sydney long enough for me to take a few photos.

Barry Goldman at CRC Reef at James Cook University identified the fish in the bill of last week's Pied Cormorant as a Striped Catfish (Plotosus albilabrus). Thank you, Barry, for the feedback.

This Sunday, 16 January, I am returning to Cotters Market in Townsville after a Christmas and New Year rest. I'll also be there on the 23rd January, but will be away again on 30th January as I am planning to join the North Queensland Group of Birds Australia at Kingfisher Park at Julatten on the Atherton Tableland.

#98 Fan-tailed Cuckoo 24 Jan 2005

Here's another shot from my Christmas visit to Sydney. This Fan-tailed Cuckoo was enduring the chilly southerly that arrived on Boxing Day at Jameson Park beside Narrabeen Lake. I think it is a female as the colours are a bit subdued.
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The Fan-tailed Cuckoo (26cm/10in) is a common bird in eastern and southern Australia from Cape York in Queensland to Shark Bay in Western Australia. It is rather furtive and easy to overlook unless you are familiar with its call which gives it, and all cuckoos, away. Pizzey describes the call as a "sad, leisurely, downward trill "pee-eeer".

I didn't make to the Cotters Markets in Townsville yesterday owing to the weather. We've had so much rain over the last three days that it wasn't possible to load the car without damaging the stock. Next Sunday I will be away as well as I am joining the Birds Australia North Queensland Group for the weekend at Kingfisher Park in Julatten on the Atherton Tableland. Maybe, if the weather improves I'll get some more photos for the Bird of the Week. I'll be back at the markets on Sunday 6 February.

#99 Blue-faced Parrot-finch 2 Feb 2005

I spent last weekend at Kingfisher Park at Julatten on the Atherton Tableland west of Cairns with other members of the North Queensland Group of Birds Australia and stayed on a couple of extra days for photography. 
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Kingfisher Park is near Mount Lewis, which has upland rainforest. There is a small clearing on Mount Lewis Road that is a known haunt for the lovely and mysterious Blue-faced Parrot-finch (Erythrura trichroa) when the grasses there are seeding. Mysterious because it is elusive and its range is imperfectly known. It is thought to occur in rainforest fringes between the Atherton Tableland and Cooktown, 200km to the north and is either uncommon or rare. It occurs also in the islands of Indonesia and New Guinea. 

Mount Lewis Road is currently blocked by a fallen tree about 3/4 of the way to the clearing, so I walked the remaining 3km and was rewarded with the discovery of about 6 of the Parrot-finches. I spent an agreeable hour or so sitting quietly in the clearing and watching their antics. 

I'll be back at the Townsville markets this Sunday, 6 February. At the moment, I am updating the photo galleries on the website and have recently revised the following: Gulls etc; Ducks etc; Fairywrens; Swallows etc; Ravens etc <http://birdway.com.au>. 

#100 Great-billed Heron 9 Feb 2005

What improbable feature have last week's bird (Blue-faced Parrot-finch) and this week's bird (Great-billed Heron) got in common? They are both elusive. Both are uncommon, but, remarkably for its size and appearance, the Great-billed Heron is shy, usually solitary and keeps out of sight in mangroves and Melaleuca (Paperbark) forests. It has a tropical distribution, being found in Australia, from Rockhampton in Queensland to Derby in Western Australia, and in Asia. 

[image: Image]

With a length of 1.0-1.2m/40-47in, it is easily the largest heron found in Australia. World-wide it is exceeded in size only by the Goliath Heron of Africa and maybe the Great Blue and Cocoi Herons of the Americas. It flies heavily, tires easily and is more approachable when tired as we discovered last week on the Daintree River north of Cairns.

#101 Papuan Frogmouth 16 Feb 2005

On the trip on the Daintree River in search of the Great-billed Heron, our guide also showed us two Papuan Frogmouths (Podargus papuensis) sitting on nests. Both nests were situated over water. This bird, with grey plumage, is a male (the females are more rufous) and a fluffy chick is visible under his breast. 
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The Papuan Frogmouth is the world's largest and the male is larger than the female, coming in at 60cm/24in in length. It has a relatively larger head than the familiar Tawny Frogmouth (P. strigoides) and the large bill is supposed to give it a Roman profile. In Australia it occurs only in northern Queensland from Paluma northwards: it is common in the Cairns district and also occurs in Torres Strait and Papua New Guinea.

#102 Red-rumped Swallow 23 Feb 2005

For what is Newell Beach, near Mossman, Far North Queensland famous? The answer is, of course, swallows - there isn't much else there apart from a water tower and a golf course, and their main use seems to be as landmarks for swallow-seekers.

Newell Beach appeared on birders' radar in February 1983 with the first Australian record of Red-rumped Swallow (9 of them). In most years since then, small numbers of Red-rumped Swallows have been recorded in this district. Newell Beach is known also for the Barn Swallow, a scarce summer migrant to Northern Australia. In 1995, Pacific Swallows (very similar to our Welcome Swallow) were tentatively identified in this area.
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On my recent trip to Kingfisher Park in Julatten, I heard on the grapevine that both Red-rumped and Barn Swallows had been seen at, respectively, the entrance to the Golf Course and the water tower. I found about ten Red-rumped Swallows near the Golf Course in the company of Welcome Swallows, Fairy Martins, Tree Martins and a single young Barn Swallow. I've added photos of all these to the Swallow/Martin gallery on the website <http://birdway.com.au>, including one of a Tree and a Fairy Martin together for comparison.

In this photo of the Red-rumped Swallow, you can see the characteristic dark streaks on the breast, the rusty eye-stripe rear-cheek, the reddish rump and the long tail streamers. The rump often appeared darker than in this photo.

#103 Fork-tailed Swift 2 Mar 2005

I had a request recently from a publisher for a photo of "any Australian Swift". I couldn't fulfill it as I'd never seriously contemplated trying to photograph swifts, which normally are seen here only in flight, swift flight, but the request provided a challenge.

I started with White-rumped Swiftlets (Aerodramus or Collocalia spodiopygius) hawking for insects over a road in the Atherton Tablelands using fast "film" speed setting, ISO 1600, and auto focussing. I eventually succeeded - see the <Swifts gallery> on the Birdway site - but it was difficult to get the auto focus to lock onto such a fast moving subject.

Another opportunity arose with a flock of Fork-tailed Swifts (Apus pacificus) near my house. This time I used manual focussing and ISO 1600. This was less frustrating but I wouldn't try it with a film camera - I got lots of photos of blurred swifts and empty sky! Attached is one of the better ones, showing the white rump and pale throat of the fork-tailed swift. It also shows the deep fork of the tail and the pale scalloping on the plumage of the underside of the body.

[image: Image]

I've had less success with the third swift normally found in Australia, the White-throated Needletail (Hirundapus caudacutus). Morcombe, in his field guide, describes it as "one of the fastest of all birds" (120-125kmh in level flight) and that might have something to do with it!

#104 Shining Flycatcher 11 Mar 2005

This week we have a pair of Shining Flycatchers (Myiagra alecta) changing nest duty in a mangrove over the Daintree River in Far North Queensland. While we watched from a boat (this was the same trip on which I photographed the Great-billed Heron and Papuan Frogmouth) the glossy black male seemed to be signalling heat stress by panting, showing off his orange gape. The black, white and chestnut female duly arrived. They remained together for about 12 seconds while the female looked all around before hopping up onto the branch just above the nest. He left and she flew down on the nest. The change-over took about 20 seconds.

[image: Image]

The Shining Flycatcher is common near water, particularly mangroves, in northern Australia from Broome in the West to northern Queensland (Herbert River north of Townsville) and then occurs much more sparsely along the coast of central and southern Queensland.

I missed the markets last week, confined to bed with a flu-like cold: my apologies to anyone who looked for me. I'm still horizontal and off to the doctor's this afternoon, so I may not be at the markets next Sunday either. Feel free to call me on my mobile to check. I'm using the opportunity to update some of the galleries on the website.

#105 Caspian Tern 18 Mar 2005

I'm back on my feet this week and busy catching up with things, so this week's bird comes from the archives. Some of you may recognise the reddish sand and milky waters of Roebuck Bay near Broome in northern Western Australia and this photo was taken there last September.

[image: Image]

The Caspian Tern is a giant among terns, easily the world's largest, with only the American Royal Tern coming close. The Caspian Tern ranges up to 55cm/22in in length with a wingspan of up to 110cm/44in. It dwarfs many gulls, including the Silver Gull in the foreground, not to mention the two Lesser Crested Terns in the shadow of its bill.

Its name is presumably an historical oddity as it is almost cosmopolitan, being found in North American, Eurasia, Africa and Oceania. It is a widespread breeding resident in Australia, usually coastal but also inland.

The bird in the photo is in non-breeding plumage; when breeding it has an all-black cap.

I'll be back at the Cotters Markets in Townsville as usual this Sunday morning. 

#106 Scarlet Honeyeater 24 Mar 2005

From the largest Tern, last week, to the smallest Australian Honeyeater, the Scarlet Honeyeater (Myzomela sanguinolenta) 10-11cm/4-4.4in. Although the male plumage is brilliant (the females are tawny brown), they are easy birds to miss as they usually feed high in the outer canopy of flowering trees. They do, however, have a distinctive song that reveals their presence. The song is similar in pitch, to my ears anyway, to the call of the Grey Fantail but is much slower with a descending quality often described as "falling leaf".
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I've found them difficult to photograph but I heard this one a couple of days ago in a tree near the house when I was taking a break from doing my tax. The tax got forgotten and I dashed off to get the camera. This one is, I think, a young male as the crimson plumage on the breast is incompletely developed. If anyone can identify the tree from the flowers and foliage, I'd like to know what it is.*

Scarlet Honeyeaters are found all along the east coast of Australia from Cooktown in Northern Queensland to central Victoria.

I wish you all a very Happy Easter.

*The tree is Lophostemon suaveolens: Swamp Mahogany, Swamp Turpentine or Swamp Box.

#107 Great Bowerbird 31 Mar 2005

The Great Bowerbird (Chlamydera nuchalis) is a northern species in Australia occurring north of a line from Broome in Western Australia to Mackay in Queensland. It inhabits drier woodland and is notably common in Townsville. It is 34-38cm/11.2-12.8in in length

The male builds a large "avenue" bower with 2 arched sides on a platform of sticks. The favourite colour for decorative objects is white/cream and dried shells and pieces of clear glass are popular here. Red and green objects are also collected. The male has a pink erectile crest, usually invisible, on the back of the head.
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This individual was feeding on native Passionfruit near the house today and I noticed it from the kitchen window when I was getting lunch. The Passionfruit is popular with Red-winged Parrots and Sulphur-crested Cockatoos as well. 

#108 Yellow Honeyeater 8 Apr 2005

The Yellow Honeyeater (Lichenostomus flavus), length 18cm/7in, is endemic to tropical Queensland and is common in a variety of woodland habitats from St Lawrence north to Cape York and west to Mount Isa.
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Although I see them frequently around the house, I took this photo at Tyto Wetlands in Ingham. This bird is a juvenile, darker on the head and back and with a yellow gape, and was coming in to a water hole just below the wooden fence on which it is perched. Being a juvenile, young and daring, it was probably more approachable than the adults. The adults normally go around in pairs and despite their loud calls and dashing nature, usually keep their distance from photographers.

I am in Sydney unexpectedly for a funeral, so I won't be at the Cotters Markets this Sunday, 10 April. My apologies to Townsville members of the list who might be there: I'll be back as usual on the following Sunday.

#109 Beautiful Firetail 14 Apr 2005

The name says it all. This gorgeous, uncommon, little (11-13cm/4.4-5.2in) finch (Stagonopleura bella) occurs along the south-eastern coast of Australia from the Hunter Valley in New South Wales, through Victoria to Adelaide and Kangaroo Island in South Australia and in Tasmania.

I've just returned from spending a week in Sydney. I spent a couple of days searching unsuccessfully for roosting Powerful Owls, but on another day I had more success looking for Beautiful Firetails at Curra Moor in the Royal National Park south of Sydney. I eventually found three close to where I'd seen them six years ago.

[image: Image]

Incidentally, according to Sibley and Monroe, there are nine bird species worldwide that are called "Beautiful" but only two with the epithet "bella". The other one is, apparently, the "little known" Rufous-cheeked Hummingbird (Goethalsia bella) of the border region between Panama and Columbia. I'll be back at Cotters Market in Townsville as usual this Sunday, 17 April. 

#110 White-bellied Sea-eagle 22 Apr 2005

A couple of months ago, this pair of White-bellied Sea-eagles (Haliaeetus leucogaster) took to hanging around on this pole near the Lakes area of Townsville about 2km from the city centre. So, eventually I stopped one evening when the light was soft and took some photos from Ingham Road.
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These large (80cm/32in in length, wing-span 1.8-2.2m/70-82in) raptors are common around most of the coastline of Australia and extend inland on major rivers. They also occur through eastern and southern Asia as far west as India. The genus Haliaeetus has world-side 8 species of predominantly fish-eating eagles of striking appearance, including the Bald Eagle of North America (H. leucocephalus) the African Fish-eagle (H. vocifer) and the Eurasian White-tailed Eagle (H. albicilla).

#111 New Holland Honeyeater 28 Apr 2005

Here's another species from my recent trip to Sydney, the New Holland Honeyeater (Phylidonyris novaehollandiae) 18cm/7in, photographed on Curra Moor when I was looking for the Beautiful Firetail. This is a familiar species in southern Australia but it doesn't occur in the tropics and is now a novelty for me.
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It's a lively and pugnacious bird, as you could guess from the colour pattern. Black and white plumage, the very opposite of camouflage, often means something like "don't mess with me".

This Sunday I won't be at the Cotters Markets in Townsville. A friend is getting married in Townsville and has asked me to take the photos. I'm more at home photographing feathered beings, but we'll see how we go. 

#112 Little Kingfisher 5 May 2005

One of the joys (and frustrations) of bird-watching is its unpredictability. Over the past week, I've been doing a stake-out along Bluewater Creek close to the house to try and photograph an Azure Kingfisher (Alcedo azurea), sitting with tripod and camera set up at a likely spot for 2 or 3 hours at a time.

I saw it on the first occasion sitting on a perch about 50m away and moved closer to there on the second occasion. The Azure Kingfisher didn't reappear but one of its only close relatives in Australia, the rarer and much more elusive Little Kingfisher (Alcedo pusilla),	 did. The splash of something tiny diving in the water a couple of times attracted my attention before I saw the bird, which then settled on a branch near me briefly to consume its prey (an insect?) before taking off.
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With a length of 11.5-13cm/4.7-5.3in, these are tiny birds. In Australia (they also occur in New Guinea), they are found in tropical coastal areas in Queensland and the Northern Territory. They show a preference for mangroves so are often easier to see from boats, but also extend up creeks. My records show that I see them once or twice a year in Northern Queensland. This bird is an immature one (notice the scalloping on the crown, and the buffish tint to the white patches). Jo Wieneke had one in her garden in Townsville recently (she has a pond); maybe they disperse at this time of the year after the breeding season.

I'll be at Cotters Market as usual this Sunday.

#113 Rainbow Bee-eater 13 May 2005

I think the Rainbow Bee-eater (Merops ornatus) - 23-28cm/9-11in - has featured as Bird of the Week in the past but I imagine that you will forgive me for posting it again. At this time of the year we get plenty of these beautiful birds passing through North Queensland and it's hard to resist photographing them.
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I took this photo at the Townsville Town Common last Sunday after the markets. It was taken in the late afternoon, hence the soft light. I like the cobwebby branch and the out of focus background. This is a female, I think, with greenish rather than bronze crown and short tail shafts.

I'll be at Cotters Markets as usual this Sunday.

#114 Chestnut-breasted Mannikin 19 May 2005

The Chestnut-breasted Mannikin - or Munia - (Lonchura castaneothorax) is a reasonably common little (12cm/4in) finch occurring in Eastern and Northern Australia and in Papua New Guinea.
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It is seasonally nomadic, moving around in search of food. At this time of the year it appears in good numbers around Townsville when the Guinea Grass is seeding. Guinea Grass, from Guinea in Africa, is widely grown in warm climates as fodder for cattle. There is plenty of it growing in my lower paddock where it forms dense clumps up to 3 or 4 metres in height. I took this photo there yesterday.

#115 Brown Goshawk 26 May 2005

The Brown Goshawk (Accipiter fasciatus) is the commonest of the three Accipiters (Goshawks and Sparrowhawks) that occur in Australia. In fact, it is probably commoner than generally realised as it is a wary species and usually seen slipping away in woodland, its favourite habitat. Sometimes, however, Brown Goshawks will soar in the open in fine weather, which is exactly what this juvenile male was doing over my back garden this morning. I just happened to be trying to photograph White-breasted Woodswallows in flight at the time when the hawk appeared.
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You can tell it's a juvenile bird from the streaked brown plumage on the breast and flanks - adults are finely barred - and its sex was apparent from its size: males are much smaller than females. One of the other Australian Accipiters, the Collared Sparrowhawk (Accipiter cirrocephalus), is very similar in appearance to the Brown Goshawk. It is smaller, but the differences in sizes of the sexes means that female Collared Sparrowhawks may be larger than male Goshawks, particularly here in Northern Australia where the Goshawk is smaller (race didimus).

The other features used to distinguish the species include the shape of the tail and the shape of the head. In the Goshawk, the central tail feathers are longer than the outer ones, giving the tail a rounded profile, and the brow is heavier, more Neanderthalish, giving it a fiercer expression. In the photo, you can see the longer tail feathers and, if you look carefully, the "beetle-brow", as it sometimes called.

I will be at Cotters Markets in Townsville as usual this Sunday.

#116 Yellow-faced Honeyeater 4 Jun 2005

Recently I've spent a couple of afternoons taking photos beside a creek in the mountains near Paluma north of Townsville. The creek is at an altitude of about 3,000ft/900m in tall mixed forest and has a deep pool where many Honeyeaters and a few other species come to bathe. I can sit quietly, camera ready, near a favoured, overturned tree, swept over by summer floods, and wait for the birds to come in.
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The Yellow-faced Honeyeater (Lichenostomus chrysops), length 17cm/7in is prominent among these birds there. particularly in winter when migrants arrive from south-eastern Australia. Its range extends through eastern and south-eastern Australia from Cape York in northern Queensland to eastern South Australia. It does not normally occur in Tasmania.

I will be at Cotters Markets, Townsville as usual tomorrow Sunday 5th June but I won't be there the following Sunday 12 June. I'll be joining the North Queensland Group of Birds Australia at their AGM and campout at Cowley Beach between Tully and Innisfail. Incidentally, I had record sales last Sunday. The markets are very variable, however, and one never knows what to expect.

#117 Jacky Winter 10 Jun 2005

Birds Australia has done me the honour of using the attached photo of a Jacky Winter on the front cover of the June issue of their quarterly magazine Wingspan, so the choice of Bird of the Week was easy.
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The Jacky Winter (Microeca fascinans) is a member of the family of Australasian Robins, the Petroicidae. Its name comes from its clear, ringing call, variously rendered as something like 'peter, peter, peter', 'plicky, plicky, plicky'. It's a species regarded with some affection in Australia, rather like the (unrelated) European Robin in Europe. Graham Pizzey, in his field guide, describes it as a "small, confiding, grey-brown bird of much charm". It is occurs widely in open woodland in Australia but, despite its confiding nature, is scare in settled areas.

As I mentioned last week, I won't be at Cotters Markets in Townsville this Sunday. I'm joining the North Queensland Group of Birds Australia for their AGM at Cowley Beach near Innisfail. Maybe I'll find an interesting bird of the week for you up there!

#118 Topknot Pigeon 17 Jun 2005

The Topknot Pigeon (Lopholaimus antarcticus) wins the prize, I think, as the oddest-looking pigeon or dove in Australia; maybe in the world since the demise of the Dodo. It has a 'curious back-swept "hair-do", grey in front, ginger behind' (to quote Graham Pizzey) that always reminds me of Margaret Thatcher. It's also, at 40-44cm/16-18in in length, one of the largest, much bigger than the feral pigeon (33-36cm).
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It occurs along most of the east coast of Australia, sometimes in large flocks. It's a fruit-eater and often found in tall trees in rain-forest. It is also a strong flier and wary so it isn't easy to approach or photograph. I took this photo last Monday near Henrietta Creek on the Palmerston Highway between Innisfail and the Atherton Tableland in North Queensland when an obliging bird landed in a relatively unobstructed spot high above me.

I'll be back at my usual spot at Cotters Markets in Townsville this Sunday.

#119 Black Butcherbird 23 Jun 2005

Butcherbirds get their name from their method of dealing with large prey (birds, small mammals, reptiles, insects) by wedging it somewhere such as the fork of a branch and dismembering it. In this they are Australian counterparts of the (unrelated) Shrikes of the Northern Hemisphere.
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They are close relatives of the Australian Magpie and, like it, all four Australian species are accomplished vocalists. The two most widespread species, the Grey and Pied, are characteristic sounds of the Australian bush.

The Black Butcherbird (Cracticus quoyi) at up to 44cm/22in in length is easily the largest of the Butcherbirds and comparable in size to the Australian Magpie. It has a tropical distribution occurring only in the top end of the Northern Territory and in Queensland north of Rockhampton. It occurs in mangroves and rainforest and being wary and skulking is easier to hear than see. I had been trying to photograph it for a while without success until Jo Wieneke, author of <Where to find Birds in North-East Queensland>, told me that there were some more approachable members of the species at the campsite at Henrietta Creek on the Palmerston Highway between Innisfail and the Atherton Tableland. Even there they retreated to the trees when approached but that is more photogenic than looking for scraps in the camping area.

I'll be at my usual spot at Cotters Market in Townsville on Sunday.

#120 Brown Falcon 1 Jul 2005

A week ago, I went down a road south of Townsville that runs through swampy grassland to a boat ramp on a river looking for Plum-headed Finches that had been reported there. I didn't see the Finches but the road is very good for birding, and taking photographs, from the car as the road-side fences provide almost the only perches for miles around.

This Brown Falcon (Falco berigora) was particularly obliging. It's a female, I think, judging by the large size and heavy streaking on the chest. Brown Falcons are very variable in plumage from light phase birds like this one to dark phase birds that are chocolate brown and often mistaken for the rare Black Falcon (though Brown Falcons always have the two dark facial streaks bordering a pale cheek patch).
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Brown Falcons are common and widespread throughout Australia in more open country and they also occur in Papua New Guinea. They are large falcons (40-50cm/16-20in in length), bigger than Peregrines but usually fly more slowly and sometimes hover. They take prey on the ground and are partial to rabbits.

I'll be at my usual spot in Cotters Markets in Townsville this Sunday.

#121 Red-backed Fairywren 8 Jul 2005

It was pointed out to me recently that the Red-backed Fairywren (Malurus cyanocephalus) had never starred as Bird of the Week, so here is a photo from the archives to remedy that situation. This bird was the male of a rather defiant pair that took great exception to my presence, so I assumed that they had a nest nearby. Certainly Dad seems to be saying "can't you see I've got my hands full feeding our brood, so would you just go away and leave us alone!". This occurred at Morris Creek just south of Townsville.
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The Red-backed Fairywren has a northerly distribution in Australia, occurring mainly in the tropics, though its range extend down the east coast as far as Myall Lakes, about 300km north of Sydney. The Fairywrens are members of the family Maluridae, the Australasian wrens, and are not related to the Northern Hemisphere wrens.

#122 Red-backed Kingfisher 15 Jul 2005

This Red-backed Kingfisher (Todirhamphus pyrrhopygia) is, by sitting with its back to the breeze, leaving no room for error in identification. Often the lower back is hidden by the wings and subtler field marks such as the pale crown with dark streaks need to be used to distinguish it from its more familiar relative, the Sacred Kingfisher (T. sancta).
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The Red-backed Kingfisher is a bird of the arid landscape of inland Australia but there is some movement to the coast in winter. At that time of the year, it can usually be found in small numbers in the drier areas around Townsville but this year it seems to be more numerous than usual, perhaps as a result of drought. I photographed this one last Wednesday near Ross River Dam where it was sharing the power lines with Brown Falcons and Australian Kestrels.

I will be at Cotters Markets in Townsville as usual on Sunday morning. With many visitors from the southern states, the markets have been busy recently and sales have been good.

#123 Cotton Pygmy-goose 21 Jul 2005

The Cotton Pygmy-goose (Nettapus coromandelianus) is uncommon in Australia, occurring in small numbers in eastern Queensland, though it turns up fairly regularly in Townsville. At the moment there are about 20 on Ross River near the Palmetum and I went along to photograph them last Sunday after the markets.
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The closer bird in the photograph with the white cheeks, dark breast-band and glossy greenish-black feathers on the back is a male. The female is the browner bird with the eye-stripe.

At 34-38cm/13-15in in length, they are tiny and rather toy-like in their behaviour: they bob around on the water and can turn through 180 degrees in a moment and are quite delightful to watch as they feed on water plants.

I will be at the Cotters Markets in Townsville as usual on Sunday morning.

#124 White-browed Woodswallow 28 Jul 2005

Woodswallows get their name from a superficial resemblance to swallows and their soaring flight in pursuit of insects. In fact, they aren't closely related to true Swallows and have affinities instead with the Butcherbirds, Australian Magpie and Currawongs.

There are six species in Australia but only two, the White-breasted and the Black-faced are found regularly in North Queensland. The White-browed is nomadic, however, and turns up here from time to time in large flocks with smaller numbers of its close relative the Masked Woodswallow. Both of these also take nectar and the current attraction is an abundance of flowering Grevillea in Bluewater not far from where I live.
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I'm very fond of Woodswallows and the White-browed is one of the smartest of the set. The bird in this photo is a male and the combination of grey, black, white and chestnut is striking. All it needs is the orange Grevillea to set off the eye colour!

Cotters Markets in Townsville on Sunday mornings continue to be busy and I'll be there as usual this Sunday.

#125 Spotted Catbird 8 Aug 2005

This is actually last week's bird; my apologies for being slow to send it out. I've been busy getting all my tax stuff up to date before I head off overseas in a couple of weeks, so I'm sure you understand.
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The Spotted Catbird (Ailuroedus melanotis), 26-30cm/10-12in long, is a common resident of rainforest in the wet tropics of Northern Queensland and in northern Cape York. It gets its name from a nasal cat-like yowling, which I think is one the funniest sounds in the rainforest. It's a member of the Bowerbird family, though it doesn't build a bower and the male actually helps the female with nesting duties, unlike its promiscuous cousins. It's closely related to the Green Bowerbird (A. crassirostris) of rainforests in NSW and Southern Queensland.

I'll be at Cotters Markets as usual next Sunday, 14 August, and the following one, 21 August. After that my house-sitter Graham Bawden has generously offered to man the stall during my 8 week absence. I'll say a bit more about arrangements while I'm away closer to the date.

#126 Forest Kingfisher 15 Aug 2005

I don't think that I've posted the Forest Kingfisher as the Bird of the Week before, an odd omission considering that Kingfishers are among my favourite birds and the Forest Kingfisher occurs regularly in my garden in Bluewater. This photo was taken there a couple of weeks ago on a rather damp morning - you can see that the breast feathers are a bit wet. This bird is an adult male as the white collar is complete, though you can't see this clearly in this particular photo.
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The Forest Kingfisher (Todirhamphus macleayii), 20cm/8in in length, is, like its first cousins the Sacred, Red-backed and Collared Kingfishers and its second cousins the Kookaburras, a terrestrial Kingfisher and feeds mainly on large insects and small reptiles. I have seen it plunging into my pond but I don't know whether it was bathing or feeding.

The Forest Kingfisher occurs in northern and eastern Australia, from the Top End of the Northern Territory to central New South Wales. It is common and in North Queensland it is a familiar sight on power lines along roads. It is rather shy and doesn't appear to like having its photo taken, which is maybe why it hasn't appeared on this list before - I used a 500mm lens with a 1.4x extender to take this photo.

#127 Horsfield's Bronze-cuckoo 19 Aug 2005

I'm playing catch-up with the list this week as I want to warn any local members that I won't be at Cotters Markets this week. I've got too much to do before I leave for Dublin on Tuesday and don't want to get on the plane a complete wreck! So my apologies. A reminder to that Graham, my house-minder, will be stall minding as well. He won't be taking any order, just selling cards and mounted and unmounted photos from stock. I'll be away for 9 weeks and should be back at the markets on Sunday 30 October 2005.

 While I'm away, I'll still be in intermittent email contact so feel free to contact me if you wish (ian@birdway.com.au). I hope to continue to get the Bird of the Week out as regularly as possible and I hope to be able to send you some exotic birds from places like Trinidad and Ecuador and perhaps some more familiar ones from Ireland.
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Meanwhile, this week's bid is Horsfield's Bronze-cuckoo (Chrysococcyx basalis), photographed getting a juicy-looking caterpillar in the afternoon sun at Tyto Wetlands, near Ingham, last Wednesday. The Bronze-cuckoos are small cuckoos which mostly look rather similar. They are well represented in Australia with 5 species out of 15 world-wide - the occurs occur in Eurasia and Africa - and Horsfield's is the most widespread here. It is resident up here in the north and a summer visitor in southern Australia. It is recognisable by long-white eyebrow above a dark brown mark curving down the neck, the rufous bases to the tail feathers (visible in the photo) and the dark, rather than red, eye.

Must go, best wishes,

Ian

#128 Grey Heron 26 Aug 2005

I arrived in Dublin tired but otherwise fine yesterday after travelling straight through from Townsville via Sydney and London.
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At the moment, I am staying with my cousin Jean close to Dublin Bay so I went down to the water this evening to get a suitable candidate for this week's bird. This obliging Grey Heron (Ardea cinerea), coming in to land on the shore was the result. Tomorrow we are off to Achill Island in Co Mayo in the West of Ireland for a family reunion. 

#129 Mute Swan 2 Sep 2005

Here is another Irish bird of the week: the Mute Swan (Cygnus olor) photographed feeding on seaweed on Dublin Bay near where I took the Grey Heron photo one evening last week. This bird is, I think, given 

the large bill-knob, a male (or "cob", the female is a "pen"). 
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Mute Swans are common residents in western Europe, unlike the Whooper and Bewick's Swans, which are winter visitors from northern Europe. 

I am now back in the east staying with my sister and brother-in-law in Co Louth after a very successful and enjoyable family reunion on Achill Island in Co Mayo in the west. I have another 11 days here in Ireland, so you can expect another Irish bird next week. I have something special in mind, but only time will tell if I succeed! 

#130 Goldcrest 9 Sep 2005

Here is one at the other end of the size scale from last week's Mute Swan. The Goldcrest (Regulus regulus) is the smallest European bird with a length of 8.5-9.5cm/3.4-3.8in. I photographed this one in my sister's garden earlier this week. 
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#131 European Honey-buzzard 16 Sep 2005

I wanted to photograph a Common Buzzard (Buteo buteo) in Ireland - where they are far from common - but the only one we encountered was one soaring over the M1 motorway in Co Louth. I was driving at the time and sitting on the speed limit of 120k/h; not a good photo opportunity. 

I am now staying with friends in Alderney, a truly delightful little island in the Channel Islands after a wonderful three weeks in Ireland. A walk this morning to a local quarry produced a very cooperative Buzzard* who flew past twice to have its photo taken. 
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The Common Buzzard is widespread throughout much of Europe but in Ireland has suffered from the use of Strychnine by sheep farmers in the Irish Republic. The poison was banned in 1990 and these fine raptors are re-colonising both Northern Ireland and the Republic from a remnant population of 20 pairs that persisted in Rathlin Island. Rathlin Island is in the north of Co Antrim in Northern Ireland and about as far away from the Republic, and therefore Strychnine, as you can get without leaving Ireland. 

I'm off to Tobago on Saturday. I hope that I can find an internet cafe there to send the next Bird of the Week, whatever that might be! 

*I identified this bird as a Common Buzzard and put it up on the website as such. Seven years later I had an email from a birder called Tom saying:

This is a beautiful picture of a juvenile Honey-buzzard Pernis apivoris

Greetings from Luxembourg Europe!

Honey-buzzards pass through the Channel Islands on migration and are quite rare (compared with mere Common Buzzards!). Thank you, Tom.

#132 Blue-crowned Motmot 29 Sep 2005

Isn't technology wonderful? I'm staying in a remote valley in the highlands of Trinidad where they didn't have phone or electricity 5 years ago, and I've discovered I can use the internet link at the Asa Wright Nature Centre, where I'm staying, to send out the Bird of the Week.
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This BotW, the Blue-crowned Motmot, is one of the reasons I went to Tobago. Motmots are commoner and tamer there than on Trinidad and I took this photo* within 24 hours of my arrival on Tobago. The Blue-crowned Motmot is much bigger and more splendid than I had anticipated. I thought it would be about the same size as a Bee-eater, but at 18in/45cm, it's huge. 

I'm now in Trinidad and will try to send you a Trinidadian BotW before I leave next Sunday. It could be a difficult choice . . . 

Graham, my house minder, is also looking after my stall at Cotters Markets in Townsville. He says that it has been quiet recently, so if you are in the area, drop by and say hello! 

*To this day, this remains one of my favourite bird photos (I love the way the colour and feathery patterns of the background complement the plumage of the bird). I recently (early 2015) printed and framed an A3 copy and put on the wall of my living room.

#133 Channel-billed Toucan 2 Oct 2005

The choice this week extended from the sublime (Hummingbirds) to the ridiculous (Toucan) via the very rare (Trinidad Piping-Guan) but I like this photo of the Channel-billed Toucan (Ramphastos vitellinus) so here it is. This is the only species of Toucan found in Trinidad, but it is quite common. Toucans are forest dwellers and usually keep out of sight high in the foliage, so I was lucky to get this photo when this bird landed briefly on an exposed limb in a tree near the verandah of the Asa Wright Nature Centre.

[image: Image]

I've had a wonderful time here at the Centre, but it is time to move on. I fly to Quito tomorrow to start the Ecuadorean leg of my trip. I can't make any promises about internet access in Ecuador so I don't know when the next BotW will be. I may have to play catch-up when I get back to Sydney on 26 October.

#134 Masked Trogon 22 Oct 2005

Just a quick one as I'm back in email contact in Guayaquil, Ecuador and on my way back to Australia tomorrow. 

Trogons were a target group for me in Trinidad and Tobago and I spent ages pursuing them with limited success. When I got to Ecuador and grabbed my camera to photograph hummingbirds in the cloud forest, this splendid male Masked Trogon (Trogon personatus) was posing for me near the door of the hotel. This was the first photo that I took in Ecuador!

[image: Image]

I've had a great trip, taken thousands of photos and have just spent an enjoyable week touring south-western Ecuador with Jo Wieneke from Townsville. During that week, I did get laid low by a horrible gut bug for a day but am fine now. Jo went to the Galapagos today; I made do with Isla de la Plata, the poor man's Galapagos, last week. 

I'm looking forward to going back to Australia, 

Best wishes, 

Ian 

PS I'll play catch-up with BotWs when I get back.

#135 Andean Cock-of-the-rock 29 Oct 2005

This week's BotW is the fabled Andean Cock-of-the-rock (Rupicola peruviana), known for the display leks where the brilliantly coloured males compete for the females.

"Lek" is the name given to traditional, communal display areas. A lek is often on the ground, as is the case in the Black Grouse and the Ruff (a Sandpiper) but the Andean Cock-of-the-rock has three-dimensional leks in wet forest, often in gorges, on the eastern and western slopes of the Andes in Venezuela,Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia, usually at an altitude between 1,500 and 2,500m/5,000 and 8,000ft. The birds are 32cm/12.5in in length and prance around in the lek, displaying and bowing while making "loud stuttering squawks and piglike squeals and grunts". 
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Seeing the Cock-of-the-rock was unfinished business for me. On my first visit to Ecuador in 1996, we'd set off at 3:30am for a two-hour hike in the mountains near Mindo to get to a lek before dawn (the birds are shy, and best approached under cover of darkness). Sadly, our guide got lost and couldn't find the lek.

This time, we drove for an hour along muddy roads and then hiked down into a steep and muddy gorge before sunrise to where an enterprising farmer, newly into eco-tourism,had built a timber and palm-frond hide. The squawks and grunts that greeted us in the darkness told us that the visit this time was not in vain and as dawn broke we could watch up to four males just below us. We didn't spot any females so comparisons with a singles bar on a bad night were inevitably made. 

I'm back in Townsville after a couple of days in Santiago de Chile and a day in Sydney. After a terrific trip, it's good to be back and gradually getting my life back into gear. I'll be back at Cotters Markets this Sunday morning as usual as if nothing had happened, but next week I start building the South American section of my website.

#136 Copper-rumped Hummingbird 11 Nov 2005

I don't suppose any collection of South American birds would be complete without at least one hummingbird. Hummingbirds, members of the order Trochiliformes, are found only in the Americas, where there are over 300 species. This is the Copper-rumped Hummingbird (Amazilia tobaci) found in Venezuela, Trinidad and Tobago, and, at 9cm/3.75in, small but not tiny by hummingbird standards.
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Two places at which I stayed, Asa Wright Centre in Trinidad - where I photographed this one - and Bellavista in Ecuador, actively encouraged hummingbirds with feeders. It was easy enough to photograph them at, or perched near, the feeders but photographing them on more natural surroundings, feeding on flowers was more challenging.

#137 Hoatzin 16 Nov 2005

Near the top of my list of target species in eastern Ecuador was the Hoatzin (Ophistocomus hoazin), a bizarre bird by any standards. They occur widely in the Amazon basin and are partial to oxbow lakes. As Sani Lodge was on such a lake, my enquiry about Hoatzins got the response "There are heaps; you'll get sick of seeing them!". The first part of the response was true, the second false and Hoatzins were even more impressive than I had expected.

[image: Image]

They're big, to 66cm/26in in length, lumbering, spectacularly prehistoric-looking and appeared as curious as their observers. They are also noisy: "loud hissing and blowing sounds, low nasal reedy and guttural notes, distant frog chorus ..." according to a Field Guide (Hilty & Brown's Birds of Colombia). They eat fruit and their local name is "Stinky Turkey", though we never got close enough to sniff out whether the name was justified.

I've at last found time to start adding a South American section to the website <http://birdway.com.au>. Just use the navigation button "South American Birds"* to check it out. So far, I've put up the Hoatzin and six species of Trogon, and more galleries will follow soon. 

The markets are picking up for Christmas and I sold my first South American print - a Toucan - last Sunday.

*Nowadays (2015) you use the <New World Bird Photos button>.

#138 Rufous-tailed Jacamar 21 Nov 2005

The Rufous-tailed Jacamar (Galbula ruficauda) was another of my target species in Tobago as I'd never seen a Jacamar and was struck by their beauty.
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The Birdwatchers' Guide to Trinidad & Tobago by William Murphy said that they were "uncommon and elusive in Trinidad . . . common and tame in Tobago". Well, I found them elusive everywhere but finally, this male appeared in front of me, seven minutes before I was due to leave for my flight to Trinidad as I was walking back to the car after a last attempt to find them. Murphy was right about them being tame, and I took over 100 photos of him in less than those seven minutes. 

Jacamars are superficially like the Old World Bee-eaters in appearance and feeding behaviour but occur only in the New World and are placed in their own family, the Galbulidae. Sibley and Monroe places them, along with another New World family, the Puffbirds, in a separate Order, the Galbuliformes. The Rufous-tailed Jacamar is 26cm/10.5in in length and the male, shown here, is distinguished from the female by having a white rather than a rufous throat. 

I've continued adding South American birds to the website <http://birdway.com.au> including the Rufous-tailed Jacamar, Toucans and their allies, the Hoatzin, Hummingbirds (22 species) and the Blue-crowned Motmot. 

#139 Blue-footed Booby 29 Nov 2005

When we were in Western Ecuador, we made a trip to Isla de la Plata (Silver Island) a rather barren place - at least in the dry season - about 30km off the coast. The Island is referred to as the "poor man's Galapagos" as it has colonies of nesting seabirds, such as the Blue-footed Booby (Sula nebouxii) for which the Galapagos are famous.
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The nests of the Blue-footed Boobies were scattered quite widely over the island rather than being in the dense colonies of their relatives the Gannets. They showed a preference for nesting on pathways - like the happy family in the photo - and seemed to take a dim view of humans using their bit of path. Feet are clearly important to Boobies; in the Blue-footed Boobies, the colour becomes more intense - and presumably more alluring - with age. 

There were also colonies of Nazca Boobies (S. granti) - recently split from the similar Masked Booby (S. dactylatra) - and Red-footed Boobies (S. sula) on the island and I have put photos of all three species on the website <http://birdway.com.au>. 

Other recent additions to the website include galleries for South American Parrots and Macaws, Kingfishers, the Andean Cock of the Rock and Nunbirds. I have also revised the Australian raptor gallery and split into two galleries: Accipitridae (Eagles, Hawks, Harriers and Kites) and Falconidae (Falcons). 

The markets are getting busier for Christmas. Bird prints make interesting gifts and you still have time to get print orders in for Christmas. I can send orders directly to the recipients if you wish.

#140 Blue-winged Mountain-tanager 7 Dec 2005

Continuing with birds photographed on my recent visit to South American, here is the Blue-winged Mountain-tanager (Anisognathus somptuosus), 7.5"/19cm in length. This species was common in the Cloud Forest at Bellavista Reserve, 2 hours drive from Quito in Ecuador, and a welcome splash of colour in the often misty and rather gloomy forest.
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Tanagers are a large and varied group of New World birds, many of which are very striking in appearance. They are closely related to the Finches and are now usually treated as a sub-family or tribe within the Finch family, the Fringillidae*.

