
BIRDS AND BUSHFIRES

By Lieut. John B. Hood.

'Having noticed the effect on bird-life, living in areas which at
the time were being burnt by bushfires, of both usual and unusual
nature, I may in some way be able to answ-er the question men.
tioned in Mr. H. T: Condon's article, in Vol. XV, Part 2, April 1,
1939. The effect on bird- life mainly depends on the kind of day
a fire occurs, . On' a calm day, even regardless of tem
'perature, birds are easily able to move on ahead of a
bushfire. In fact many species at times revel on such occasions
on account of the insect life which is disturbed. An instance
occurred in this district last summer, when a flock of several
hundred Fork-tailed Swifts (Micropus pacificus) 'descended low
·into the smoke above a fire and remained for nearly an hour,
hawking for the disturbed insects. It has often been remarked how
quickly numbers of Ravens (Corvus coronoidesi will arrive after
a fire has been lit. They appear to know that insect life will leave
cover on approach of fire; also, that burnt remains of lizards,
insects, etc., can be found in the ashes. The usual burning off
of bush timber and shrubs causes the species inhabiting such areas
to migrate to unburnt areas, but the shrubs 'and trees very soon
regain their leaves, and as this happens a return of the birds is
noticed. . A fire occurring on a day when it can be fanned by
strong winds and intensified by a scorching sun is the kind which
is destructive to bird- life. A description of such a day will help
to realise just how much damage can be caused. On Friday,
January 13, 1939, it was stated that not less than 60,000 acres
were swept by outbreaks of fire in the Naracoorte district, south-east
of South Australia. The day was hot and from 8.30 a.m, the
temperature WqS well above the century mark until late in the after
noon, with the maximum of 111.2 at 10.30 a.m, , A strong, hot
north wind blew early in the .morning, veering to the north-west
later on and finally round to the west. In different parts of the
district there were fluctuations. The strong blast drove all species
of birds to the shaded places. Many sought refuge in or near
houses, sheds, etc., but even such shelters were not cool enough
to revive them all. Most, however, found these refuges sufficient
to keep them alive throughout the day, and many people placed
water in dishes for them. A sprinkler set beneath a shady tree
was very much appreciated, and it was a delight to see several
species bathing together. Three Welcome Swallows (Hirwulo
neoxena) were revived by placing. them beneath the, sprinkler. A
Fuscous Honeyeater (Meliphaga fusca) failed to revive and a few
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Goldfinches (Carduelis carduelis), Greenfinches (Chloris chlorn) ,
Welcome Swallows, Yellow-winged Honeyeaters (Mcliornis novae·
hollandiaey, and Banded Plovers (Zoni/er tricolor) were found
dead. The most surprising deaths' were those of the Banded
Plovers. These birds frequent the open plains and it was unusual
to see them entering sheds and running under verandahs. A few
birds were drowned in water where they had come to quench their
thirst. Several Laughing Kookaburras (Dacelo gigas) met this
fate. However, the number of birds which succumbed to the
heat was small in comparison with the disastrous loss of birds
which were incinerated in the terrific bushfires which raged in
several localities in the district. Because of the heat and strong
winds these fires moved along at such a rapid pace that barely a
living thing escaped them. The winds were said to have at times
reached 60 miles per hour and the fires travelled with wide fronts.
Bird-life. in these fire-stricken localities" had an appalling
experience, and without doubt very few birds were able to escape.
The few that -did were onlv on the outskirts of the fire or else
were 'fortunate enough to find some safe refuge in the path of the
fire. As the terrific blast of fire swept along, birds could be
seen rising from the ground or leaving the trees in front of it
only to be overpowered by thy dense smoke and rising scorching
heat. In all cases the birds fell exhausted into the flames. The
heat of the day caused birds to remain in the trees, and as the
fire approached they would ,fly, but never had a chance against the
pace 'Of the fire, which would even bring them down from above
the tops of the trees. The charred bodies of these unfortunate
birds, as well as hundreds' of animals, such as sheep, rabbits,
'possums, hares, .kangaroos, etc., were afterwards noted scattered
everywhere the fires had been. Emus (Dror,naius novae-hollandiae)
were found at one spot. These birds were outpacedhy the fire
after it had driven them from scrub on to open country. Stubble
Quail (Coturmx pectoralis) also failed to escape. Spurwing Plovers
tLobiby» novae-hollandiae) and Southern Stone Curlews (Burhinus
magnirostris) were amongst the charred remains. Flocks of White
Cockatoos and Long-billed Corellas would fly screeching from the
trees, but were' unable to escape. Eastern Rosellas, Crimson
Rosellas and Red-backed Parrots were also destroyed "in' fair num
bers. Even Wedge-tailed Eagles (Uroaetus audax) were forced
down by the heat' and smoke. The White.hacked Magpie (Gym·
norhina hypoleuca), Ravens, and Laughing Kookaburras appeared
to be the most unfortunate as regards numbers, as their cparred
remains could be seen scattered in any area where the fires occurred.
Birds of many species besides those mentioned also died.· The
smaller hirds would in most cases he completely burnt. The heat
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had a paralysing effect on all species of birds, and it was mainly
due to this that they failed to escape. It can he realised that in
such a huge area of country densely populated with bird-life that a
very large number must have perished.


