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Notes on Birds observed durinQ a Motor· Trip to 
the South,East of South Australia and 

· Coastal Weste·rn Victoria. 

By ;Edwin Ashby, F.L.S., M.B.O.U. 

. In the " S.A. Ornithologist," Vol. IX, Part 1, an account is 
given of ornithological observa~ions taken during a motor trip 
over the same area; and again, in the same' volume, Part 2, 
Mr. F. E. Parsons gives additional notes obtained a month later 
in November last. 
. My ·visit was paid in the. second week in February of this 

year. The nights of 7th and 8th of th.at month were spent at 
Meningie, partly with the intention of devot~ng one day to the 
Waltowa Swamp, which, on the occasions of the earlier trips, 
'Vas reported to be teeming with bird life, waders of all sorts. 
On the .occasion of. my visit on 8th the are-a under water had 
been greatly reduced, for, instead of finding water right up to 
the main road, it was almost a .quarter of a; mile away. 
Numbers of Sharp-tailed Sandpipers were feeding around the 
swamp 'ecige; but there were no Greenshanks ('Erolia testacea}, 
and the Mountain Ducks (Casarca t-adomoides} I instea!i of 
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being in hundreds, were· reduced to a small flock of under a 
dozen; but at the far epd of the lagoon there was a flock of 
White-headed Stilts (Hima.ntopus ,leucooephalus), numbering 
several hundreds; these rose and circled round for some time, 
but the flock never came near enough to get a good view . 
. Possibly with them may ·have been Red-necked Avocets 
(Recurvirostra novae-hollandiae), because later on about a 

·score bf these birds came within about 100 yards of me-their 
curved upturned beaks and chestnut head and neck were clearly 
seen. A limited number of White-headed Stilts were scattered 
in small parties well out on the Swamp, but they always rose 
out of gunshot. Near the edge of the water were some shorter
legged waders, whose brownish.plumage was too dark to be that 
"of Greenshanks. I wounded two of these, but bot11 were· able 
to fly, anc;l one flew right across the lagoon, and it was only after 
much .labour that I eventually succeeded' in securing these ~wo 
~l).d tl~en discovered that they were evidently immature White
headed Stilts, although their legs were but half the length of 
the adult birds. There were several pairs of these brown
plumaged. birds feeding around the lag6on, but always near the 
edge, hundreds of yards away from the adult birds, who were 
always feeding in deeper water. When I waded near to th.e 
young birds, always an adult bird would leave the distant flock, 
join the young ones, and use every endeavour to induce them. 
to take flight. · Then the old bird would wade out several 
himdreCl yards from the shore trying to induce. me to follow 
after iji, and dra,w me off from the young. In no case did I see 
the young feeding with the adults, or, rather, see tpe adults 
feeding· with the young, for it was quite impossible for these 
short-legged birds to work in the much deeper "'ater where the 
adults were seeking their food. Several problems are suggested. 
Why did the parent birds feed separately from their young! 
Was it because there was a larger food supply in the deeper 
water, or were they keeping out in the deeper water from fear 
of the sportsmen who this year had. been· allow~d to commence 
shooting in Deccmb_er? Why were there so few of these 
immat:ure birds as compared with the adults-I should guess 
about one young one to fifteen adults? Were these brown birds 
second broods or extra-late broods? Had the earlier broods 
already assl}med the complete adult plumage and grown full-· 
length 'legs, or were the main part of the birds hatched during 
tl1e past season assembled in separate flocks ·and at the time I 
was there not ·present on that ~agoon? · · 

The only Sandpipers· present were the Sharp-tailed Sand
pipers (Erolia acum1:nata.), and these were in thousands. At 



ASHBY-Birds of S.E. of Sout·h.Australia.. 133 

first I believed they represented two distinct species, one being 
only t'vo-thirds the size of the other. In spite of half an hour 
spent on this examination with the aid of a field-glass, I was 
no nearer coming to a conclusion; and therefore shot. two 
examples of each form, with the result that I was able to deter
mine that the larger form were the males: their plumage is 
distinctly more rufous both on wings and on back, the difference 
being quite marked 'in flight, even ~ithout- the .aid of a field
·glass. On handling the specimens, the speckling and brown of 
the neck and Jo,ver neck in the male is much more extensive, 
<~;nd in some degree extends over the throat and face. · 