The markets are getting busier as Christmas approaches, though it was very hot and humid in Townsville last Sunday. In other news, the American magazine Birders' World <<http://www.birdersworld.com>> published an article on Bird Week at O'Reilly's in Lamington National Park near Brisbane in their current issue. They selected seven photos of Australian birds to illustrate the article, and I'm happy to report that four of those were mine.

*Now (2015) treated as a separate family, the Thraupidae.

#141 Pacific Pygmy-owl 15 Dec 2005

This fierce-looking Pacific or Peruvian Pygmy-owl (Glaucidium peruanum) makes up in attitude what it lacks in stature. At 19cm/7.5in, it's a bit bigger than the House Sparrow but smaller than the Common Starling. It is diurnal (active in daytime) and common in eastern Ecuador.
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This species has been recently split from the very similar Ferruginous Pygmy-owl (G. brasilianum), widespread east of the Andes (and some authorities treat the New World members of Glaucidium as a different genus - Phalaenopsis - from the Glaucidium Owlets of Eurasia and Africa).

I watched a tiny Ferruginous Pygmy-owl being mobbed by a flock of even tinier birds in Trinidad and the birding guides there imitate the piping call of the owl to attract small birds.

As Christmas Day falls on a Sunday, the usual Sunday Cotters Market in Townsville has been cancelled. Instead there will be a special afternoon market tomorrow (Friday 16th) from 4pm until 8pm. I'll be there then and next Sunday 18th but not on the 1st and 8th of January.

#142 European Robin 25 Dec 2005

May I wish you a happy and peaceful Christmas. At the risk of being corny, this week's bird is the European Robin, a Christmas icon in the British Isles, but perhaps a novelty elsewhere. European Robins defend winter territories and their plaintive song has a poignant beauty in that chilly season. I took this photo in the back garden of my sister and brother-in-law's house in Dublin last September.

[image: Image]

It has been far from chilly here and I narrowly missed losing my house to a bushfire on Tuesday. The crisis ended on Friday when we had 130mm of rain - Bluewater was one of the wettest places in Australia that day - and, full of gratitude, I'm off, belatedly, to Sydney this morning for Christmas.

#143 Channel-billed Cuckoo 31 Dec 2005

Here is a barely-fledged Channel-billed Cuckoo (Scythrops novaehollandiae) making insatiable demands of its foster-parent, a very harassed-looking Pied Currawong (Strepera graculina) on Christmas Day. This chick is huge, dwarfing the crow-sized Currawong: adult Channel-billed Cuckoos reach 66cm/26in.
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I took this photo in North Narrabeen in Sydney, where I am staying. Sydney is at the southern end of the range of the Channel-billed Cuckoo, a summer migrant to northern and eastern Australia. They used to be uncommon here but have followed their hosts, the Pied Currawong, into the metropolitan area in the last 30 or 40 years.

I return to Townsville tomorrow after a very enjoyable stay catching up with friends.

I send you my best wishes for a healthy and fulfilling 2006,

Ian


Chapter Six:
2006 (#144 to #192)




#144 Ruddy Turnstone 8 Jan 2006

The Ruddy Turnstone (Arenaria interpres) is, I think, one of the quiet achievers of the wader world. It goes about its business unobtrusively but is likely to turn up on rocky or weedy coast almost anywhere at almost any time of the year. Its breeding range in the arctic is circumpolar; it spends the northern winter on coasts throughout north and south America, Eurasia, Africa and Australasia and in these places some non-breeding birds may remain during the northern summer. It seems equally at home on cold northern beaches and on coral atolls.
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It is easy to identify, unlike many of its relatives, even in non-breeding plumage. This bird is in intermediate plumage, still showing much of the black and white head pattern and the ruddy feathers on the back characteristic of the breeding plumage. Turnstones are usually wary but may get tame around coastal resorts such as those on the Great Barrier Reef and in Tobago, where this one was photographed in September.

On the subject of waders, I've just finished revamping the <wader gallery> on the website. I've also added galleries for <South American Cracids> (Chachalacas and Guans) and <South American Plovers>.

Following last week's note on the range of Channel-billed Cuckoos, I had an email from a member on the south coast of NSW who pointed out that they now occur as far south as Bega and that she regularly sees them at St George's Basin, 200km south of Sydney. Where can a poor Currawong go to nest in peace?

#145 Magnificent Frigatebird 20 Jan 2006

I photographed this Magnificent Frigatebird (Fregata magnificens) at a breeding colony on Isla de la Plata ("Silver Island") off the coast of Ecuador. This bird, with a partially inflated throat sac (used in display) is, you guessed correctly, a male.
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"Magnificent" presumably refers to size rather than nobility of character. Large they are indeed, at 1m/40in in length with a wingspan of 2.25m/88in, and impressive fliers, but Frigatebirds are ignoble in their piratical habits of forcing smaller seabirds to surrender food. They do, however, snatch their own prey from the water (squid, fish) or close to the surface (flying-fish). Interestingly, they are the only seabirds that do not land intentionally on the surface.

Although the Magnificent Frigatebird does not occur in Australia, three of the five species do including the very similar Great Frigatebird.

My apologies for a late Bird of the Week - I was laid up for a few days with a gastric bug - and for missing Cotters Markets in Townsville last Sunday. I'm fine now and plan to be there as usual this coming Sunday, 22nd January.

#146 Sulphur-crested Cockatoo 26 Jan 2006

It's Australia Day today, 26 January, so it's fitting to have some Australian icons as Bird of the Week: a Sulphur-crested Cockatoo (Cacatua galerita) posing obligingly in front of the Sydney Opera House and the Sydney Harbour Bridge. I took this photo on a friend's balcony in Potts Point during my recent visit to Sydney for Christmas and New Year.
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Happy Australia Day! I'm joining - road conditions permitting - the local group of Birds Australia at Kingfisher Park in Julatten on the Atherton Tableland west of Cairns so I won't be at Cotters Market this Sunday. The qualifier about road conditions is necessary as it is raining heavily here and there is always the possibility of flooding.

#147 Barn Owl* 3 Feb 2006

I set out last Thursday afternoon for Kingfisher Park in Julatten, Far North Queensland, but it was raining so heavily that I turned back after 25km. The weather was better on Friday and Jo Wieneke and I went up together. That evening we all went spotlighting for this female Masked Owl (Tyto novaehollandiae)* that has been around there in recent months and it was found perched high in a Eucalyptus. I took this photo with hand-held telephoto lens (400mm) while Alan Gillander shone a spotlight on it.
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For several of us, including me, it was our first sighting of this uncommon owl and this was my first photo of a Tyto owl. The Tyto Owls comprise the relatives of the Barn Owl (T. alba) and are now put in their own family, Tytonidae, separately from the typical Owls, the Strigidae. The Masked Owl looks very like the Barn Owl so there was much discussion later on the finer points of distinction between them. The Masked Owl is larger - the largest Tyto - and has relatively bigger feet and a different call. It also has more feathered legs, though they are not visible in this photo. Unlike the Barn Owl, which has a cosmopolitan distribution, the Masked Owl is confined to Australia, Papua New Guinea and eastern Indonesia. In Australia, its distribution is mainly coastal and is nowhere common except in Tasmania.

I regret that I won't be at the Cotters Markets this Sunday either, though I intend to be there on the following Sunday 12 February. At the moment, I am reconsidering my commitment to the markets and may switch to monthly attendance. The markets are time-consuming, tiring and unprofitable and I have decided to put more emphasis on the website and internet sales (and photography!).

*Sadly, and embarrassingly, these owls at Julatten were later, much later, identified as Barn Owls.

#148 Many-banded Araçari 10 Feb 2006

This week, here is the Many-banded Araçari photographed from the canopy tower at Sani Lodge in the Amazon Basin in Ecuador. Araçaris (pronounced Arasaris) are members of the Toucan family, with smaller - but still large - more pointed bills. They are just as charming as their relatives, sociable and very playful. In the photo you can see that the bird looking straight at the camera is just about to get a friendly bite on the back of the neck from a colleague. The Many-banded Araçaris look as if they belong to a football team.

[image: Image]

I'll be at the Cotters Markets in Townsville this Sunday 12 February.

#149 Orange-footed Scrubfowl 17 Feb 2006

I've just been cataloguing the Bird of the Week photos to see which species I have and haven't shared with you. There are some notable omissions, including, I think, the Orange-footed Scrubfowl. It's notable as it's an interesting bird and characteristic of lowland rainforests in tropical Australia, Indonesia, New Guinea and the Philippines.
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It's one of the three Australian members of the Megapodidae ("big feet") or mound-builders (the others are the Malleefowl and the Scrub-turkey). Their claim to fame is that they build huge, compost-heap-like mounds in which to incubate the eggs and can regulate the temperature of the incubator by adding or removing material. The unfortunate hatchlings have to look after themselves from day one and can fly almost immediately.

The Orange-footed Scrubfowl (Megapodius reinwardt), 40-50cm/16-20in, builds a huge mound of earth or sand and leaf litter, up to 12 metres in diameter and 3 metres high, though usually smaller. Normally shy, they run away or fly noisily through the rainforest, though they can become tamer in parkland. They are very vocal and make strange loud calls day and night.

 I took this photo at Kingfisher Park, Julatten, on the Birds Australia North Queensland Group get-together at the end of January.

Back in Townsville, I've formalised the decision to have a stall at Cotters Market only monthly and I'll be there on the first Sunday of each month, starting immediately. I gather that I'll lose my permanent site so if you can't find me, give me a call on my mobile phone.

Next Tuesday 21 February, I'm giving a presentation on Bird Photography to the local group of the Queensland Conservation Council, upstairs at the Perc Tucker Gallery on the corner of Flinders Mall and Denham Street, Townsville, at 7:00pm. Entry is free and all are welcome.

#150 Moustached Antpitta 23 Feb 2006

Here’s something special from my Ecuadorean trip: a Moustached Antpitta (Grallaria alleni) from Bellavista Cloud Forest Reserve outside Quito.
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Antpittas, belonging to the New World family of Ground Antbirds, Formicariidae, are named after their resemblance to the true, but unrelated, Pittas of the Old World. The Moustached Antpitta, a close relative of the more widespread Scaled Antpitta, Grallaria guatimalensis, is found in a few sites in Ecuador and Peru. It is listed as endangered in the Handbook of the Birds of the World and its nest was first reported in 2003.

This particular individual was partial to the Bellavista compost heap and seemed relaxed about having its photo taken. Antpittas are supposedly elusive.

I’m off to O’Reillys <<http://www.oreillys.com.au>> in Lamington National Park in south-eastern Queensland today. I’ll see if I can find something special there for the next Bird of the Week.

Last Tuesday I gave a presentation on bird photography to the local branch of the Queensland Conservation Council. It seemed to be well received and there was a good turnout, though a few people didn’t last the distance as the air-conditioning was too cold – a common problem in North Queensland!

My next appearance at Cotters Markets will be on Sunday 5 March.

#151 Logrunner 4 Mar 2006

I had a pleasant time at O’Reilly’s Rainforest Lodge in Lamington National Park, Southeast Queensland, last weekend. Although Albert’s Lyrebird eluded me, I found some interesting birds including these (Australian) Logrunners (Orthonyx temminckii). Logrunners (20cm/8in in length) are terrestrial birds that use their strong legs and claws to scatter leaf litter in search of food.
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I’ve included photos of both sexes, as the females, with orange breasts, are more colourful than the white-breasted males. A more colourful female occurs in a variety of bird groups, such as Cassowaries, Buttonquails and Phalaropes, and is usually associated with a change in gender roles, with the male doing most of the incubation and rearing of the young. This doesn’t appear to be the case in Logrunners, and it may well be that the white of the male is more showy - in the eyes of logrunners - than the perhaps camouflaging orange of the female in the gloom of rainforests.
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The (Australian) Logrunner occurs in a fairly restricted range of rainforest in Southeastern Queensland and Eastern New South Wales. It belongs to an exclusive family, the Orthonychidae, that has only three members: the others are the larger Chowchilla (N. spaldingii) of the wet tropics of Northern Queensland and the Papuan or New Guinean Logrunner of New Guinea. All three show the orange breast/white breast distinction between female and male plumages.

Both Australian species are very vocal (“Chowchilla” is onomatopoeic – at last, I’ve wanted to use that word since I stumbled across it in English grammar 45 years ago) and surprisingly confiding. This pair of Australian Logrunners fed unconcernedly near the boardwalk as busloads of day-trippers from the Gold Coast trooped noisily and colourfully past.

I’ll be at Cotters Markets tomorrow following my new schedule of the first Sunday in the month. I’ll probably lose my permanent spot, no longer being a regular, so if you can’t find me, and want to, ring me on my mobile.

#152 Galah 10 Mar 2006

Anyone who been in Australia is familiar with the abundant and widespread grey and pink Galah, a smallish (36cm/14in) Cockatoo; anyone familiar with Australian slang will also know that "Galah" is used as a term of friendly derision, as in "you silly galah". Familiarity breeds contempt, they say, as the Galah is a striking bird, not just in appearance, but in behaviour and voice as well.
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I found this adult feeding a very demanding young bird (note the grey wash on the breast) on the supporting cable of a power pole in Clermont, a town in inland Queensland, when I was returning from O'Reilly's. The young bird followed the adult up the cable begging furiously and successfully, as the adult fed the young bird 3 or 4 times by regurgitation, each time farther up the cable. The adult is a male, I think, with dark eyes - the females have red eyes.

I'm house- (really dog-) sitting in the Atherton Tableland west of Cairns at the moment and looking for the northern equivalents of the rainforest birds encountered at O'Reillys.

#153 Barn Owl 17 Mar 2006

I've been house- and dog-sitting near Lake Eacham on the Atherton Tableland, West of Cairns, for the last ten days. The Tableland is justly famous for its rainforest reserves but It's also a rich agricultural area and the cultivated areas support interesting wildlife too.
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Last Friday night, Alan Gillander, a local wildlife guide, and I went out spot-lighting for Barn Owls, which thrive on the rodent pests of crops such as maize. We found 8 or 10 altogether, including this one which had captured a black rat. The Owl had difficulty flying far with its heavy prey and it let us drive carefully up beside it on the other side of the lane. I took this photo with the long lens supported on the far window frame and Alan illuminating the Owl with the spot light. The image is uncropped.

The Barn Owl (Tyto alba) is a very successful species and is one of the world's most widely distributed bird species. It, and its close relatives the Grass, Masked and Sooty Owls, are usually placed in a separate family, the Tytonidae, from the typical owls, the Strigidae.

I've been in bed with the flu for nearly a week and it has been a good opportunity to do some work on the website <http://birdway.com.au/>. I've put other photos of Barn Owls in a new <Tytonidae> gallery, created a new gallery, separate from other parrots, for <Australian Cockatoos> including the Cockatiel and revised the <Acanthizidae> gallery to incorporate new photos of scrubwrens and thornbills.

#154 Wonga Pigeon 25 Mar 2006

Here is another bird from my visit to O’Reilly’s in Lamington National Park in Southeastern Queensland: the Wonga Pigeon (Leucosarcia melanoleuca). This is a large, rather striking, pigeon, being at 35-40cm/14-16in somewhat bigger than a domestic pigeon (33-35cm).
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It is a generally uncommon resident of forests in eastern Australia from eastern Victoria in the south to central Queensland in the north. It is usually difficult to see, though it makes its presence known by its far-carrying, distinctive, monotonously-repeated “wonk” call. At O’Reilly’s, however, this Wonga Pigeon quietly took advantage of the feeding area for the Parrots and was unusually tame.

Next Sunday 2nd April, being the first Sunday of the month, I’ll be at Cotters Market in Townsville. As I now attend only monthly, I’ve lost my permanent spot so if you are there and want to find out where I am, feel free to call me on my mobile.

#155 Satin Bowerbird 31 Mar 2006

The main advantage of doing the markets only on the first Sunday of each month is that I now have more time to spend on things like developing the website. I’ve just revised the <Bowerbird and Australasian Catbird Gallery>, so I’ve chosen the Satin Bowerbird (Ptilonorhychus violaceus) as the Bird of the Week.
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The main range of the Satin Bowerbird in eastern and south-eastern Australia includes 3 state capitals – Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane – and Canberra, the federal capital, and it occurs in suburban gardens so it is the best known of the 10 members of the family (Ptilonorhynchidae) that occur in Australia – another 10 species occur in New Guinea.
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The adult (blue) male builds an “avenue” bower of two parallel walls of sticks on a terrestrial display platform that it decorates with (mainly) blue objects, these days often plastic. The green (female and juvenile) birds are striking too, so I’ve included a photo of a juvenile male. The males don’t acquire the blue plumage until age six or seven, and the older juvenile males are distinguishable from females by a pale, rather than dark, bill and the greenish wash across the breast.

Both these birds were photographed in Paluma, north of Townsville, and belong to the geographically isolated race of smaller birds (minor) that occurs in the highlands between Townsville and Cooktown, north of Cairns.

The new Gallery on the website contains photos of all the <Australian Bowerbirds and Catbirds> except the Western Bowerbird. I’ve also added a <Chowchilla and Logrunner> gallery to Australian birds and an <Antpitta> gallery to South American Birds.

#156 Varied/Mangrove Honeyeater 10 Apr 2006

This week’s Bird of the Week is a game of Spot the Difference with clues to make it easier. The clues are in Graham Pizzey’s description of the Mangrove Honeyeater (Field Guide to the Birds of Australia): “Like Varied Honeyeater with brown barred pattern on yellow throat, grey-brown zone across upper breast.”
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This is an example of the problem of whether distinguishably different populations of birds should be treated as different races of a single species or as different species. The Varied Honeyeater, Lichenostomus versicolor (or its northern, nominate, race L. v. versicolor) occurs in mangroves from New Guinea down the coast of Queensland as far as Townsville, while the Mangrove Honeyeater, Lichenostomus fasciogularis (or the southern race of the Varied Honeyeater Lichenostomus versicolor fasciogularis) occurs from Townsville southwards to northern New South Wales. Hybrids have been reported in the zone between Townsville and Cardwell, 150km to the north of Townsville.
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I took the photograph of the Varied Honeyeater at Rowes Bay in Townsville itself and the one of the Mangrove Honeyeater at Morris Creek, near Giru, a mere 45km, as the Honeyeater flies, south of Townsville.

Incidentally, the 4 Australian Field Guides divide evenly on this topic: 2 species - Pizzey & Knight and Morcombe; 2 races - Simpson & Day and Slater.

#157 Rufescent Tiger-heron 15 Apr 2006

The Rufescent Tiger-heron (Tigrosoma lineatum), 26-30in/66-76cm was one of the birds I really wanted to see in South America last year, as much for the name as anything else. I wasn’t disappointed: this striking and obliging immature bird hung around the vicinity of Sani Lodge on the Rio Napo in Eastern Ecuador. It was obliging because it seemed to be under the delusion that its camouflage rendered it completely invisible and allowed fairly close approach. The juveniles are completely tigerish – buffish with black stripes - and gradually acquire the rufous adult plumage by five years of age.
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I chose the Tiger-heron this week as I’ve just been working on the global gallery of <Herons, Egrets and Bitterns> to the website <http://birdway.com.au>.

#158 Wompoo Fruit-dove 24 Apr 2006

The Wompoo Fruit-dove (Ptilinopus magnificus) is in the news in Townsville at the moment as several of these splendid birds have been seen recently in a variety of locations around the city. It’s normally rarely seen here in the dry tropics, so the theory is that these birds are vagrants from the districts farther north affected by cyclone Larry a month ago. Supporting this theory are also unusual numbers of Brown Cuckoo-doves, another rainforest fruit-eater.
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The Wompoo is common in rainforest in the wet tropics but, despite its large size – to 50cm/20in in length – it is hard to see in the dense foliage and is more often heard making its distinctive bubbling call “wollack-a-woo”, from which it gets its name. I photographed this bird while it sat on the balcony collecting its wits after flying into a window of the house in which I stayed on the Atherton Tableland last month.
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The main photo doesn’t do it full justice as the birds have a purple breast so I’ve included a front view taken later when the bird was perched on the railing.

#159 Black-necked Stork/Jabiru 29 Apr 2006

Only one of the 19 species of Storks calls Australia home, the striking Black-necked Stork (Ephippiorhynchus asiaticus) or Jabiru as it is commonly called (perhaps inviting confusion with the South American Jabiru, Jabiru mycteria). Its size is impressive, with a length of up to 1.4m/55in and a wingspan of up to 2.2m/87in, particularly in flight. It’s a delight to watch hunting, either slowly, stalking the shallows with great dignity or suddenly dashing with unseemly haste after prey. The sexes are subtly different: males, like the one in the photo, have dark eyes; females have yellow eyes.

In Australia, it is widespread through northern and eastern districts, moderately common in tropical coastal areas, but sparse to rare south of the border of Queensland and New South Wales. It also occurs in Asia, ranging as far west as India.
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I photographed this bird last Sunday, 23 April, on an outing with members of the North Queensland Group of Birds Australia to Serpentine Lagoon, south of Townsville. I had photographed another, stationary, male earlier the previous week and photos from both encounters are now in a revised Australian <Stork gallery> on the website <http://birdway.com.au>. I’ve also revised the <Parrot, Lorikeet and Rosella> gallery, which now has nearly 50 photos.

Next weekend, Sunday 7th May is the first Sunday of the month so I’ll be at my stall at Cotters Market in Townsville.

#160 Varied Triller 5 May 2006

I’m sending this out a little early in the hope of advising Townsville members who receive this at work that I won’t be at Cotters Market this Sunday, 7 May. I was planning to, but the market organiser can’t guarantee me an under-cover site and the forecast is for showers. Instead, I intend to be there next Sunday 14 May. Please accept my apologies for the late notice and the change of plans.
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This week’s bird is a female Varied Triller (Lalage leucomela), taken at Toomulla Beach, about 10km north of Bluewater. Trillers, smaller cousins of the Cuckooshrikes, are unobtrusive birds and easily overlooked though rather smart, I think. The Varied Triller (length 17.5cm/7in) is found in northern and eastern Australia as far south as Sydney and in New Guinea. The other Australian Triller, the White-winged Triller (L. sueurii) is more widespread, occurring through Australia and in New Guinea and Indonesia.

I’ve recently revised the gallery for this group of birds - <Campephagidae> - on the <website> and added a new gallery for the <New World Vultures>.

#161 Peruvian Pelican 24 May 2006

I’ve just revised the <Pelican gallery> on the website. I thought the Australian Pelican was a little lonely on its own, so I’ve made it into a global gallery with an additional 3 of the 8 species that exist. One of these newcomers is the Peruvian Pelican (Pelecanus thagus) photographed at Isla de la Plata in Ecuador (birds don’t take much notice of national boundaries). This one was soaring in the updrafts at a cliff where there were also <Red-billed Tropicbirds>, another gallery that I’ve just added. I’ve also added an About Ian section and I’ve simplified the website structure to remove frames and javascript.
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The Peruvian Pelican occurs only in the Humboldt Current of western South America and is rather similar to, but larger than, the more widespread Brown Pelican (P. occidentalis) – also in the gallery. Both were present on the Ecuadorian coast but where we were in the south-west, the Peruvian Pelican seemed more numerous and a local guide said the population was increasing.

#162 Great Egret 20 May 2006

Swan Lake? No, Serpentine Lagoon featuring the North Queensland Egrets. I was trying to photograph the trio of Great, Intermediate and Little Egrets together on this dead tree when the Great Egrets (Casmerodius albus) decided to put on an impromptu ballet to welcome the one flying in towards the camera. If you look closely, you can see a Little Egret crouching down at 3 o’clock on the right-hand side of the picture, but two Intermediate Egrets that were present are out of sight to the left of the field of view.
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The Great Egret is cosmopolitan, found in all continents except Antarctica, and is widespread throughout Australia. At up to a metre/40” in length, it’s a tall bird, but a lot of that is neck, the neck and head combined being about 1.5 times the body length. It usually has a characteristic kink in the neck which distinguishes it from its smaller relatives.

I’ve recently created a global gallery on the website for the <Egrets and Herons>.

This coming week, we are off to Mount Isa, 800km west of Townsville. Mount Isa’s claim to fame is a huge copper mine, but the surrounding area has interesting arid-country birds. I hope that I’ll be able to share some of them with you in subsequent Birds of the Week.

#163 Cloncurry Ringneck 30 May 2006

I’m a few days late with this one as I’ve just returned from a birding trip to the Mount Isa region, 900km west of Townsville and I was out of email contact for a week. A couple of target birds, the extraordinarily hard-to-find Carpentarian and Kalkadoon Grasswrens, proved typically elusive, but others, notably a pair of Cloncurry Ringnecks were more cooperative. Perhaps hungry early in the day, the Ringnecks allowed close approach when feeding on a fruiting bush at Fountain Springs, between Cloncurry and Mount Isa.
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The Ringneck Parrots, relatives of the Rosellas, have been a taxonomic puzzle for a long time. There are 4 or more varieties which have at different times been treated as 2 (Eastern and Western Ringnecks) or 4 species (Eastern: Mallee and Cloncurry Ringnecks; Western: Port Lincoln and Twenty-eight Parrots). Currently, they are all treated as races of a single species, the Australian Ringneck, even though they differ greatly in appearance. The Cloncurry Ringneck is the palest and most yellow of the four, and is found in a relatively small area in the Cloncurry, Mount Isa region. I hadn’t seen it before, and was very taken by it.

Next weekend is the first weekend of June, and I plan, stall-space permitting, to be at Cotters Markets in Townsville on Sunday morning.

I am encouraging people to join the Bird of the Week list, so if you know anyone who might be interested, feel free to forward this email and they can join it by entering their email address at <http://birdway.com.au/birdoftheweek.htm>.

#164 Painted Finch 3 Jun 2006

One of the target species that I did get to photograph on the Mount Isa trip was the Painted Finch (Emblema pictum), 11cm/4.4in in length. Both sexes are fairly spectacular, but the male, in front, has more red on the face than the female, and a red patch on the belly.
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This is an inhabitant of the arid interior, though it does reach the coast in north-western Western Australia. It is partial to rocky hillsides with spinifex, the prickly hummock grass that I spent a lot of time stumbling around in unsuccessfully looking for Grasswrens.

#165 Varied Lorikeet 9 Jun 2006

The Varied Lorikeet, Psitteuteles versicolor, was another target species on the Mount Isa trip. It occurs in the northern and western tropics of Australia but is absent from the east coast. At 17–20cm/7-8in it is small, but not tiny, by Lorikeet standards. The bird in the photograph is a male; females are similar but have a green crown.
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I photographed this one at Mount Isa Airport, having been told that they roosted there. On the first evening, I found the fig tree in which they roosted and observed that the early arrivals perched conspicuously near the top of the tree but that later ones vanished straight into the dense foliage. The following evening, I had the camera and tripod ready for the early ones.

I’ve added a global <Frigatebird gallery> to the website. It contains a variety of photos of Magnificent Frigatebirds from South America and a couple of ones of Lesser Frigatebirds photographed near Townsville.

#166 Southern Cassowary 17 Jun 2006

If asked to select the top bird of North Queensland, I think that many people, birders and non-birders, would choose the Southern Cassowary. By any measure, it’s a spectacular and fascinating bird. It’s rare to the point of being classified as endangered (Australian population perhaps 2,000 individuals); it’s the world’s third largest bird (after the Ostrich and the Emu); it’s shy and elusive and, for its size, remarkably difficult to see in its rainforest habitat; it can be deadly dangerous when aroused; it looks extraordinary and it has an unusual family life - the male, less colourful than the female, hatches the eggs and looks after the young.
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Cyclone Larry severely damaged some of the best Cassowary areas in the Mission Beach and Innisfail districts in March and reduced the production of native fruits on which many rainforest species, including Cassowaries, depend. Consequently, Cassowaries have been foraging in much closer human contact and have been easier to find.

To that end, I spent a night camping at Etty Bay, near Innisfail, a week ago on the way up to Kingfisher Park for the AGM of the North Queensland group of Birds Australia. It was a wet and miserable night (and I don’t recommend putting up a new tent for the first time in rain and darkness) but I was rewarded in the morning by the appearance of two Cassowaries on the outskirts of the camping area.
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I’ve included a second photo to give an idea of the destruction caused by the cyclone. The amount of damage was shocking but already the vegetation is showing signs of recovery and the local people have done an incredible amount to get their lives and houses back together.

#167 Flock Bronzewing 26 Jun 2006

Here is an inland species of pigeon from the trip to Mount Isa last month, the Flock Bronzewing (Phaps histrionica); one I’d never seen before. This isn’t a bird you can easily go looking for: it’s a highly nomadic inhabitant of the vast dry interior of northern Australia and is beautifully camouflaged when feeding on the reddish soil. The best you can hope for is to encounter flocks early or late in the day when they move in search of water. This is what happened to us when driving in the late afternoon between Julia Creek and Cloncurry on the way to Mount Isa.
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A single brown short-tailed pigeon flew across the road in front of us and we had just decided that it was probably a Flock Bronzewing but we couldn’t be sure, when scores of them appeared, flying silently, straight across the highway in tight flocks. We stopped to watch them, spell-bound, while perhaps 500 flew past. A single male landed briefly for a drink at a pool of water beside the road not too far from us before rejoining the rest.
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I’ve been working on the Birdway website recently and have revised the following Australian galleries: <Doves and Pigeons>, <Old World Warblers>, <Frogmouths and Nightjars>, <Barn Owls, <Typical Owls>, <Mound-builders>, <Cassowary and Emu> and <Finches and allies>. Next weekend is the first Sunday of July so I’ll have my stall at Cotters Market in Townsville.

#168 Royal Spoonbill 30 Jun 2006

I’ve got an announcement for any local members of the list who might have been planning to visit my stall at Cotters Market in Townsville this Sunday. I have no transport as my car is seriously unwell, so I’ve had to cancel. The next Sunday that I’ll be free will be 23rd July, and I plan to attend the markets then. Please accept my apologies.

That’s the bad news. The local good news is that I’m presenting a selection of my photos to Townsville Bird Observers’ Club at 1:45pm on Saturday 8th July at Thuringowa City Council's Soundshell Meeting Room, which is part of Thuringowa Council's Civic Centre buildings complex on Thuringowa Drive (entrance is via the side street, Hinchinbrook Drive) and anyone is welcome.
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This week’s bird is a Royal Spoonbill dispelling the myth that they feed only on tiny fish, insects and crustaceans. This one caught a large fish, nearly as long as its bill, and dashed away from its peers to eat it in peace. In its haste, it foolishly passed a Great Egret which promptly chased it.
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The Spoonbill took flight, followed by the Egret. Eventually, the Spoonbill landed back at the wetland and gulped the fish down successfully! Photos were taken last Tuesday at the entrance to the Town Common in Townsville when I was birding with a friend on a visit from Sydney.

#169 Yellow-billed Spoonbill 7 Jul 2006

Last week’s bird was the Royal Spoonbill. To complete the set, and because I’ve been photographing Spoonbills lately, here is the other Australian Spoonbill: the Yellow-billed Spoonbill.
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Despite its name, the bill often looks pinkish, but either way it easily distinguishes from its black-billed cousin, the Royal Spoonbill. This bird is in breeding plumage: note the black line around the face - perfect clown make-up - the white quills on the breast and the thin black plumes on the trailing edge of the wing.
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There are only 6 species of Spoonbill world-wide, so it’s interesting that such a dry continent as Australia has two of them. It’s not unusual to find both species feeding together (see below), though the Yellow-billed Spoonbill shows a greater preference for small inland dams.

On the website, I’ve recently revised the <Duck and Geese gallery> in Australian Birds and added a <Thrush gallery> with the Bassian Thrush.

As I indicated last week, I plan to be at Cotters Market in Townsville on Sunday 23 July.

#170 Grey-headed Robin 17 Jul 2006

This Grey-headed Robin is steadfastly doing its bit for post-cyclone Larry recovery on the Atherton Tablelands: incubating a single egg in the middle of winter. Admittedly, it's a tropical highlands sort of winter, but cool enough up there all the same.
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Alan Gillanders, a tablelands resident who specialises in nature tours showed me this nest last week near the Curtain Fig, a spectacular tree, popular with tourists. Alan is perhaps best known for his spotlighting tours in search of tree kangaroos and other rare marsupials, and I joined him on a couple of great tours last week.

The Grey-headed Robin, one of the Australasian Robins (a different family from the Northern Hemisphere Robins), length 17cm/7in, is one of about a dozen bird species endemic to the wet tropics of north-eastern Queensland and is common in upland rainforests.

I plan, depending on availability of stall space, to be a Cotters Market in Townsville next Sunday morning. I've started posting the status and dates of my market attendance to the website homepage, <http://birdway.com.au> so you can always check there.

#171 Spotted Catbird 21 Jul 2006

Here is one of my favourite species of the rainforest of the wet tropics of north-east Queensland: the Spotted Catbird (Ailuroedus melanotus). It’s named after its rasping meowing call, which always makes me want to laugh with delight when I hear it. I noticed this week on the Atherton Tableland that the birds that we were feeding, post cyclone Larry, also made a loud, thin, mouse-like squeak – very distinctive and also ridiculous-sounding; cat- and mouse-bird, maybe.
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They are quite large, to 30cm/12in long with splendid plumage, reddish-brown eyes and a large-headed appearance. They are fruit-eaters and seemed very partial to apples and grapes. The species is not related to the Catbirds of North America; they are in fact members of the Bowerbird family. Unlike their promiscuous relatives, they form a stable pair-bond which persists throughout the year and don’t build bowers.

There are two species in Australia. The other one, the Green Catbird (A. crassirostris), is very similar in appearance and behaviour (the two used to be treated as races of a single species) and occurs in the sub-tropical and temperate rainforests of south-eastern Queensland and eastern New South Wales. The Green Catbird lacks the dark facial markings of the Spotted Catbird.

I’ve added new Crane <http://birdway.com.au/gruidae/index.htm> and Bustard <http://birdway.com.au/otididae/index.htm> galleries to Australian Birds in the website. I recently counted the number of photos on the website: there are now more than 1,100 of 513 species with 406 of those species occurring in Australia.

My stall site has been confirmed for this coming Sunday 23 July at Cotters Markets in Flinders Mall, Townsville. I’ll be outside Northtown near Hoges’s café. I’ve started putting my attendance at the Markets on the home page of the website <http://birdway.com.au/index> and plan to be there as well on Sunday 6 August.

#172 Striated Pardalote 31 Jul 2006

Here’s something from the small end of the bird spectrum for a change: a Striated Pardalote. At 9.5–11.5cm/3.7-4.5in, it’s fairly tiny, though a bit larger than Australia’s smallest bird, the Weebill (8-10cm/3.1-3.9in). Given its size, it would be easy to overlook, particularly as it forages in the foliage of trees, except that it has a clear, musical call, often rendered as “witta-witta”, which is quite distinctive.
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The Striated Pardalote (Pardalotus striatus) is widespread and common throughout all except the driest areas of Australia. It varies in appearance geographically sufficiently to have been once treated as 4 species. The one in the photo, taken near Cloncurry in Northwestern Queensland, is the yellow-rumped form of the “Black-headed” Pardalote (Pardalotus striatus uropygialis) which occurs across northern Australia. In any case, Pardalotes are delightful little birds and I always get pleasure from seeing them. “Pardalote” apparently means “spotted” and was presumably first applied to another species, the Spotted Pardalote (P. punctatus) of eastern and southern Australia.

I plan to have my stall at Cotters Market, Townsville, next Sunday 6th August, depending on availability of space. I’ll confirm that on Thursday and post it to the home page of the website <http://birdway.com.au>.

Work has continued on the website and I’ve revised and expanded the <Australian Magpie, Butcherbird, Currawong and Woodswallow> gallery.

#173 Variegated Fairywren 5 Aug 2006

When we went searching unsuccessfully for Grasswrens in Northwestern Queensland in May, this was one of my consolation prizes: a party of Variegated Fairywrens who were quite happy to have their photos taken. This bird is a male in almost complete breeding plumage, though the grey replacing the blue on the top of the head is the start of the autumn moult into the “eclipse” or non-breeding plumage.
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The Variegated Fairywren (Malurus lamberti) looks somewhat similar to its well-known relative of Southeastern Australia, the Superb Fairywren (M. cyaneus) but is easily distinguished by the chestnut shoulder patches. The Variegated Fairywren is the most widespread of the Fairywrens, occurring through most of continental Australia except in the far north east and south west - where it is replaced by similar, closely related species – and in Tasmania. It varies geographically, and this bird belong to the subspecies assimilis that occurs in the arid interior and used to be treated as a separate species, the Purple-backed Fairywren – you can see the purple colour where it extends down the sides in front of the chestnut shoulder patch. 

You will, of course, have noticed the art nouveau style of the border and text. I’ve been experimenting with this look as an alternative to the “classical” look with the copperplate font. I’d be interested to hear your views on which style you prefer*: <ian@birdway.com.au> I’ll be introducing both prints and cards with the new style at Cotters Market tomorrow (Sunday 6 August).

* Most of the shoppers at the market didn't share my enthusiasm for art nouveau, so I abandoned it after a little while.

#174 Grey-fronted Honeyeater 14 Aug 2006

Here’s another dry country species from the trip to Mount Isa, the Grey-fronted Honeyeater (Lichenomstomus plumulus).
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This species is widespread but uncommon throughout the drier parts of Australia, avoiding really dry areas such as deserts.

The name Grey-fronted is a bit of a misnomer as only birds in southern Australia has an obviously grey forehead, unlike the typical northern bird in the photo. It’s rather similar to the commoner Grey-headed Honeyeater (Lichnenostomus keartlandi), shown below, of northern and western Australia but we had several opportunities to compare the two species.
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The Grey-fronted has a buffish tinge to the head and olive-buff cheeks between the eye and the black line along the yellow plume. The Grey-headed has a pure grey head and blackish cheeks so that there is no clear distinction between the black line along the plume and the blackish mask around the eye. The calls of the two species are also quite different.

We found a nest of the Grey-fronted at the most westerly of our campsites, between Mount Isa and Cammoweal, containing two chicks. The nest was beautifully constructed hanging in a fork of a small Eucalyptus and less than a meter above the ground.
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You’ll notice I’ve gone back to the classical look in the main photo. It proved much more popular than the art nouveau borders, which many felt distracted from the photo, though the art nouveau cards seemed popular at the markets. Thank you for your feedback.

I’m planning to attend Cotters Markets in Flinders Mall, Townsville CBD, next Sunday morning 20 August and will put a confirmatory note on the homepage <http://birdway.com.au> on Thursday if I can get space. I’ve revised the <Fairywren> gallery on the website, with additional photos.

#175 Plumed Whistling-duck 21 Aug 2006

The Plumed Whistling-duck (Dendrocygna eytoni) is, I think, one of the loveliest of the Australian ducks. The spectacular plumes grow in the flanks below the wing. In flight they flatten back aerodynamically along the flanks; at rest they can remain tucked back, or be erected vertically for display, typically when swimming as in the photo.

Whistling-ducks are shy and I photographed these ones from the hide at Hastings Swamp on my last visit to the Atherton Tableland west of Cairns. They often occur in huge flocks, and I estimated that there were about 2,500 present at the time.
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There are eight species of Whistling-ducks world-wide, three of which occur in Australia, mainly in the north and north-east. The Plumed and Wandering Whistling-ducks (Dendrocyna arcuata) are the most widespread, occurring through the tropical regions of the country and extending in smaller numbers down the east coast. The third species, the Spotted Whistling-duck (D. guttata), was first recorded near Weipa on Cape York, northern Queensland, in 1995 where it has started nesting.

The Plumed is largely restricted to Australia (vagrant to neighbouring countries), while the Wandering and Spotted occur widely in south-east Asia. The remaining species are found in the warmer regions of Africa and America.

#176 Rufous Treecreeper 29 Aug 2006

Greetings from Albany, southern Western Australia and my apologies for a late Bird of the Week - we haven't even been in mobile phone range for the last few days, much less internet access.

We are here on a 6-day stop-over en route to Christmas Island and trying to find and photograph some of the local specialties. One that eluded me on my last visit here 5 years ago, despite some vigorous searching, was the Rufous Treecreeper (Climacteris rufa). We visited Dryandra State Forest south of Perth last Saturday and found this species without difficulty. The Rufous Treecreeper occurs in southern Western Australia and south-western South Australia, where it is quite common in suitable habitat.
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This male (note the blackish streaks on the breast) has just found some tasty morsel in a dead tree. Some of the other endemics such as the Western Whipbird and the Noisy Scrubbird have proved elusive yet again - heard but not seen - but I did photograph a Western Bristlebird in near darkness (the moon was out) yesterday.

We travel to Christmas Island on Thursday for the Bird Week being held there. The island, 500km south of Java, is an Australian territory and has some notable bird species, particularly breeding seabirds. Hopefully, I can find you something interesting for next week's bird and I think there is internet availability at the hotel.

#177 Christmas Island Hawk-owl 4 Sep 2006

This was top of the hope-to-see-but-can-only-dream-of-photographing list for Christmas Island, but I hadn't allowed for the skill of our leader David James in finding birds. He took us spotlighting last night and called in 3 Hawk-owls, 2 parents and a juvenile, within ten minutes. The photo is of the juvenile, taken with the light of the spotlight and David thinks it's the only photo of a juvenile yet taken.
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This species is endemic to the island and is about the size of a pigeon. With an estimated population of 500 pairs, it is listed as vulnerable.

The Bird Week is proving to be very successful and everyone seems to be having a great time. I've been busy with the camera and have some more Bird of the Week shots to share in the coming weeks.

I plan to be at Cotters Markets in Townsville next Sunday 10 September, something I'll probably regret as I'm flying back to Townsville on the "red-eye" special from Perth to Brisbane on Friday night.

#178 Golden Bosunbird 11 Sep 2006

Here’s a Christmas Island specialty: the golden morph of the White-tailed Tropicbird (Phaethon lepturus fulvus), locally known as the Golden Bosun or Golden Bosunbird to distinguish it from the Silver Bosunbird, the Red-tailed Tropicbird (Phaethon rubricauda), which also breeds on Christmas Island. The Golden Bosun is held in high regard by the locals, to the extent that the tavern in the Settlement is named after it; you can’t greater praise than that! Seriously, though, many people would regard it as one of the world’s most beautiful seabirds and, as if good looks weren’t enough, all 3 species of Tropicbirds perform spectacular display flights.
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This one has a rather short tail. The tail can be 40cm/16in long giving a total length of up to 82cm/33in with a wingspan of 90-95cm/36-38in. The photo below, taken from above, shows a more typical tail and the black pattern on the upper wing.
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About 10 per cent of the White-tailed Tropicbirds on Christmas Island are the normal white and black morph. The golden morph breeds only on Christmas Island, but the normal morph breeds also on Cocos Keeling Island and Ashmore Reef in Australian waters and in tropical areas of the Indian, Western Pacific and Atlantic Oceans and the Caribbean.

I’m back in Bluewater after a tiring trip back that included a 2:00am arrival in our hotel in Perth from Christmas Island on Friday morning and a 10 hour overnight flight from Perth to Townsville via Brisbane on Friday night. Not surprisingly, I cancelled plans to set up my stall at Cotters Markets on Sunday and will let you know when my next attendance will be.

#179 Abbott's Booby 20 Sep 2006

Three species of Booby nest on Christmas Island. Two of these, the Brown and the Red-footed, nest in tropical islands around the world, while the third, Abbott's Booby (Papasula abbotti), breeds only on Christmas Island. It is sufficiently different from other Boobies to be placed in its own genus (Papasula rather than Sula) and looked, in flight, rather Albatross-like.
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Abbott's Booby nests in tall trees in rainforest and is less easier to find than the other two species. The easiest way to find them was when they returned to the nest to feed the young in the late afternoon. This bird, a female apparently because of the pink bill, had landed down near the ground in the forest and would have had difficulty taking off. It was captured, after a photo session, and released at a more suitable location for take-off.

My apologies for the late posting. I am in Birdsville, hunting for arid country birds, in south-western Queensland and the local information centre is the first opportunity to access the internet for about a week. Birdsville, part of Australian outback mythology, is near the northern border of South Australia and on the edge of the Simpson Desert to the west and the Strzelecki Desert to the south.

I set off back to Townsville tomorrow but I don't expect to be back before the weekend. So, I regret that I will have to postpone the next appearance at Cotters Market until Sunday 1st October.

#180 Christmas Island Goshawk 25 Sep 2006

This week you get two birds and half a species. Half a species, that is, if you accept that the Christmas Island Goshawk (Accipiter fasciatus natalis) is a subspecies of the Brown Goshawk of Australia, which is the currently accepted state of affairs. The Christmas Island Goshawk is endemic to Christmas Island and is classified as endangered.

Here is an adult bird. Note the orange eye and the bluish-grey plumage, a bit different from the yellow eye and brownish grey back and wings of the Australian race.
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Here is a juvenile bird, first year I think. It has much stronger markings than a comparable juvenile Brown Goshawk that I’ve photographed in Bluewater and the eye is more orange. It also seems to me that the ceres of both birds are more prominent than that of mainland Brown Goshawks and the legs look much stronger.
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They also differ in behaviour. Christmas Island Goshawks are almost ridiculously tame. The juvenile seemed attracted by the sound of the camera shutter and kept landing so close to me that I had to back off to be able to focus on it with the 500mm lens. Incidentally, something similar happened to me today when I was photographing a Pacific Baza from my verandah. I wonder whether the shutter sounds like a clicking insect such as a grasshopper.

I’m back in Bluewater after the Mount Isa to Birdsville trip. We missed out again on the Carpentarian and Dusky Grasswrens in Mount Isa but found Grey and Eyrean Grasswrens near Birdsville, though the resulting photos are nothing to get excited about! I got some other interesting photos, however, which will appear in due course on the website and as future Birds of the Week.

I promise, hail, rain or snow, to be at Cotters Market in Townsville this coming Sunday, 1st October.

#181 Christmas Island Frigatebird 2 Oct 2006

No mention of the birds of Christmas Island would be complete without the Frigatebirds, and in particular, the endemic <Christmas Island Frigatebird, Fregata andrewsi> . Here is an adult female, soaring on its enormous wings. These birds are up to 1m/39in in length with a wingspan to 2.3m/96in.

[image: Image]

The Tropicbirds may be the glamorous birds in the skies of Christmas Island, but the rulers are the Frigatebirds. These huge, powerful pirates patrol endlessly waiting to pounce on other seabirds, particularly boobies and tropicbirds, returning to the island with full crops of food. They harry them until they disgorge their precious cargo, which is then snatched up in flight – frigatebirds don’t land on the water as they have trouble taking off again. Here is a hapless Red-tailed Tropicbird apparently taking a very dim view of being grabbed by the tail streamers by a female Great Frigatebird (Fregata minor).

[image: Image]

Christmas Island may be the best place in the world to see frigatebirds. Of the 5 species world-wide, three occur there, including the Great (in large numbers) and the Lesser (in small numbers). The Christmas Island Frigatebird is the rarest of the five, with about 1,200 breeding pairs on the island.

I’ve just updated the <Frigatebird> gallery on the website: with plenty of photos of male, female and juvenile Christmas Island, Great and Magnificent (in Ecuador) Frigatebirds and a few photos of male and female Lesser Frigatebirds. I’ve also posted photos of Red-tailed and White-tailed Tropicbirds to the <Tropicbird> gallery: to add to the existing photos of the only other species, the Red-billed Tropicbird (also in Ecuador).

#182 Inland Dotterel 9 Oct 2006

This is the sand dune country on the eastern edge of the Simpson Desert in south-western Queensland. A desolate landscape that reminds me of the Rover photos sent back from Mars; the pink sky is the result of a sand storm. These long sand dunes that stretch for miles are the preferred habitat of the Eyrean Grasswren, our reason for being there. There is no accounting for taste (in birds or humans!).

[image: Image]

We found the grasswrens eventually, but, as they didn’t hang around for a photo shoot, the bird of the trip for me was this Inland Dotterel (Peltohyas australis), though the circumstances of its discovery were sad.

[image: Image]

Joy Tansey, our sharp-eyed driver, stopped to investigate a ball of feathers on the dirt road when we were driving out to the Grasswren site. This turned out to be an Inland Dotterel, victim of a passing vehicle. A scan of the surrounding area led to the discovery of its (presumed) mate, incubating a couple of eggs on the sand. It left the eggs when I went over to photograph it, so I retreated and it returned quickly to resume incubation. We pondered its chances of nesting successfully without its mate.

The Inland Dotterel (19-22cm/7.7-8.7in in length) is a plover of arid and semi-arid land in western and central Australia. Like this individual, it is often found far from water and is mainly nocturnal.

#183 Rock Parrot 17 Oct 2006

The conventional stereotype of parrots is as inhabitants of steamy jungles. The Rock Parrot (Neophema petrophila), however, lives up to its English and Latin (“rock loving”) names and is found on exposed headlands and coasts in South and Western Australia. It often breeds on rocky coastal islands and feeds on the adjacent mainland.
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This bird was at Cape Leeuwin where the Indian and Southern Oceans meet in south-western Western Australia and we visited there on the way back to Perth for our flight to Christmas Island at the end of August. There’s a weather-beaten sign at near the Lighthouse to make the point.
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The Rock Parrot is a member of the Neophema genus, often called grass parrots. They are small, 20-22cm/8-9in in length, not much bigger than Budgerigars (18cm/7in). The most famous member of this group is the critically endangered Orange-bellied Parrot (N.chrysogaster), which is in the middle of a planning permission row about wind farms. The Rock Parrot is, happily, not in such dire straits, ecologically or politically.

#184 Buff-banded Rail 23 Oct 2006

Rails, cousins of the Crakes and Moorhens <Rallidae>, are normally skulking birds of wetlands and rank grasslands. So, Birdsville, on the edge of the Simpson Desert in south-western Queensland, with annual average rainfall of 16.9cm/6.7in isn’t where I’d go looking for them. However, that’s where this Buff-banded Rail (Gallirallus philippensis) was.
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Actually, I’m doing the place a disservice. Birdsville has a hot bore from which almost boiling water (98ºC) powers the local electricity generator and provides the town water. An overflow from this bore creates, at a cooling distance, a small wetland and a larger lagoon with a remarkable variety of water birds from waders to terns and spoonbills. This particular rail wasn’t skulking at all and was sufficiently confiding, or brazen, that we wondered whether it had a nest nearby.

The Buff-banded Rail, length c. 30cm/12in, is widespread in wetter parts of Australia and also occurs in New Guinea, the Philippines, New Zealand and various island in the Western Pacific and Eastern Indian Oceans. It also occurs in unexpected places like coral atolls on the Great Barrier Reef, so I shouldn’t perhaps have been surprised to see it in Birdsville.

Back in Townsville, I plan to be at Cotters Market in Flinders Mall on Sunday week, the 5th November.

#185 Common Bronzewing 30 Oct 2006

I took this photo of a Common Bronzewing (Phaps chalcoptera) in southern Western Australia, though this splendid pigeon is widespread throughout Australia.
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This bird, a male (note the buff forehead), apparently understood a good photo opportunity: he posed in partial shade with the evening sun directly behind me to show his iridescent plumage off to best advantage.

Recent changes to the Birdway website include a <Google search> limited to the contents of the site. This allows direct searching by keyword as an alternative to browsing through the galleries.

I’m planning to attend Cotters Markets in Flinders Mall, Townsville CBD this coming Sunday, 5 November. I’ll confirm the stall booking on the <home page> on Thursday.

#186 White-winged Fairywren 7 Nov 2006

I photographed this male White-winged Fairywren (Malurus leucopterus leuconotus) between Birdsville and Windorah, a very arid stretch of country, the preferred habitat of this delicate-looking but tough little bird. It is common throughout the driest parts of Australia and does not normally occur anywhere where the average annual rainfall is greater than 500mm/20in.

[image: Image]

Of historical interest is that the species was first described by the French zoologists Quoy and Gaimard after landing on Dirk Hartog Island off Western Australia in 1818 (I’m quoting Michael Morcombe’s field guide here). It so happens that the race of this species there is black and white and it was just lucky that they chose to call it leucopterus to describe the white (leuco) wings (pter).

The blue and white mainland race, Malurus lecopterus leuconotus wasn’t described by Gould until June 1865, though why he called it Malurus leuconotus (white back) when it has a blue back, I haven’t got the faintest idea. Maybe he realised that he’d made a mistake, as he called it Malurus cyanotus 3 months later, which is closer to the mark but, alas, way too late according to the taxonomic rules of historical precedence. So, think carefully before you publish the name of a new species!

#187 Long-billed Black-cockatoo 13 Nov 2006

This is a male of the Long-billed (or Baudin’s) Black-cockatoo (Calyptorhynchus baudinii) feeding on the fruit of the Marri gum, its preferred diet. I photographed it in Dunsborough in Southwestern Western Australia during our trip there last August. The male is recognisable by its black bill and pink eye-ring; the female has a whitish bill and a grey eye-ring.
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These are large birds, like all the Black-cockatoos, with a length of 53-60cm/21-24in. The long bill of this species is specially adapted to prising the seeds out of the deep cup of the Marri fruit and is the main difference between it and the closely related Short-billed (or Carnaby’s) Black-cockatoo (C. latirostris). Both species are restricted in range to south-western Western Australia and both are listed as threatened or endangered, owing to loss of habitat and nesting hollows.

I’ve added several photos of this species to the Cockatoo gallery on the website, including <one of a female> in the same flock as this male. I’ve also completed a major revision of the <Honeyeater gallery> and split it into five to keep the size manageable (each of the 5 new gallerys has links to the others from all the thumbnail pages and I’ve made additions to the <Dove and Pigeon gallery> and the <Fairywren gallery>.

#188 Red-necked Avocet 21 Nov 2006

Here's another one from the trip to Western Australia in September: the Red-necked Avocet (Recurvirostra novaehollandiae), photographed feeding a saline pool on Rottnest Island off Perth. This elegant, large wader (length 40-48cm/16-19in) has the unusual feature of an upturned bill, something it shares with very few other species of birds. It feeds by sweeping the bill side to side in the water and locating small crustaceans, fish and insects by touch.
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The Red-necked Avocet is an Australian endemic and ranges through western, southern and central Australia. Globally, there are two other species of Avocet, the American Avocet (R. americana) and the Pied Avocet (R. avosetta) of Eurasia and Africa. The American Avocet has a buffish head and neck while the Pied Avocet is purely black and white. The successful efforts of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds to help the Pied Avocet become reestablished as a breeding bird in Britain after the war gave it iconic status.

The Avocets and Stilts were traditionally placed in their own family the Recurvirostridae but recent DNA studies show that they are relatives of the plovers and they and the Oystercatchers are now included in the plover family, the Charadriidae, by Sibley et al.*

*They since been split out again into their own families.

#189 Wandering Albatross 30 Nov 2006

Please accept my apologies for a late Bird of the Week. I have just returned from a quick visit to Sydney to visit a sick friend. I did, however, manage to fit in the Wollongong pelagic boat trip <<http://www.sossa-international.org/>> that goes out to the edge of the continental shelf on the fourth Saturday of each month to search for seabirds such as Albatrosses, Petrels, Shearwaters, etc.

Winter is usually the best time for albatrosses, but there were still some around including several young Wandering Albatrosses (Diomedea exulans). In the endless space of the open ocean, I find it hard to grasp how large albatrosses actually are, particularly Wandering Albatrosses, the biggest, so I have selected a couple of photos with accompanying Shearwaters for reference.
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This is a juvenile Albatross, about 5 years old, grabbing a piece of the bait used to attract birds to the boat. The brown bird at lower left is a Wedge-tailed Shearwater (Puffinus pacificus), the common “Muttonbird”. The Shearwater, at 38-45cm/15-18in in length, is about the size of a small gull (such as the Silver Gull of Australia, the Black-headed Gull of Eurasia or Bonaparte’s Gull of North America) but is complete dwarfed by the Albatross which is 1.1-1.2m/43-47in in length.

Here is a photo of the same species in flight. This Wandering Albatross is also about 5 years old: they get progressively whiter with age and 10 year old males have only black wing tips (primaries) and a black trailing edge to the wing (secondaries).
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The wingspan of the Shearwater is a respectable 1m/39in, but that of the Wandering Albatross is up to 3.5m/138in. The official record is 3.63m/143in for a Wandering Albatross, the greatest recorded wingspan of any living bird. Size, of course, isn’t everything but these birds are such accomplished and graceful fliers that they always take my breath away.

Back to more mundane matters, I’m happy to report that I’ve been allocated stall space for Cotters Market in Townsville CBD this coming Sunday 3 December. This will probably be my last appearance before Christmas as I’ll be away on the following two Sunday. Any email or phone orders for prints for Christmas should reach me by Friday 8th December at the latest.

#189 Shy Albatross 6 Dec 2006

I thought I’d follow last week’s Wandering Albatross with another from the Wollongong Pelagic: the Shy Albatross (Thalassarche cauda).
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With a length of 90-100cm/36-40in and a wingspan of 2.1-2.6m/83-102in, it’s considerably smaller than the Wandering Albatross but still big by any avian standards. The Albatrosses found in the Australian region belong to two groups: the Great Albatrosses (which include the Wandering and the Royal) and the Mollymawks (which include the Shy, Black-browed and Yellow-nosed Albatrosses). The Shy Albatross is the largest of the Mollymawks and is the only Albatross that breeds in Australia with colonies on islands in Bass Strait and southern Tasmania.

I’ve just revised the <Albatross Gallery> on the website with new photos of Wandering, Shy, Black-browed and Campbell Albatrosses from the Wollongong trip. Depending on which authority you follow, the Campbell Albatross is either a race of the Black-browed (Thalassasia melanophrys impavida) or a separate species (Thalassia impavida) and breeds on Campbell Island in New Zealand.

I’ve also added a separate <Petrel and Shearwater Gallery>. The Shearwaters and Petrels are relatives of the Albatrosses and are included in the same family, the Procellariidae.*

*Now (2015) the Albatrosses are usually treated as a separate family, the <Diomedeidae>.

#190 Pacific Baza 10 Dec 2006

Here is one of my favourite raptors, the Pacific Baza, or Crested Hawk, (Aviceda subcristata) photographed from my verandah in Bluewater.
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Not only do they look interesting with their smart grey, brown and white plumage, striking yellow eyes and slightly ludicrous little crest, but they have civilised tastes (unless you’re a cicada buff) and feed on large insects. In flight they show large paddle-shaped wings and conspicuous barring and sometimes engage in spectacular tumbling displays:
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Pacific Bazas are medium-size raptors with a length of 36-45cm/14-18in and a wingspan of 80cm/32in. In Australia they occur in wooded area along the east coast north of Sydney and along the north coast from the Kimberley in Western Australia to the top end of the Northern Territory and also in New Guinea and eastern Indonesia. They are not particularly common and I always get pleasure from seeing them.

I’ve just added a new <Skua and Jaeger Gallery> to the website with photos of Pomarine Jaegers and Great Skuas from the Wollongong pelagic. I’ll be away on a birding trip in the Coral Sea for the next two weekends, so my next planned attendance at Cotters Market in Townsville is on Christmas Eve.

#191 Red-footed Booby 21 Dec 2006

Christmas is nearly on us so a family shot seemed appropriate. Here is a parent Red-footed Booby (Sula sula) with its nestling taken a week ago on East Diamond Islet in the Coral Sea about 450km east of Cairns. Boobies are closely related to Gannets but occur in tropical and subtropical rather than temperate waters. The Red-footed Booby is widespread, occurring in the Pacific, Indian and Atlantic Oceans, but in Australia it nests only on off-shore islands in the Coral Sea off north-eastern Queensland.

[image: Image]

Red-footed Boobies have variable plumages and some of this variation is geographical in nature. The adult on the nest is a dark morph with a white tail; the one in flight below is a white morph. Both these individuals were on the same islet where there seemed to be no taboo against mixed marriages, but all the birds on Christmas Island are white morph with a golden wash. All Australian Red-footed Boobies have white tails but some of the dark morph birds on other parts of the world, such as Ecuador, have dark tails.
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I have been able to get stall space at Cotters Market in Townsville on Christmas Eve. If you wish to find my location, feel free to phone me on my mobile after 8:00am.

#192 Black-naped Tern 28 Dec 2006

On the recent trip to the Coral Sea beyond the Great Barrier Reef, one of my target groups was terns. I wasn’t disappointed and we saw plenty of Sooty and Black-naped Terns, and Black and Common Noddies. The Black-naped Tern (Sterna sumatrana) is one of my favourite. It’s small (30-32cm/10-11in long), elegant and very pale, often looking almost white in the dazzling light of coral cays. It’s also very vocal, particularly when breeding and takes to the air with loud scolding calls when disturbed.
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It has a mainly tropical distribution occurring in Australia on the islands of the Great Barrier Reef, the Coral Sea and the Northern Territory and is found also in the Indian Ocean and the Western Pacific.

I’ve revised the <Gulls> and <Terns> gallery on the website splitting it into two to accommodate plenty of new tern and noddy photos.

Where did 2006 go? It seems to me anyway to have passed very quickly. I send you my best wishes for 2007 and hope that it brings interesting and fulfilling times for all of us.


Chapter Seven:
2007 (#193 to #241)




#193 Red-tailed Tropicbird 4 Jan 2007

Last September the splendid golden (Christmas Island) morph of the White-tailed Tropicbird (Phaethon lepturus) featured as Bird of the Week. Here is its equally smart relative the Red-tailed Tropicbird (Phaethon rubricauda). It is also common on Christmas Island and we saw some on the recent Coral Sea trip where they were a few pairs nesting on one of the coral cays that we visited. The close-up photo is one of these birds incubating an egg. The bird in flight was at Christmas Island doing its display flight with the tail depressed and the feet extended. They hover in the display flight and even fly backwards – it’s quite something to watch.
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I’ve just revised the <Tropicbird Gallery> on the website to include several photos of these nesting Red-tailed Tropicbirds. We also saw white morph White-tailed Tropicbirds in the Coral Sea, and I’ve included a photo of one there to complete the Tropicbird series. I’ve also added Coral Sea photos to the <Frigatebird Gallery> and the <Gannet and Booby Gallery>, which now contains all seven species of Booby (though only a poor for-the-record shot of the Peruvian Booby).
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I’ve decided to postpone my appearance at Cotters Market for a week until Sunday 14 January. My apologies for this but with a mild gastric complaint I’m feeling a bit weak and you need to be bursting with vitality for the Markets.

#194 Pallid Cuckoo 12 Jan 2007

I’ve finished putting the seabirds from the Coral Sea trip on the website, so I’ve been revising the <Cuckoo Gallery>.
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This Pallid Cuckoo (Cuculus pallidus) has its mouth open as it in the middle of swallowing a small green grub. At the time I was taking a series of photos of the bird feeding and it was only later that I noticed that the previous photo, taken a second earlier had the Cuckoo looking intently at the grub, visible on the ground. So, I’ve included enlarged sections of 3 photos, taken at one second intervals. The grub is visible in the first one near the bottom right corner (play “spot the difference” between this image and the second one).
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The Pallid Cuckoo is widespread throughout Australia, occurring in a variety of habitats from forest to pasture. It is a summer visitor in the south but present all year round in the north. The male has a characteristic call of a series of about 8 notes rising in quarter tones, often repeated, from which it gets colloquial names ranging from “harbinger of spring” to “brainfever-bird”.

I’ll be at Cotters Market this coming Sunday, 14 January, and I have been pre-allocated stall space outside the Optus shop on the south side of Flinders Mall, Townsville, near Hoges café.

#195 Wandering and Grey-tailed Tattlers 19 Jan 2007

This week’s bird - or birds as I’ve included a relative for comparison - the Wandering Tattler is for those who appreciate the subtlety - or at least acknowledge the challenge - in identifying waders. The Wandering Tattler (Tringa incana) in non-breeding plumage is very similar to its cousin the Grey-tailed Tattler (Tringa brevipes), which is much commoner in Australia. I’ve put numbers on the image of the Grey-tailed Tattler below to highlight the differences.
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In the Grey-tailed Tattler, the white eyebrow extends behind the eye (1) and forward across the forehead (2); the cheek is whiter (3); the flanks are whiter (4); the bill is longer and more slender (5) and the wing tips, relative to the tail, are shorter (6). The Wandering Tattler is darker overall and particularly on the back and crown and to me looked browner rather than grey-brown. If you think this is all too hard, the calls come to the rescue, being quite different. The Wandering has a trilling call of 6–10 accelerating notes, while the Grey-tailed has a drawn out two-syllable call.
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The Grey-tailed Tattler is a visitor in the southern summer on the coast all round Australia on mudflats and reefs, while the Wandering is an uncommon summer visitor to the east and north coasts, with a preference for wave-washed rocks on the island of the Great Barrier Reef.

Talking about subtlety, some people had trouble finding the green grub in the Spot the Difference competition last week, so here it is.
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#196 Red-crowned Woodpecker 24 Jan 2007

Now, as they say, for something completely different: the Red-crowned Woodpecker (Melanerpes rubricapillus) photographed in Tobago in the West Indies in 2005. The reason why I’ve chosen a Woodpecker is that I’ve found time to revisit the South American section of the website and have added a gallery of <Woodpeckers>.

[image: Image]

Ever since encountering Woody Woodpecker cartoons as a child, I’ve always been fascinated by Woodpeckers. I think the fascination was encouraged by a woodpecker-deprived existence. Ireland, where I was brought up, is one of only two European countries* without resident woodpeckers (Iceland is the other) and the situation didn’t improve when I moved to Australia.

The Red-crowned Woodpecker was one of my target species in Tobago in 2005, not only because it was a woodpecker, and a rather pretty one, but also because it doesn’t occur in neighbouring Trinidad, my next port of call. In fact, it was quite common in Tobago, and relatively easy to find. It’s a small woodpecker (17cm/7in) and the bird in the photograph is a male – the female has a buff-coloured crown.

*Since then the Greater Spotted Woodpecker has successfully colonised Ireland.

#197 Forest Kingfisher 31 Jan 2007

The Forest Kingfisher (Todirhamphus macleayii) is a common resident of open woodland in coastal northern and eastern Australia south to about Kempsey in New South Wales. I see them frequently around the house here in Bluewater, though the one in the photo was taken near Ingham, the next major town to the north.
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At 18-23cm/7-9in in length, it is similar in size to the closely related but more widespread Sacred Kingfisher (T. sanctus) but is bluer and whiter in colour and shows white wing-spots in flight. Both these Kingfishers and their cousins the Kookaburras are included in the family Halcyonidae and members of this family are not true kingfishers in the sense that they do not fish much and feed primarily on terrestrial prey such as large insects and small reptiles.

The wet season has finally arrived here in North Queensland and we have had at least 250mm/10in of very welcome rain in the past two weeks. The forecast is for more rain, so I’m holding off until tomorrow before deciding on Cotters Market on Sunday. I’ll post my decision to the home page of the website.

Rain 1 Feb 2007

Please excuse the extra posting, but I’ve cancelled my attendance at Cotters Markets in Townsville next Sunday. This is what the weather looks like on my back verandah at the moment! We’ve had more than 300mm/12in of rain in the past 29 hours and the forecast is for it to continue.
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With apologies and best wishes,

Ian

#198 Green Pygmy-goose 7 Feb 2007

Here's a gem from tropical Australia, the Green Pygmy-goose (Nettapus pulchellus), photographed recently at Lake Mitchell between Mareeba and Mount Molloy, west of Cairns. Pulchellus is derived from pulcher, meaning "beautiful" in Latin. The male has the white cheeks and the dark green neck and both species have glossy green backs and lovely lacy pattern on the breast feathers. These are tiny birds, as small or smaller than the smallest ducks, such as teal.
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The Green Pygmy-goose occurs in northern Australia south-eastern New Guinea. There are 3 species of Pygmy-geese world-wide, the others being the Cotton Pygmy-goose and the African Pygmy-goose. The Cotton Pygmy-goose also occurs in northern Australia and has featured as bird of the week.

I'm away from home and I'm sending this from my Apple laptop, so I hope you can all view and, if you wish, download the image.

Having cancelled my appearance at Cotters Market in Townsville last Sunday, owing to rain, I now plan to have the stall there on 25 February.

#199 White-throated Treecreeper 15 Feb 2007

The White-throated Treecreeper (Cormobates leucophaeus), length 13-15cm/5-6in occurs in south-eastern and eastern Australia from South Australia to North Queensland. Its loud piping call, which has a fluty resonance, is a characteristic sound of temperate Eucalyptus forests and highland tropical rainforests. It always feeds on trees, searching the bark for invertebrates, starting at the bottom of the trunk and climbing upwards until it glides down to the base of another tree.

Unlike the unrelated Treecreepers <family Certhiidae> of Eurasia and North America, the Australasian Treecreepers <family Climacteridae> do not use their tails as a prop and rely only on very strong claws. They are remarkably agile and can work their way along the underside of horizontal limbs.
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I’m planning a trip to Ireland via Malaysia in May and June 2007 and am looking for a reliable house-sitter. If you, or someone you know, would like the freedom of a house with pool on 4 acres/1.5 hectares and the use of a car in one of the best birding localities in Australia for these two months, drop me a line: <ian@birdway.com.au>. Bluewater is a rural residential area between the mountains and the sea 30km north of Townsville, Northeastern Queensland.

The weather has dried up here after a very wet start to February and I am planning to be at Cotters Market on Sunday 25 February to make up for the cancellation on the 4th of February. As usual, I will confirm this on the home page of the website on the Thursday before.

#200 Azure Kingfisher 22 Feb 2007

Three weeks ago I mentioned that the Forest Kingfisher belonged to the family Halcyonidae, which comprises terrestrial, non-fishing Kingfishers and Kookaburras. This week, we have the Azure Kingfisher (Alcedo azurea), one of the two Australian members of the family Alcedinidae (the other is the Little Kingfisher, Alcedo pusilla). These are true Kingfishers in the sense that they are always found near water and feed by diving.

[image: Image]

The Azure Kingfisher, length 18cm/7in is smaller than the Forest and Sacred Kingfishers (length to 23cm/9in) but similar in size to its well-known Eurasian relative the Common Kingfisher (Alcedo atthis). It occurs along fresh and tidal water in northern and eastern Australia from the Kimberley in north-western Western Australia to the Victorian and South Australian border and in Tasmania. It also occurs in Papua New Guinea and Indonesia. In these habitats it is quite common, but usually shy, taking flight when disturbed and easy to overlook.

I’ve just finished revising the Australian Kingfishers and relatives Gallery on the website. It has been split into three galleries, all of which contain additional photos:


  	<Kingfishers & Kookaburras>




  	<Rollers (e.g. Dollarbird)>

  	<Bee-eaters>.



For various reasons (rain, time) I’ve decided not to attend Cotters Markets in Townsville this weekend. Instead, I’ll be back to my usual cycle of the first Sunday in the month on 4 April. Please accept my apologies for any inconvenience.

#201 Satin Bowerbird 1 Mar 2007

The Satin Bowerbird (Ptilonorhynchus violaceus) featured as the Bird of the Week a year ago, so please forgive me for having it again. I think many people would agree that Bowerbirds are endlessly fascinating and this week’s one is in his bower complete with toys. He is also (justify, justify!) a member of the larger, nominate race (P. v. violaceus) occurring in coastal eastern and south-eastern Australia instead of the smaller race (P. v. minor) of last year, which is restricted to a relatively small area of north-eastern Queensland.
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Male bowerbirds are promiscuous and build bowers to attract females for mating. This type of bower, consisting of two parallel walls on display platform is called an avenue bower, and is characteristic of several species. Other types are known such as the maypole bower of the Golden Bowerbird, where the sticks are placed around the vertical stem of one or several plants.

Bowerbirds collect objects to ornament their display areas with the preferred colour or colours being different for each species. Satin Bowerbirds collect blue or greenish-yellow, corresponding, presumably, to the plumage and bill colour respectively of the male. They have had a field day since the invention of blue plastics and natural objects, such as the blue feathers of Crimson Rosellas, are now often greatly outnumbered by synthetic ones such as bottle tops and straws.

I have booked stall space for Cotters Markets in Townsville this Sunday morning, 4 March. I will be located on the southern side of Flinder’s Mall between Hoges café and centre stage.

I have revised the <Pitta Gallery> on the website with additional photos of Noisy and Rainbow Pittas.

#202 Australian Shelduck 3 Mar 2007

Checking through the Bird of the Week archives, I noticed that ducks have been rather neglected. Here, as compensation, is the Australian Shelduck (Tadorna tadornoides).
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Shelducks – there are 6 or 7 Old World species – are large, goose-like ducks. They are all rather splendid, I think, and the richly-coloured Australian one, length to 74cm/30in, is no exception. The bird in the main photo is a drake photographed on a saline pool on Rottnest Island near Perth in Western Australia. This bird is in breeding plumage with a distinct white collar and strongly-tinted breast. The females are similar but have a white eye-ring. The second photo, of some apparently-independent ducklings was taken on the same occasion.
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It is mainly a southern species in Australia and its strongholds are in western Victoria and south-western Western Australia. When moulting, Shelducks lose all their flight feathers together and are temporarily flightless. The Common Shelduck (Tadorna tadorna) in Europe is renowned for gathering in huge flocks for the moult in places such as the Wadden Sea in Northern Germany. The Australian Shelduck does the same thing in at Lake George near Canberra in southern New South Wales and in the Coorong of South Australia.

Incidentally, the name “shelduck”, applied originally to the largely black and white Common Shelduck is from Middle English “scheld” meaning variegated (thank you, <<dictionary.com>>) and has nothing to do with diet as these birds, like geese, are grazers.

#203 Barred Antshrike 16 Mar 2007

We are back in South America this week with a pair of Barred Antshrikes (Thamnophilus doliatus), photographed in Tobago in 2005. The males look really dapper in their black and white plumage and crest, and the females are smart and colourful - rufous and buff - with just a little barring on the sides of the head (length 15cm/6in).
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The Barred Antshrike is widespread in South America, east of the Andes and occurs also as far north as Mexico. It belongs to a large and diverse group of Neotropical passerines, collectively called Antbirds. The “ant” part of the name is as a result of some species relying on marauding army ants to flush prey. Antbirds used to be lumped in a single family, but they are now usually treated as two: the terrestrial <Formicariidae> (Antpittas and Antthrushes) and the <Thamnophilidae> (typical Antbirds).

[image: Image]

Back in Australia, I am happy to report that Birds Australia has used a photo of mine of an obliging wild Sulphur-crested Cockatoo, posing in front of the Sydney Harbour Bridge and Opera House, on the cover of the March edition of Wingspan, their quarterly magazine. This one featured as bird of the week on Australia Day, 26 January 2006.

[image: Image]

My next planned stall at Cotters Markets, Townsville CBD, is on the first Sunday of April, April 1.

#204 Bar-shouldered Dove 25 Mar 2007

The Bar-shouldered Dove (Geopelia humeralis), length 26-30cm/10-12in, is the largest member of the Geopelia genus, which includes the tiny Peaceful and Diamond Doves (G. cuneata and G. striata). I think it is an attractive bird with a lovely coppery sheen on the nape and shoulders and elegant dark bars. In flight it shows cinnamon wing-linings.
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It occurs quite widely in eastern and northern Australia, as far south as the Illawarra south of Sydney and as far west as the Pilbara in Western Australia. Uncommon in the southern part of its range, it is common in the north and its melodious four-note call is a familiar sound around my house here in north-eastern Queensland.

This bird is doing what pigeons and doves do best: drinking. Unlike most birds, they can suck up water as through a straw and do not need to tip back their heads to swallow.

The Geopelia doves seem to attach great significance to the colour of the eye-ring. Peaceful Doves have bluish ones while Diamond Doves have red ones that are larger in the male. In the Bar-shouldered Dove, breeding birds have reddish-brown ones when breeding, otherwise grey. This bird seems to be in transition with the eye-ring reddish in front and greyish behind. As the photo was taken near Townsville in October just before the start of the wet season it was probably coming into breeding condition.

#205 Pink-eared Duck 30 Mar 2007

This week’s bird is one of Australia’s more unusual ducks, the Pink-eared Duck (Malacorhycnhus membraneceus), 38-45cm/15-18in., unusual in both appearance and behaviour. It has striking zebra bars along the sides, but the pink spot behind the eye is not very easy to see. It has a strange-shaped square-tipped bill, with leathery mandibular flaps on the sides.
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The bill is adapted to filter feeding and the ducks filter plankton from the water. They often do this in pairs, swimming in a tight circle (“vortexing”), concentrating food particles in a rotating water column. The two birds in the foreground of the second photo are doing just that.
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This is a common and very mobile species, well adapted to transient wetlands in a country with irregular rainfall. The single bird in the main photograph was on a dam between Cuttaburra Crossing and Birdsville on the edge of the Simpson Desert in far south-western Queensland; the other photo was taken at the coastal “water treatment plant” at Werribee near Melbourne. It clearly pays to be versatile.

As a result of a back injury a week ago, I am postponing my stall at Cotters Market for a week or two. My back is improving steadily, but I don’t want to risk lifting heavy objects like tables. One benefit is that I’ve been able to spend more time working on the website. I’ve revised the <Australian duck, goose and swan gallery>. I’ve also revised the <Raven & Crow> and <Dove and Pigeon> galleries and added two new galleries of American birds: <Tyrant flycatchers> and <Mockingbirds>.

#206 Painted Buttonquail 8 Apr 2007

This week we have the Painted Buttonquail (Turnix varia), length 18cm/7in, photographed at Mitchell Park on the Hawkesbury River north-east of Sydney. The Painted Buttonquail, probably the best known of the seven species found in Australia (sixteen altogether in the Old World) is quite widespread in suitable open woodlands in eastern, southern and south-western regions.
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Buttonquails are interesting little birds for a variety of reasons. Not least among these is the role reversal between the genders. The females, like the one in the photo, are more brightly coloured, initiate courtship and leave the males to hatch the eggs and rear the young. They share this feature with a few other groups of enterprising birds such as Phalaropes (waders) and Cassowaries.

They feed by rotating on the same spot, clearing away leaf litter as they do so. This leaves characteristic saucer-shaped bare patches called “platelets” and fresh platelets are usually the first indication that buttonquails are around.

They are sometimes called “Hemipodes” or half-feet as they have only 3 forward pointing toes and lack the usual fourth backward pointing one (true quails have four toes). This isn’t much of a field mark but you can see the back of the foot in the second photo.
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Their resemblance to quails results from convergent evolution and they are not closely related. The true Quails, which also occur in Australia, are members of the <Pheasant family> in the Fowl order, while the buttonquails are usually put in their own family, the <Turnicidae>, and are now though to be related to wading birds. (Sibley and Monroe put them in their own order, but the most recent genetic work suggests that the Turnicidae belong in a new mega-order the Charadriiformes. See <<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charadriiformes>> for more information.)

My back is nearly better, so I hope to attend Cotters Market in Townsville next Sunday 15 April. This will be my last opportunity for a while as I am traveling back to Ireland via North Borneo in a little over two weeks to celebrate my 60th birthday. I hope to entertain you with some exotic Birds of the Week in the near future!

#207 Golden-headed Cisticola 12 Apr 2007

The Golden-headed Cisticola (Cisticola exilis) is a small (10cm/4in) streaked grass-bird, easily overlooked except during the breeding season, when the promiscuous males acquire golden, unstreaked heads and advertise themselves with a vocal display flight. At other times the birds are usually rather secretive.
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The bird in the photo is a female and was carrying a juicy morsel for one of her three fledglings, not long out of the nest. Having dispensed the morsel, she made her displeasure known at my close approach and led me away from the young.

Golden-headed Cisticolas are quite common in grassy and swampy areas in northern, eastern and south-eastern Australia. There are slightly more than 50 species throughout the Old World all of which look rather similar and are a challenge to separate in the field. In Australia, we have only 2 species, the other being the much rarer, sought-after but rather drab, Zitting Cisticola (C. juncoides) which occurs in coastal grasslands in eastern and northern Australia. The various species, including the Zitting, have distinctive calls that are the most reliable field mark and many of the species have names that reflect this, for example the Singing, Whistling, Chattering, Bubbling, Trilling, Rattling, Wailing, Churring, Chirping, Croaking, Piping, Siffling, Tinkling and Tink-tink Cisticolas!

I have decided against attending Cotters Market in Townsville this Sunday as I don’t want to jeopardise my still-fragile back by lifting heaving tables before my trip on the 24th April. Please accept my apologies.

#208 Australian Hobby 21 Apr 2007

This is a juvenile Australian Hobby (Falco longipennis), a small (35cm/14in) falcon, widespread throughout Australia, but uncommon. The adults have blue-grey upperparts but the juveniles are quite brown and rufous. This bird was perched in a dead tree beside a freshwater lagoon near Townsville last Sunday.
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Hobbies have fast direct flight and normally take flying prey, from large insects, through bats to birds. They look and behave like small Peregrines, and don’t hover like Kestrels or Brown Falcons.

#209 Buffy Fish-owl 8 May 2007

I originally wrote this email a little over a week ago, but all attempts to access the internet in Borneo failed and I gave up in the end. I am now back in Johor Bahru, near Singapore, en route to Dublin. So, my apologies for the delay. I will send a catch-up Bird of the Week in a day or two from Ireland.

I spent the first four nights in Sabah, Malaysian Borneo, at a jungle camp called Uncle Tan's on the Kinabatangan river near Sandakan on the east coast. Conditions at the camp were rather primitive (e.g. no showers) but the food was good, the people friendly and boat trips on the river both by day and by night provided good opportunities for wildlife viewing. My target species here was the Buffy Fish-owl, a category that had intrigued me since visiting a place in Botswana ten years ago where there were Fishing-owls (Pel's) that I didn't see. The idea of an owl fishing seemed too fantastic to resist further exploration.
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The Buffy Fish-owls (Ketupa ketupa) were easy to find at night along the river, so I wasn't disappointed. One that we found was busy eating a rat, which didn't quite fit the fish-eating image. I've since discovered that Fish-owls (Ketupa) are different from Fishing-owls (Scotopelia) so I'll need to do a bit more research and maybe plan another trip!

#210 Rhinoceros Hornbill 12 May 2007

Hornbills are a striking feature of the bird-life of Borneo. There are eight species and being large and vocal, they are conspicuous. I saw six of these eight and the Rhinoceros Hornbill (Buceros rhinoceros) was present in both the jungle locations in which I stayed. It has a honking call that reminded me of Magpie Geese in North Queensland and was usually to be seen either flying across the forest or perched high up in tall trees. As such, the birds weren't particularly approachable and I took this photo during one of the boat trips on the Kinabatangan River. This one is a female, recognisable by the white eye, and the birds usually went around in pairs.
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I loved watching Hornbills. Like their unrelated counterparts in South America the Toucans, they seemed have a good attitude to life and to enjoy clowning around. In flight, they look bizarrely prehistoric, reinforcing the unusual impression.