A good many .Silver Gulls (Larus novae-hollandiae) were 
about

1 
but I could not identify any other '.vading birds, showing. 

that in the two months since the earlier visits before referred 
to the' bird life of this swamp had. greatly changed and the area 
of water had been mu,ch reduced. On the return journey I 
again visited this swamp, when a still further shrinkage of the 
water area had occurred. The only birds then there other than 
gulls were Sharp-t1,1iled Sandpipers. These formed one 

·continuous flock 50 paces in width to 500 to 700 ya;rds in 
length. So close together did they feed that there must have 
been not only thousand~, b:ut probably scores of thousands. .. 

On the 9th we motored to Kingston and saw large 'numbers 
of Waders and Ducks between McGrath's Flat and Salt Creek 
on. the Coorong, but made no stop, and therefore only a few 
species could be identified. A stoppage was ma'de at China
man's Well for lunch, and I was able to spend a little while 
in the Teatree (Melaleuca), and had a good view of several 
Scrub-Wrens. (Serioomis), which I took to be S. fmntalis. One 
wonders how near to Meningie this form is found. I also saw 
a. few ~ro)vn Tits, p·res~mably Acanthiza pusilla, but no skins 
were secured of eith_er bird. · 

A fine Emu crossed i~ front of the car near Chinaman's 
'Well, but there. was no water at the Causeway.,·[md the extensive 
swamps. between that and Kingston, where Dr. A,. M. Morgan's; 
party had seen several thousand Banded Stilts (Cladorhynchus 
leucocephalus) in the previous October, were quite dry. In the 
centre of the· township of Kingston a flock of Red-backed 
Parrots (Psephotus haematonof!us) 'vas seen before breakfast 
perched in a small tree OVtlrhanging the main, street: No 
Neophema. were seen. in or near the township, but later in the 
day (the lOth) a single example of'that genus rose from along 
the side of the road between Kingston and Robe. It could not 
bl:l identified specifically, but its l!;rey-green plumage made it 

_I 
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fairly certain that it could not have been the Orange-bellied 
Parrot (Neophema. chrysogastm·). At midday we turn.ed up 
what we b€llieved to 'be the track to Boatswain's Point on the 
coast, but failed to penetrate far _owing to the loose sand.. I 
walked for forty minutes along the track towards the coast, in 
intense heat, ~ut found. that the prospect of reaching my 
objective was a poor one, and turned back. The track was 
shut in or overhung by tltick bush mostly compQsed of very 
fine wattJ.es (Acacia pycnantha), ..many being small trees, some 
with trunks up to 18 inches in: diameter. · 

Owing to the extreme heat at this midday hour, the· bird$ 
were very quiet. Several Beautiful Firetails (Zonae(linth?lS 
belltl8), Eastern Rosellas (Platycercus eximitl8); and Singing 
Honeyeaters (Meliphaga virescens) were seen, and in spite of 

·the heat (well over 100°), Little Wattle-Birds (Anthocham·a 
chrysoptera) were making their strange and loud calls in every 
direction. This scrub should be alive with birds under more 
favourable conditions. 

When the car was passing a clump of lofty pines on the 
right side of the road nine miles from Robe, we heard a loud 
call I had never heard before. The call was so loud that it 
was quite insistent, causing all who were in the car to say 
"What is that?" in spite of the noise made by the car. We 
pulled up and I went back to the· clump of pines, and found that 
the strange calls wen~ made by Collared Sparrowhawks 
(Accipiter cirrocephalus): There were two old birds and tw.o 
fully-grown young l;lirds, All four were shifting about, flying 
from one tree to another, the old birds from time to time making 
the loud calls that had so startled us. I shot one of the old 
birds, which made a very good skin, the barring on the· under
side showing that it was sti.ll comparatively young. 