One of the goals of this trip (I'm in Ireland now) is to collect material for a Eurasian section on the website. I have made a tentative start on it, though at the moment it consists only of the global galleries and one new one with Eurasian Owls. In it are more photos of the <Buffy Fish-owls> and, my favourite, a < Brown Wood-owl> that has a cuddly Koala look about it. The next gallery in the pipeline is a <Hornbill one>.

#211 Great Argus 15 May 2007

This week's photo comes from other place that I visited in Sabah, the Danum Valley Conservation Area, the largest remaining area of relatively undisturbed primary rainforest in Borneo. This is a male Great Argus (Argusianus argus) a large and spectacular member of the Pheasant family. Several males had territories near the Danum Valley Field Centre where I stayed and could be located by their loud calls, similar in tone and volume to the sound of fire-engine sirens. This particular male had a couple of display platforms on a forest walking track where he had meticulously cleared away all the leaves.

[image: Image]

These are big birds, up to 2m/79in in length, 70% of which is wing and tail feathers for display - not much smaller than a Peacock (up to 2.5m). The bird presumably chose the path as being the largest clear space for display in the dense forest. The dense tree trunks made it difficult to see or photograph all of the bird at once so I have included a second (poor quality) photo to show the full extent of the tail, reminiscent of that of a Lyrebird. Like Lyrebirds, these birds were difficult to view as they slipped away with amazing alacrity into the undergrowth when disturbed.
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The Great Argus was probably the highlight of an otherwise disappointing visit to the Danum Valley, supposedly one of the great birding spots of Asia. Few birds were to be found and hassles with accommodation, numerous encounters with leeches, a steady convoy of logging trucks on the way in and a river polluted with logging run-off marred a potentially wonderful place.

At the moment we are in Co Donegal in north-western Ireland. We hope to visit Glenveagh National Park tomorrow, the site of an ongoing programme to reintroduce Golden Eagles to Ireland. Four pairs attempted unsuccessfully to nest last year so maybe they'll have better luck this year. A pair of eagles were seen near where we are staying a couple of weeks ago.

#212 Great Northern Diver/Common Loon 23 May 2007

Bird watching is always unpredictable. Our visit to Glenveigh National Park in Donegal didn't produce the hoped-for Golden Eagles, but a successful visit to the pier in the charming local town of Moville to photograph Black Guillemots the following day produced this splendid, and totally unexpected, Great Northern Diver (British) or Common Loon (American) in full breeding regalia.
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Members of this large species (to 88cm/35in) occur regularly in small numbers in Irish coastal waters in winter in their comparatively drab non-breeding plumage. Its breeding range, however, is mainly in North America with a European breeding population of only about 300 pairs in Iceland. What this individual was doing in Ireland in late May is anyone's guess, but it was my good fortune to be standing, camera in hand, at the end of the pier on a cold and windy evening when it swam casually past.

#213 Common Eider 30 May 2007

One of the birds I was keen to photograph on the north coast of Ireland was the Eider (Somateria mollissima). I got my chance during a visit to Rathlin Island in Co. Antrim, a beautiful island known for its wild birds, particularly breeding seabirds that are protected by an RSPB reserve. In the harbour there were about 20 pairs of these large, striking ducks (60-70cm/24-28in).

[image: Image]

Female eiders line their nests with feathers plucked from their own breasts (mollissima means "softest") and are the source of the celebrated eiderdown. The contrast between the beautifully camouflaged females, almost invisible on sea-weed covered rocks, and the black and white males, visible for miles, is great. The females often nest in exposed positions near water and apparently sit very tightly on their eggs. Eiders are mainly marine and dive for crustaceans and molluscs, particularly mussels. They are quite at home on rocky coasts - that's a wave breaking in the background - and breed in Europe mainly in Iceland, Norway, Scotland and the northern coasts of Ireland.

#214 White Stork 5 Jun 2007

I'm spending a week in Southern Portugal, near the Spanish border, to catch up with some Southern European birds. Perhaps the most conspicuous bird here is the White Stork (Ciconia ciconia). This is the legendary, much-admired bird that delivers babies, or did so before the sexual revolution swept away such fables.
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In Holland and Germany, people build platforms to encourage scarce White Storks to build their nests on houses. In Spain and Portugal, they are abundant and usually nest on power poles. Here, too, Spanish Sparrows, Passer hispaniolensis, nest almost exclusively in the nests of White Storks and you can see their globular nests in the main photo.
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#215 Azure-winged Magpie 20 Jun 2007

My apologies for a very late Bird of the Week. I've been on the go for the last couple of weeks in Portugal, Ireland and now Malaysia and internet opportunities have been limited. I'll send another one shortly to catch up.
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When I was a teenager in Ireland in the 1960s, I was fascinated by the illustrations of various exotic birds in my Field Guide to the Birds of Britain and Europe. One that particularly caught my eye was the Azure-winged Magpie (Cyanopica cyana), which, in Europe, only occurs in Spain and Portugal. I finally caught up with it in the Algarve and wasn't disappointed. Small by Magpie/Crow standards at 30cm/12in in length, it looks very dashing, particularly in flight when it show its azure wings to best effect.

Apparently, it is now much commoner than it used to be. This one was one of several feeding on the well-watered grounds of a golf course in the upmarket Quinta do Lago; this might be a clue to its current abundance.

#216 White-throated Dipper 20 Jun 2007

Having spent four very enjoyable weeks in Ireland, I felt it appropriate to have a truly Irish Bird of the Week. The choice is fairly limited as during the last Ice Age Ireland was connected to Britain which in turn was connected to Europe. Only 8,000 years or so have elapsed since then, a very short time in evolutionary terms for the development of new species. Ireland has no endemic bird species, and only 4 endemic races, namely: Irish Red Grouse, Irish Coal Tit, Irish Eurasian Jay and Irish White-throated Dipper.
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So here is the Irish Dipper (Cinclus cinclus hibernicus), just distinguishable from its British counterpart by its darker upper parts and the width of the rufous band on the breast (the continental race has no rufous, either on the breast or the head, and is sometimes called the Black-bellied Dipper).

Dippers are plucky little (to 20cm/8in in length) inhabitants of fast-running streams. They dive for invertebrate prey and swim under water and sometimes at the surface. They often perch on rocks and have a characteristic and appealing curtsey or bobbing motion. They build a domed nest in river banks, under bridges and even under waterfalls. They are primarily a bird of upland streams, less so of lowland rivers with weirs. This particular individual was photographed on the River Dodder - which has weirs - in an inner suburb of Dublin (Rathgar) perhaps 5km from the city centre.

There are five species world-wide in Eurasia and the Americas, all members of the genus Cinclus and comprising their own family the Cinclidae. I think I'm right in saying that the Dippers are the only truly aquatic Passerines.

I'm in Fraser's Hill in Malaysia at the moment, spending a week with two birding friends from Townsville. They leave here tomorrow for their return to Australia. I have another 10 days in this part of the world before I return to Australia but I haven't yet decided where or how I am going to spend it: I'll keep you posted, though the "how" part is probably predictable.

#217 Fire-tufted Barbet 27 Jun 2007

Here's a bird of the week from Malaysia: the Fire-tufted Barbet (28cm/11in), a colourful and vocal inhabitant of Fraser's Hill, the highland resort at 1,500m/5,000ft established by the British in the early 20th century as an escape from the lowland heat and humidity. It still retains much of its colonial, albeit fake-tudor, flavour, but is now perhaps better known as a mecca for birders. Happily, we narrowly missed the annual "bird race", aka twitchathon, which took place last weekend.
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Barbets are fruit-eaters and can be hard to observe in the foliage of forest trees unless you are lucky enough to find them at a fruiting tree or, in this case, near the bird table outside the hotel! They are members of the Woodpecker order (Piciformes) and there are three geographically separate families in Asia, Africa and America. The New World Barbets, incidentally, are often included in the same family as the Toucans.

I decided to spend my unplanned week in southern Thailand chasing Pittas, so I am now installed in a pleasant waterside hotel in Krabi, about 180km east of Phuket, away from the tourist trail. Given my previous experiences with Pittas in Sabah, this was probably unwise and the result has been similar: brief glimpses of the commoner species but nothing photographic to qualify as a bird of the week. Still, it's good to be in Thailand and I am enjoying the food and the friendliness of the people. I return to Malaysia tomorrow and to Australia Sunday-Monday.

#218 Common Flameback 8 Jul 2007

We came across a family of Common Flamebacks (Dinopium javanense) when searching the mangroves near Krabi in southern Thailand for Mangrove Pittas.
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Flamebacks are rather spectacular Asian Woodpeckers; there are 5 or 6 species that look rather similar with orange backs and black and white patterned heads and breasts. Females, like the one in the main picture investigating the hole in the tree trunk, have black and white heads, while the males - the bird on the left in the second picture - have red caps. The Common Flameback is 30cm/12in in length and frequents open forest and mangrove in southern and south-east Asia (India to the Philippines).
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I arrived home in Bluewater last Thursday. I had a wonderful trip, particularly in Ireland and Portugal, but it is good to be home. I took many bird photos on my travels, so now starts the task of posting the better ones to the website.

#219 Peregrine Falcon 16 Jul 2007

The Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) owes its fame to its powerful flight and dramatic method of hunting. Everything about it speaks strength and speed, and its favoured habitat - rugged sea cliffs - provides an appropriately dramatic backdrop.
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My sister and I searched for it unsuccessfully on the wild Atlantic coasts of Co. Donegal, but I had better luck on the Carvoeira Cliffs in the Algarve in Portugal. Even there, I nearly missed photographing it until, just as I was about to drive away, a pair indulged in lengthy acrobatics just above where I was parked. It was only later when I examined the photos that I discovered that the two had streaked underparts and were juveniles, presumably siblings, (main photograph) while the last three photos were of an adult with barred breast (second photo), perhaps a parent. The lower juvenile in the photo is much larger and presumably female.
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Peregrines feed mainly on birds which they kill in flight by striking them with the back claw. Nesting seabirds are a frequent target, but at Carvoeira there were many nesting Rock Doves, another common prey (third photo). These Rock Doves (Columba livia) are the wild ancestors of the domestic or feral pigeon and seemed sensibly reluctant to venture from the safety of the caves.
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Peregrines have a cosmopolitan distribution, with perhaps 19 subspecies. These birds would have been members of the Mediterranean race brookei, which is slightly smaller and has more rufous underparts than typical Peregrines.

I've added the Peregrines to the <Falcon gallery> and started work on separate Asian and European sections in the website. At the moment, these consist mainly of the global galleries but I have added an <Auk gallery> (Guillemots, Razorbills, etc) to the European section.

#220 Winter Wren 23 Jul 2007

I was very keen to photograph a Winter Wren (Troglodytes troglodytes) in Ireland.
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They're very common, hugely popular, and you hear their surprisingly loud song everywhere, but they are great skulkers, so I was surprised when this one (first photo) stayed right out in the open, and even returned to its perch after being scared away by some passing boys with a dog. The reason, of course, was close at hand: a very young fledgling with hardly any tail (second photo), oblivious to danger and not taking much notice of mother's alarm calls.
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Winter Wrens are tiny (9-10.5cm/3.5-4.1in) but just lose out to the Goldcrest (Regulus regulus) as the smallest European bird (8.5-9.5cm/3.3-3.7in). Their geographical range is huge and includes all of Europe, North Africa, northern Asia south to the Himalayas and east to Siberia and Japan, and North America from Alaska in the west to Newfoundland in the east and south, in winter, to northern Mexico.

Wrens as a taxonomic group (family or subfamily) are mainly American and the name "Winter" distinguishes Trolodytes troglodytes from other American species such as the House Wren (Trolodytes aedon).

On a different topic, may I bring your attention to the book <<Shorebirds of Australia>>, the latest addition to the CSIRO series on Australian Wildlife, by Andrew Heering, Lindsay Agnew and Sandra Harding. It's beautifully produced and written with gorgeous photos (some of which I supplied), great maps produced with the assistance of Birds Australia and interesting chapters on different aspects of wader biology.

Back at the ranch, I've continued adding photos to the website including: <Eurasian Kingfishers>, <Global Terns and Noddies>, <Asian Woodpeckers> and some local <Black-throated Finches>.

#221 Great Crested Grebe 31 Jul 2007

Here's another fairly cosmopolitan Bird of the Week, the Great Crested Grebe (Podiceps cristatus). These photos were taken in Portugal, but they could have been taken anywhere fairly temperate from Ireland to New Zealand via northern Asia or South Africa, but not in the Americas.
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The parent in the main photo has two zebra-striped youngsters in tow (the other parent was around too) while the bird in the second photo is adjusting its eggs and its partner had just added some vegetation to the nest.
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With a length of 48-60cm/19-24in, the Great Crested is easily the largest and most spectacular of the grebes. In breeding plumage, the long crest and neck-frills are used in elaborate courtship rituals. Grebes are very aquatic, don't come out onto land and dive rather than fly when disturbed.

#222 Whiskered Treeswift 6 Aug 2007

This little gem is a male Whiskered Treeswift (Hemiprocne comata) sitting on the supporting steel cable of a suspension footbridge in the Danum Valley in Sabah, Malaysian Borneo, waiting for his dinner to fly past. The red cheek patch distinguishes the male, in the main photo, from the female in the second photo, taken in Peninsular Malaysia.
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Treeswifts are related to the true Swifts (family <Apodidae>), but are placed in a separate family, the <Hemiprocnidae>, within the same Order, the Apodiformes. There are only 4 species of Treeswifts and they all occur in Asia; by comparison there are nearly 100 species of Swifts worldwide. The Treeswifts are less exclusively aerial than their better-known relatives, and often perch, flycatcher-like, on trees and make sallies after insects. At 15-16cm/6-6.5in, the Whiskered is the smallest of the Treeswifts.
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Recent additions to the website include the <Treeswifts> a couple of <Asian Fantails>, some European <Finches> and <Grebes>, the <Red-necked Nightjar> from Portugal and, closer to home, <White-browed Robin> and <Northern Fantail>, taking the number of species past 700 and the number of photos past 2,000.

#223 Trinidad Piping Guan 15 Aug 2007

This week's bird was inspired by an email that I received on Monday (thank you, Colin!) about a project being launched by <<Birdlife International>> at the British Birdfair which starts this coming Friday. The project, called Birdlife Species Champions, aims to prevent extinction of the 189 species of birds worldwide that are currently rated as Critically Endangered.
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While I was making a donation, I noticed that the second species in the list was the <Trinidad Piping-Guan> (Pipile pipile). This is a spectacular turkey-like arboreal bird, 70cm/27in. long that I photographed in Trinidad in 2005 but hasn't previously been honoured as Bird of the Week.
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The surviving population, between 70 and 200 individuals, hangs on in highland forest in the northern part of Trinidad. I set out with my guide at 3:30am one morning for the 2 hour drive to get to the forest before daylight, to improve our chances of finding the bird. We were duly rewarded with a good view of this single bird. The place where we saw it is National Park (Matura) but hunting is still a major threat, and efforts are being made to enlist the local people in its conservation.

#224 Silver-eared Mesia 21 Aug 2007

The Silver-eared Mesia is one of the more colourful smallish birds (length to 18cm/7in) of the upland forest of Malaysia and is quite common in Fraser's Hill. It has a widespread distribution in Asia from north-eastern India to Indochina. The bird in the main photo is a male, the one in the second photo, with more subtle colours, is a female.
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The Mesia (there is only one species so the "silver-eared" qualifier is just descriptive) is one of the Old World Babblers, now treated as a tribe, the Timaliini*, within the Old World Warblers, the Sylviidae. Most of these Babblers have rather somber plumages, so the Mesia stands out. The Old World Babblers, incidentally, are not related to our delightful Australasian Babblers (family Pomatostomidae).
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I've recently added photos of the <Mesia> to the website as well as some of the <Old World Babblers> that I have encountered in Asia. I've also put links between the Old World and the <Australasian Babblers> to make them easy to compare.

* Since then restored to family status: <Timaliidae>.

#225 Large-tailed Nightjar 27 Aug 2007

Non-Australian birds have featured predominately in recent birds of the week, so here is a local one for a change. I've had a birding friend from Sydney staying, so that has got me away from the computer and out into the field with camera. We went spotlighting on Saturday evening in Bluewater State Forest at the end of Forestry Road, where I live. On the way home, we came across this Large-tailed Nightjar (Caprimulgus macrurus) sitting tight on the side of the track and reluctant to stir, for reasons unclear, even when we got out of the car to take photographs.
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The Large-tailed Nightjar, length to 29cm/12in, occurs mainly in the coastal tropics in Queensland and the Northern Territory. It also occurs quite widely in south-eastern and southern Asia as far west as Pakistan. It likes rainforest margins, mangroves and forest along creeks It has a very characteristic call, a monotonously repeated "chop" sound, and it is colloquially called the Axe Bird or Carpenter Bird as a result. It seems to call most on moonlit nights and the local ones - several are to be heard near my house - started calling for the first time this season just a few days ago, coinciding with the approaching full moon.
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Nightjars are, as their name suggest, nocturnal, rather hawk-like in silhouette and hunt for insects such as moths. They are related to owls (same order Strigiformes) and have similarly beautiful, camouflaged plumage. They nest on the ground in leaf-litter and can be almost invisible - particularly with their eyes shut - as in the second photo and only fly as a last resort, such as almost being stepped on.

#226 Pied Oystercatcher 5 Sep 2007

Recently, I've been working on the galleries for Plovers & Allies on the website - adding a <Eurasian gallery> and expanding the <Australian one>. So this Pied Oystercatcher (Haematopus ostralegus) attracted my attention on a local beach ten days ago, not just because I had Oystercatchers and their relatives on the brain but also because it was behaving rather sneakily - remaining uncharacteristically quiet and allowing unusually close approach. The reason, of course, was a nest, or rather a scrape in the ground with two beautiful large eggs.

[image: Image]

I've been fond of Oystercatchers ever since I was a kid in Ireland and familiar with the <Eurasian Oystercatcher (Haematopus ostralegus)>. Part of their appeal is I think the incongruity between their smart, formal plumage and their big orange beaks and noisy, neurotic behaviour.

[image: Image]

Ecologist have a high regard for them too as "keystone" indicator species - a measure of the health of ecosystems. Despite their name, they don't eat oysters much (though they are supposedly the only birds that can open them) but eat mainly various molluscs, including cockles and mussels, crustaceans and worms.

[image: Image]

There are about 12 rather similar species of Oystercatcher worldwide, about half of which have completely black plumage and the remainder pied. One species, the Variable Oystercatcher (Haematopus unicolor) of New Zealand, has both black and pied forms. Australia has a dark oystercatcher too, the <Sooty Oystercatcher (Haematopus fulinosus)>. It prefers rocky headlands to beaches, but as the third photo shows, you can find both species together.

#227 Pied Avocet 14 Sep 2007

Following last week's Pied Oystercatcher, here is another striking wader now included as a result of DNA analysis in the Plover family - both Oystercatchers and Avocets used to have their own families, the <Haematopodidae> and <Recurvirostridae>* (which included the stilts) respectively. I photographed this <Pied Avocet (Recurvirostra avosetta)>, in Portugal but it ranges widely through the Old World from Britain to Southern Africa and east to Southern Siberia. These are large birds, to 45cm/18in in length, including the 8cm/3in bill but not including the 10cm/4in extension of the legs beyond the tail in flight.

[image: Image]

There are four species of Avocet worldwide, all rather similar in appearance and behaviour. The other three are: the (North) <American Avocet (Recurvirostra americana)>, which has a tan-coloured head and neck in the breeding season; the Andean Avocet (Recurvirostra andina), which has white head, neck and underparts and completely black wings, back and tail; and the <Red-necked Avocet ( Recurvirostra novaehollandiae)> of Australia, see second photo. All four inhabit brackish or saline water and feed on small crustaceans and other invertebrates with a characteristic sweeping motion for which the very unusual, upturned bill is adapted.

[image: Image]

The Pied Avocet, is an iconic species in Britain where it became re-established as a breeding species, after a 100 year absence, on <<Havergate Island>> in Kent and Minsmere in Suffolk in 1947. Both places became <<RSPB>> reserves in 1948 and the Pied Avocet is still used as the RSPB emblem.

*Oystercatchers and Avocets have since been restored to their own families.

#228 Orange-breasted Sunbird 20 Sep 2007

I've just been adding non-Australian Sunbirds and their relatives Flowerpeckers and Spiderhunters- <Nectariniidae> to the website, so I have had even more reminders of what I was doing six years ago on 911, or in Australia on the 12 September 2001, when news of the hijacked airliner attacks on the USA broke. I was packing in preparation for a flight, or flights, to Cape Town on the following day.

That journey was, in the circumstances, quite surreal and, in addition to chaotic scenes at Johannesburg airport due to intense security, I particularly remember the sanitised news editions on Qantas that carefully avoided any upsetting shots of exploding passenger planes. It was also surreal, the following day when the world was still in shock to be birding in the peaceful and beautiful Kirstenbosch Botanic Gardens near Table Mountain.

[image: Image]

This photo of the <Orange-breasted Sunbird (Nectarinia violacea)> feeding on a protea was taken on that day. This is just one of the many gorgeous Sunbirds that occur in Africa, and although this one has a very restricted distribution on the southern coast of South Africa, it is quite common in suitable habitat (Macchia heath).

I haven't got an African section to the website, so I have created a <global gallery for the Nectariniidae>.

Last week, when searching for <Mangrove Gerygones> on Ross River in Townsville, with a friend we also came across a pair of <photogenic Barking Owls> roosting in the mangroves.

#228 Osprey 28 Sep 2007

Last week I joined the local group of BOCA (now <<BirdLife Townsville>>) on an outing to Cleveland Bay, just south of Townsville, to check out the waders arriving from the northern hemisphere for the southern summer.

The area we were in is part of the local "water treatment" works and permission is needed to visit. The coastal mangroves there are undisturbed and home to one or two pairs of Beach Stone-curlews. I have just posted <photos of them> on the website along with new photos of <Bush Stone-curlews>, a <Eurasian Stone-curlew> (in Portugal) and a <Spotted Dikkop> (in South Africa - Dikkop is Afrikaans/Dutch for "thick-head").
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At the treatment plant itself is a resident pair of <Ospreys (Pandion haliaetus)>. The birds are used to people and, for raptors, unusually approachable. Consequently they were much easier to photograph than the waders on the mudflats. The bird in the main photo is a male, with a whitish breast. Females and young birds have a necklace of dark feathers, as in the bird on the left in the second photo.

[image: Image]

The sharply-hooked bill is adapted for getting a good grip on slippery live fish and the specific name haliaetus means sea (halos) eagle (aetus) in greek. Ospreys, hover over water, and plunge spectacularly to catch live fish with their equally sharp talons and long legs, as in the third photo. Sea-eagles (with the differently spelt generic name of Haliaeetus), by comparison, merely snatch fish from the surface of the water.
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Ospreys have a worldwide distribution, breeding in North America, Eurasia, Australia and Northern Africa and wintering in South America and Southern Africa. In Australia, they are mainly coastal. Rare in or absent from the populated south-east between Sydney and Adelaide, they are fairly common in the north and west.

I'm not alone in finding Ospreys fascinating and there is a wealth of interesting material on the internet. Try this one if you want to read the rather messy, X-rated myth about <<Pandion the king of Athens>> and his daughters Procne (swallow) and Philomele (nightingale). There is also an 1899 article in Birds and all Nature about royal intervention to <<abolish the use of Osprey plumes>> in the uniforms of cavalry regiments of the British Army. On conservation, here is a site dedicated to the recent re-establishment of <<Ospreys in England>>.

Meanwhile, back at the website, I've also recently expanded the <Bee-eater Gallery> to include some Asian and African Bee-eaters.

#229 Singing Bushlark 5 Oct 2007

Of the 81 species of lark worldwide, only one occurs naturally in Australia, the <Singing Bushlark (Mirafra javanica)>, though the <Eurasian Skylark (Alauda arvensis)> is naturalised in south-eastern Australia. In Australia, the Singing Bushlark is found throughout, except in the south-west and in Tasmania, and, as its scientific name suggests, it also occurs in south-east Asia.
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Outside the breeding season, it is easily overlooked as it silent and rather skulking, but, when breeding, the males sing both in aerial flight and from perches such as fences. The song is varied and melodious, but not esteemed as highly as that of the Eurasian Skylark. I photographed this one at Morris Creek, south of Townsville last week from a car. Cars make good hides, but for photography you also need a driver who is a birder (doesn't mind stopping abruptly) and understands photography (doesn't mind moving to a better vantage point). Thank you Jo!

Quite coincidentally, bird song is currently very topical here as Jo (Wieneke) and I and several other local birders are involved in a concert with the pianist Michael Kieran Harvey at the Old Magistrates Court in Townsville at 7:00pm this coming Sunday. Michael is playing a selection from Messiaen's Catalogue d'Oiseaux (based on bird song) which will be interspersed with short presentations on local birds and the piano pieces will be accompanied by slide shows of birds and habitats. It should be a fun evening.

#230 Red-browed Treecreeper 13 Oct 2007

I'm in the Blue Mountains west of Sydney at the moment, chasing up some local birds that have evaded me in the past. At the top of the list, or chief bugbear ("I don't really believe it exists" bird) was the <Red-browed Treecreeper (Climacteris erythrops)>, an uncommon bird of hilly Eucalyptus forests in south-eastern Australia.
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Anyway, I finally tracked down this one yesterday in the beautiful Capertee Valley, west of the Blue Mountains. It was blowing a howling gale, which perhaps made the bird more approachable, having the good sense to hang on with its strong claws rather than risk the vagaries of flight.

[image: Image]

As you can see, the birds are superbly camouflaged, though the red brow was more conspicuous than I had expected. This is the main field mark for separating it from the much commoner White-throated Treecreeper, the female of which confusingly has an orange patch just below the ear as in the second photo.

#231 Origma/Rock Warbler 20 Oct 2007

Beauty is, they say, in the eye of the beholder. We might be shocked to see this wrecked car dumped uncaringly in the beautiful Capertee Valley on the western slopes of the Great Dividing Range inland from Sydney, while a local pair of Origmas or Rock Warblers (Origma solitaria) see the home of their dreams.
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They nested in it last year and seem intent on doing so again this year. Maybe the attraction is the abundant supply of spiders for food or spiders' webs for nesting material. Or maybe it is the colour scheme, carefully coordinated with their own plumage as in the second photo of one of them perching on the car roof.
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The third photo shows one in more natural surroundings. I found these birds in the same area as last week's Red-browed Treecreeper and it was also one of my target species. Incidentally, I am now back home and have posted the Red-browed Treecreeper to the <Bird of the Week page> on the website.
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The claim to fame of the Origma is that it is the only species of bird endemic to New South Wales. It occurs only in the Hawkesbury sandstone region around Sydney and adjoining limestone areas. Within this confined range, it is not uncommon but is easy to miss in the rugged country that it prefers.

It is a member of the Pardalote family (Pardalotidae)*, a mainly Australian family that comprises most of the small Australian birds such as Thornbills, Gerygones, Scrubwrens and, of course, Pardalotes. Not being a true warbler, there is a tendency now to replace its older name of Rock Warbler with its Latin name.

*Since this was written, all these birds except the Pardalotes have been placed in a separate Thornbill family the <Acanthizidae>, so the Pardalotes have <Pardalotidae> all to themselves.

#232 Superb Lyrebird 27 Oct 2007

Long ago, as a teenager in Ireland I was a keen bird watcher and stamp collector. So, I knew about the iconic status of the Lyrebird in Australia, thanks to this common one shilling green stamp of a Lyrebird, which I still have, issued as part of a standard set in 1932.
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Adding <Lyrebirds> to my photo collection proved more difficult as they are usually-shy inhabitants of thick undergrowth in shady forests. They can, I've just discovered, become quite accustomed to people (and flashes) in tourist areas such as near Katoomba in the Blue Mountains.
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The bird in the first photo is a female, but I and two Irish cousins also came across this other female feeding a fledgling;
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and this adult male, complete with showy tail feathers.
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While we're on the subject of iconic Australian animals, Tom Grant has just published a book on the <<Platypus in the Australian Nature History Series>> published by the CSIRO.
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I may be biased, of course, as Tom is a long-term friend of mine and he commissioned me to take photos for the book, but I've thoroughly enjoyed reading about these mysterious animals. I took the photos, including the cover shot, on the Atherton Tableland where there is a good Platypus population.

#234 Red-rumped Parrot 5 Nov 2007

I've recently been reading Penny Olsen's beautifully produced and fascinating but very sad book Glimpses of Paradise about the (presumed) extinction of the Paradise Parrot (Psephotus pulcherrimus) in south-eastern Queensland.
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If nothing else, it made me appreciate its less spectacular, but still lovely, relative the <Red-rumped Parrot (Psephotus haematonotus)> on my recent visit to Capertee Valley in New South Wales.
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Happily, the Red-rumped Parrot is common in New South Wales, its main range, and the neighbouring areas of the surrounding States, Queensland, Victoria and South Australia. In fact, being an inhabitant of grassland, it has benefitted from the clearing of forests in coastal areas and occurs in the capitals of all these States.

The four surviving members of the genus Psephotus are very beautiful. The Mulga Parrot of southern Australia is widespread but the two northern species, the Golden-shouldered Parrot of Cape York and the Hooded Parrot are both rare.

#235 Scarlet Ibis 14 Nov 2007

My apologies for a late Bird of the Week. One of these weeks, I'll have to fit in two Birds of the Week to catch up.

Recently I've been preoccupied with improving my work-flow management to speed up processing and archiving of images and to make it easier to deliver them to the website. Part of this included changing the software used to generate web pages so I used the opportunity to redesign the website templates.

Ibises and Spoonbills (family <Threskiornithidae>) was the first cab off the (new) rank, so Scarlet Ibis (Eudocimus ruber) is this week's bird. The new design combines the thumbnails and the main images in the same view and includes extra data, such as photographic data, about the image. If you have a moment, you might like to skip to, for example, <http://birdway.com.au/threskiornithidae/royal_spoonbill/index.htm> to see what you think. Now is the time to suggest improvements!
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Anyway, back to the Scarlet Ibis. This striking bird is common along the Caribbean coast of Central and South America and is particularly famous in Trinidad both as the State bird and as a tourist attraction. The birds nest and roost in large numbers in a coastal area called the Caromi Swamp. By day, they fly to the Venezuelan coast, all of 8km away, to feed and then return at dusk. There are boat trips each evening out into the centre of the swamp to watch the birds arrive.
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When I was there, two years ago, the bird were apparently nesting in an inaccessible part of the swamp so there were fewer than usual at the roosting site and the weather was overcast with rain clouds. It was still an impressive sight, but it would be wonderful to see the full complement on an evening with a bright sunset.

#236 Gibberbird 20 Nov 2007

No, the first of the photos wasn't taken by a robot explorer on Mars and, yes, surprisingly enough, there is a bird in the photo - if you look carefully, you may see a brownish-yellow speck, in the very centre of the photo, perched on the ridge of red stones.
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This desolate landscape is Gibber; the bird in question is, sensibly, called a Gibberbird and the photo was taken about 40km north of Birdsville. Gibber, pronounced with a hard g, like "give", is an Aboriginal name for this sort of stony desert and I visited Birdsville in the middle of nowhere (i.e. far south-western Queensland) last year with some birding pals from Victoria in search of such elusive birds - the main quarry was Grasswrens.
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Gibberbirds would, I think, qualify as Australia's toughest bird and are found only in these waterless gibber plains with little vegetation in Central Australia. This one was collecting spiders, as in the second of the main photos, presumably for some equally tough chicks sweltering in a stony nest. They are related to Australian Chats - also inhabiters of inhospitable lands - which are now included by some authorities in the <Honeyeater family>.

I've selected it as this week's bird, as I've just found out that two photos of Gibberbirds were among more than a hundred of mine used in BIRD, the Definite Visual Guide, published by Dorling Kindersley and Birdlife International,
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and another one of my <Gibberbird photos> was recently used in Volume 12 of Handbook of the Birds of the World.

[image: Image]

While I'm into plugs and closer to home, I've just been adding <Thrushes and their Relatives> to the website.

#237 Dunlin 28 Nov 2007

I came across several Dunlin (Calidris alpina) in full breeding plumage on Rathlin Island off the north coast of Co. Antrim in Northern Ireland last May. In their breeding colours they look very smart with chestnut and black backs and unusual black patch on the belly. These ones were very approachable, mostly sleeping so I supposed that they were in transit to their northern nesting grounds.
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They nest in northern latitudes in both Eurasia and North America and in winter, they are probably the most abundant wader in Europe. They don't migrate as far as many other waders so, even though they breed in northern Asia, there are few, if any, confirmed records for Australia. In their non-breeding plumage, however, they are very drab and would be easy to overlook in the company of other waders.

I've added photos of these <Dunlin> to the website and also some of <Great Knot>, a more familiar wader in Australia. I've also added a rather distant photo of a <Chestnut Quail-thrush>, which was, I think, the 500th Australian species on the site.

#238 Blue-faced Honeyeater 5 Dec 2007

I've just been checking my records to look for a suitable bird of the week, and I can't find any reference to Blue-faced Honeyeater. That's a surprising omission as they are striking birds, quite common in Northeastern Queensland and I'm very fond of them.
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They're big by Honeyeater standards (25-30cm/10-12in), very vocal and often go around in noisy family parties. They're aggressive too, and you sometimes see them mobbing much larger birds like Whistling Kites. They give the impression, however, that they do it just for fun and it is their loutish manners that I find amusing.

The blue colour of the naked facial, skin is a feature of adults; in juveniles the skin is yellowish-green. They feed on a variety of foods including fruit and they regularly check the fronds of palm trees for insects.

In Australia - they also occur in New Guinea - their range includes northern and eastern coastal areas from the Kimberley in Western Australia to Myall Lakes in central New South Wales. They are found in inland areas of the south-east but are absent from south-eastern coastal areas and Tasmania.

During the past week I've added galleries for <Eurasian Gulls> and <Global Crows and Allies> to the website.

Christmas is nearly on us but I am not attending Cotters Market in Townsville this year. I've decided to concentrate on developing the website but I will do prints to order.

#239 Eurasian Swifts 17 Dec 2007

Please excuse another late bird of the week (it's not for nothing that I've used the theme "Merry Mango Madness" in some of my Christmas cards this year!).

I've recently added a <Eurasian Swift Gallery> and revised the Australian Swift Gallery on the website. I couldn't decide which species of swift to make the bird of the week, so I've settled on two species, because I have some reasonable photos of a difficult subject and because I think Swifts are interesting birds.
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The first is the <Common Swift (Apus apus)> and the second is the <Alpine Swift (Apus or Tachymarptis melba)>, both photos taken from the top of sea cliffs in the Algarve in Portugal. The Common Swift is well known as a summer visitor throughout Europe and Asia. It often nests in buildings and flocks of swifts screaming (literally and metaphorically) over roof tops are a common sight in European towns.

The Alpine Swift is much larger than the Common Swift - 22cm/9in in length rather than 18cm/7in with a wingspan to 58cm/23in - and has a more southern distribution. "Alpine" is a bit of a misnomer as it also nest in sea cliffs and buildings and ranges as far east as the Himalayas. Almost all of the Alpine Swifts that I photographed from those sea cliffs had very full crops - looking rather comical as a result - so they were obviously busy catching insects for their offspring.
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Swifts appear to be effortless flyers and are the ultimate aerial birds. They usually only land to breed, and can both sleep and copulate on the wing. Apparently, they can cover 1,000km in a day gathering food and in the non-breeding season migrate huge distances. Both Common and Alpine Swifts winter in Southern Africa. In Australia, <Fork-tailed Swifts> and <White-throated Needletails> are southern summer visitors from their breeding sites in the Himalayas, Siberia and Japan.

Although superficially similar to swallows and martins, they are not related. The swallows are included in the Passeriformes (perching/songbirds) while the swifts are in a separate order the Apodiformes, which also includes the <swiftlets> and the <tree-swifts>. I'm working on swallows and martins at the moment and will let you know when the galleries are ready.

#240 Pied Imperial-pigeon 21 Dec 2007

Recently I was discussing North Queensland icons for Christmas cards with birding author Jo Wieneke and we both came up with the <Pied Imperial-pigeon>, or Torres Strait Pigeon (Ducula bicolor). So here is a recent photo of one.
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Pigeons and Doves are symbolic of peace and the Pied Imperial-pigeon looks decidedly angelic in its black and white plumage. It also has beautiful call, much more melodious to my ears than most carols and its both a (southern) summer visitor here and an iconic bird, used as a symbol of, for example, of Birds Australia North Queensland, now <<BirdLife Northern Queensland>>. In Queensland, it nests mainly on offshore islands along the Barrier Reef and moves daily to the mainland to feed. The population was decimated by indiscriminate slaughter in the 19th century, but is now recovering with protection and is the focus of a couple of IBAs (Important Bird Areas).

So, whatever your religious inclinations or affiliations, I wish you a safe and happy festive season and I send you my greetings for 2008, a year in which I hope we will all treasure this wonderful planet.

Ian

PS On a more mundane note, I've finished adding <new swallow galleries> to the website.

#241 Oriental Cuckoo 28 Dec 2007

This <Oriental Cuckoo (Cuculus saturatus)> appeared outside my house last week on an unusually open perch - cuckoos are great skulkers - and I was able to photograph it through the back door before it spotted me and took off. This species is a non-breeding visitor to Australia from Asia in the southern summer and occurs in small numbers in northern and eastern Australia. It is easy to overlook, being silent at this time of the year but it seems to occur regularly in the Townsville district, and can usually be found in the botanic gardens (the Palmetum and Anderson Park) or at the Town Common.
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This bird is an adult with grey, unbarred upper parts and strongly barred underparts and yellow eye, eye-ring and feet. This combination is diagnostic in Australia, as the very similar Common (Eurasian) Cuckoo winters in Africa and has not been recorded in Australia.

Since the last bird of the week, I've added <Pheasants and their allies> to the website - the most spectacular of these is the <Great Argus>, which featured as bird of the week last May - and I'm currently adding <Eurasian Ducks and their relatives>.

Best wishes for the New Year,

Ian


Chapter Eight:
2008 (#242 to #290)




#242 Northern House Martin 6 Jan 2008

When I was a teenager in Ireland many years ago, House Martins sometimes used to try to nest under the eaves of our house. I was very fond of them and awaited their return with anticipation each Spring. It was a great occasion if they chose our house and started the laborious process of building their mud nest. More often then not, however, the local House Sparrows would wait until the nest was virtually complete, evict the owners and move in, lining the nest with coarse straw which seemed somehow to match the intruders well.
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I still enjoy seeing House Martins if I return to Ireland in the summer. Last June, when I was in Portugal I visited the wonderful old town of Mertola to see the Lesser Kestrels and Crag Martins that nest in the monastery at the top of the hill. There were also large colonies of House Martins nesting on the house of the town, and much more accessible than the residents of the lofty monastery. The Martins were busy feeding lots of hungry mouths - this particular one had three very lusty looking youngsters. It was good to see that the lazy Sparrows don't always get their way.

I have recently finished the <Swallow and Martin Gallery> on the website. At the moment I am working on the <Bulbuls>.

I wish you all a Happy New Year. I am setting off for northern New South Wales in the coming week, so I hope to get some interesting birds there to share with you.

#243 Dollarbird 13 Jan 2008

It's currently the wet season in Northern Queensland and, as a result of ex-cyclone Helen, it is very wet. Apart from mosquitos and the threat of cyclones, I like the wet season. Torrential downpours, flooded creeks and spectacular thunderstorms provide stimulating relief from the, dare I say it, monotonously fine weather of the usually dry tropics around Townsville.
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It's also the time when nature goes crazy in a sudden burst of growth and reproduction. Plants particularly weeds grow before your eyes, insects swarm in huge numbers and birds nest everywhere to take advantage of the abundant food. Several pairs of <Dollarbirds (Eurystomus orientalis)> nest in the termite-excavated hollows of the Poplar Gums near the house and they are madly busy at the moment collecting insects for hungry nestlings.

Even when it rains, the hunt must go on and I photographed this rather bedraggled and cross-looking Dollarbird from the back door a couple of weeks ago. The rain forces the insects down and the Dollarbird perch and swoop close to the ground instead of high up in the trees. The bird's wings, heavy with water, are drooping, revealing the lovely silvery-blue wing patches that give the bird its name, which are usually only visible in flight.

A bad cold upset my plans to head off to New South Wales this week. Instead I've retreated to bed with my laptop and have been working on the website. I've finished the <Bulbul Gallery> and added one on <Asian Leafbirds>.

#244 Noisy Friarbird 21 Jan 2008

Friarbirds are large honeyeaters with mainly brown plumage (habits?) and varying degrees of naked skin on the head. Of the four species that occur in Australia, the Noisy Friarbird (Philemon corniculata) - length to 35cm/14in - has a completely bare, black head and, as finishing touches, a triangular knob on the top of the bill and bright red eyes.
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I photographed this one on my October trip to the Blue Mountains west of Sydney. Even though Friarbirds are honeyeaters and do eat nectar and fruit, they are quite partial to insects and this one has just scored a large and rather handsome cicada. I photographed a similar cicada a couple of days later, as in the second photo. I searched for this one on the internet yesterday, and apparently it's called a Masked Devil (orange morph) and belongs to the very variable species Cyclochila australasiae, one of the commonest cicadas in the Sydney region. The various other colour morphs of the same species have wonderful names too, including Green Grocer, Yellow Monday, Blue Moon and Chocolate Soldier, given by school children who collect them, or used to do so.
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This other claim to fame of this species of cicada is that it is supposedly the noisiest insect in the world. Anyone who has been in eastern Australia in late spring or early summer when the cicadas emerge in a "good" cicada year would probably agree. There seems therefore to be a certain irony in this one meeting its match in a Noisy Friarbird.

Incidentally, and getting back to birds, the four species of bird worldwide labelled "Noisy" are all Australian. The others are Pitta, Scrub-bird and Miner. Three of the five "Rainbow" birds are Australian too (Pitta, Bee-eater, Lorikeet); the other two are Hummingbirds (Rainbow-bearded Thornbill and Rainbow Starfrontlet). Does that tell us something about Australian birds or about the people who named them? I suspect it means that the people showed less imagination that local school children.

#245 Fernwren 30 Jan 2008

Again my apologies for a belated Bird of the Week. I'll send a second one later this week to catch up, as we must be about a week behind schedule by now.
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This week's bird is one for the birding specialist, and results from spending this Australia Day weekend with Birds Australia North Queensland at the legendary <<Kingfisher Park>> in Julatten, north-west of Cairns. The Fernwren (Oreoscopus gutturalis) is one of twelve species restricted in range (endemic) to the wet tropics of north-eastern Queensland between about Townsville and Cooktown. Many of these, including the Fernwren, are highland rainforest birds and the Fernwren is normally found above 600m/2,000ft where it feeds in the leaf litter of the forest undergrowth, using its bill to toss leaves aside with remarkable vigour.
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Given its dark habitat and rather mouse-like habits, it's a difficult bird to find even though not uncommon in suitable habitat. Happily, the sharp-eyed driver of the car in front as we returned from Mount Lewis spotted two of them beside the road. They turned out to be an adult with a juvenile bird and, as is often the case when parents are shepherding innocent young around, fairly approachable even though they retreated steadily into the rainforest. The young bird, in the main photo, has only faint markings on the face and throat, while the adult has a white eyebrow and throat and black bib. The Fernwren is in the same family as the rather similar <Scrubwrens and Thornbills>.

I've almost finished putting Eurasian birds up on the website with only the Doves and Pigeons to go. Recent additions include the Eurasian <Drongos> and <Fantails> and a new gallery for the sole Australian Drongo, the <Spangled Drongo>.

#246 Buff-breasted Paradise-kingfisher 3 Feb 2008

Here is another species from the <<Birds Australia North Queensland>> weekend at <<Kingfisher Park>> at Julatten near Cairns. Perhaps, I should say it is the bird at Kingfisher Park, after which the lodge is named. This year, there are about seven pairs nesting in the 10 hectares of mainly rainforest that make up the park, including this one with a nest conveniently close to the lodge.
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The white tail plumes are usually much longer, second photo, but the birds are busy nesting in burrows in termite mounds, third photo, so the plumes suffer as a result and often get broken. Short plumes are less glamorous maybe, but easier to fit in a photo of standard proportions. I've put other photos of the same pair of birds on the <website>.
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The <Buff-breasted Paradise-kingfisher> migrates arriving in Australia from New Guinea and Indonesia in October and returning in April. As such, it is one of few good reasons to visit north-eastern Queensland during the wet season. The only other one that comes to mind is the <Red-bellied Pitta> in Cape York. I hasten to add that Kingfisher Park has lots of other excellent birds all year round!

#247 Northern race of the Brown Treecreeper 13 Feb 2008

Here is another bird from the Australia Day weekend at the end of January. On the Sunday, we went on a trip to the Mitchell River catchment on southern Cape York Peninsula to a place maybe 100km north-west of Cairns. This is dry tropical savannah with interesting birds such as the northern race (melanotus) of the Brown Treecreeper (Climacteris picumnus). This is much darker than the widespread nominate race - it used to be called the Black Treecreeper and occurs only in the drier areas of Cape York away from the east coast.
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That's the male bird in profile in the first photo with the grey streaks on the breast, while his mate with rufous streaks, peers curiously through the trees, second photo. The area is rather remote and it wouldn't be too fanciful to imagine that she had never seen humans before.

[image: Image]

As you can see from the male bird, Australasian Treecreepers (family <Climacteridae>) use their big feet and strong claws to climb vertical trees and do not use their tails for support, unlike the unrelated Eurasian Treecreepers (family <Certhidae>).

I've updated the <Brown Treecreeper gallery> on the website so you can compare these birds with photos of the paler nominate race of eastern Australia. I've also added the <Weebill> - the smallest Australian bird (8-9cm) - and the <Goldcrest> - the smallest European bird (8.5-9.5cm) and, at the other end of the scale, the <Greater Flamingo>, now on the Australian list as a vagrant to Cocos Islands in 1990. I've also revised the <Pitta gallery> to include some photos of marginal quality of the <Mangrove Pitta> from Thailand.

#248 Pied Monarch 18 Feb 2008

Continuing the series of birds from the Australia Day weekend at Kingfisher Park, here is the Pied Monarch (Arses kaupi), one of the so-called Wet Tropics endemics. The Wet Tropics is a fairly small coastal strip of north-eastern Queensland, perhaps 400km/250 miles long and, at most, 100km wide from just north of Townsville in the south to Cooktown in the north. It's a high rainfall area and the natural vegetation is predominantly rainforest.
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There are 12 species of birds found nowhere else, and these are the Wet Tropics endemics. There used to 13, but we lost one a few weeks ago with the publication of the latest work on Australian bird taxonomy by <<Christidis & Boles>> who lumped the local Lesser Sooty Owl with its southern cousin the (size unspecified) Sooty Owl.

The Pied Monarch is not particularly common within its limited distribution and often feeds high up in trees, so I've found it a difficult bird to photograph. This male (distinguishable by a complete white collar) was coming in to drink at dusk at a rainforest pool when I was doing an unsuccessful stake-out for another local specialty the <Red-necked Crake>. The rear part of the white collar on the nape can be erected into a frill and I think that the blue eye-ring is the finishing touch to a smart and rather dressy costume.

Back at the website, I've added some <Eurasian Accentors> and completed a major revision of the <Doves and Pigeons>.

#249 Australian Spotted Crake 26 Feb 2008

I've just finished redoing the <Rails & Allies> (Rallidae - Crakes, Moorhens, etc) Gallery on the website, and I've noticed that a Crake has never featured as Bird of the Week. That's something of an omission since they are fascinating and challenging little birds, given that most of them are extremely secretive and very hard to even see, much less photograph.
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So, here is a photo of an Australian Spotted Crake (Porzana fluminea) brazenly parading in full view. Crakes normally keep to dense reed-beds but sometimes feed in the open. This particular one landed and started feeding right in front of me when I was sitting, camera on tripod beside a small lake in Victoria - the sort of situation that bird photographers dream about but which usually stays just that - a dream.

Crakes are like miniature moorhens - the Australian Spotted Crake is about 20cm/8in in length - and have striking plumage. They have laterally compressed bodies so that they can slip easily through reeds or grass. Their tails, which they repeatedly flick upwards, have distinctive patterns which, presumably help them recognised their own kind under trying circumstances but are also useful to us for identification.

Wetlands have a habit of drying up, forcing waterbirds to see out new places. Fittingly for such secretive birds, the members of the rail family usually migrate at night and have a habit of appearing in unexpected places and colonising remote islands. Many of these, having so discovered a predator-free paradise, have lost the ability to fly, such as the <Tasmanian Native-hen> and the <Lord Howe Woodhen>.

#250 Rufous Owl 6 Mar 2008

You probably know by now that I'm very keen on owls, and a couple of weeks ago some sharp-eyed local birders (thank you Len and Chris Ezzy) shared with us the discovery of two Rufous Owls roosting in the Palmetum, one of the botanic gardens in Townsville.
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I went there several days later, and found three birds that I assume were a family party. The bird in the first photo, looking to one side, has traces of white downy plumage around the neck and looks to me like it is just moulting into adult plumage. The other bird, looking straight at the camera is an adult, probably the male as it looked larger than the other adult.
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These are large owls, to 55cm/22in in length, and powerful hunters taking birds to the size of Brush-turkeys and Scrubfowl, and mammals to the size of Brush-tailed Possums. They are tropical in distribution occurring in coastal forests of northern and north-eastern Australia and in New Guinea and the Aru Islands. The Townsville birds belong to the darker race queenslandica which occurs from Rockhampton to the Endeavour River on eastern Cape York.

I've just finished revising the <Starling and Myna galleries> on the website. If your immediate reaction to the mere mention of such birds is "Uggh", may I suggest that you have a look at the <Asian Pied Starling> for a pleasant surprise! I've also posted a distant shot of a <Bush-hen family> taken last week from my back verandah (thank you, Jo, another friend with sharp eyes).

#251 Intermediate Egret 13 Mar 2008

I've just finished a major revision of the <Herons, Egrets and Bitterns galleries> on the website, so I can't think beyond them when it comes to choosing a bird of the week.
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On the day when I photographed last week's Rufous Owls at the Palmetum in Townsville, I also went looking, without success, for a Black Bittern that Len and Chris Ezzy had seen when they found the Owls. Instead, I sat quietly beneath a tree and spent some time photographing a very busy Intermediate Egret (Ardea intermedia) fishing very effectively in the freshwater lagoon. I've put a sequence of 4 photos taken within 2 or 3 seconds on the website starting with <this one>. The first photo here is the second of this series when the Egret strikes at the fish with extraordinary force creating this lovely sheet of water with patterns of concentric rings.
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The Egret wastes no time in retrieving the fish, as in the second photo and putting it "down ze hatch", as Mr De Vere's mother used to say in the BBC television series To the Manor Born, as in the third photo. The unfortunate fish is reduced to a barely discernible lump in the egret's throat, exactly ten seconds after it had been just swimming around in the pond without, I suppose, a care in the world. Incidentally, I'd be grateful if anyone can identify it.*
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Intermediate Egrets used to be called Plumed Egrets** as they have more plumes than other egrets when in <breeding plumage>. The unimaginative change of name relates to size, rather than status, but I preferred the old one. They're very common across northern Australia, rather rarer in the south and west, and occurs in south east Asian and sub-saharan Africa.

*As an added bonus, here is the Fish of the Week! Alan Webb at James Cook University has kindly provided the following photo and information about the fish being gobbled up by the Intermediate Egret.

Hello Ian

Based on the size and colour (including characteristic orange "egg spots" on the anal fin I can just make out at higher mag. and reddish spots in caudal and dorsal fin and red edge to latter)- and species I know that are in the Palmetum lakes, it is an adult male Haplochromis burtoni (Burton's haplochromis). It is a non-native species popular as an ornamental fish and originates from Eastern Africa. It is a Rift Lake cichlid (Family Cichlidae) from Lake Tanganyika and associated rivers. Currently, the Ross River is the only known introduction beyond its native range. Females tend to be smaller and grey to pale brown in colour, while the males, especially the dominants, take on a turquoise to coppery green colour, often with dark barring on the head (not visible in pic!).

I have collected this species from the Palmetum lakes and also from Campus creek which runs alongside the Palmetum and into Aplin weir - and also from the weir.
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I have attached one of my pics of a specimen collected from Campus Creek - probably a sub-dominant male not in full breeding colours as the one in your pic.

**BirdLife International has since split this species in three, and the one occurring in Australasia, Ardea plumifera, is called the Plumed Egret. Hooray!

#252 Crimson Finch 20 Mar 2008

Here is one of our colourful locals, the Crimson Finch (Neochmia phaeton), photographed on a recent trip to Tyto Wetlands near Ingham. This is a male with lots of red and small white spots on the sides of the breast.
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The females have red faces and tails but the rest of the body is greyish-brown with a crimson wash on the wings, below.
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Crimson Finches are reasonably common in dense waterside vegetation but suffer from heavy grazing by cattle. It's a purely tropical species ranging from the Whitsundays in Queensland to Broome in Western Australia. If you look carefully at the first photograph of a male, you can see that this bird belongs to the nominate black bellied form, which has a disjoint range in north-eastern and northern Australia, while a white-bellied form, evangelinae, occurs in Cape York in Northern Queensland between the two populations of the nominate race. That could be an interesting project for a biogeographer to work out how it came about.

I've made various additions to the website including: a new <Darter/Anhinga gallery>; more photos of the <Rufous Owls> that featured as a recent bird of the week; <Brown Hawk-owl> (now on the Australian list); a pair of <Wandering Tattlers> recently seen in Townsville (thank you Bill Holmes); and some <Crimson Rosella> photo.

#253 Blue-winged Kookaburra 27 Mar 2008

The local Dollarbirds featured as Bird of the week in early January. They weren't the only birds taking advantage of the termite hollows in the poplar gums in front of the house for nesting: there were also some Blue-winged Kookaburras (Dacelo leachii) making a lot of fuss if I went too near their tree, like the male - blue tail feathers - in the first (small) photo taken, in the second week of January.
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A few weeks later, a newly fledged Kookaburra with a comically cute short tail started perching near the house and making its first attempts at hunting. The first photo of the juvenile Kookaburra, below, facing the camera, was taken on 1 February.
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The next photo, with the bird facing to the right, and a slightly longer tail, was taken on 26 February. It's still around so its hunting efforts must have paid off, even though it called incessantly making a strange bleating noise, so anything living that it caught must have been deaf and/or stupid. Notice that the young Blue-winged Kookaburra has brown eyes, and looks much less manic than its parents.
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There are two species of Kookaburra in Australia, the iconic Laughing Kookaburra in the east and south (and introduced into Tasmania and Western Australia) and the Blue-winged which occurs in coastal northern Australia from Brisbane in the east to Shark Bay in the west. Their ranges overlap in eastern and northern Queensland and both species occur in Bluewater. The Laughing Kookaburra prefers denser woodland and around here keeps to the creek, while the Blue-winged Kookaburra is at home in the more open trees near the house.

Graham Pizzey, in his field guide, accurately describes the voice of the Blue-winged Kookaburra as "appalling; a guttural 'klock, klock', developing into a cacophony of mechanical squawks, screeches; in chorus". There are two other slightly smaller Kookaburras in New Guinea, the Rufous-bellied and the Spangled.

#254 Eastern Curlew 3 Apr 2008

Last weekend we went up to Cairns for an annual event called Wave the Waders Goodbye organised by Birds Australia North Queensland. The event is a celebration of the wonderful phenomenon of bird migration and an opportunity to marvel at the incredibly journey these birds routinely undertake between their breeding grounds in northern Asia and their wintering grounds in Australia and New Zealand.
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High tide at the Cairns Esplanade provides great opportunities for viewing normally shy waders at relatively close quarters. One of the wariest and usually the first to take flight when disturbed is the Eastern Curlew (Numenius madagascariensis). It's also the largest wader to visit Australia, reaching a length of 60-65cm/24-26in, nearly a third of which is the beak, or 'bill' as birders prefer. Females have longer ones (the one in the photo looks like a female) and various hypotheses relating to partitioning of the food supply have been put forward to account for this. Whatever the reason, it looks in this case as if very long is not long enough: the normally pinkish bill of this Curlew is coated in sticky, black mud all the way to the eyes. There were other long-billed waders such as this Bar-tailed Godwits in the same messy state so it is easy to imagine strong selection pressures for bill length.
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Eastern Curlews are up with the best of them when it comes to migration. They breed in Siberia, Mongolia and Manchuria and then spend the northern winter mainly in Australia - particularly south-eastern Queensland - with smaller numbers in New Zealand, Korea and Taiwan.

Inspired by the trip to Cairns, I'm revising the wader galleries on the website. So far, I've done all the large-billed ones including <Eurasian> and <Eastern> Curlews, <Bar-tailed> and <Black-tailed> Godwits and <Whimbrel>. I've also done the <Common Greenshank> and the <Red Knot> with more on the way.

#255 Beach Stone-curlew/Thick-knee 10 Apr 2008

Last week we had one of the 'real' or original Curlews, waders with long down-curved bills and members of the genus Numenius in the family of typical waders (Scolopacidae). Curlews get their name from their haunting calls ("curlee") often heard at night and have strong literary associations with dark and dangerous moors in Britain.

Another family of waders the Stone-curlews (Burhinidae), often unflatteringly called Thick-knees to avoid confusion, also make similar haunting calls at night. The name Stone-curlew was originally applied to the Eurasian member of the family, found on stony pastures and steppes. In Australia, this name is preferred to Thick-knee for the two species that occur here, the Bush Stone-curlew and the Beach Stone-curlew.
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The Beach Stone-curlew is the rarer of the two and is found only near beaches, preferable undisturbed ones, mainly in the north of the country; it also occurs in south-east Asia. I found this one in Cardwell on the way back from Cairns last week, when I stopped there for a coffee. The main highway there runs right along the beach; it has wonderful views of Hinchinbrook Island and there is always the chance of interesting birds, so it is an ideal place to break the journey.

Beach Stone-curlews are large birds, 56cm/22in in length and normally quite shy. This one has just caught a small crab. Crabs are their favourite food and those strong mandibles can crush much larger ones easily. I'm very fond of Beach Stone-curlews and always get pleasure from seeing them. They have a delightfully goofy appearance and their sad expression is appealing.

I've finished the major revision to the typical waders on the website (Scolopacidae). It's a <global gallery> with 37 species, but also has an <Australian index> with 29 species.

#256 Graceful Honeyeater 19 Apr 2008

This week's bird, or birds rather, could be a Spot the Difference puzzle. The bird in the main photo is a Graceful Honeyeater (Meliphaga gracilis); the second, smaller photo, is a Yellow-spotted Honeyeater (Meliphaga notata). Both are North Queensland relatives of <Lewin's Honeyeater (Meliphaga lewinii)>, a well-known species that occurs all along the east of Australia from Cape York to eastern Victoria.
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The field marks - all subtle - for distinguishing these three species include size, bill shape and the shape of the yellow ear patch. Lewin's is the largest (21-19cm./8.3-7.5in. in length), then the Yellow-spotted (19-17cm./7.5-6.7in.), with the Graceful being the smallest (17-14cm./6.7in.-5.5in.). The Graceful Honeyeater has a longer bill than the others, with a decurved lower mandible. The ear-spot on Lewin's is described as crescent-shaped; on the Yellow-spotted as a rounded triangle; and on the Graceful as rounded.

[image: Image]

So, armed with these vital statistics, what do you think <the one below is> (taken at Lake Eacham on the Atherton Tableland). I've labelled it as a Lewin's Honeyeater, but now, based on these criteria, I have my doubts!
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In the field, their calls come to the rescue; the three are species all quite vocal and sound quite different. Lewin's has a repeated call usually likened to a machine gun rattle with constant pitch; the call of the Yellow-spotted is a descending repeated call - a machine gun running out of steam, if you'll excuse the mixed metaphor - while the Graceful has a sharp, distinctive "tuck" or "plick".

The Graceful and the Yellow-spotted are something of an evolutionary/ecological mystery. They are very similar, occur together in the same habitats below 450m (Lewin's is a mainly highland species in northern Queensland) and have almost identical ranges from just north of Townsville northwards to Cape York and across Torres Strait to New Guinea. So why would they have evolved as separate species? Interestingly, both occur as two races in Australia with paler northern nominate races in Cape York and darker southern races from Cooktown to Townsville.

Back on the website, I've revamped the Stone-curlew/Thick-knee galleries and added additional photos of the <Beach Stone-curlew> at Cardwell.

#257 Yellow-breasted Boatbill 26 Apr 2008

Here's a slightly unusual bird from the Queensland wet tropics: the Yellow-breasted Boatbill (Machaerirhynchus flaviventer), a small bird (11 - 12.5cm/4.3 - 4.9in) with big names, both English and scientific.
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It's apparently not uncommon in forests north of Townsville and in New Guinea, but being a foliage and canopy dweller, it's easy to overlook. I've seen it only occasionally, and found it hard to photograph, but I camped at Jourama Falls, south of Ingham, last weekend and found this one there.
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This is a female with slight less contrasting plumage than the male and spots on the side of the breast. Boatbills catch flying insects for a living, and have a strangely-shaped bill, like the flattened bow of a boat, for this purpose. I've included two other photos that show the flattened boat-shape better.
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It's taxonomic affinities are rather uncertain. It is usually included in the family of Monarch Flycatchers (Monarchidae), but some authorities put it and its only close relative the Black-breasted Boatbill of New Guinea (M. nigripectus) in a little Boatbill family, the Machaerirhynchidae.

#258 White-browed Crake 5 May 2008

My apologies for a late Bird of the Week, but I've just arrived in San Francisco at the start of a visit with plans to spend six weeks in California and two weeks Alaska and the last week before my departure was rather hectic. You can expect some North American Birds of the Week in the near future, but in the meantime, here is an Australian Crake, the White-browed Crake, Porzana cinerea.
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You may remember that we had the Australian Spotted Crake (Porzana fluminea) several weeks ago. It has a fairly widespread distribution in Australia, but the White-browed is a tropical species, and Townsville in North Queensland is at the southern end of its distribution. Like all crakes, it is a shy species and easily spooked, but it often ventures out into open water and has very large feet, adapted for walking on aquatic vegetation such as water lilies. This one has just found a tasty morsel at Tyto Wetlands in Ingham, 110km north of Townsville.

#259 Forster's Tern 11 May 2008

Here's the first Bird of the Week from California. Naturally, I've been taking plenty of photos, so it was a difficult choice, but I settled on this one of a pair of busy Forster's Terns (Sterna forsteri) making serious preparations for the nesting season.
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This is California, I know, but even so I was surprised that these bird seemed content to go through the entire performance with me photographing them from a distance of about 5 meters. It was a fascinating display and I took many photos; this is one of the less explicit ones but it perhaps has more style. The female appeared to initiated the whole event by calling in a begging posture with her tailed raised and the male didn't seem to be very interested at first, but maybe he was just playing hard to get.

Forster's Tern is very similar to the Common Tern (S. hirundo) except for the orange, rather than red bill and legs, and is the same length (37cm/14.5in). Both species occur in the USA but the Forster's Tern breeds in western and central districts, while the Common Tern breeds in central and eastern states.

I'm with my sister, Gillian, and brother-in-law, Gerald, from Ireland and we are still in Cupertino, near San Francisco, but plan to go Lake Almanor in north-eastern California this coming Tuesday. Last Thursday, Gillian and I went out birding with a local photographer Phil Terzian and we had a wonderful time. Have a look at his website <<http://pt-photos.com/>> for some special photos. He has produced a wonderful book for children called Alphabet Birds (e.g. A is for Avocet) with a stunning photo and a rhyme for each letter.

#260 American Avocet 18 May 2008

Here's another bird from our outing with Phil Terzian, the American Avocet (Recurvirostra americana). This is one of a pair of birds in full breeding plumage at the Baylands, a reserve near Palo Alto at the southern end of San Francisco Bay. It has just caught a tasty morsel, with a delicious creamy mud sauce, using the sideways sweeping motion for which the up-curved bill is adapted.
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In non-breeding plumage, the American Avocet has a pale grey head and neck and looks rather like the <Pied Avocet> of Eurasia. in breeding plumage, it acquires this splendid golden-brown colour and looks more like the <Red-necked Avocet> of Australia. There is a fourth species, the Andean Avocet of South America which is white with a black, rather than black and white, back. Avocets are in my opinion the most elegant of waders.

We are now at Lake Almanor in the mountains of north-eastern California staying in a delightful house over looking the lake. Although the weather is warm (80ºF/27ºC), there are still substantial drifts of snow about and Mount Lassen, across the lake, is snow-covered. This will be my base for the next few weeks and I hope to be able to provide you with photos of mountain birds in due course.

#261 Black-crowned Night-heron 26 May 2008

As earlier, I found it difficult to select a Bird of the Week from the many Californian photos I've taken. I was impressed, however, with the flying skills of this Black-crowned Night-heron (Nycticorax nycticorax) carrying a very long twig, carefully balanced on its back, to its nest in a heronry on the edge of San Francisco Bay in Palo Alto just before sunset. This bird averages 62cm/25in in length, and the stick is at least twice that.
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The Black-crowned Night-heron has an almost global distribution covering tropical and warmer temperate regions in North and South America, Europe, Asia, Africa and Hawaii. This earns it the distinction of being the most widespread Heron in the world. In Australia, it is replaced by the closely related <Rufous or Nankeen Night-heron> (N. caledonicus).

I've posted more photos of the <Forster's Terns> to the website, including a very patriotic one flying past the stars and stripes. As many birds here are migratory and spend the northern winter in South America, I've decided to expand the South American section of the website to cover all the Americas, rather than creating a new section for North America. Most of that will happen starting in July when I return to Australia, as I've more important things to do now - such as photographing the local birds near Lake Almanor in the mountains of north-eastern California where I am now.

#262 North American Osprey Fishing 1 Jun 2008

We are staying at Lake Almanor in Northeastern California. The lake has plenty of Ospreys, and these have been a rewarding subject for photography. On Thursday, I was photographing one flying by when it turned, plunged into the water and caught a fish.
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I took a sequence of shots which capture this event nicely and I've posted 6 of these to the North American Osprey page on the website*.

On a taxonomic note, I've followed <<Christidis and Boles (2008)>> by splitting the Osprey into several species. This gives the North American Osprey, formerly Pandion haliaetus carolensis, full specific status as Pandion carolensis. The sharp-eyed amongst you will have noticed that it almost entirely lacks the dark breast-band of the Eastern Osprey of Australia, P. cristatus.

Almost exactly a year ago, the <White-throated Dipper> of Eurasia featured as the bird of the week. Last week, I caught up with some plucky <American Dippers> in an icy mountain creek fed by melting snow.

Incidentally, I have my photo library with me, so if anyone needs digital images or prints while I'm in the USA, it's business as usual by email, apart from mounted prints, which will have to wait until my return to Townsville on 7th July.

*In the original bird of the week email, I included only one, the fourth in the series, as I was committed to keeping the weekly email below about 100KB in size for members with slow internet connections. Here is the complete series with the elapsed time in seconds starting with the first photo:
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#263 Red-breasted Sapsucker 8 Jun 2008

Those of you who have been on the list for a while may remember my comments about a woodpecker-deprived life, having been brought up in Ireland and then lived in Australia. So, a visit to almost anywhere else in the world puts woodpeckers high on my target list and almost ensures a woodpecker bird of the week. It's a direct result of seeing Woody Woodpecker cartoons at the age of ten.
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We came across this Red-breasted Sapsucker near a lake in Mount Lassen Volcanic Park, north-eastern California, when searching unsuccessfully for a Pileated Woodpecker that I had seen briefly in flight. Don't look a gift horse in the mouth, particular when bird watching.

Sapsuckers apparently get their name from drilling rows of holes in trees that, then oozing sap, trap insects for a later meal: a woodpecker isn't just a pretty face, as they say. There are four closely-related species of Sapsucker, all North American, all about 21cm/8.5in in length with mostly exclusive ranges covering southern Canada and western USA. The Red-breasted is a western species, occurring from north-western Mexico to British Columbia.

I'm back in Cupertino near San Francisco. Later today, I'm going looking for a Burrowing Owl and tomorrow down to Big Sur on the coast to look for Californian Condors. Please keep your fingers crossed on my behalf!

#264 Burrowing Owl 17 Jun 2008

The search for the Burrowing Owl (Athene cunicularia) was successful, thanks again to Phil Terzian, author of the delightful book Alphabet Birds, who told me where to go.
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These birds use the abandoned burrows of mammals such as ground squirrels for nesting. Only 23cm/9.5in long, they're quite small owls and are related to the Eurasian Little Owl (Athene noctua). They often stand at the entrance to these burrows and watch the world go by like the two in the smaller photo.
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We also found three Californian Condors although they were too far away to get decent photos. Nonetheless, it was a moving experience to be able to see such wonderful birds back in the wild after their recent rescue from oblivion.

I'll keep this one short as I'm packing to go to Alaska tomorrow. Now if I can only find some Snowy Owls…

#265 Snowy Owl 21 Jun 2008

At the risk of boring you, here is another owl, but we all have our obsessions, so please bear with another of mine!
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I'm spending 4 days in Barrow, the northernmost town in Alaska and a mere 1900km/1200miles from the North Pole. Barrow is the site of an ancient village called Ukpiagvik which means the "place to hunt snowy owls". And that, in a nutshell, is why I'm here, if you replace the word "hunt" with "photograph".
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Unfortunately, the locals still hunt them, with guns, so the owls are quite shy and don't like having long objects pointed at them even by a birder tramping across the tundra. The burrowing owls were easier! The Snowy Owl population depends on the abundance of lemmings, and happily there are plenty around at the moment. I counted 8 Owls today along a 5 mile stretch of road that leads to the gas fields.
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It has been a wonderful experience being up here. At this time of the year, the sea is still frozen and it never gets even vaguely dark. The tundra has mostly thawed and is alive with birds - loons, ducks, geese, swans, waders (particularly phalaropes) jaegers and buntings - all nesting or preparing to do so. I've been out on my own mostly, though I joined an otherwise boring tour yesterday, the highlight of which was a very distant view of a polar bear on the ice.

Tomorrow I fly back to Anchorage en route, next Tuesday, to St Paul a small island in the Bering Sea north of the Aleutians famous for its nesting seabirds, particularly Auks including two species of Puffin.

Regarding another of my passions, the Woodpeckers, I've updated the website to add the <North American> ones that I encountered in California. I think my favourite is the <Acorn Woodpecker>.

#266 Puffins 25 Jun 2008

Here's an early bird of the week, or two actually, as I'm waiting to board my flight to St Paul island in the Bering Sea to go chasing seabirds. I took this photo yesterday on a wonderful wildlife and glacier day trip with <<Alaska Saltwater Lodge>>. Just great and highly recommended. Saltwater Lodge itself was full but they found me accommodation at a delightful B&B called The Branson House, also highly recommended.
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If, like me, you were brought up in Europe, you probably thought of The Puffin as The Puffin (Fratercula arctica). In fact there are 3 species of Puffin and these are the other two: the Tufted Puffin (F. cirrhata) with the black body on the left and the Horned Puffin (F. corniculata) on the right. It's apparently unusual to see them together as the Tufted is more oceanic in its habits while the Horned breeds on inshore waters.

Anyway, must fly, literally. I don't imagine St Paul has internet so I'll be out of touch for 4 days.

#267 Crested Auklet 8 Jul 2008

I finished the last bird of the week with the note "must fly" as I was waiting in Anchorage airport to board my flight to St Paul Island in the west of Alaska. That comment proved unfortunate as, many hours later, the flight was cancelled owing to poor weather in St Paul and I had to cool my heels in Anchorage and cope with much uncertainty for 24 hours before getting on another flight.
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St Paul is known for its fur seals, nesting seabirds and Russian Orthodox church and proved to be well worth the wait. Predominant among the seabirds were eight species of Auks - the northern hemisphere's answer to the (unrelated) Penguins - and, in addition to the two Puffins of the last bird of the week, there were two species of Murre ("Guillemots" in Europe), three species of Auklet and a Murrelet.

[image: Image]

Of the three Auklets, the one that took my fancy, and the least common, was the Crested Auklet. I expect frivolous plumage in tropical species like birds of paradise, but to find it in a seabird on an icy, rocky cliff in a tundra-covered island in the middle of the Bering Sea was delightfully bizarre. Crested Auklets are about 23cm/9.5in long and have the long crest and white plumes only in the breeding season. The nest only on the islands west of Alaska and spend the rest of the year at sea.

I had a wonderful three days on St Paul. I had intended to rent a vehicle and find my own way around as I had done in Barrow, but the local birding tour operators <<www.alaskabirding.com>> were so good that I threw in my lot in with them. They teamed me up with two American bird photographers and we did three flexible, 3-hour outings per day in a 4WD, led by one of the three guides, all of whom were excellent birders. The morning and afternoon outings ended up at the canteen in the local seafood canning factory for lunch and dinner, where the food was great. The hotel, the King Eider, was attached to the small airport.

Anyway, I'm back home in North Queensland now after a grand adventure, especially in Alaska. It is lovely to be home, particularly after the awfulness of modern air travel - endless security, packed planes, cancelled flights and baggage restrictions. Qantas cancelled my flight from Los Angeles to Sydney and squeezed me onto a later one from New York and Jetstar charged me $100 in excess baggage between Sydney and Townsville as I had 30kg of check-in baggage. Grrrrrhhh.

#268 Black Skimmer 14 Jul 2008

When I once - I didn't do it again - described to someone how Skimmers fish, they just laughed at me in disbelief. On reflection, it was probably a reasonable response, so here's the photographic evidence.

Skimmers are large, rather peculiar members of the Gull and Tern family (Laridae). There are 3 species globally, all rather similar: the African, the Indian and the Black. In all of them, the lower mandible is considerable longer than the upper (see the photo of the bird that doesn't have its bill in the water) and looks stuck-on, like a clown's nose.
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They feed by skimming the surface of the water, usually in the shallows, with the mouth open and the lower mandible slicing through the water. When they encounter something edible such as a fish they grab it by shutting the bill shut, as in the other small photo. It looks like a perilous manoeuvre, risking a dislocated bill and/or an undignified somersault. How they avoid underwater obstacles such as sticks, I have no idea.
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The Black Skimmer (Rhynchops niger) occurs in South America and southern North America. In North America, it is mainly coastal in distribution, but in South America it can be seen on inland rivers such as the Amazon and its tributaries. It is 46cm/18in in length with an impressive wingspan of 112cm/44in.
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I photographed these at the Chica Bolsa reserve at Huntingdon Beach south of Los Angeles on the last day of my stay in the USA. Every cloud, they say, has its silver lining and my visit to Chica Bolsa was just that. The black cloud was my new camera which broke down two days before I left California for Alaska, so when I headed north to Alaska with the old one, the new one was flying south to Canon for repairs in Irvine south of Los Angeles.

Happily, it was ready by the time I was due to return to Australia. So I rented a car at LAX to pick it up and, having done so headed back to LAX via Huntingdon Beach on the coast west of Irvine. Great place, with, in addition to the Skimmers, <nesting terns> and various shorebirds (that's a <Marbled Godwit> in the background of the third photos) and <Brown Pelicans>.

Next week's bird will be Australian for a change!

#269 Crested Bellbird 20 Jul 2008

Here's an Australian bird of the week for a change - as promised last week - the Crested Bellbird, photographed this morning at a site in Northwestern Queensland close to the border with the Northern Territory and a bit more than 900km/600miles west of Townsville. I'm here to take part in a survey of Grasswren IBAs (Important Bird Areas) by Birds Australia North Queensland.
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The Crested Bellbird, length 20-23cm/8-9in, is a bird of the dry inland of Australia and usually easier to hear than to see, though reasonably common. This male perched prominently on dead branches and was fairly approachable and very vocal. The male has a black crest, folded back in the main photo, but erect in the other one, while the female lacks the crest and the black and white facial markings.
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Taxonomically, it is included with the Shrike-thrushes, a group of Australian birds, neither shrikes nor thrushes, and often called, unflatteringly "thickheads" or Pachycephalids and now usually put in their own family, the <Colluricinclidae>. It is unrelated to the South American Bellbirds, which are Cotingas, and the <New Zealand Bellbird>, a Honeyeater.

This morning we searched unsuccessfully for the Carpentarian Grasswren. Grasswrens are the Holy Grail of Australian birding, being very shy inhabitants of horribly prickly grass called Spinifex which grows in remote, dry, almost desert regions. Our lack of success was no surprise: this is the third trip I've made to this area in unsuccessful search for the Carpentarian and Kalkadoon Grasswrens. Maybe third time lucky! I'll let you know in the next bird of the week, when we return to civilisation after the survey.

#270 Carpentarian & Kalkadoon Grasswrens 8 Aug 2008

My apologies for a late Bird of the Week; I got home yesterday from the Grasswrens survey in north-western Queensland that I mentioned in the previous email. For ten days we were camping in remote country near the Gulf of Carpentaria close to the border with the Northern Territory surveying the often rugged terrain for the elusive Carpentarian Grasswren.

So elusive, in fact, for ageing, hearing-impaired observers like me, that you nearly got an Alaskan wild goose for this week's bird, as we returned, very discouraged, to the base camp near Mount Isa on Wednesday without having found any grasswrens.

One of the survey leaders, out of generosity and pity, took me on Thursday morning, just before our departure for home, to a reliable spot for the other local grasswren the Kalkadoon. Carpentarians have also been found there and we ended up finding both species, one Carpentarian and a pair of Kalkadoons.
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The Carpentarian lurking in the bush is, I think, a male with buff flanks, while the Kalkadoon, perched on a rock, with rufous flanks is a female. I followed her up a rocky hill until she hesitated in the open and then doubled back to rejoin her mate.
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Apart from the frustrations of grasswren hunting, it was an interesting expedition. While we were away, Townsville and surroundings had unseasonable winter rain so it was lovely to come back to green countryside.

#271 Varied Lorikeet 9 Aug 2008

Here's another bird from the grasswrens survey in north-western Queensland. The Varied Lorikeet featured as bird of the week two years ago, but I like this photo of a male lorikeet gorging itself on Eucalyptus blossom near Cloncurry.
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These are fairly small Lorikeets, to 20cm/8in in length found only in tropical Australia from north-western Queensland to northern Western Australia. They are quite common within this limited range and we saw plenty on the grasswrens trip. Despite the red on the head, they are not conspicuous in the foliage of trees but they usually give themselves away with their typically screechy lorikeet calls.

I've been busy updating the website since my return home. Recent additions include <Burrowing Owl>, <Snowy Owl> and <Black Skimmer> from the American trip; <Kalkadoon Grasswren>, <Carpentarian Grasswren> and <Crested Bellbird> from Northwestern Queensland.

#272 Square-tailed Kite 18 Aug 2008

I've been revising the raptor galleries on the website (family Accipitridae), so here is one of Australia's rarer birds of prey, the Square-tailed Kite. This particular one I encountered on the road where I live when I was driving home from the airport after my American trip. Talk about a welcome home present and a reminder to keep the camera handy - I nearly tore open my cabin bag trying to get at it.
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This one's tail looks a bit the worse for wear, giving it a forked appearance, but the Square-tailed Kite has distinctive paddle-shaped wings as a result of the long primaries. It also has pale "bulls-eyes" in the wings and the dark grey primary wing-coverts produce a characteristic crescent-shaped patch.
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Square-tailed Kites hunt for birds and nestlings by cruising over trees and their buoyant flight with upswept wings is rather like that of Harriers. Not surprisingly, they are very unpopular with small birds and often get mobbed, unlike Black and Whistling Kites which are usually ignored. This one was being chased furiously by the local vigilante group of Blue-faced Honeyeaters - see the second photo - though a juvenile Honeyeater has made a nearly fatal mistake by getting in front of the kite.

Other additions to the raptor galleries that might be of interest include photos of: <Wedge-tailed Eagle>, <Bald Eagle>, <Spotted Harrier> and <North American Osprey>.

The Osprey photos include the series of one diving for a fish which featured as Bird of the Week in May and another series of two birds have a tussle over ownership of a nesting site.

#273 Northern Pintail 25 Aug 2008

I've just finished a major revision of the <Ducks, Geese & Swan galleries> on the website, so here is one of my favourite ducks, the Northern Pintail. Everything about this bird just says "elegant": its streamlined shaped, long tapered tail and, for ducks, understated colours.
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As a teenager, I used to see Pintails regularly in Ireland as winter visitors, so it was good to catch up with them in California and Alaska. On the North coast in Barrow, where I photographed this male, the birds were pairing off and preparing to breed while, on St Paul, where I photographed this female shepherding her brood to safely, nesting was well under way. The Northern Pintail occurs right around the Northern Hemisphere and is even on the Australian list as a very rare vagrant.

[image: Image]

Other recent additions to the website include the <Auk galleries>. These are worth visiting, I think, just to see the <Horned> and <Tufted> Puffins. I've also revised the <Australian Parrot galleries>.

#274 Red Phalarope 1 Sep 2008

Last week, I posted photos of the one thousandth species to the website and naturally I wanted it to be something interesting to mark the occasion. I chose the Red Phalarope. This was my second most-wanted species in Barrow in northern Alaska, after the Snowy Owl. Of the three species of Phalarope, this is probably the least well-known, as it has the most northerly breeding grounds in the tundra of Alaska, Canada and Russia and spends most of the rest of the year at sea. It turns up rarely in Australia, where it is called, in winter plumage, the Grey Phalarope.
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Phalaropes are delightful little waders, about 20cm/8in long, and having lobed feet are expert swimmers. They spin around like tops darting after their prey, mostly insects and other invertebrates during the breeding season and plankton when at sea for the rest of the year.
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But that, as they say, is only part of the story and like Cassowaries and Button-Quails, the sexes of Phalaropes have switched roles. The females are larger, have brighter breeding plumage, establish territories, court the drabber males and lay multiple clutches. The males incubate the eggs and raise the young. So the brightly coloured individual in the main photo is a female, while in the second photo, a male is being pursued by two females. And finally, just in case you think I'm making all this up, the third photo provides proof. There is, after all, one thing the female cannot do and the more brightly coloured bird is underneath.
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Last week I revised the wader galleries on the website to add photos taken in the USA, including the <Red-necked Phalarope> which shares the switched roles of the Red Phalarope. I've also added <American Swallows> and two species of <Loon>. Currently I'm revising the Australian Honeyeaters and I'll let you know when they are ready.

#275 Black-chinned Honeyeater 7 Sep 2008

I've just finished a substantial revision of the Honeyeater galleries on the website, so here's a Black-chinned Honeyeater (Melithreptus gularis) as bird of the week. The bird in the main photo, taken near Ross River, Townsville, is an adult of the nominate race found in Eastern Australia. This race isn't particularly common, so it is always a pleasure to come across it.
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There are six species of Melithreptus Honeyeaters, all Australian. They are elegant and attractive birds but the different species mostly look rather similar so it is a challenge to separate them. They have different calls and slight differences in plumages, but the key feature is the colour of the eye-crescent above the eye, which is pale blue in the nominate race of the Black-chinned, red in the White-naped and whitish in the White-throated Honeyeater - the two species most likely to be confused with the Black-chinned in south-eastern and north-eastern Australia respectively.
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The Black-chinned also has a yellowish collar in the nominate race. This is more pronounced in the north-western race laetior which also has a greenish eye-crescent, as in the second photo, taken in Western Australia. In fact, it used to be treated as a separate species, the Golden-backed Honeyeater.
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The third photo shows a juvenile of the nominate race, photographed at the same location as the adult in the first photo.

The new <Honeyeater galleries> now contain 174 photos of 54 species and includes the Miners, Friarbirds, Wattlebirds and Chats, now all considered members of the same family.

#276 Red Goshawk 14 Sep 2008

I've just made a quick trip to Cape York Peninsula in Northern Queensland to visit the nest of a Red Goshawk where the female is currently incubating eggs. The main photograph was taken a short while before sunset so the light enhances the reddish-brown plumage of the bird. The second photos was taken on the day before in more normal lighting conditions and the bird looks brown - the underparts, particularly the "trousers" are more reddish but these are not visible in a bird sitting in a nest. Both photos were taken some distance from the nest to avoid disturbing the bird.
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The Red Goshawk is considered the rarest Australian endemic raptor with perhaps less than 1,000 mature individuals. It is classified as Vulnerable but the population seems to be fairly stable. It is found in coastal Queensland, the Northern Territory and far northern Western Australia, but probably no longer breeds in north-eastern New South Wales. It's preferred habitat is open forest and forests along rivers (riparian).
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It is the largest of the Australian Goshawks and the larger female may have a length of 60cm/24in with a wingspan of 1.2m/48in. It feeds mainly on birds and will take birds up to the size of Black Cockatoos and Kookaburras.

I'm currently in the wet tropics near Cairns. I return home next week and will resume work on the website then.

#277 Masked Trogon 22 Sep 2008

This Bird of the Week pays tribute to Wingspan, the quarterly magazine of <<Birds Australia>> which has honoured me by publishing a five page article with a dozen colour photos, on the birds of the Cloud Forests of Ecuador. I took the photos on a visit to <<Bellavista Reserve>> in the mountains about 90km from Quito in October 2005. Wingspan is a splendid magazine and has just received the sixth Whitley award from the Royal Zoological Society of NSW for Outstanding Periodical Publication: congratulations to content and production editors Penny Olsen and Sophie Knezic, respectively.
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This week's bird is a female Masked Trogon. Her gorgeous <emerald green and crimson mate> appeared as Bird of the Week three years ago - and in the article - but female Trogons are quite beautiful too, if less showy/more tasteful. At Bellavista, they left some outside lights on at night so guests wouldn't fall down the mountainside, and various birds, including this pair of Trogons, would appear every morning to clean up the moths and other forest bugs lured in during the night.
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Owing to an oversight on my part, the article didn't include a photo of the amazing <Andean Cock of the Rock>. This was also a Bird of the Week in 2005 and I've attached it here as compensation. Another Bird of the Week encountered there, and mentioned in the article, is the rare <Moustached Antpitta> and I've reproduced it here as well.
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#278 Buff-sided Robin 30 Sep 2008

It's back to Australia this week with the Buff-sided Robin, which we encountered in far north-western Queensland on the Grasswrens survey in July.
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This is a new species - Poecilodryas cerviniventris - in the sense that it has been recently elevated to species status, having previously been treated as a race of the White-browed Robin Poecilodryas superciliosa. This change was made on the basis of plumage differences and the larger size of the Buff-sided, and I was struck how different it looked. The Buff-sided Robin has a northern distribution from the Kimberley in north-western Western Australia through the top end of the Northern Territory and just across the border into north-western Queensland. The White-browed Robin occurs only in northern and eastern Queensland.
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Both species are delightful birds and the appropriate words "handsome" and "sprightly" are used in the field guide (Pizzey and Knight). They hop around in riverine forest, drooping their wings as in the main photo, and cocking their tails as in the second. They have distinctive staccato calls and piping notes, usually the first sign of their presence as they can be hard to spot in the foliage.

The common names of birds are often based on appearance rather than taxonomy, and this is the case here. These two belong to the family Petroicidae or Australasian Robins and are not related to the Eurasian and American Robins (<Turdidae> and/or <Muscicapidae>). I've just finished revising the galleries of the <Australasian Robins> on the website and you might like to check them out.

#279 Star Finch 8 Oct 2008

Here is a belated Bird of the Week: the Star Finch. We encountered a fairly large flock of these at a water-hole in Lakefield National Park on the trip to Cape York in search of the <Red Goshawk> and this bird is perched in a bush near the water. This one is an adult male, distinguishable by its red face.
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The Star Finch is a northern species and its main range is now from Princess Charlotte Bay in the east (near where we saw them) to the Kimberley in Western Australia. It is not a common bird - this was the first time I had seen it - and its range in north-eastern Australia has contracted northwards considerably in recent decades.

#280 California Quail 13 Oct 2008

I'm still putting up birds on the website from my trip to the USA earlier this year. Here is a male California Quail in full voice either staking his territory or trying to attract a mate, or both maybe. The call is rendered put way doo or kawa, ka o kawa, ka-ka , depending on the field guide, with a descending final note. Whatever, it was very impressive and I was left in no doubt that he would succeed in whatever he was trying to do.
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California Quail are quite common on the west coast of the USA and we saw them quite often in gardens. This photo was taken in a small reserve - McClellan Ranch Park - in suburban Cupertino in the San Francisco Bay Area. This same reserve produced other surprises such as a Bobcat and it is wonderful to see wildlife in otherwise built-up areas.

The <California Quail> is large by Old World Quail standards: 24-27cm/10-11in in length and is in a different family, the Odontophoridae or New World Quails. Old World and Australian Quails belong to the same family as the Pheasants, <Phasianidae>.

It is an adaptable species and has been introduced into South America, Europe and Australia. A feral population survives on King Island in Bass Strait between Victoria and Tasmania and on Norfok Island so it is included in the Australian list.

I have recently revised the <Kingfisher galleries> and, including the Kookaburras, there are now 20 species represented. The latest addition is also American: the <Belted Kingfisher>.

#281 Emu 21 Oct 2008

I've just updated the <Cassowary and Emu galleries> on the website so I've selected Emu as this week's bird. The main photo, the close-up, is of one of a small rehabilitated population at Mareeba Wetlands, at the northern end of the Atherton Tableland west of Cairns, where we stayed last month on the trip north.
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Emus can get quite tame in such situations where they get used to people, but genuinely wild ones are very wary. The second photo is of a wild father shepherding his brood to safety after we had stopped the car to have a look in far western Queensland. As in Cassowaries, the sex roles have been reversed and the male incubates and raises the young. The females are larger too, up to 2m/79in in length. Both Emus and Cassowaries look wonderfully pre-historic and I always get a thrill from seeing them.
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Unlike Southern Cassowaries, which are limited to a small range in tropical rainforest in north-eastern Queensland, Emus are found throughout mainland Australia but mainly in drier areas. They are now mainly absent from settled areas and various island populations including that of Tasmania and two island species, the King Island Emu and the Kangaroo Island Emu, became extinct in the nineteenth century.

I've also added new photos of Brush-turkeys to the <Megapode/Mound-builder galleries>.

#282 White-winged Chough 29 Oct 2008

The weekend before last we had the annual Black-throated Finch count in Townsville to monitor the population of the threatened southern race of this species. It's an early start - meeting at 5:00am - and my predictable reluctance to participate was overcome by the opportunity to photograph some nesting White-winged Choughs.
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The name Chough ("chuff") comes from the resemblance to two Eurasian Corvids, the <Red-billed> and Yellow-billed Choughs. The White-winged Chough isn't a member of the crow family (Corvidae) but, with the Apostlebird, makes up the two-species Australian family the Corcoracidae or mud-nest builders. Nest building, as you can see in the first photo, is something they do with extraordinary skill. If you ever did pottery, or watched someone do it, you'll appreciate how hard it is to make a perfectly-formed pot, or nest, without artificial aids such as a wheel or mould.
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The name Apostlebird gives us another clue about their behaviour. Both species go around in groups. In fact, they do everything in groups, including breeding, and both species are examples of cooperative breeders; apparently unassisted pairs or even trios of White-winged Choughs rarely succeed in raising young.

White-winged Choughs take 4 years to mature, and in good seasons the groups are extended families built around a monogamous pair. After droughts, survivors re-aggregate into groups of unrelated birds and monogamy breaks down, though it is unusual for more than one female to lay in a particular nest. Group size is so important that groups have been known to get recruits by baby snatching - luring impressionable fledglings away other groups. If the genetics of all this interests you have a look at <<this article>>.

Anyway, back to the photos. In the first photo, one young chick seemed to want to know what was going on in the outside world but we couldn't see if it had any siblings. There were 4 adults present, the one at the nest and three hanging around in a neighbouring tree. The second photo, of one of these birds, shows the white wing patch, conspicuous in flight.

Both White-winged Choughs and Apostlebirds inhabit the drier parts of the southern and eastern states of mainland Australia from South Australia to Queensland, with an isolated population of Apostlebirds in the Northern Territory. Townsville is at the extreme northern end of the range of the White-winged Chough. Both species are delightful and deservedly popular.

Development continues on the website. I've added the <Star Finch> to the Australian Estreldid Finches and added North American <Icterid galleries> (New World Blackbirds and Orioles) and revised the existing South American ones, so there are now 39 photos of 13 species including such gems as the <Yellow-headed Blackbird>, <Bullock's Oriole> and the <Western Meadowlark>.

#283 Rufous Fantail 1 Nov 2008

Here's an avian rocket-propelled grenade, if ever there was one, the Rufous Fantail (Rhipidura rufifrons). It's easily the most colourful of the Australian Fantails, the other species being tasteful but discrete combinations of black, white and grey
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I photographed the one in the main photo while waiting patiently for the non-appearance of <Black-throated Finches> during the recent BTF count that I mentioned last week. Rufous Fantails are usually seen behaving in manic fashion in the foliage of shady forests, enough to drive even a patient bird photographer crazy. This one, however, paused uncharacteristically for several nanoseconds on a log across the stream where we were waiting for the finches.
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The Rufous Fantail has recently (Christidis & Boles, 2008) been split into two species, the Rufous Fantail (R. rufifrons) of eastern Australia and the Arafura Fantail (R. dryas) of northern Australia (mainly the Northern Territory). The Arafura Fantail is smaller and has much less rufous on the rump and tail. The one in the second photo is the only one I have of an Arafura Fantail - taken in Darwin - but the angle of the tail is not ideal for comparison.

On the website, I've reorganised the various non-owl nightbirds (nightjars, nighthawks, frogmouths, etc) into their separate families and added a couple of new species such as the <Common Nighthawk> of North America. To facilitate navigation between these families, I've added Previous and Next Family buttons to the global thumbnails for each family. See, for example the <Frogmouths>. Ultimately, I'll extend this scheme to all the families on the website. October, incidentally, was a month of record activity on the website with more than 4,300 visits and more than 2GB of downloads.

I'm off the Bowra station near Cunnamulla in south-western Queensland tomorrow, hence the early Bird of the Week. Bowra has a great reputation for interesting dry country species so we'll see what we can find for you.

#284 Chestnut-breasted Quail-thrush 12 Nov 2008

Here is one of the special birds that we were looking for at Bowra station near Cunnamulla in Southern Queensland: the Chestnut-breasted Quail-thrush (Cinclosoma castaneothorax). This bird is a male and one of a pair that we found after some careful searching ("let's have one more look before we leave") in stony Mulga country on Bowra. Quail-thrushes are shy, elusive and well-camouflaged and when disturbed prefer to run rather than fly. If they do fly, they do so suddenly, bursting away in a quail-like manner.
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There are, as currently recognised, five species of Quail-thrushes, four in Australia and one in New Guinea. There are two widely-separated races of the Chestnut-breasted Quail-thrush, the nominate race castaneothorax of inland southern Queensland and northern New South Wales and the "Western Quail-thrush", race marginatum of inland Western Australia and adjacent areas of South Australia and the Northern Territory. Some authorities, such as Birdlife International, treat the Quail-thrushes as a separate family the Cinclosomatidae, while Christidis and Boles, 2008, include them provisionally in the Whipbird family, the Psophodidae. See <http://www.birdway.com.au/cinclosomatinae/index.htm>.

Cunnamulla is about 1,500km from Townsville, so we took a leisurely 3 days to drive down but I came back in two days. We had three full days there but made a speedy exit early on the fourth day to make it to the sealed road before heavy rain made the unsealed entrance road impassable. We saw a lot in those three days, but I'd love to return for a longer stay.

Bowra is a special place and the owners, Ian and Julie McLaren*, have gone to great lengths to manage the property for the birds. They encourage birders to visit and there is camping and rental accommodation in shearers' quarters or a cottage. The campsite is beside a lagoon fed by a bore where a magnificent variety of waterbirds and others coming in to drink and bathe.

*Since then, the McLarens have retired to the coast and the <<Australian Wildlife Conservancy now manages Bowra>>. Visitors are still welcome.

#285 Bourke's Parrot 17 Nov 2008

Bowra Station near Cunnamulla in inland southern Queensland is also good for parrots and cockatoos. One of the sought-after species to be found there is Bourke's Parrot and we found about a dozen one day feeding on the ground near the driveway into the property. The bird in the main photo, on the ground, is a male distinguishable by its blue forehead, while the bird perched in a bush in the second photo and not very different, is a female.
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This parrot bears more than a passing resemblance to the Budgerigar and at 18-22 cm/7-9in in length is only slightly bigger. The colouring is more subtle, a bit of an understatement, though the pink belly and the blue vent, wing coverts and underwings are quite gorgeous. The birds are well camouflaged and hard to find on the ground, but when they take flight the flash of pink and blue is quite dramatic.
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Bourke's Parrot is sought-after not because it is particularly rare, but it is an arid country species, ranging from inland southern Queensland and northern New South Wales through South Australia and the Northern Territory to Western Australia. so you have to go out of your way to find it. Furthermore, it is nomadic and it numbers vary greatly according to conditions.

I just finished revising the <Parrot> and <Cockatoo> galleries on the website. Other additions from the Bowra trip include the lovely <Major Mitchell's (Pink) Cockatoo> and the stunning <Mulga Parrot> and I've added more photo of the striking <Orange-winged Amazon Parrot> to South American parrots, and Rose-ringed and Long-tailed Parakeets to the <Old World parrots>.

#286 Grey-crowned Babbler 26 Nov 2008

One of the remarkable features of Bowra, the property near Cunnamulla that we visited several weeks ago, is that it is home to all four Australian species of (Australasian) Babblers, family Pomatostomidae. This is remarkable because two of these have quite restricted ranges (Hall's and Chestnut-crowned), while the other two have largely complementary distributions, one, the Grey-crowned, being a mainly northern bird and the other, the White-browed, a mainly southern one.

[image: Image]

Babblers are enchanting birds and are delightful to watch. They are very sociable, travelling in noisy family groups (or collections of family groups) bouncing along the ground and through the foliage of open forest. They build large bulky nests for both roosting and breeding, and breeding is often a cooperative affair with a breeding pair and several helper birds.

[image: Image]

They aren't usually easy to approach as the members of the group alert each to any perceived threats, so photographing them is difficult unless they have become accustomed to people in places such as caravan parks. So, although I did manage to get distant shots of <Hall's> and <Chestnut-crowned> at Bowra, I've chosen <Grey-crowned> for the bird of the week.

The first photo shows one of the greyish nominate eastern race collecting nesting material at Belyando Crossing, between Charters Towers and Clermont in central Queensland, on the inland route from Townsville and Cairns to New South Wales. The second one shows the northern and western race rubecula (the 'Red-breasted Babbler') taking advantage of a leaky tap at sunset in a caravan park in Mount Isa in north-western Queensland.

Other recent additions to the website include 3 North American <Nuthatches>. Nuthatches are also delightful birds and their special feature is the ability to make their way in any direction, upwards or downwards, when searching for food on tree trunks.

#287 Steller's Jay 2 Dec 2008

I'm just reading a delightful book called Corvus - as in crow - by Scottish writer <<Esther Woolfson>> lent to me by Jo Wieneke. It's about Esther's experiences with a couple of remarkable and intelligent pet Corvids, a Magpie called Spike and a Rook called Chicken (after a drag artist mentioned in the New Yorker called Madame Chickeboumskaya). As Esther points out: 'Corvids, being in the main black, are seen as representations of darkness ... messengers of dark forces' so, if you need conversion to the cause of crows - and even if you don't - I recommend this enchanting book.

[image: Image]

Probably inspired by the book, I've revised the Corvid galleries on the website, mainly to incorporate several North American species, and here is one of these, <Steller's Jay>, as the bird of the week. Quite gorgeous by any standards, its finishing touch is the sapphire tiara visible in both photos. The first, composed looking, photo was taken from the verandah of the house I stayed in at Lake Almanor in north-eastern California, the second one, the bad hair day, was taken nearby at Lake Manzanita in Mount Lassen Volcanic Park at an altitude of nearly 6,000 ft/1,800m. Whatever you do (almost), face into the wind.

[image: Image]

If you are familiar with the Eurasian Magpie, you may wonder why the American call it the Black-billed Magpie. The reason is the existence of the similar <Yellow-billed Magpie> with a very limited range in the Central Valley of California. Another beautiful North American is the <Western Scrub-jay>.

#288 Australian Owlet-nightjar 11 Dec 2008

I encountered the fascinating Australian Owlet-nightjar (Aegotheles cristatus) at Bowra Station near Cunnamulla, south-western Queensland, in November. A usually nocturnal species, this one was out and about in hot sunshine - the temperature was 39ºC/102ºF - and it looked a bit distressed by the heat. Maybe its roosting hollow had become intolerably hot.

[image: Image]

These are small birds with a length of 20-25 cm/ 8-10in and a lot of that is tail. The body shape resembles that of Nightjars, while the upright stance and forward-facing eyes are more owl-like. The feed mainly on insects either picking them up from the ground or sallying forth from a perch, flycatcher-like, to get them in flight.

[image: Image]

The Australian Owlet-nightjar is very widespread in a variety of woodland habitats in Australia and southern New Guinea. Because of its nocturnal habits and small size it is easily overlooked. It is, however, the best known of the nine species that make up the Owlet-nightjar family, the Aegothelidae. The other eight occur in New Guinea and New Caledonia and very little is known about them.

#289 Snow Bunting 24 Dec 2008

Please accept my apologies for a delayed bird of the week: I've been travelling to attend the wedding of my niece in Strasbourg last Saturday and am now in Ireland for Christmas and the New Year with my Irish relatives.

[image: Image]

Before I left Australia, I was pondering the incongruity of traditional decorative Christmas icons such as snow flakes in the southern summer and searching for similarly contradictory bird photos as subjects for my Christmas cards.

In the end, distracted by preparations for travel, I neglected to send any cards, so here is one of the photos that I chose - a Snow Bunting taken on mid-summer's day in Alaska last June. This is a male bird in the full splendour of his black and white breeding plumage. Snow Buntings are circumpolar in distribution and occur in Ireland in winter.

#290 Snowy Owl 24 Dec 2008

Continuing the theme of snow in mid-summer to accommodate Christmas in both hemispheres, here is a Snowy Owl also photographed in Barrow, Alaska, on 21 June 2008.

[image: Image]

Very best wishes,

Ian


Chapter Nine:
2009 (#291 to #341)




#291 Tufted Duck 1 Jan 2009

Here's an Irish Bird of the Week to see in the New Year. I first noticed these Tufted Ducks in a Dublin park (St Stephen's Green) when seeking refuge there from the madness of Christmas shopping in Grafton Street a couple of days before Christmas. So, I returned there after Christmas with my camera.
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Tufted Ducks are common diving ducks throughout northern Eurasia. Their small size (to 47cm/18.5in long) and large heads make them look rather toy-like but the black and white plumage of the males, highlighted by their yellow eyes, is very dapper and the brown plumage of the females is quite smart too.

[image: Image]

I send you very best wishes for 2009.

Ian

#292 Black-tailed Godwit 11 Jan 2009

I arrived back home in Bluewater yesterday, having left Dublin on Tuesday and Paris on Wednesday. I spent a chilly, snow-bound night there (-9ºC) so I'm not complaining about the humidity and 31ºC here.

On my last full day in Ireland, my sister and I spent an enjoyable time birding at Malahide Estuary, north of Dublin, a good spot in winter for wildfowl and waders. Among the waders were some that also occur in Australia, notably Black-tailed Godwits. The photo of the one in flight shows their characteristic, black tail, white rump, strong white wing bar and diagnostic white underwing, the latter feature separating Black-tailed from the other three Godwits: the <Bar-tailed Godwit> and the two American species, the <Marbled> and the Hudsonian. The longer legs of this species are also apparent in this photo.
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The second photo shows a pair feeding; both birds have muddy rings at the base of their bills from plunging them as deeply as possible in search of prey. The bird on the left is holding its tail downwards, displaying the black band and we noticed other ones doing the same thing and we wondered what function this served. These birds are in their somber winter plumage and you might want to compare that with the colourful breeding plumage of some that I photographed in <Portugal in 2007>.
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Godwits are accomplished migrants and can fly huge distances. You may remember a report in 2007 of a Bar-tailed Godwit that flew a record 10,200km/6,300miles non-stop from New Zealand to North Korea. That's about the same distance as the first leg of my flight back to Australia, from Paris to Hong Kong, which I found very tiring even though it took only 11 hours compared with a week for the Godwit . . .

#293 Snowy Egret 18 Jan 2009

We've just had a very damp week in Bluewater (450mm/18in - about half our annual average rainfall) thanks to the tail-end of an otherwise unimpressive cyclone called Charlotte. So, it has been an excellent time to work on the website and I've continued putting up photos from my American trip in mid 2008. In May 2008, we visited a combined <Snowy Egret> and <Black-crowned Night-heron> heronry on the shores of San Francisco Bay at Palo Alto.
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The Night-herons were being very industrious, building nests, while the Egrets were still at the displaying stage and looked as if they were having much more fun. The aim seems to be to spread the plumes to make one look as large and as impressive as possible. The patch of reddish skin on the face is at its most intense and shows up nicely in the late afternoon sunlight. Outside the breeding season, the New World Snowy Egret looks very like the <Little Egret> of the Old World and Australasia, but the breeding plumes are quite different.
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Other changes to the website include the the addition of <Great Blue Heron>, <Buntings and New World Sparrows>, <New World Warblers>, <Grosbeaks and Saltators> (Cardinalidae) galleries and revised galleries of <Tanagers>, <Black-crowned> and <Rufous Night-herons.

The sun is out again now so it's time for an exhilarating swim in a flooded Bluewater Creek.

#294 Elegant Tern 27 Jan 2009

I've just finished revising the <Tern galleries> on the website and added a couple of American ones, the <Elegant Tern> and the <Least Tern>. Both of these I photographed at <<Bolsa Chica Wetland>> - well worth a visit) at Huntingdon Beach south of Los Angeles.
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Terns are fairly graceful already, so I suppose that its long curved bill earns the Elegant Tern its name. This is a large tern, 43cm/17in in length, and third in size globally after the cosmopolitan <Caspian Tern> (now there's a silly name) and the mainly American Royal Tern. The bill varies in colour from yellowish-orange to orange-red. The bird in the first photo, carrying a fish, is in adult non-breeding plumage though it looks like it's carrying out parental duties. The bird in the second photo is still in full breeding plumage.

[image: Image]

The <Least Tern> is very similar in appearance to the Eurasian and Australasian <Little Tern>. They used to be considered conspecific, but the Least Tern was separated on the grounds of having a different call.

#295 Pomarine Jaeger 2 Feb 2009

I reorganised the gulls <Laridae> and skuas and jaegers <Stercorariidae> on the website into separate families. Skuas and Jaegers are piratical gull-like seabirds that feed by chasing other seabirds and forcing them to disgorge their food. The larger members of the family are usually called Skuas and the smaller Jaegers, the name being derived from the German for "hunter".

The Pomarine Jaeger is wide-ranging, breeding in the tundra of the Northern Hemisphere and spending the Northern winter in the tropics and Southern Hemisphere. These photographs were taken of breeding birds in Barrow in Northern Alaska, but the Pomarine Jaeger winters in Australian waters and is often seen on pelagic trips and <the gallery> also contains photos taken off Wollongong south of Sydney.
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The bird in the main photo is incubating eggs. When doing so, they sit tightly and don't seem fazed by human intruders. They appear to be much less tolerant of Snowy Owls however and in the second photo a male Snowy Owl has made the mistake of flying too close to the nest of a Pomarine Jaeger. The Jaeger dive-bombed the Owl and in the photo, the Owl has flipped evasively on its side and the Jaeger has pulled out of the dive abruptly and regained height above the Owl, which left the area without further ado.
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Jaegers have variable plumage and come in dark and pale morphs, though about 80% of Pomarines are the pale morph, as in the photos. Jaegers have a couple of extended tail feathers which can be quite long and pointed - in the <Parasitic> and Long-tailed - but in the Pomarine are spoon-shaped with a twisted shaft, a stylish touch more to be expected in showy landlubbers like birds of paradise.

Unlike southern Australia with its terrible heat-waves, it has been incredibly wet up here in North Queensland (helped at his very moment by the soggy remains of cyclone Ellie) and ideal weather for working on the website. During the past week, I've also put up new galleries for <Oystercatchers>, <Plovers and Lapwings> and <Shrikes>.

Along the way, the site has grown to more than 4,000 photos of 1,100 species; the number of non-Australian species has exceeded the number of Australian ones (550) for the first time, and January was another month of record activity with more than 4,000 visits and downloads of 2.7GB. Like most of the rest of the world, business activity is currently very subdued but I'm happy that people are enjoying the website.

#296 Cedar Waxwing 10 Feb 2009

An American birder once said to me something to this effect: "you're so lucky in Australia, all our North American birds are so drab by comparison". It may be the case that American Parrots are thin on the ground since the sad demise of the Carolina Parakeet, but I think, nonetheless, that there are lots of fascinating American birds, and I've expressed regret in the past for the lack of Woodpeckers in Australia, for example. Here is one that is exotic by any standards the <Cedar Waxwing> which is quite common across the United States and, in summer, southern Canada.
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This bird was one of a flock in a small reserve (McClellan Ranch Park) on the edge of Cupertino in the Bay Area last May. Waxwings are very partial to berries and range widely looking for food. The get their name from red, waxy tips to the secondaries, but these are often indistinct or missing, and are not visible in the photograph.

There are three species of Waxwings, the other two being the Japanese Waxwing and the <Bohemian Waxwing> of Western North America and northern Eurasia. The Bohemian Waxwing, slightly larger than the Cedar one, occasionally makes it to the British Isles in winter from northern Scandinavia and I remember seeing some once as a teenager in a suburban street in Dublin in the early 1960s. They looked very exotic to me then too.

Here in North Queensland, we have felt very helpless watching the rain deluging down while terrible bush fires have raged in Victoria. The website has benefitted, though, from my being confined to home. In the past week I've updated the galleries for <Northern Hemisphere Wrens>, <Mockingbirds>, <Tits and Chickadees>, <Cormorants and Shags> and <Grebes>.

#297 Red-legged Kittiwake 18 Feb 2009

If, like me, you were a birdwatcher in the British Isles in the 1960s, you would have been been familiar with the Kittiwake, a delightful small gull usually seen at its dense nesting colonies on steep cliffs, and named after its call. You may also have wondered why, as British birdwatchers became less insular, the name was later qualified by the description "Black-legged". This was done somewhat reluctantly, naturally, and my 1999 Collins Bird Guide still calls it (Black-legged) Kittiwake. Anyway, or as they say now, whatever, here is the reason: the Red-legged Kittiwake.
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This was one of my must-see birds on St Paul Island in the Bering Sea on my trip to Alaska last June. Although not nearly as common as its Black-legged relative, it wasn't hard to find. The red legs were a poor field mark, however, as the birds were either sitting on water, sitting on nests or flying past with their legs tucked snugly and sensibly, given the cold weather, into their vent feathers. With a little practice, it wasn't hard to distinguish them by their darker wings and wing-linings, shorter, rather stubby bills and slightly smaller size, as in the photo of the Red-legged Kittiwake on the left sitting on its nest beside its similarly-occupied relative.
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In fact red legs became an obsession, so that on the last morning seeing them became my only goal in life, and I set up my camera on a cliff-top with an incubating Red-legged Kittiwake in the sights and waited patiently. Eventually, I was rewarded and a rather stiff bird got up to stretch its legs and check its single egg, as in the second photo. After that, of course, the Kittiwakes came out to play and I saw red legs everywhere both on birds in flight and perched showily on rocks, third photo.
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The Red-legged Kittiwake breeds at only six sites in the Bering Sea, the most important of which is St George, near St Paul, with 60% of the estimated world population of 100,000 pairs. It has more specialised feeding habits than the Black-legged, feeding mainly on squid and small fish. Its population is declining, breeding success is poor and it is classed as vulnerable. Commercial trawling is though to be responsible.

Its call is described as a high, falsetto, repeated 'suWEEEr', quite different from the 'kitt-i-waake' of the Black-legged. Maybe it should be renamed and we can go back to simple "Kittiwake".

Recent website revisions: <Thrushes>; <Old World Flycatchers>; <Fringillid Finches> and <Estrildid Finches>.

#298 Pale-vented Bush-hen 24 Feb 2009

Last week, when discussing Kittiwakes and red legs, I referred obliquely to a common phenomenon in birding when having finally seen what I wanted (red legs) I saw lots of them. Serious birders call these bogey birds, where serious means passionate (oneself) or obsessed (someone else) and bogey means an evil spirit, or species, that leads you on a lengthy wild goose chase. The chase ends when a careless bird breaks the taboo by letting you see it and then, miraculously, the veil is lifted from your eyes and they appear everywhere.
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Probably the two most challenging bogey birds in North Queensland, worse than Cassowaries, are unsurprisingly crakes: the Pale-vented Bush-hen and the Red-necked Crake. I'd spent six years up here before I briefly spotted a startled Bush-hen from a speeding car (I wasn't driving) and, after seven years, I still haven't had a proper view of a Red-necked Crake.

[image: Image]

Typically, two weeks after seeing the Bush-hen (this time last year) a family of them appeared in my back yard, visible from the back verandah. Last Thursday, I was working on the website in the study, and went to make a cup of coffee when I spotted a Bush-hen in full view on the edge of the swimming pool. Unfortunately, the bird saw me move inside the house to get the camera and all I could manage was a shot of a nervous bird sneaking away through the vegetation. I left the camera and tripod set up in the house, just in case, and the bird reappeared a couple of hours later. It had a drink on the left hand side of the pool (photo no. 1) flew across the pool to a shallow spot for a swim (no. 2) and then spent about 10 minutes preening on a rock (no. 3). The bird came back again for another session on Saturday.
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Both the days in question were sunny and very hot (33ºC/91ºF) and it was the middle of the day. The field guide says " . . . secretive . . .emerges on overcast mornings, evenings . . .", I like to imagine that they're nesting again and the pool becomes irresistible during a tiresome day incubating eggs.

Back at the website, revised galleries include: <Falcons>; <New World Vultures>; <Rails and Allies>; <New World Flycatchers> and <Cotingas>.

#299 Australian Hobby 2 Mar 2009

This, as you'll see could also be titled the Birder and the Bird or, if you're into puns, His Hobby and the Hobby.

Cars can make good hides, or blinds, as some birds take much less notice of them than of people on foot. This Australian Hobby, or Little Falcon as the species is sometimes called, proved to be quite approachable by car and I was able to park below the tree in which it was perched and take lots of photos through the car window. This was when we were at the wonderful Bowra property in SW Queensland last November and, little did I know I was being photographed by my friends in the car behind.
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Maybe I should qualify the comment and say that large, spacious cars make good hides for photographers with large lenses. You can guess from seeing my right foot on the window frame, that I had to indulge in spine-threatening contortions to get the camera at the right angle in my small car. There are no half-measures when it comes to taking photos for the Bird of the Week.
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Australian Hobbies are widespread throughout Australia but not particularly common, so it's always good to see one. They're very dashing, like a small (to 35cm/14in in length) Peregrine Falcon and relentlessly pursue small birds and, at dusk, large insects. They occur in a wide variety of habitats with trees, so you are just as like to see them in leafy suburbs as in the drier forests of the outback.

I'm getting close to finishing re-working the website with the new gallery layouts and Next and Previous Family links on the global family index pages. Soon it will be possible to browse through the entire site in taxonomic order and I'm planning other ways to make the site easier to navigate around. The wet season seems to be ending here, so I'm planning some birding trips in the next couple of months, concentrating on Australian birds. I have now finished putting up all the American species from my trip last year.

Recent updates include: <Ibises and Spoonbills>; <Swifts>; <Treeswifts>; <Hummingbirds> and <Trogons>.

#300 Red-faced Cormorant 11 Mar 2009

Cormorants don't often make it as Bird of the Week. People, particularly fishermen, mostly say or think "Uggh" when you say "cormorant" and even birders probably just tick them off without pausing in silent awe at their beauty. Cormorants, in general, lack style, hence the unflattering expression "like a shag on a rock".
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Well, here's one that I think makes the grade. I particularly wanted to see Red-faced Cormorants when I was in Alaska last June. I wasn't disappointed, especially when I got close to nesting birds on the cliffs of St Paul Island, and I give them high marks for their striking red and blue facial patterns, double crests, and startlingly iridescent plumage, worthy of some tropical wonder like a Bird of Paradise.
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You have to go out of your way to see them, too. In North America, they occur only in southern Alaska, the Aleutians and the islands of the Bering Sea, though they are common within their restricted range, which extends across the Bering Sea to eastern Siberia and as far south as northern Japan.

On the website, I've been concentrating on updating galleries and indices to the latest format. One of the aims of this is to make it easier to navigate from one family to the next. I'm doing this through Previous and Next Family links on the top level (usually Global) thumbnail pages for each family (though not, at the moment, the lower Australian, Old World and New World thumbnail pages).

This is progressing well. It is now possible to navigate through all the non-passerine families and I hope to fill the remaining gaps in the passerines (perching birds) soon. So, you can start at the first family, <Cassowaries and Emus> and follow the Next Family links all the way through 70 families as far as the <New World Flycatchers>, where the trail currently peters out with the <New World Antbirds>.

#301 Crested Tern 20 Mar 2009

At the end of January I was in Cairns and we visited Palm Cove, north of the city, to search for an immature <Laughing Gull>, that has been spending the Northern winter there. Laughing Gulls are rare trans-Pacific vagrants in Australia and always cause some excitement when they appear. 

We found, and photographed, the gull okay, but while waiting for it to do its occasional forays for scraps past the fishermen on the wharf, I passed the time by photographing an immature, fishing Crested Tern - right at the other end of the Australian rarity scale and the commonest and most widespread marine tern. As luck would have it, just while I was photographing it flying towards me, it dived and caught, by tern standards anyway, a substantial fish.
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In the first photo, you can see the greenish back of the fish at the surface just below the bill of the bird. The tern is braking its fall by spreading its wings and tail and has its feet splayed out in front of it ready for the impact with the water.
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In the following photo, less that a second later, the tern has caught the fish expertly over its centre of gravity and is working hard to regain height. It didn't drop the fish and the tern last disappeared into the distance with its prize.

Terns normally catch quite small fish, so it would be easy to speculate that this was an error of judgement on the part of an inexperienced bird. Or maybe it was just showing off in front of a camera-laden tourist.

One of the reason for a late posting is that I've been busy working on the website. The Next and Previous Family links that I mentioned last week now navigate through 30 more families beyond the <New World Flycatchers> as far as the <Swallows>. Substantially revised galleries include various Australian families such as:


  	<Bowerbirds>

  	<Cuckooshrikes>

  	<Orioles>

  	<Shrike-thrushes>

  	<Fantails>

  	<Monarch Flycatchers>



#302 Grey-crowned Rosy-finch 25 Mar 2009

I have at last finished major changes to the website and can now look forward to turning my attention back to Australian birds. I'm planning trips soon to chase up a few Australian species that haven't made it to the website yet.

In the meantime, here is yet another bird from St Paul Island in the Bering Sea. Most of the birds there are seabirds or waders and only four species of passerine nest there. One is a summer visitor - the <Lapland Longspur> - while three are residents: the Bering Sea races of the <Winter Wren> and the Grey-crowned Rosy-finch (both larger than the mainland races) and the <Snow Bunting>. The Rosy-finch is a startlingly beautiful bird which stands out in the harsh tundra: pink doesn't mean delicate!
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The bird on the rock, in the first photo, is a male, while the second, perched on a garbage container beside the wall of the airport/hotel is a female. This unfortunate bird had just lost its newly fledged offspring to an Arctic Fox which we saw running sneakily away with something in its mouth as we arrived back at the hotel. The mother searched everywhere frantically, calling repeatedly and it was sad to watch.
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Life is tough in the Bering Sea and the foxes have to make do like everyone else. There are no other terrestrial mammals, so their usual diet of Lemmings is missing. Instead they feed all year round on marine invertebrates, particularly sea urchins, and whatever else they can scavenge along the coast including seaweed. In the nesting season, they raid the nests of seabirds and we saw another fox on a cliff top making off with the egg of a <Murre> (Guillemot). The good news, from an avian point of view, is that there are no resident raptors and the only other scavenger is the resident <Glaucous-winged Gull>.
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The visible changes to the website include a consistent structure for bird families and their index (thumbnail) pages, conforming, as far as possible, to both the Birdlife International taxonomy (definition of families and order of species) for non-Australian birds and to Christidis & Boles (2008) for Australian Birds.

I've finished linking all the top-level family indices with Previous and Next buttons so you can now navigate through the more than 130 families represented on the site following the Birdlife International sequence.

Behind the scenes, the changes will make the website easier to maintain and update so I can spend more time taking photographs!

#303 Red-necked Stint 2 Apr 2009

This time of the year, almost anywhere in the world, is a good time to go looking for waders. Not only does the (northern) Spring migration mean that unusual species can turn up, but many of these migrants are acquiring their breeding plumages. So, if you've ever been faced with the daunting challenge of identifying waders in their drab winter plumage, you could be in for some pleasant surprises.

A case in point is the Red-necked Stint, a common non-breeding visitor to Australia, where the plumage is normally anything but red. The bird in the photo is in partial, or 'pre-breeding', plumage with the delicate pinkish-chestnut face and breast and the black and chestnut wing coverts. A dapper little bird by any standards, I think.
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'Little' is the operative word. Stints - there are four species - are the world's smallest waders and the Red-necked Stint with a length of 13-16cm/5-6.3in is slightly smaller than a House Sparrow (14-16cm). Size doesn't stop it being one of the champions of migration, breeding in the Arctic tundra of Siberia and northern Alaska and spending the northern winter in Australasia and as far as south as sub-Antarctic islands.

At this time of the year, the birds are feeding madly, building up their fat reserves for the long trip. Apparently, they can lose half of their body weight during the migration.

The sharp-eyed among you will have noticed that the photo was taken at Boat Harbour during a brief visit to the Sydney region earlier this week. It's tax time and I went to Boat Harbour after a meeting with my accountant in nearby Sutherland. To my friends in Sydney I extend an apology that I didn't have time to catch up with them.

#304 Long-billed Corella 9 Apr 2009

Behind this grumpy facade . . .
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. . . lurks a tender heart . . .
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. . . and a bag of nerves!
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I'm took these photos a couple of days ago near a grain handling depot in Carisbrook in Western Victoria. A large flock of Corellas frequent the place to take advantage of spilled grain. When we were there, there were about 500 Corellas, mainly <Long-billed> but also smaller numbers of <Little Corellas>. When disturbed, the Corellas flew up into nearby trees and then carried on with very playful antics that were a delight to watch.

Corellas are small Cockatoos: the Long-billed at 38-41cm/15-16in is larger than a <Galah> but smaller than the <Sulphur-crested Cockatoo>. There are three species in Australia, but only the Little is widespread. The Western occurs only in south-western Western Australia while the closely related Long-billed is confined to western Victoria and adjacent areas of South Australia and New South Wales.

#305 Plains-wanderer 16 Apr 2009

I spent Easter chasing Plains-wanderers at Terrick Terrick in NW Victoria and I am happy to be able to share something really special with you. Plains-wanderers are special by any criterion. They are rare, difficult to find, of uncertain taxonomic affinity and, as a finishing touch, have reversed sex roles.

They used to occur quite widely through grasslands in inland eastern Australia, but are very susceptible to habitat disturbance (grazing, etc) and have disappeared from most of their former range. Their remaining stronghold is in the Riverina district of NSW and adjacent areas of Victoria. Estimates of the remaining population size are between 2,500 and 8,000 individuals and the species is classified as endangered by the IUCN.

The good news is that the grassland where we were is part of a National Park and vigorous efforts are being made by Parks Victoria to manage the area for their survival. Terrick Terrick holds approximately 25% of the estimated 500 birds in Victoria. They are somewhere between Buttonquails and waders in form but not close to either so the species has its own monotypic family, the Pedionomidae.
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When disturbed, they run rather than fly and are almost impossible to find in grassland by daylight. The preferred method is to spotlight for them by night, as we did on a survey with the local ranger. Even so, I was getting resigned to an unfruitful night when we found the first one, a female, after nearly two hours. We subsequently found two males in a different paddock. They froze when spotlit, making them much easier to photograph than the also present Stubble Quails and Little Buttonquails, which fled.
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As you can see in the photos, the female is more colourful. So you won't be surprised to hear that, like Buttonquails, female Plains Wanderers court the males. The sex ratio is about 1:2 female:male so females have multiple partners and lay eggs for the males to look after. I make no comment about changing gender roles and rarity.

#306 Regent Parrot 27 Apr 2009

I finished off my photographic trip to Southeastern Australia by spending five nights at Gluepot, the Birds Australia mallee reserve in South Australia and then spent the second half of last week driving the 3,000 odd kilometres home through western New South Wales and Queensland.

One of my target birds was the Regent Parrot which occurs in eastern Australia in a limited area around the junction of NSW, Victoria and South Australia. (A separate race occurs more widely in southern Western Australia.) So, I spent a couple of days on the way to Gluepot in Hattah-Kulkyne National Park in western Victoria looking for them.

[image: Image]

Finding them proved harder than I had expected, but I eventually heard their characteristic call when driving. As soon as I got out of the car, three pairs flew away and vanished into the middle distance towards some red river gums, supposedly their favourite tree. Undeterred, and armed with camera and GPS, I set off after them. An hour later, I returned empty-handed to the car to find them perched cheekily in a tree about 50m away, and incidentally the only nearby tree that wasn't a river gum.
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Having had their fun, they decided to cooperate and remained in the tree for about an hour for a photo session. Two pairs were rather shy, but the other pair seemed to enjoy it and wandered around posing in different positions. The first photo, of a single, bird, is a male recognisable by its yellow, black and red plumage. In the second photo of the pair doing a wing stretch for the camera, the female is on the right and has a greenish tinge to the plumage (which is more obvious in a side view when you can see the back and wings better). Regents, with a length to 40cm/16in, are quite large parrots and spectacular in flight.

The name "Regent" refers to the Prince Regent, later George IV, who ruled the United Kingdom as Regent from 1811 when his father George III became insane. Black and yellow are supposedly his colours, though I can find no reference to this via Google and would appreciate any feedback.

#307 Scarlet-chested Parrot 1 May 2009

I'm playing catch-up with another parrot. Not just any old parrot, but the reason why I went to Gluepot in South Australia in Autumn: the Scarlet-chested Parrot. The main range of the Scarlet-chested in is the relatively inaccessible Great Victoria Desert where Western Australia meets South Australia and the Northern Territory. They appear to be nomadic, depending on conditions, and sometimes turn up at Gluepot at this time of the year.

Only adult males have scarlet chests and I wasn't luck enough to see one, but you can't have everything. When I arrived at Gluepot, I was happy to hear that up to three birds, including a male, had recently been recorded at the Grasswrens Hide, one of five hides (blind) that overlooking elevated watering points. These are designed to provide birds with water in dry conditions but deny water, for habitat conservation, to grazing mammals.
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So I camped at the nearest campsite to this hide and did a stake-out on each of the five mornings that I was there. On the first morning, I arrived at about 6:45am to hear that I had just missed two birds flying over, so subsequently I got there at sunrise, 6:30am, no mean effort for a tropically resident, habitually late riser, particularly on cold mornings - the temperature there varied between 4º and 6ºC/39º and 42ºF on those mornings. Anyway my efforts were rewarded on the second day when the female in the first photo was the first bird to arrive at the watering point at 6:35am, but she left suddenly when larger birds in the form of Mulga Parrots and Mallee Ringnecks started coming in.

On day three, no Scarlet-chested came in but on day four, the same female (I think, based on similarities of plumage) arrived with another bird with more subdued colours and less blue on the face, the one in the second photo. I wondered whether it was a juvenile, though very young birds are supposed to have orange ceres. I returned on day five, in the hope that the male might appear, but it was not to be.
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The Scarlet-chested belongs to a group of six Australian species of small parrots, members of the genus Neophema and sometimes called Grass Parrots (not to be confused with the <Red-rumped Parrot>, which is sometimes also called the Grass Parrot). They are all small: the Scarlet-chested ranges in length from 18-21cm/7-8.3in, barely larger than the Budgeriar (17-20cm).

The best known of the Neophemas is probably the critically endangered <Orange-bellied>, the remaining 100 or so pairs of which nest in SW Tasmania and winter on the south coast of Victoria and South Australia. This, incidentally, makes it one of very few parrots world-wide that migrate.

Now that I'm back home I've started posting new photos to the website including:


  	<Plains-wanderer>

  	<Regent Parrot> and

  	<Musk Duck>.



#308 Major Mitchell's Cockatoo 7 May 2009

Although last week's bird, the Scarlet-chested Parrot, appeared on only two of the five days that I visited in the hide at Gluepot, I was far from bored as there were plenty of other interesting visitors. On the last day, a pair of Major Mitchell's Cockatoos came in for a brief appearance - staying around for less than two minutes - but long enough to get a few photos.
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Major Mitchell's are, I think, the most striking of the Australian Cockatoos, particularly as they occur in fairly arid parts of the country. In fact, Major Mitchell, Surveyor General of NSW from 1827 to 1855 made exactly the same point: "few birds more enliven the monotonous hues of the Australian forest than this beautiful species whose pink-coloured wings and flowing crest might have embellished the air of a more voluptuous region". They are quite small by cockatoo standards with a length of 35-40cm/14-16in, comparable in size to Galahs (35-38cm) and much smaller than the Sulphur-crested (45-50cm).
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They are quite widespread in Australia, occurring in the drier parts of all the mainland states. Their distribution is rather patchy, though, and their population has declined as a result of European settlement as they need large areas of relatively undisturbed habitat for breeding, typically open forest of mallee, cypress and casuarina. There are two races: the one pictured here is the eastern nominate race; the western race lacks the yellow band in the crest (all red instead). Like Galahs, the sexes are distinguishable by the colour of their irises: red in females and dark brown in males. The bird in the first photo (portrait) is female, the one in the other (landscape) is male.

Gluepot gets its name from the dusty soil which becomes impassibly sticky in wet weather. On my first visit there seven years ago in a little rental car that wasn't supposed to leave sealed roads, it started raining on the last day and I had to decamp at speed to cover the 50km of dirt road back to civilisation without getting stuck. As I left, some Major Mitchell's arrived and I was faced with the agonising decision of whether to stop and take photos. Sanity prevailed, but for years I regretted the lost opportunity.

Major Mitchell's other claim to fame is that he was the last person to challenge someone to a duel in Australia. This happened in 1851 when Stuart Donaldson criticised the over-expenditure of the Surveyor General's Department. The only damage was a hole in Donaldson's hat, but Major Mitchell died four years later when, while surveying, he caught a chill which turned into pneumonia. The pistols used in the duel are in the National Museum in Canberra. Sorry, I'm getting a long way from birds.

#309 White-browed Treecreeper 14 May 2009

Another of my target species at <<Gluepot>> in South Australia was the White-browed Treecreeper. I'd seen it there in 2002 but had got only distant photos of it and hadn't seen it since. It's an uncommon species of the semi-arid interior and found only south of the Tropic of Capricorn. At Gluepot, White-browed Treecreepers were easy to find in the native Cypress forest.
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The males and females have subtly different plumage. The bird in the first photo, with the sky as background, is a male and the plumage is entirely brownish-grey and white with a plain upper breast. The female, second photo with trees in the background, has a streaked upper-breast with a rufous tinge and a rufous stripe above the white eyebrow.
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Australasian Treecreepers - family <Climacteridae> there are six species in Australia and one in New Guinea - typically feed by spiralling up the bark of trees looking for insects. When they reach the top, they fly down to the bottom of another tree and start again. They also feed on the ground, but have large, strong claws for clinging onto trees and, unlike the unrelated North Hemisphere Treecreepers (family <Certhiidae>) do not usually use their tails as a prop. They are a delight to watch, always look very dapper and have loud, distinctive calls.

On the website, I've just finished revising the <Thornbills> and their allies. They, the <Pardalotes> and the <Bristlebirds> used to be treated as one family (by Sibley and Monroe) but they are now usually separated into three and I've reorganised the galleries to reflect this. I've also added a couple of new species from the Gluepot trip: <Buff-rumped Thornbill>, <Speckled Warbler> and a poor just-for-the-record shot of the elusive <Rufous Bristlebird>.

#310 Crested Shrike-tit 20 May 2009

We're back to Northeastern Queensland for this week's bird. We spent the weekend before last in Paluma, a highland rainforest village near Townsville, for the Birds Australian North Queensland AGM. The discovery of some Crested Shrike-tits in the nearby Grandis Forest caused some excitement, as these spectacular but unobtrusive birds are far from common in Northern Queensland. I eventually found them, third time lucky, just before leaving to return home on the Monday morning.
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The bird in the first photo with the black throat is a male; the one in the second with an olive-green throat is a female. Shrike-tits feed by using their strong, laterally-flattened bills as a lever to extract insect prey from under bark. This can be either bark still on branches or trunks, or in this location, the curled-up strips of bark that had fall off the tall Eucalyptus grandis trees to festoon the smaller trees below. The birds are 15-19cm/6-7.5in in length.
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Crested Shrike-tits occur in three geographically separate populations in: Eastern Australia (from north-eastern Queensland to south-eastern South Australia); south-western Western Australia; and Northern Australia from the top end of the Northern Territory to north-western Western Australia. It's usual to treat these as a single species, though the three races are distinguishable by appearance and size and some authorities regard them as separate species. Their family affinities are not well understood either. Birdlife International puts the Crested Shrike-tit in a separate two-species family, the <Falcunculidae>, along with the very strange Wattled Ploughbill of New Guinea, while Christidis and Boles find the evidence insufficient and leave them in the <Pachycephalidae> ("thick-heads") with the Whistlers and <Shrike-thrushes>.

The name "Shrike-tit" tells us something about our British heritage, as the birds are neither Shrikes nor Tits and neither Shrikes nor Tits occur in Australia (except, in the case of Shrikes, as very rare vagrants). So Australian birds of doubtful affinity got classy double-barrel names as combinations of unrelated families such as "Shrike-thrush" and "Cuckooshrike", where "shrike" means "hooked bill" and the other bit of the name was used in the sense of "looks like".

I've been busy adding more stuff to the website the <Musk Lorikeet> is the 1,200th species to be represented.

#311 Collared Sparrowhawk* 27 May 2009

*Note: this was originally posted as a Brown Goshawk, but the bird is actually a Collared Sparrowhawk. Please accept my apologies.

I'm still sorting through the photos that I took at Gluepot last month. One surprising visitor to the watering point near the hide was a Collared Sparrowhawk that came in to drink and bathe. She (it was rather large) spent nearly half an hour at the tank and bathed several times. Naturally, all the other traffic at the watering point came to a standstill, though I was amused to see a flock of Brown Honeyeaters becoming increasingly restless and approaching much closer than I would have expected. Eventually, she vanished as swiftly as she had appeared and things returned to normal.
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The Sparrowhawk seemed very wary, particularly when preparing to bathe and looked around repeatedly as if making sure the coast was clear. It was almost as if the Queen of the Forest couldn't be seen to be doing her toilet in public and she certainly looked very undignified both when bathing, second photo, and when she emerged wet and bedraggled from the water, third photo. I was impressed by how soft and owl-like the feathers were - the original stealth attack aircraft, I suppose.
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Collared Sparrowhawks are smallish hawks,30-40cm/12-16in long, with a wingspan to 70cm/28in. As with many birds of prey, the females are larger and this is thought to be to protect the nestlings from the males in a weak moment. The Collared Sparrowhawk is widespread in all except the driest areas of Australia and New Guinea and because of its furtive behaviour and confusion with the similar Brown Goshawk, is probably commoner than might be supposed.
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Recent updates to the website include new galleries for the <Australasian Treecreepers>, additional photos of various <Honeyeaters>, <Wedge-tailed Eagle> and <White-bellied Sea-eagle>.

#312 Australian Ringneck 3 Jun 2009

The most spectacular visitors in numbers and colours to the watering point at Gluepot Reserve in April were Australian Ringnecks and Mulga Parrots - a continual parade glowing vibrantly in the early morning sun. They must have come for miles around in search of water, as they weren't particularly numerous around the Reserve during the rest of the day.
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Like most avian visitors to water, they made the final approach very cautiously, often perching for long periods beforehand in nearby branches. In so doing, they provided ample opportunities for playing with different camera settings in the rich sunlight and practicing taking photos of birds in flight. Ringnecks, length 34-38 cm/13.4-15in are bigger than Mulga Parrots, 25-31cm/10-12.2in but there didn't seem to be any pecking order and both would use the water tank at the same time.
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Ringnecks come in a variety of patterns and colours in different regions of Australia and have long provided a challenge for taxonomists. There are four main races, which are sufficiently different in appearance to be called by different common names, and have in the past been treated as different species. As they intergrade in the zones of overlap, it is now usual to treat them as a single species, the Australian Ringneck.

The race at Gluepot is the Mallee Ringneck, which occurs in inland eastern Australia as far west as the Flinders Ranges in South Australia. In Northwest Queensland in the Cloncurry-Mount Isa district, it is replaced by the Cloncurry Ringneck, a paler and smaller race with no red or orange but a striking yellow abdomen See: <http://www.birdway.com.au/psittacidae/australian_ringneck/index.htm>.

The nominate race, the Port Lincoln Parrot, occupies a wide swathe of country that includes western South Australia and and the southern halves of both the Northern Territory and Western Australia, except the Southwest of Western Australia where the Twenty-eight Parrot occurs. Both of these races have blackish heads with blue-violet cheeks and mostly green bodies, while the Port Lincoln shares a yellow abdomen with the Cloncurry Ringneck and the Twenty-eight, named after its distinctive call, has a red forehead like the Mallee Ringneck.

Recent updates to the website include:


  	additional photos of the <Australian Owlet-nightjar>

  	additional photos of the <Red-capped Robin>

  	<North American Woodpeckers>: Northern Flicker, Red-breasted Sapsucker and Pileated Woodpecker and

  	additional photos of the <Splendid Fairywren>



Monthly activity on the website in May was a record with 4,600 visits and more than 3 GB of downloads. There are now more than 4,500 photos of 1,200 species and I've just upgraded to a larger hosting package as the website had exceeded its allowance of 400 MB of storage and traffic was pushing towards its download limits.

#313 Varied Sittella 10 Jun 2009

Like the Australian Ringneck of last week, here is another variable species that occurs in easily recognisable races in different regions of mainland Australia: the Varied Sittella. I updated the Sittella gallery on the website on Saturday to include the southern 'Black-capped Sittella' and the nominate 'Orange-winged Sittella' that I'd recently photographed in South Australia and Victoria. Then, on Monday, when camping with friends in White Mountains National Park between Charters Towers and Hughendon, we came across the north-eastern race, the 'Striated Sittella', so I've added five photos of this race to the <Sittella gallery>.
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The first photo, the rather dapper-looking, left-facing bird with a dark head is a female Striated Sittella, while the drabber, right-facing bird is a male. Unlike other birds in which drabber males are characteristic of reproductive role reversals, that isn't the case here, and, to add to the confusion, in some races of Sittellas the male is the smarter one and in one race (the White-headed) both genders are similarly smart.
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Sittellas are tiny (11-13cm/4.3-5in long) and usually hang around (literally) in small groups in the upper branches of trees, so are easily overlooked. They are most easily detected when they fly chattering frantically from one tree to another, and when they do so their pale wing bars (white in some races, orange in others) and stubby appearance are distinctive. They search for insects and spiders in bark and timber and not only are they proficient at hanging upside down, but it is their preferred mode of locomotion and, unlike treecreepers, they work their way downwards from the crowns of trees.

If you are familiar with the <Nuthatches> of Eurasia and North America, you'll already have been struck by the resemblance, and the name Sittella is derived from Sitta, the name of the Nuthatch genus. The similarity is due to convergent evolution as the two groups are not closely related. The family name for Nuthatches is Sittidae, while the Sittellas have their own family, the Neosittidae, or 'new Sittidae'. There are only two species, the Varied Sittella of Australia and the Black Sittella of New Guinea.

The five flavours of the Sittellas are, starting with the nominate race and working clock-wise around Australia:


  	The Orange-winged Sittella - Most of NSW and Victoria;

  	The Black-capped Sittella (pileata) - South Australia and Southern Western Australia;

  	The White-winged Sittella (leucoptera) - Northern Western Australia, the Northern Territory and Northwestern and Central Queensland;

  	The Striated Sittella (striata) - Northeastern Queensland;

  	The White-headed Sittella (leucocephala) - Central and Southeastern Queensland and Northeastern NSW.



There are now representatives of all these races except the White-headed on the website.

#314 Glossy Ibis 18 Jun 2009

On the way up to White Mountains a couple of weekends ago, we stopped at the wetland in Pentland, west of Charters Towers, as interesting birds often turn up there. We weren't disappointed: as well as an unusual number of <Cotton Pygmy-geese> and a huge flock of maybe 500 <Plum-headed Finches>, there was this lone juvenile Glossy Ibis feeding along the side of the wetland in the afternoon sunshine.
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<Glossy Ibis> aren't very common in Australia and, being nomadic, turn up unexpectedly, so it is always a buzz to come across them. They like very wet habitats and take flight readily when disturbed so it is unusual, in my experience, to get good, close views of them. This one was fairly cooperative and didn't seem to mind us approaching it in the car - there's a convenient track that runs along the water's edge on the southern side of the wetland.
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Although this bird lacked the rich purples and greens of breeding birds, the bronze plumage looked very striking in the sunlight. The Glossy is a small Ibis and appears rather like a dark curlew, with a length to 61cm/24in, much smaller than the other two local Ibises, the Straw-necked and the Australian White, both of which are up to 76cm/30in in length.

In Australia, the Glossy Ibis is commonest in the north and along the Murray-Darling basin. Globally, it has a patchy distribution through south-eastern and southern Asia, Africa, southern Europe and the eastern United States, which it colonised in 1880. In the western United States and in South America it is replaced by the very similar <White-faced Ibis>.

#315 Mulga Parrot 25 Jun 2009

At the risk of boring you, here's yet another parrot from Gluepot. When I presented the Australian Ringneck as bird of the week, I chose it rather than the Mulga Parrot as I mistakenly thought that the Mulga had featured as bird of the week after the visit to Bowra last November. Not that there's anything wrong with Ringnecks, but the Mulga is, I think, one of the most beautiful Australian parrots and they looked just breathtaking in the morning sunlight - almost worth getting out of bed on a cold morning before sunrise.
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They were the most numerous bird at the watering point and I couldn't resist taking hundreds of photos. Eventually, I culled these down to about 100, short-listed about 50 for the website and eventually selected 13 of these, see <Mulga Parrot>. The first photo is of a male glowing in the sunlight, while the second and third are a male and a female respectively, taking off from a branch to descend to the tank. For these descents, the birds jumped clear of the perch with their wings closed before opening them to parachute down to their destination.
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The difference in colour of the patches on the wrists of the wings between the sexes was striking - yellow and orange in the mails and red in the females. The birds normally go around in pairs, so it would be easy to imagine that the different colours alert the partner when its mate takes off.
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Mulga Parrots belong to the genus Psephotus, a special group of five beautiful species that occur only in Australia. These include the extinct Paradise Parrot of Southeast Queensland, the endangered <Golden-shouldered Parrot> of Cape York, northern Queensland, and the rare <Hooded Parrot> of the Top End of the Northern Territory. So whenever I see either of the remaining two species, the relatively common Mulga Parrot of southern Australia and the <Red-rumped> of south-eastern Australia, I like to remind myself that I am in distinguished company. They are all quite small parrots, with the Mulga at 25-31cm/10-12.2in in length being marginally larger than the others.

Meanwhile, back at the website, I've just finished re-organising the alphabetic indices. I've merged the European and Asian lists into an <Old World> one to bring them into line with the family thumbnails and added a new <Global Index>.

This one, links to all the highest level family thumbnails, the ones that have next and previous family links in them. If you book-marked either the Asian or European lists, you'll now get diverted to the Global and Old World lists respectively - it was necessary to re-use these links to simplify the change as I needed only to change to button names.

#316 Brush & Common Bronzewings 3 Jul 2009

I've just revised the <Dove and Pigeon galleries> on the website and it set me thinking how many gorgeous members of this family occur in Australia. Some, like the Fruit-doves, are spectacularly so, while others are more subtle. The subtler ones included the Bronzewings and their allies such as the Crested and Spinifex Pigeons, a group of several genera endemic to Australia and New Guinea.
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The Bronzewings get their name from iridescent feathers in their wing coverts. These are shown in display and at other times are not conspicuous unless the light is at the right angle, rather like the iridescent feathers of hummingbirds. The first photo shows a young male Brush Bronzewing which has two rows of iridescent feathers, one reddish and the other bluish green. The second photo shows a Common Bronzewing at sunset and it has several rows of bronze-green feathers and one dark blue row. This bird is a female; male Common Bronzewings have even brighter feathers (see <this one> which featured as bird of the week on 30 Oct 2006 for comparison).
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The Brush Bronzewing occurs in scrub and forest in coastal southern Australia from Fraser Island in Queensland to Dongara in Western Australia, including Tasmania. The Common Bronzewing is widespread throughout Australia except in the driest areas such as eastern Western Australia. The Common Bronzewing in particularly is wary and takes flight readily, so often the best way to observe it is at water holes. This one was photographed last Sunday while we were sitting quietly near a dam; at least 50 Common Bronzewings came in to drink and this one perched nervously on a post quite close to us before proceeding down to the water.

#317 Red-capped Robin 11 Jul 2009

This week I've chosen the Red-capped Robin. It is the most widespread of the five red-breasted Robins that occur in mainland Australia. It prefers drier habitats and is found across Australia west of the Great Dividing Range and south of the Tropic of Capricorn but does not occur in Tasmania.
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The red cap of the male is both distinctive and diagnostic (first photo) and even the brown female has a reddish cap (second photo) making her easier to identify than the other female Robins. With a length of 11-12cm/4.3-4.7in, it is the smallest of the Robins. Typically, it perches in low branches and flies down onto the ground to pick up insect prey.
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In the early days of European settlement of the colonies, any small bird with a red breast was likely to be called a Robin after the familiar <European Robin> so it isn't surprising to find that such birds are not necessarily closely related. The European Robin is a member of the Old World Flycatchers, The <American Robin> is a Thrush, while all the Australasian Robins belong to a separate family the <Australasian Robins> (Petroicidae).

On the website, I've recently reorganised the galleries for:


  	<Petrels & Shearwaters>

  	<Bee-eaters>

  	and added night-time photos of: <Australian Owlet-nightjar>, <Tawny Frogmouth> and - just for the record - <Stubble Quail>.



#318 African Penguin 16 Jul 2009

Well now, as they say, for something completely different here is the African Penguin. I was reviewing the contents of the website a few days ago, and noticed that there weren't any penguins. Not having yet succeeded in photographing the only resident Penguin resident in mainland Australia, the Little Penguin, I rectified this by digging out some photos of what used to be called Jackass Penguins that I took in South Africa in 2001.
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You're right if you think that the background in the first photo isn't snow, or even sand for that matter, and your suspicions will be confirmed by the second one - the photos were taken in the car park at Boulders Beach south of Cape Town. (The 'CA' of the car number plate refers to the old Cape Province.) The penguin colony is right beside the car park, and I found that the car park itself was the easiest place to photograph these very cooperative subjects.
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The name Jackass Penguin refers to the braying sound that these birds make but, as their South American relatives make similar noises and this species is the only one resident in Africa, the name African Penguin is now preferred. Being a cynic, I had thought that the name change was for reasons of political correctness. With a length of 63cm/25in, this is a smallish but not tiny penguin - much larger than the Little Penguin (40-45cm/16-18in).

It occurs right around southern Africa from Port Elizabeth in the east to northern Namibia in the west. The colony at Boulders Beach is a tourist attraction, and is something of a bad-news/good-news story. The bad news is that feline predators such as leopards have become less common in populated areas, but the good news is that this has allowed the Penguins to establish mainland colonies at a couple of sites near Cape Town. Two pairs first nested at Boulders Beach in 1982 and there are now over 3,000.

On the website, I recently revised the galleries for Storks, including the Jabiru or <Black-necked Stork> and Bustards, mainly the <Australian Bustard> though I've added a couple of ancient shots (originally on film!) of the rather similar <Kori Bustard> of Africa for comparison.

#319 White-browed Babbler 23 Jul 2009

If you had a bird popularity poll with Australian birders, I imagine that Babblers would do well. I hope so anyway, as it would show that pretty colours aren't everything and character still counts in an often superficial world!

I photographed these White-browed Babblers when staying with friends in Talbot in rural Victoria north-west of Melbourne. This species is found in dry woodland in the southern half of the continent, mainly west of the Great Divide and south of the Tropic of Capricorn. Although wren-like in shape, they are much larger, the White-browed is 18-22cm/7-8.5in in length and is the smallest of the four Australian species.
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Babblers are highly social, noisy and exuberant. The live in groups that vary in size from three to about a dozen and do everything together including roosting, breeding and, as in the second photo, bathing. They build a number of domed nest in their territory; apparently only one of these is used for nesting, so the others are thought to be used for roosting.

When disturbed by an observer, they chatter scoldingly, and move away, appearing to bounce rather than fly on their short wings. Their gregarious habits have earned them lots of common names such as Happy Family, Cackler, Go-aways, Twelve Apostles and Jumper, names applied rather indiscriminately to both this and the other widespread species, the Grey-crowned Babbler.
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The four Australian species and a fifth found in New Guinea comprise the <Australasian Babblers> (family Pomatostomidae). These used to be included with the superficially similar Old World Babblers in the family <Timaliidae>. It is now apparent that the two groups are not closely related.

I've also added new photos to these waders: <Common Greenshank>, <Red-necked Stint>, <Bar-tailed Godwit>, <Black-tailed Godwit>, <Sooty Oystercatcher>. At the moment, I'm doing the ducks and have added photos, taken in Ireland, of: <Mute Swan>, <Tufted Duck> and <Eurasian Wigeon>.

#320 Chowchilla 31 Jul 2009

This week's photo wouldn't win any photographic competitions, but the Chowchilla is an interesting bird and there's a story to go with the photo.

The Chowchilla is one of two Australian members of a rather obscure family, <Orthonychidae>, or Logrunners. The Chowchilla, which used to be called the Northern Logrunner, is a wet tropics endemic and is reasonably common in dense rainforest between Paluma, north of Townsville - where this photo of a male was taken - and Cooktown, north of Cairns. They're best known for their loud, ringing calls - 'chow, chowchilla, etc' - made by family groups at dawn and dusk to maintain their territories. It's one of the great sounds of the wet tropics rainforest.
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When they aren't loudly proclaiming their sovereignty, they use their very strong legs to rummage around in leaf litter looking for food. If you're lucky, you can hear them scratching around and you may seem them dart across the path in front of you. They are reasonably approachable, but usually stay well hidden in the tangled undergrowth of the rainforest which - in combination with the poor light - makes them very hard to photograph. The females, incidentally, are brighter than the males and have a rufous breast and white belly, though in the gloom of the rainforest, rufous is perhaps less conspicuous than white.

On this occasion, I was waiting - flash at the ready not long before sunset - in the hope that one or other of a small group of Chowchillas would cross the path, when I felt a faint wriggling sensation on my lip and then on my upper gum. 'Yuk, leech!!!' I thought and was then faced with the dilemma of whether I should remain still in the hope of getting some photos or try to get rid of the leech. Clearly, the photo opportunity won the tussle and I then had the problem of extracting the leech. It's hard enough to grab hold of one at the best of times, but quite impossible when its covered in saliva and out of sight. In the end, I had to make my way back to the car, half a kilometre away so I could use the mirror to find and get rid of it.

Anyway, back to the Ornthonychidae. The other Australian species is the (Southern) <Logrunner> which has a limited distribution in coastal forests in south-east Queensland and New South Wales as far south as the Illawarra - common in SE Queensland, much rarer in NSW. There is a third species in New Guinea, the New Guinea Logrunner, which looks like the Southern Logrunner. There are also a few other little known species in New Guinea - the Greater and Lesser Melampittas and the Blue-capped Ifrita - which may belong to this family too, but little is known about them.

I'm at last reasonably up-to-date in posting birds to the website, so I've now started adding photos of other wildlife, starting with Australian mammals. This doesn't mark any great change in emphasis, but I do photograph other wildlife when I stumble across them and I do get requests for photos of things other than birds. So far, I've added <Platypus and Echidna> and an <Antechinus> (marsupial mouse) and will soon add more marsupials. The new section is accessible via a new navigation button called <Other Wildlife> that replaces the old 'Contact Details', now combined with the <About Ian> section. Watch this space, as they say.

#321 Black Swan 5 Aug 2009

Here's a famous Australian icon, or perhaps I should say, Western Australian Icon - the Black Swan appears on the state coat of arms, reflecting Perth's original name as the Swan River Settlement.
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The first Western Australian stamp, in 1854, was a Penny Black, but featured a Black Swan and not Queen Victoria. I first became aware of it as junior stamp collector in Ireland when Australia issued a stamp celebrating the centenary of this stamp. Living in a land of white swans, I found the idea of a black swan bizarre.
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Anyway, I photographed this bird emerging festooned in sea grass in St Kilda in Melbourne. Black Swans are almost exclusively vegetarian, and feed by dabbling, grazing or, like this one, upending. When it first emerged, it made a languid effort to remove some of the sea grass, looking as if it was adjusting its boa, as in the first photo. It then seemed to decide it wasn't worth the effort and came out of the water still draped in green.
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Black Swans betray their evolutionary affinity with white ones, by having white flight feathers, though these are usually only visible - and then strikingly so - in flight (see <this photo>). In fact, the Black Swan is though to be very closely related to both the <Mute Swan> of Eurasia and the Black-necked Swan of South America - the only other one of the six or seven species of swan that isn't entirely white. With a length of up to 140cm/55in, a wingspan of up to 200cm/79in and a weight of up to 9kg/20lb, the Black Swan is rather small by Swan standards - the corresponding figures for the largest, the Mute Swan, are 160cm/64in, 240cm/95in, and 15kg/33lb.

The Black Swan is widespread and abundant throughout mainland Australia and Tasmania, except in the top end of the Northern Territory and Cape York. It is also common in New Zealand as an introduced species.

I've been adding marsupials to the Other Wildlife section on the website including: <Northern Brown Bandicoot>, <Koala>, <Brushtail Possum>, <Green Ringtail Possum> and <Musky Rat-Kangaroo>.

#322 Wedge-tailed Eagle 13 Aug 2009

The choice this week of Wedge-tailed Eagle was inspired by reading about the project to reintroduce <<Golden Eagles to Ireland>>. There is good news and bad news there, but more about that later.

Wedge-tailed Eagles (Aquila audax) and Golden Eagles (Aquila chrysaetos) are very closely related and considered by some to belong to a 'super-species'. The genus Aquila, the classical eagles, comprises 12 species and all have feathered legs, giving them a trousered appearance as in the first photo. The Wedge-tailed Eagle occurs commonly throughout mainland Australia and southern New Guinea as the nominate race (meaning it bears the same name as the species - audax) and in Tasmania as the endangered race fleayi where only 60-80 pairs remain.
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Eagles have long suffered persecution from landholders by shooting and poisoning because of their supposed predation on livestock, particularly lambs.

The Golden Eagle and the White-tailed Sea-eagle became extinct in Ireland early in the 20th century along with other raptors such as the <Red Kite>, while the <Common Buzzard> retained a tenuous toe-hold on Rathlin Island in Northern Ireland with about 20 pairs. One of the success stories of conservation in Ireland is that Buzzards have re-colonised most of Ireland since the use of Strychnine as a 'pest' bait - aimed at <foxes> and <Hooded Crows> - was banned in the Irish Republic in 1990.
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One of my regrets as a youngster in Ireland - even before I became a fanatical birdwatcher - was that the skies of the rugged west coast were empty of large raptors. I felt that a soaring eagle - like the Wedge-tailed in the second photo - was the only thing lacking from such dramatic and romantic landscapes.

I have a clear memory of climbing Slievemore ('big mountain') in Achill Island, Co Mayo, at the age of nine or ten and deliberately misidentifying a kestrel as an eagle and reporting it to my mother. Sensible mothers, like mine ('yes, dear'), know how to distinguish childish fantasies from deliberate lies. I've only just discovered that the name <Achill>, is though to derive an old Irish word 'eccuill' meaning, you've guessed it, eagle.

Back to the present. There was celebration in Ireland in 2007 when the reintroduction led first fledging of a Golden Eagle in the Irish Republic in over a century, at Glenveigh, a national park in Co. Donegal. The 2008 season produced, disappointingly no new recruits, but I read this morning that the same pair has just reared two young (with a bit of help from its friends).

Jubilation has been tempered by the poisoning of some of the reintroduced Golden Eagles in Donegal, White-tailed Sea-eagles in Killarney, Co. Kerry, and Red Kites in Co. Wicklow. Neither of the latter two species has bred yet, so it remains to be seen whether the sheep farmers of Ireland will continue to disappoint romantic kids, young and old, in the 21st century.

If you want to do something, you can add your signature to a petition* about these poisonings being organised by the Golden Eagle Trust. As of today, there were nearly 7,000 signatures from 59 countries with Australia coming 9th with 85 signatures.

*The link to this petition no longer exists.

#323 White-throated Gerygone 23 Aug 2009

My apologies for a late posting this week - I've been trying to clear the decks in preparation for a trip to the Northern Territory in a few days. I hope this trip will fill a few gaps in Northern birds that I can share with you in the coming weeks.

Here's a bird at the other end of the size scale from the Wedge-tailed Eagle of last week: the White-throated Gerygone. With a length of 10-11.5cm/4-4.5in, it's not much bigger than Australia's smallest bird, the Weebill (8-9cm). Size isn't everything, however - unless you're an eagle - and the White-throated Gerygone has perhaps the most beautiful song of any Australian songbird.

The field guides wax lyrical - let me quote Michael Morcombe: 'Loud, clear, carrying. Usually begins with several loud, piercing, high notes immediately followed by pure, high, clearly whistled, violin-like notes that descend in an undulating, silvery, sweet cascade, at times lifting briefly, only to resume the downward, tumbling momentum. Abruptly returns to the initial louder, sharper notes to repeat the whole sequence, often with slight variations.'
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This species is widespread in eastern and northern Australia from Adelaide in South Australia to the western Kimberley in Western Australia. In addition to its distinctive song, it can be identified by its white, throat, yellow breast, red eye and white spots on the tips of the tail feathers.

There are eight species of Gerygone in mainland Australia and another twelve or so in the rest of Oceania (New Zealand to New Guinea). They used to be called Warblers, but are usually called Gerygones now (the name of the genus) to avoid confusion with the unrelated <Old World Warblers> and the <Wood Warblers> of the New World - the Gerygones belong to the family <Acanthizidae>, along with other small birds including Thornbills, Scrubwrens, Heathwrens and Whitefaces.

All the Gerygones are accomplished vocalists, and the word derives from the Greek - gerugonos - meaning something like 'born of sound'. There has been much debate on how to pronounce Gerygone, but Sean Dooley had the final word in his book Anoraks to Zitting Cisticolas: 'Not Jerry gone (or Gerry with a hard G), but more like Ja-rig-eny, rhyming with aborigine.' It's ironic that such beautiful singers should be be lumbered with such an ugly name.

My thanks to those who supported the petition to stop the poisoning of Golden Eagles in Ireland. Members of the list from at least Australia, Italy, Ireland and the USA added their names and Australia moved from 9th (85 signatures) to 8th (116 signatures) in the list of countries.

#324 Green-backed Gerygone 3 Sep 2009

I've just spent five days - with a two night stop at Mataranka - driving the 2,500km from Townsville to Darwin for the photography trip I mentioned last week. I usually prepare a trip wish-list of target species: this one has 35 on it, consisting of nine that I haven't seen before (the "tick" list), nine that I have seen but haven't photographed (the "click" list) and the remainder are candidates for better photos.

Last week's bird was the widespread songster the White-throated Gerygone, so maybe it's appropriate that the first target achieved - one of the nine potential clicks - was the Green-backed Gerygone. The photo shows its diagnostic features: grey head, greenish-grey back and red eye. It may look rather nondescript but the greenish back is quite noticeable and it has a distinctive song. It feeds in typical gerygone style, foraging in the middle canopy of trees and hovering around foliage. There was a typo in last week's email: gerugonos, not gerugogos, means something like "born of sound" in Greek but you were all too polite to point it out.
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In Australia, it has a restricted distribution, occurring only in the Top End of the Northern Territory and the adjacent Kimberley region of north-west Western Australia. It is, however, quite common and we had no trouble finding it at Buffalo Creek near Darwin, where I'd seen it on a previous trip in 2002. It also occurs in New Guinea. Buffalo Creek is famous among birders as a stake-out for the elusive <Chestnut Rail>, which proved typically elusive this time even though several were to be heard in the mangroves.

We leave Darwin for Kakadu tomorrow and will probably spend a week there. So, I plan send you a catch-up bird of the week before we leave, as we'll be camping most of the time and may not have internet access.

#325 Red-collared Lorikeet 4 Sep 2009

Here's the catch-up bird of the week as promised yesterday.

If you looked at the photos and said "that's just a Rainbow Lorikeet!", you'd be right, sort of, and if you said "that's like a Rainbow Lorikeet but different" you'd be right exactly. This is the Northern race (rubritorquis) of the Rainbow Lorikeet and is sufficiently distinct to have once been considered a separate species, the Red-collared Lorikeet. The differences include the orange, rather than yellowish-green nape and the orange, rather than red, breast and black, rather than purple, belly.
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It's range is similar to that of the previous bird of the week, the Green-backed Gerygone - including both the Kimberley district of NW Western Australia and the Top End of the Northern Territory - but it extends farther east around the Gulf of Carpentaria as far as Western Cape York Peninsula in Queensland.
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Like the eastern race, this is a noisy, gregarious and common bird and very easy to take for granted. It took an English birder (thank you, Nigel!) to point out how amazingly beautiful and colourful the Rainbow Lorikeets are, a comment that stopped me in my tracks and made me regard them in a new light.

I took these photos during my stopover in Mataranka. This place is famous for its thermal springs which feed the Roper and Little Roper Rivers with permanent water. The water emerges at a temperature of 34ºC/93ºF which would be wonderful in a cold climate, but is far from refreshing when the air temperature is 37º as it was when I was there. For my second swim, I chose to swim with the (shy) Freshwater Crocodiles farther down the Roper River where the water was cooler.

The permanent water makes Mataranka an oasis in a dry landscape with great stands of Fan Palms and Pandanus. The similarity to Lawn Hill and Adel's Grove in Northwestern Queensland is more than just a coincidence, as Lawn Hill Creek is fed by the same giant, subterranean, geological structure as Mataranka, perhaps 600-700km away. The only thing missing at Mataranka is the <Purple-crowned Fairywren>.

Anyway, time to pack up and leave Darwin for Kakadu. I hope that I'll have something more special than a mere subspecies* for you next week!

*The Red-collared Lorikeet has since regained its status as a full species.

#326 Chestnut-quilled Rock-pigeon 16 Sep 2009

This is really the bird of last week as this is the first opportunity I've had for internet access for 12 days. We are in Kununurra now in far north-eastern Western Australia, having arrived here yesterday from the Northern Territory. We spent most of the time in the Kakadu area, followed by a couple of days in Pine Creek between Darwin and Katherine.

The Chestnut-quilled Rock-pigeon was on my primary target list - birds that I hadn't seen before - so I was pleased to find this single bird at Bardedjildidji, a sandstone escarpment in eastern Kakadu near Ubirr on the border with Arnhem Land. It obligingly flew past us before landing in this small cave not too far away and not too inaccessible. You can see the chestnut on the partially open wing.
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There are two species of Rock-pigeon - this one and the closely related <White-quilled Rock-pigeon>. Both have limited distributions in northern Australia, the Chestnut-quilled in the Kakadu area and the White-quilled farther west in the Top end of the Northern Territory and across the border into Western Australia. Both are found in very rugged sandstone country where they take refuge in crevices and caves.

The White-quilled is one of the reasons for coming as far as Kununurra and we are going to look for this species later this afternoon when it cools down a bit. It has been very hot for almost our entire stay, reaching 37-38ºC almost every day. So, birding has been hard work a lot of the time.

I'll send another catch-up bird of the week in a day or two while I have the opportunity here in Kununurra.

#327 Banded Fruit-dove 18 Sep 2009

We did, in fact, find and photograph the White-quilled Rock-pigeon on Wednesday, but rather than send another Rock-pigeon as Bird of the Week, here is another, perhaps more photogenic, member of the pigeon family, the Banded Fruit-dove. This was on my secondary target list (seen previously but not photographed) but high-priority none-the-less as it's a splendid bird, uncommon and with a very restricted range in Australia, though it also occurs in Indonesia.

[image: Image]

In Australia it occurs only in relict rain-forest patches in gullies of the sandstone escarpments of Arnhem Land and Kakadu. It's usually shy and, like other fruit-doves, easier to hear than see as it usually keeps to to the foliage of fruiting trees. This bird, however, was gorging itself on the fruit of a tree with sparse foliage and didn't seem to take much notice of us. It gets its name from the black band across the breast. The white head and breast makes it look rather like the Pied Imperial-pigeon but is actually a member of the Ptilinopus genus that includes some of Australia's most spectacular Fruit-doves, the Wompoo, Rose-crowned and Superb, all at <http://www.birdway.com.au/columbidae/index_aus.htm>.

We are still in Kununurra in Western Australia but start the return journey eastwards tomorrow. The hot weather hasn't relented: it reached 41ºC yesterday, and it is easy to see why the local tourist season is almost finished - only mad dogs and birders etc.

#328 Hooded Parrot 24 Sep 2009

I'm on a very shaky internet connection in Katherine, NT, so there is no guarantee that this will get through!

After Kakadu, we stayed at Pine Creek NT for a couple of days before heading off to Kununurra WA. Pine Creek's main claim to fame is that it is the best place in the world to see Hooded Parrots.
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The Hooded Parrot is one of three species of Psephotus that nest, or nested, in burrows in termite mounds. Of these, the Paradise Parrot is, alas, extinct, the Golden-shouldered of Cape York is, sadly, endangered, and only the Hooded Parrot of the Top End of the Northern Territory is tolerably secure. That said, its range is limited - South Alligator River in the east to Pine Creek in the west and Mataranka in the south - and is more restricted than formerly.
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Pine Creek has, or at least uses, lots of water in a dry landscape and has many sprinklers and a Water Garden. Various birds take advantage of this, including the Hooded Parrot and the proprietor of the Lazy Lizard caravan park told us which sprinkler to turn on at sunrise to attract the parrots. This worked both mornings, and the birds came in to drink at pools forming on the nearby road (the male in photo 1), to drink and bathe in the wet grass (the male in photo 2) or from the sprinkler itself after it had been turned off (the female in photo 3). We saw 15-20 birds each morning, and the proprietor told us that the birds are more numerous than formerly.
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I plan to head back towards Townsville tomorrow. It has been a successful trip: my companion and I are still talking, and I've photographed about half of the 35 species on my target list. So, I'll have some more interesting birds to share with you in the coming weeks.

#329 Gouldian Finch 2 Oct 2009

I'm now back home in North Queensland, so it's perhaps appropriate to select as bird of the week one photographed at the farthest point reached during the trip: Wyndham on the Cambridge Gulf in NE Western Australia. I wanted to go to Wyndham, 100km from Kununurra, only because it is on the coast and the journey didn't seem complete without reaching it. When there, we discovered from the locals that 600 Gouldian Finches were coming in at sunrise to drink at sprinklers in the town.
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600 of any endangered species is an awful lot and too good to miss, so a couple of days later I got up at 3:45am and drove the 100km to get there just before sunrise. The usual spot for the finches was very quiet - the Gouldian Finch Recovery Team had been banding them there on previous mornings and had probably put them off it - but I found them at another watering hole nearby. It was possible to drive right up to it, so I stayed in the car and photographed them out of the car window to disturb them less.

Naturally, I was too busy to count, but 600 was probably a fair estimate and at one point I had two flocks totally maybe 200 birds in attendance. Most of the birds were juveniles, so they would appear to have had a good breeding season. This was also the case at another water hole near Mary River in Kakadu where we saw maybe 50 of them.
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Gouldians come in three forms, depending on the colour of the facial mask. The first photo shows a Red-headed (with, out of focus, a Black-headed in the background and a juvenile in the foreground). The second shows a Black-headed about to drink, beside two juveniles. The third shows two Red-headed birds drinking with juveniles in various degrees of acquiring the adult plumage. The Black-headed is the commonest form (about 75%), then the Red-headed (about 24%) with 1% or less Golden-faced. The females are like the males but less strongly coloured.
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I've started adding photos from the trip to the website. So far I've added:


  	<White-quilled Rock-pigeon>

  	<Chestnut-quilled Rock-pigeon>

  	<Banded Fruit-dove>

  	<Ground Cuckooshrike>

  	<Green-backed Gerygone>



I'm making a brief visit to Sydney next week to give a talk, with lots of photos, on my 2008 trip to Alaska to <<Birding NSW>> on Tuesday 6th Oct 2009. The meeting is open to anyone who would like to attend and is in the Mitchell Theatre, Level 1, Sydney Mechanical School of Arts, 280 Pitt Street, Sydney (between Park and Bathurst). It starts at 7:00 pm and my presentation is being preceded by a book launch by author Peter Roberts.

#330 Yellow-rumped Munia/Mannikin 7 Oct 2009

Although last week's bird, the Gouldian Finch, was a welcome encounter in Wyndham my main target in the Kununurra district of NE Western Australia was another finch, the Yellow-rumped Munia or Mannikin (members of the genus Lonchura are usually called Mannikins in Australia and Munias overseas).
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This species has a very restricted distribution, occurring only in the eastern Kimberley and in north-western Northern Territory. It is supposed to be quite abundant in the Ord River irrigation area near Kununurra. We searched quite diligently in many of its favourite locations without finding any and it wasn't until, on the return journey, I saw this single bird in the company of Chestnut-breasted Munias/Mannikins at a water hole in the Keep River district on the Northern Territory side of the border.
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Compared with the almost meretricious plumage of the Gouldians and the exuberance of the bathing Chestnut-breasteds, 'restrained elegance' comes to mind in both the appearance and behaviour of the Yellow-rumped: tasteful but subtle colours and decidedly demure beside its frolicking companions. Even when drinking, as in the second photo, it sipped delicately from a high perch as if not wanting to spoil its costume. The Yellow-rumped is closely related to the more widespread Chestnut-breasted and, in addition to consorting together, they sometimes interbreed.

I'm in Sydney briefly for last night's presentation to Birding NSW. It was an enjoyable evening with a delightful group of people but I am returning home prematurely this afternoon. There were several bushfires burning near my house in unseasonably hot and dry weather and I don't feel comfortable being away longer than necessary.

I've posted a dozen photos of the <Gouldian Finches> at Wyndham to the website to join several that I took at <<Mornington Station>> in the Kimberley five years ago.

#331 White-breasted Whistler 14 Oct 2009

As I was driving south from Katherine, NT, on the first day of my return journey home and faced with the prospect of repeating in reverse the long drive through Mount Isa, Adventure whispered seductively in my ear 'why not go home via the Gulf of Carpentaria and look for White-breasted Whistlers?'. So, I turned left at Daly Waters and drove to Karumba via Borroloola, NT (first night) and Burketown, Qld (second night). That drive involved about 700km of gravel road and half a dozen river fords, but I was rewarded on day two by great views (no photos though) of a Grey Falcon on the Northern Territory side of the border with Queensland
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I found a female and young White-breasted Whistler - and insufferable numbers of little biting sandflies - in the mangroves at Karumba Point, but no males so I decided to do the sensible thing and go out with <<Ferryman River Cruises>> on the Norman River. Not only did Alison and Glen know their birds and where to find them but are also enthusiastic members of the bird of the week list. So, the three of us had a great morning on the river and they found me the White-breasted Whistlers and other good things like Red-headed Honeyeaters. They also have some friendly Black-necked Storks (Jabirus) and various raptors only too ready to put on a good display in return for garfish. So, if you're ever in Karumba, you know what to do.
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White-breasted Whistlers, particularly the females, look like <Rufous Whistlers> but are much more robust with large, (invariably muddy) hooked bills adapted for feeding in mangroves on invertebrates such as small crabs. The males, first photo, are more distinctive with a completely black head, a rufous collar and a white breast. The large, hooked bill is much more like that of the related Shrike-thrushes and the specific name lanoides refers directly to Lanius, the generic name for (true) <Shrikes>.

The second photo is a young male in the middle of acquiring adult male plumage but still has the streaky buff breast of young birds and females. The third photo shows a female peering coyly through the mangroves. Rufous Whistlers were also present at Karumba Point and the first bird that I got prematurely excited about and photographed turned out to be just that. White-breasted Whistlers occur in mangroves in north-western and northern Australia from Carnarvon in the west to western Cape York in the east.
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Recent additions to the website include:


  	<Immature Mangrove Golden Whistler>



And additional photos of:


  	<Grey Whistler>

  	<Orange-footed Scrubfowl>

  	<Hooded Parrot>

  	<Red-collared (Rainbow) Lorikeet>

  	<Barking Owl>



The bushfires in Bluewater are now all under control thanks to the efforts of the fire service and the SES and my house still stands! My thanks to those of you who expressed their concern. I was glad, though, that I cut short my trip to Sydney as the situation was still threatening when I returned.

#332 Spotted Harrier 23 Oct 2009

A striking raptor that is encountered regularly in small numbers when travelling through the drier parts of Australia is the Spotted Harrier, and we came across several on the trip to Northern Australia. Harriers hunt by patrolling low over open ground flying buoyantly or gliding with upswept wings, relying on stealth to capture terrestrial prey, such a birds, small mammals and reptiles.
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Like Grass Owls, they have very long legs for seizing prey in grasslands and they often fly with their legs dangling as in the first two photos. This bird has the characteristic, pale-spotted chestnut underparts of the adult plumage but the upperparts are brownish rather than grey and appears sub-adult. The other bird, taken from below, is an adult and has a grey neck and the chestnut facial disc that gives it a slightly owlish appearance.
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The Spotted Harrier has a wide distribution in mainland Australia, but occurs in Tasmania only as a vagrant. In wetter areas such as wetlands, it is replaced by the Swamp Harrier. There are 13 species of Harrier worldwide. All of these nest on the ground, with the exception of the Spotted Harrier which nests in small trees.
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Recent additions to the website include


  	a distant shot of a <Sandstone Shrike-thrush>



and new photos of


  	<Golden Bowerbird>

  	<Wedge-tailed Eagle>

  	<Rainbow Bee-eater>

  	<(Far) Eastern Curlew>.



#333 Radjah Shelduck 28 Oct 2009

The Radjah Shelduck is a rather handsome duck of coastal tropical Australia. From a distance, the plumage looks black and white, but the dark plumage is actually chestnut. It is often seen feeding by dabbling in shallow water, as in the first photo, working its way around the margins of lagoons and wetlands.
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Such areas can get very muddy towards the end of the dry season and the white plumage of the birds becomes stained, as in the bird coming in to land in the second photo. In flight the green speculum on the upper surface of the wings is conspicuous as shown in the third photo.
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The range of the Radjah Shelduck currently extends from Broome in the west to Rockhampton in the east, though it is scarce to rare outside the Northern Territory. It also found in New Guinea and eastern Indonesia. It used to occur as far south as north-eastern New South Wales. It occurs on both fresh and saltwater, and is usually seen in pairs or small flocks. When resting, it often perches in paperbark trees over water and it nests in tree hollows.
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I'm progressively adding photos from the northern trip to the website. Recent additions include:


  	<Brahminy Kite>

  	<Azure Kingfisher>

  	<Crimson Finch>

  	<Rufous-banded Honeyeater>

  	and Silver-crowned, Helmeted and Little Friarbirds: <http://www.birdway.com.au/meliphagidae/index_aus.htm>



#334 Sulphur-crested Cockatoo 6 Nov 2009

This one should perhaps be called Book of the Week, as my choice of species is to mark the release by Dorling Kindersley Australia of 'BIRD Australia' and I'm celebrating because they used more than 200 of my photos. Dorling Kindersley is part of Penguin Group and specialises in richly illustrated reference works. If you were on this list two years ago <20 November 2007>, you would have received a Gibberbird photo and news of the publication of the original UK edition 'BIRD The Definitive Visual Guide', which included more than 100 of my photos.

The first photo of the Sulphur-crested Cockatoo, in light of the setting sun, appears as a double page spread in 'BIRD Australia'. I'm biased, of course, and think it is a splendid book, so I'll quote the objective Graeme Hamilton, CEO of Birds Australia (the organisation not the book), who says in the foreword: "BIRD Australia superbly illustrates the astonishing diversity of Australian birds . . .". Christmas is coming so check it out: <<http://www.penguin.com.au//products/9781740336994/bird-australia>>.
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The first photo was taken in December 2005 from an apartment in Potts Point. The apartment belongs to friends of mine and I regularly stay there when visiting Sydney. Sulphur-crested Cockatoos are visitors there too and sometimes come up from the Domain to perch on the balcony.
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When I took that photo, I later regretted not using a smaller aperture to improve the depth of field and make the background icons sharper. It's one of the rules of bird photography that you (almost) never get the same opportunity twice. Rules are made to be broken, and the Cockatoos reappeared when I was visiting Sydney in March of this year. This time it was a wet and windy day, and the ruffled feathers and crest of the Cockatoo in the second photo seemed to me to be mimicking the sails on the Opera House.

Recent additions to the website include more photos from the northern trip:


  	<Black-tailed Treecreeper>

  	<Pied Heron>

  	<Blue-faced Honeyeater>

  	<Red-headed Honeyeater>

  	<Bar-breasted Honeyeater>

  	<Crested Pigeon>

  	<Eastern Osprey>.



#335 White-throated Needletail 16 Nov 2009

The White-throated Needletail is a large swift, length 20cm/8in, that visits eastern Australia in the southern summer. It's main claim to fame is that, in level flight, it is one of the fastest, perhaps the fastest, bird in the world with a claimed top speed of 170km/105miles per hour. The <Peregrine Falcon> can supposedly reach 300km/200miles per hour in a dive, but that's a different event in the avian Olympics.

[image: Image]

Swifts are the most aerial of birds and feed, drink and maybe even sleep on the wing. It used to be though that White-throated Needletails never landed in Australia, but recent studies with radio-tracking show that they can roost in trees, though it is uncertain how usual this is. They follow weather systems and are often associated with stormy weather. The ones in the photographs appeared near my house last week during showery weather and the birds appeared to be feeding over trees.

[image: Image]

The <White-throated Needletail> has a barrel-shaped body and a blunt tail, distinguishing it from the slimmer <Fork-tailed Swift> which also migrates to Australia. The name 'needletail' refers to short spiny ends to the tail feathers, just visible if you look carefully at the first photo.

Fast fliers are naturally a challenge to photograph. I practice keeping both eyes open so that I can track the bird until it becomes visible in the viewfinder. Camera settings that help are fast shutter speeds - 1/3000 and 1/5000 sec in these photos - obtainable by using maximum aperture with manual settings and aperture priority and/or high ISO film speed. Some telephoto lenses permit distant settings (eg > 5.6m) to aid automatic focussing and I use a single focussing point in the centre of the field of view.

Recent additions to the website include photos of <Black-necked Stork/Jabiru> and the elusive <Black Falcon>.

#336 Rufous-banded Honeyeater 22 Nov 2009

Here's a small tropical Honeyeater that we encountered frequently in the Top End of the Northern Territory in September: the Rufous-banded. It's appeal is subtle rather than spectacular, but I think it looks rather smart with its grey head, white-throat, rufous breast band and brown and yellow wings and tail.

[image: Image]

It has a restricted range, being confined to the Top End of the Northern Territory and the northern half of Cape York in Queensland. It is rather similar to its close relative the <Rufous-throated Honeyeater>, which, in addition to the different throat colour of adult, lacks the rufous band and has a brownish head.

The difference in head colour is diagnostic, as juveniles of the Rufous-banded and Rufous-throated lack the rufous band and throat respectively. Rufous would seem to be important in signalling sexual maturity, though the sexes are identical. The ranges of the two species overlap, with the Rufous-throated extending farther south in the tropics to include the Kimberley in Western Australia, the centre of the Northern Territory and Northern Queensland as far south as Townsville.

[image: Image]

I'm in Mission Beach for the <<annual Pied Imperial-pigeon count>> and the Birds Australia North Queensland (now <<BirdLife Northern Queensland>>) christmas get-together en route to Cape York to help in a survey in Mungkan Kandju national park between Coen and Arthur River. The survey will take several days and I plan to stay on for a few extra days to chase a few Cape York specialties.

#337 Spotted Whistling-duck 3 Dec 2009

Another late bird of the week, I regret, as I've just returned from a ten day trip to Cape York, not famous for its internet facilities, or any facilities for that matter. I'm home now and will play catch-up with another bird of (this) week over the next few days.

Australia is rather isolated geographically, so colonisation by a new species of bird is an unusual event. Such an event is most likely to occur on Cape York Peninsula, which is within island-hopping distance of New Guinea. The <Spotted Whistling-duck>, a common bird in New Guinea, was first recorded at Weipa on the western side of the peninsula in 14 years ago. It now occurs also in the Lockhart River district on the eastern side at about the same latitude as Weipa and this is where we came across a party of four last Monday. It will be interesting to see if it gets more widely established in Northern Australia.

[image: Image]

Unlike the other two Australian Whistling-ducks (<Plumed> and <Wandering>), the Spotted lacks side plumes and is easily recognisable by conspicuous white spots with black borders on the flanks. Globally, there are eight species of Whistling-ducks, all belonging to the genus Dendrocygna, with tropical and sub-tropical ranges in Australia, Asia, Africa and the Americas. The Plumed is endemic to Australia, while the Wandering also occurs in New Guinea, Indonesia, Borneo and the Philippines.

#338 Black-winged Monarch 7 Dec 2009

If you live on the east coast of Australia, you may be familiar with the very similar Black-faced Monarch. The Black-winged Monarch, distinguishable by paler grey upper parts and contrasting black wings, is, however, a Cape York specialty migrating from New Guinea in the southern summer to breed along the north-east coast of the Peninsula south to about the McIlwraith Ranges north of Coen.

[image: Image]

It's not a well-known species, and until fairly recently hadn't been photographed. That, I'm sure, has all changed now with a steady stream of digitally armed birders making the pilgrimage to Lockhart River, where these photos were taken, and the nearby Iron Range National Park. Anyway, I was glad of the opportunity last week to improve on the two mediocre shots on the Birdway website taken on my first visit there almost six years ago.

[image: Image]

#339 Golden-shouldered Parrot 9 Dec 2009

The <Hooded Parrot> featured as bird of the week on 24 September following our encounter with some at Pine Creek in the Northern Territory. This week we have its rarer, and just as beautiful, close relative the <Golden-shouldered Parrot> of Cape York Peninsula, which we saw last week on our way back from Iron Range. We were shown them coming in to drink at a dam at sunrise by Sue Shephard of Artemis Station south of Musgrave.

[image: Image]

The two species look very similar. Male Golden-shouldered Parrots have narrower black caps, not extending past the eye, a yellowish forehead and, despite their name, a smaller golden patch on the wing. These shoulder patches are very obvious in flight, as in the bird top right in the first photo, and presumably act, along with the turquoise rump, as signals to other members of the species. At about 26cm/10in in length, these are both quite small parrots. Like the extinct, closely related, Paradise Parrot of south-eastern Queensland, all three species nest, or nested, in terrestrial termite mounds.

[image: Image]

The Golden-shouldered Parrot used to be quite widespread on Cape York Peninsula. It is now found only in two areas: in the Morehead River catchment south of Musgrave (where we saw them) and in Staaten River National Park farther to the south-west. Population estimates range up to 1,000 pairs and the species, classified as endangered, is now the subject of a <<national recovery plan>>.

The good news is that in the last decade the contraction of the range appears to have stopped and the population stabilised, owing to active conservation measures being taken by the holders of grazing properties in the Morehead River catchment, notably Tom and Sue Shephard of Artemis Station. Staaten River National Park is inaccessible by road, so monitoring and conservation there pose particular challenges.

#340 Frill-necked Monarch 16 Dec 2009

On our recent trip to Cape York Peninsula, we came across several <Frill(-neck)ed Monarchs> in the Lockhart River - Iron Range district. This is quite similar to the Pied Monarch of the wet tropics of north-eastern Queensland, but lacks the black breast band and has a more extensive frill and broader blue eye-rings. I've qualified the name as the original Frilled Monarch of northern Cape York Peninsula, Torres Strait and Papua New Guinea (Arses telescopthalmus) has recently been split into the Frilled Monarch of Torres Strait and New Guinea and the new Frill-necked Monarch (Arses lorealis) of northern Cape York Peninsula.

[image: Image]

The bird in the first photo is a male, distinguishable by having black lores and a black bib, or maybe goatee would be more appropriate. It's doing something with either the white honeydew on the flower stalk or the insects (aphids or scale insects) responsible for the honeydew. More about the 'something' in a moment.

[image: Image]

Earlier the same day, another Frill-necked Monarch carrying nesting material revealed the location of her nest, hanging, hammock- or swing-like, from a long vine over a creek, a typical location thought to discourage predation by animals such as arboreal snakes. This bird stayed in the nest for a few minutes, left and then, I thought, returned. It was only later, when examining the photos that it I realised that the second bird was her mate. If you look carefully, you can see the white chin (and maybe the pale lores) of the female in the second photo and the black goatee and lores of the male in the third photo.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

The fourth photo was intended to show how precariously the nest was built at the end of at least three metres of vine, and, again, it was only later that I noticed that one branch of the vine was broken (in the centre of the photo). It's still attached above the nest to the other strand of the vine and I wondered whether this attachment was serendipitous or had been done as a repair by the birds. Monarchs are supposed to use cobwebs to glue their nests together. I then wondered whether the bird in the first photograph was feeding on the aphids/scale insects, feeding on the honeydew (as some birds do such as the New Zealand Honeyeater the <Tui>) or collecting the honeydew as glue - it's very sticky - for nest construction.




Back at the website, I've added photos of:


  	the Cape York race of the <Masked Finch>

  	the northern race of the <Black-throated Finch>

  	<Wandering Whistling-duck>

  	<White-bellied Sea-eagle> being fed on garfish by the <<Ferryman at Karumba>>

  	<Golden-shouldered Parrot>

  	<White-faced Robin>

  	<Yellow-legged Flycatcher/Flyrobin> 



So it's no wonder I'm late with my Christmas cards yet again!

I wish you all a safe and happy Christmas and best wishes for the New Year,

Ian

#341 Masked Finch 27 Dec 2009

Here is yet another beautiful finch from northern Australia, the <Masked Finch>, which we encountered on the recent trip to Cape York Peninsula. There are two races. This one, the 'White-eared Finch' (Poephila personata leucotis) occurs only on Cape York, while the nominate brown cheeked race (personata) occurs from north-western Queensland through the top end of the Northern Territory to the Kimberley district of northern Western Australia.

Both races are distinguishable from the closely related <Black-throated> and <Long-tailed Finches> (P. cincta and P. acuticauda respectively) by having large yellow bills, brown, rather than grey, crowns and only a small area of black on the chin.

[image: Image]

We encountered these individuals at the fruit quarantine station near Coen in central Cape York Peninsula. The station provides a bird bath in the small park where we finished off some fruit and the bath was popular with both Masked Finches and the northern (black-rumped) race of the <Black-throated Finch>.

[image: Image]

Masked Finches feed, like their relatives, mainly on grass seeds. So they feed generally on the ground, but will retreat into bushes and trees when disturbed. The easiest way to find them is usually at waterholes in the dry season where they come in, often in large numbers, to drink and bathe. Masked Finches build globular nests in bushes and trees and will sometimes use the old burrows of kingfishers in termite mounds.
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A

Abbott's Booby

Accentor, Alpine

African Penguin

Albatross, Shy

Albatross, Wandering

Alpine Accentor

Alpine Swift

American Avocet

Andean Cock-of-the-rock

Antpitta, Moustached

Antshrike, Barred

Araçari, Many-banded

Argus, Great

Asian Dollarbird 2002, 2004, 2008

Auklet, Crested

Australasian Figbird

Australian Brush-turkey

Australian Hobby 2007, 2009

Australian Koel

Australian Owlet-nIghtjar 2003, 2008

Australian Pelican

Australian Pratincole

Australian Ringneck

Australian Shelduck

Australian Spotted Crake

Avocet, American

Avocet, Pied

Avocet, Red-necked

Azure Kingfisher

Azure-winged Magpie
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B

Babbler, Grey-crowned

Babbler, White-browed

Banded Fruit-dove

Bank Myna

Bar-shouldered Dove

Barbet, Fire-tufted

Barking Owl

Barn Owl 2006-1 2006-2

Barred Antshrike

Barred Cuckooshrike

Baza, Pacific

Beach Stone-curlew/Thick-knee

Beautiful Firetail

Bee-eater, Rainbow 2004, 2005

Bellbird, Crested

Black Butcherbird

Black Kite

Black Skimmer

Black Swan

Black-chinned Honeyeater

Black-cockatoo, Glossy

Black-cockatoo, Long-billed

Black-cockatoo, Red-tailed 2003-1, 2003-2

Black-crowned Night-heron

Black-naped Tern

Black-necked Stork

Black-shouldered Kite

Black-tailed Godwit

Black-tailed Gull

Black-throated Finch

Black-winged Monarch

Blue-crowned Motmot

Blue-faced Honeyeater

Blue-faced Parrot-finch

Blue-footed Booby

Blue-winged Kookaburra 2004, 2008

Blue-winged Mountain-tanager

Boatbill, Yellow-breasted

Booby, Abbott's

Booby, Blue-footed

Booby, Red-footed

Bosunbird, Golden

Bourke's Parrot

Bowerbird, Great

Bowerbird, Satin 2006, 2007

Brahminy Kite

Brolga

Bronze-cuckoo, Horsfield's

Bronzewing, Common 2006, 2009

Bronzewing, Flock

Bronzewing, Brush

Brown Cuckoo-dove

Brown Falcon 2003, 2005

Brown Goshawk

Brown Hawk-owl

Brown Quail

Brown Treecreeper

Brush Bronzewing

Brush-turkey, Australian

Buff-banded Rail

Buff-sided Robin

Buff-breasted Paradise-kingfisher 2002, 2008

Buffy Fish-owl

Bulbul, Himalayan

Bunting, Snow

Burrowing Owl

Bush Stone-curlew

Bush-hen, Pale-vented

Bushlark, Singing

Butcherbird, Black

Buttonquail, Painted

Buzzard, European Honey-
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C

California Quail

Carpentarian Grasswren

Caspian Tern

Cassowary, Southern

Catbird, Spotted 2005, 2006

Cedar Waxwing

Changeable Hawk-eagle

Channel-billed Cuckoo

Channel-billed Toucan

Chat, Yellow

Chestnut Rail

Chestnut-breasted Mannikin

Chestnut-breasted Quail-thrush

Chestnut-quilled Rock-pigeon

Chough, White-winged

Chowchilla

Christmas Island Frigatebird

Christmas Island Goshawk

Christmas Island Hawk-owl

Cisticola, Golden-headed

Cloncurry Ringneck

Cock-of-the-rock, Andean

Cockatoo, Glossy Black-

Cockatoo, Long-billed Black-

Cockatoo, Major Mitchell's

Cockatoo, Red-tailed Black- 2003-1, 2003-2

Cockatoo, Sulphur-crested 2004, 2006, 2009

Collared Sparrowhawk 2004, 2009

Common Bronzewing 2006, 2009

Common Eider

Common Flameback

Common Loon

Common Swift

Copper-rumped Hummingbird

Corella, Little

Corella, Long-billed

Cormorant, Pied

Cormorant, Red-faced

Cotton Pygmy-goose

Crake, Australian Spotted

Crake, White-browed

Crested Auklet

Crested Bellbird

Crested Shrike-tit

Crested Tern

Crimson Finch

Cuckoo, Channel-billed

Cuckoo, Fan-tailed

Cuckoo, Horsfield's Bronze-

Cuckoo, Oriental

Cuckoo, Pallid

Cuckoo-dove, Brown

Cuckooshrike, Barred

Curlew, Beach Stone-

Curlew, Bush Stone-

Curlew, Eastern
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Diamond Firetail

Dipper, White-throated

Diver, Great Northern

Dollarbird, Asian 2002, 2004, 2008

Dotterel, Inland

Double-barred Finch

Dove, Banded Fruit-

Dove, Bar-shouldered

Dove, Brown Cuckoo-

Dove, Peaceful

Dove, Rock

Dove, Rose-crowned Fruit-

Dove, Wompoo Fruit-

Duck, Pink-eared

Duck, Plumed Whistling-

Duck, Spotted Whistling-

Duck, Tufted

Dunlin
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Eagle, Changeable Hawk-

Eagle, Wedge-tailed

Eagle, White-bellied Sea- 2003, 2005

Eastern Curlew

Eastern Osprey

Eastern Reef Egret/Heron

Eclectus Parrot

Egret, Eastern Reef

Egret, Great

Egret, Intermediate

Egret, Snowy

Eider, Common

Elegant Tern

Emu

European Honey-buzzard

European Robin
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F

Fairywren, Lovely

Fairywren, Purple-crowned

Fairywren, Red-backed

Fairywren, Superb

Fairywren, Variegated

Fairywren, White-winged

Falcon, Brown 2003, 2005

Falcon, Peregrine

Fan-tailed Cuckoo

Fantail, Grey

Fantail, Northern

Fantail, Rufous

Fernwren

Figbird, Australasian

Finch, Blue-faced Parrot-

Finch, Black-throated

Finch, Crimson

Finch, Double-barred

Finch, Grey-crowned Rosy-

Finch, Gouldian 2004, 2009

Finch, Long-tailed

Finch, Masked

Finch, Painted

Finch, Star

Firetail, Beautiful

Firetail, Diamond

Fire-tufted Barbet

Fish-owl, Buffy

Flameback, Common

Flycatcher, Leaden

Flycatcher, Lemon-bellied 2002, 2004

Flycatcher, Shining 2004, 2005

Flock Bronzewing

Forest Kingfisher 2005, 2007

Fork-tailed Swift

Forster's Tern

Friarbird, Noisy

Frigatebird, Christmas Island

Frigatebird, Magnificent

Frill-necked Monarch

Frogmouth, Marbled

Frogmouth, Papuan

Frogmouth, Tawny

Fruit-dove, Banded

Fruit-dove, Rose-crowned

Fruit-dove, Wompoo
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G

Galah

Gerygone, Green-backed

Gerygone, White-throated

Gibberbird

Glossy Black-cockatoo

Glossy Ibis

Godwit, Black-tailed

Goldcrest

Golden Bosunbird

Golden Plover, Pacific

Golden Whistler

Golden-headed Cisticola

Golden-shouldered Parrot

Goshawk, Brown

Goshawk, Christmas Island

Goshawk, Red

Gouldian Finch 2004, 2009

Graceful Honeyeater

Grasswren, Carpentarian

Grasswren, Kalkadoon

Great Argus

Great Bowerbird

Great Crested Grebe

Great Egret

Great-billed Heron

Great Northern Diver

Grebe, Great Crested

Green Pygmy-goose

Green-backed Gerygone

Grey Fantail

Grey Heron

Great Northern Diver

Grey-crowned Babbler

Grey-crowned Rosy-finch

Grey-fronted Honeyeater

Grey-headed Robin

Grey-tailed Tattler

Guan, Trinidad Piping
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H

Harrier, Spotted 2004, 2009

Hawk-eagle, Changeable

Hawk-owl, Brown

Hawk-owl, Christmas Island

Heron Black-crowned Night-

Heron, Eastern Reef

Heron, Great-billed

Heron, Grey

Heron, Pied

Heron, Rufescent Tiger-

Heron, Rufous Night-

Heron, Striated 2002, 2004

Himalayan Bulbul

Hoatzin

Hobby, Australian 2007, 2009

Honey-buzzard, European

Honeyeater, Black-chinned

Honeyeater, Blue-faced

Honeyeater, Graceful

Honeyeater, Grey-fronted

Honeyeater, Macleay's

Honeyeater, Mangrove

Honeyeater, New Holland

Honeyeater, Rufous-banded

Honeyeater, Scarlet

Honeyeater, Varied

Honeyeater, White-cheeked

Honeyeater, White-gaped

Honeyeater, White-throated 2003-1, 2003-2

Honeyeater, Yellow

Honeyeater, Yellow-faced

Hooded Parrot 2002, 2009

Hornbill, Rhinoceros

Horned Puffin

Horsfield's Bronze-cuckoo

House Martin, Northern

Hummingbird, Copper-rumped
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Ibis, Glossy

Ibis, Scarlet

Imperial-pigeon, Pied 2002, 2007

Inland Dotterel

Intermediate Egret
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J

Jabiru

Jacamar, Rufous-tailed

Jacky Winter

Jay, Steller's

Jaeger, Pomarine
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K

Kalkadoon Grasswren

Kestrel, Nankeen

King Parrot

Kingfisher, Azure

Kingfisher, Buff-breasted Paradise- 2002, 2008

Kingfisher, Forest 2005, 2007

Kingfisher, Little

Kingfisher, Red-backed

Kingfisher, Sacred

Kingfisher, White-throated

Kingfisher, Yellow-billed

Kite, Black

Kite, Black-shouldered

Kite, Brahminy

Kite, Square-tailed

Kittiwake, Red-legged

Koel, Australian

Kookaburra, Blue-winged 2004, 2008
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L

Lapwing, Yellow-wattled

Large-tailed Nightjar 2004, 2007

Leaden Flycatcher

Lemon-bellied Flycatcher 2002, 2004

Lesser Crested Tern 2003, 2004

Little Corella

Little Kingfisher

Logrunner

Long-billed Black-cockatoo

Long-billed Corella

Long-tailed Finch

Loon, Common

Lorikeet, Rainbow

Lorikeet, Red-collared

Lorikeet, Scaly-breasted

Lorikeet, Varied 2006, 2008

Lovely Fairywren

Lyrebird, Superb
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M

Macleay's Honeyeater

Magnificent Frigatebird

Magpie, Azure-winged

Major Mitchell's Cockatoo

Mannikin, Chestnut-breasted

Mannikin, Yellow-rumped

Mangrove Honeyeater

Many-banded Araçari

Marbled Frogmouth

Martin, Northern House

Masked Finch

Masked Trogon 2005, 2008

Mesia, Silver-eared

Mistletoebird 2003, 2004

Monarch, Black-winged

Monarch, Frill-necked

Monarch, Pied

Monarch, Spectacled

Motmot, Blue-crowned

Mountain-tanager, Blue-winged

Moustached Antpitta

Mulga Parrot

Munia, Chestnut-breasted

Munia, Yellow-rumped

Mute Swan

Myna, Bank
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N

Nankeen Night-heron

Nankeen Kestrel

New Holland Honeyeater

Night-heron, Black-crowned

Night-heron, Nankeen

Night-heron, Rufous

Nightjar, Australian Owlet- 2003, 2008

Nightjar, Large-tailed 2004, 2007

Noisy Friarbird

Noisy Pitta

North American Osprey

Northern Fantail

Northern Pintail

Northern House Martin
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O

Orange-breasted Sunbird

Orange-footed Scrubfowl

Oriental Cuckoo

Origma

Osprey, Eastern

Osprey, North American

Owl, Barking

Owl, Barn 2006-1, 2006-2

Owl, Brown Hawk-

Owl, Buffy Fish-

Owl, Burrowing

Owl, Christmas Island Hawk-

Owl, Pacific Pygmy-

Owl, Rufous

Owl, Snowy 2008-1, 2008-2

Owlet, Spotted

Owlet-nightjar, Australian 2003, 2008

Oystercatcher, Pied
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P

Pacific Baza

Pacific Golden Plover

Pacific Pygmy-owl

Painted Buttonquail

Painted Finch

Pale-vented Bush-hen

Pale-yellow Robin

Pallid Cuckoo

Papuan Frogmouth

Paradise-kingfisher, Buff-breasted 2002, 2008

Pardalote, Striated

Parrot, Bourke's

Parrot, Eclectus

Parrot, Golden-shouldered

Parrot, Hooded 2002, 2009

Parrot, King

Parrot, Mulga

Parrot, Red-rumped

Parrot, Red-winged 2002, 2003-1, 2003-2

Parrot, Regent

Parrot, Rock

Parrot, Scarlet-chested

Parrot-finch, Blue-faced

Peaceful Dove

Pelican, Australian

Pelican, Peruvian

Penguin, African

Peregrine Falcon

Peruvian Pelican

Phalarope, Red

Pied Avocet

Pied Cormorant

Pied Heron

Pied Imperial-pigeon 2002, 2007

Pied Monarch

Pigeon, Chestnut-quilled Rock

Pigeon Rock/Domestic

Pigeon, Pied Imperial- 2002, 2007

Pigeon, Spinifex

Pigeon, Topknot

Pigeon, Wonga

Pied Oystercatcher

Pink-eared Duck

Pintail, Northern

Piping Guan, Trinidad

Pitta, Noisy

Pitta, Rainbow

Pitta, Red-bellied

Plains-wanderer

Plover, Pacific Golden

Plover, Red-capped

Plumed Whistling-duck

Pomarine Jaeger

Pratincole, Australian

Puffin, Horned

Puffin, Tufted

Purple-crowned Fairywren

Pygmy-owl, Pacific

Pygmy-goose, Cotton

Pygmy-goose, Green
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Quail, Brown

Quail, California

Quail-thrush, Chestnut-breasted
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R

Radjah Shelduck

Rainbow Bee-eater 2004, 2005

Rainbow Lorikeet

Rainbow Pitta

Rail, Buff-banded

Rail, Chestnut

Red Goshawk

Red Phalarope

Red-backed Fairywren

Red-backed Kingfisher

Red-bellied Pitta

Red-breasted Sapsucker

Red-browed Treecreeper

Red-capped Plover

Red-capped Robin

Red-collared Lorikeet

Red-crowned Woodpecker

Red-faced Cormorant

Red-footed Booby

Red-legged Kittiwake

Red-necked Avocet

Red-necked Stint

Red-tailed Black-cockatoo 2003-1, 2003-2

Red-tailed Tropicbird

Red-rumped Parrot

Red-rumped Swallow

Red-winged Parrot 2002, 2003-1, 2003-2

Reef Egret, Eastern

Reef Heron, Eastern

Regent Parrot

Rhinoceros Hornbill

Ringneck, Australian

Ringneck, Cloncurry

Robin, Buff-sided

Robin, European

Robin, Grey-headed

Robin, Pale-yellow

Robin, Red-capped

Robin, White-browed

Robin, White-faced

Rock Dove/Pigeon

Rock Parrot

Rock-pigeon, Chestnut-quilled

Rock Warbler

Rose-crowned Fruit-dove

Rosy-finch, Grey-crowned

Royal Spoonbill

Ruddy Turnstone

Rufescent Tiger-heron

Rufous Fantail

Rufous Night-heron

Rufous Owl

Rufous Treecreeper

Rufous-banded Honeyeater

Rufous-tailed Jacamar
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Sacred Kingfisher

Sapsucker, Red-breasted

Satin Bowerbird 2006, 2007

Scaly-breasted Lorikeet

Scarlet Honeyeater

Scarlet Ibis

Scarlet-chested Parrot

Scrubfowl, Orange-footed

Sea-eagle, White-bellied 2003, 2005

Shelduck, Australian

Shelduck, Radjah

Shining Flycatcher 2004, 2005

Shrike-tit, Crested

Shy Albatross

Singing Bushlark

Silver-eared Mesia

Sittella, Varied

Skimmer, Black

Snow Bunting

Snowy Owl 2008-1, 2008-2

Southern Cassowary

Sparrowhawk, Collared 2004, 2009

Spinifex Pigeon

Spoonbill, Royal,

Spoonbill, Yellow-billed

Spectacled Monarch

Spotted Catbird 2005, 2006

Spotted Crake, Australian

Spotted Harrier 2004, 2009

Spotted Owlet

Spotted Whistling-duck

Square-tailed Kite

Star Finch

Steller's Jay

Stint, Red-necked

Stone-curlew, Beach

Stone-curlew, Bush

Stork, Black-necked

Stork, White

Striated Heron 2002, 2004

Striated Pardalote

Sulphur-crested Cockatoo 2004, 2006, 2009

Superb Fairywren

Superb Lyrebird

Sunbird, Orange-breasted

Swallow, Red-rumped

Swan, Black

Swan, Mute

Swift, Alpine

Swift, Common

Swift, Fork-tailed




A  B  C  D  E  F  G  H  I  J  K  L  M  N  O  P  Q  R  S  T  V  W  Y

T

Tanager, Blue-winged Mountain-

Tattler, Grey-tailed

Tattler, Wandering

Tawny Frogmouth

Tern, Black-naped

Tern, Caspian

Tern, Crested

Tern, Elegant

Tern, Forster's

Tern, Lesser Crested 2003, 2004

Thick-knee, Beach

Thick-knee, Bush

Tiger-heron, Rufescent

Topknot Pigeon

Toucan, Channel-billed

Treecreeper, Brown

Treecreeper, Red-browed

Treecreeper, Rufous

Treecreeper, White-browed

Treecreeper, White-throated

Treeswift, Whiskered

Triller, Varied

Trinidad Piping Guan

Tropicbird, Red-tailed

Tropicbird, White-tailed

Turkey, Australian Brush-

Trinidad Piping Guan

Trogon, Masked 2005, 2008

Tufted Duck

Tufted Puffin

Turnstone, Ruddy
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V

Varied Honeyeater

Varied Lorikeet 2006, 2008

Varied Sittella

Varied Triller

Variegated Fairywren
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Wandering Albatross

Wandering Tattler

Warbler, Rock

Waxwing, Cedar

Wedge-tailed Eagle

Whiskered Treeswift

Whistling-duck, Plumed

Whistling-duck, Spotted

Winter Wren

Whistler, Golden

Whistler, White-breasted

White Stork

White-bellied Sea-eagle 2003, 2005

White-breasted Whistler

White-browed Babbler

White-browed Crake

White-browed Robin

White-browed Treecreeper

White-browed Woodswallow

White-cheeked Honeyeater

White-faced Robin

White-gaped Honeyeater

White-tailed Tropicbird

White-throated Dipper

White-throated Gerygone

White-throated Honeyeater 2003-1. 2003-2

White-throated Kingfisher

White-throated Needletail

White-throated Treecreeper

White-winged Chough

White-winged Fairywren

Winter Wren

Wompoo Fruit-dove

Wonga Pigeon

Woodpecker, Red-crowned

Woodswallow, White-browed

Wren, Winter
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Y

Yellow Honeyeater

Yellow-billed Kingfisher

Yellow-billed Spoonbill

Yellow-breasted Boatbill

Yellow-faced Honeyeater

Yellow-rumped Mannikin/Munia

Yellow-wattled Lapwing
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