The night of the lOth we spent at Beachport. Dut:ing the 
afternoon I made a careful search for the Rufous Bristle-Bird 
{Dasuornis broadbenti) in the thick bush, lar~ely composed· of 
Acacia longifolia, wl1ich grows on the sandhills between the 
township and the sea. Not a single bird was calling until just 
at dusk one gave forth the unmistakable call, and that was the 
only instance that afternoon and ev_!.lning or before breakfast 
the next morning that any, sound was made within my hearing 
by these birds. I also lay for perhaps half an hour in one of 
the thick bushes; hoping to see some malting their mouse-like 
mov!)ments, but without catching a glimpse of a single· bird. 
Contrast tliis with tl1e experience of those who visited the same 
spot in the previous October, when the birds were calling in 
ever;v direction. 
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Soon after dawn on the 11th I posted myself in a hollow 
about 50 vards from the seabeach and watched a number of 
Fork-tailecl Swifts (1lficropus pacificus) hawking for insects, 
now and again swooping down within gunshot. I was most 
anxious to get a skin, but in this was unsuccessful, firing several 
tim~s, but only once stril~ing. a bird, which appar~ntly dr_opped 
in dense bush on the other s1de of a small sandhill. After a 
long search I had to retire to the hotel without the bird, because 
an early start had to be made for Mou11t Gambier. 

The clay was very hot, reaching several degrees over the· 
ce,ntury at the Mount, and the night was most oppressive. The 
morning of the 12th saw us off to Nelson, at the mouth of ~he 
Glenelg R.iver. A few miles before reaching Nelson a 
-Galamanthtts was seen from the car at the roadside. It perched, 
as we passed, on the bottom uwire of the fence, cocking up it'3. 
tail in the pert manner common to members of this genus. · 

Nelson is a most charming spot to stay at. We spent two 
nights there, leaving again first thing on Monday morning. The 
whole of the mouth of Glenelg River for two miles on each side 
of the river between Nelson and the sea is a Bird Reserve. After 
lunch I walked for about two miles up the river to call on Mr. 
Simson, and learnt from him that his son Eric, who is well 
known to some of our members as an ardent oologist, now lives 
at Casterton, but his father, who at the time was hatching on 
his river property, showed me round, and later drove me ba~k 
through Nelson to as near ·the coast as it was possible to get. 
We then crossed over a little .bridge and went in search ~l' +be 
Ground Parrot (Pezoporus wallicus), which is still a resident 
in that district. It frequents the "black grass " flats behind' 
the ocean sandhills. Mr. Simson had seen it several times 
between the small bridge we crossed and the sea, and he showed 
to me the spot where his wife had quite recently flushed a pair 
of these birds. We had to walk two miles parallel with the 
sanclhills before we got out of the Reserve, but we were not 
.successful in seeing this rare Parrot. But we flushed a number 
of Neophema, all of which, on rising, flew most rapidly inland, and 
did .not settle again within sight. In the first flock disturbed 
there was one very brightly coloured bird, but as the light was 

. very poor, being overcast, and a strong wind blowing, it ·was 
impossible to form any accurate opinion._ as to the species. 
There 1vere ten to twenty in this flock, which, although scattered, 
rose almost together. From there onwards several other small 
flocks were flusbecl, usually only two or three examples in each 
party, all· rising suddenly and flying off at a great speed with 
the wind, till out of .sight. . Owing to the bad light and the 



136 ASHBY-Birds of S.E. of South Austmlia. 

impo::eibility of shooting a specimen, we are quite in the dark 
as to the species represented·, but, with the exception of the first 
flock seen, I do not think any were the Orange-bellied Parrot 
(N. chrysogaster). Several exilmples of the Striated Field
Wren (Calamanthus fuliyinosus) were flushed on these flats, all 
flying off the flats to the shelter of dense bushes growing on the 
sandy rises that border these "black' grass." flats. The next 
morning my party went up the river for a good many miles in 
a motor-launch. The precipitous banks. thic~ly .wooded with 
small trees and bushes, ·with here arid there vertical cliffs of 
some height, made the trip most delightful. The bends of the 
river are so sharp that the view is continually changing, and 
every turn reveals something, fresh. We. were inforJ;Ded that 
the motor-launch can .go up for from 50 to 80. miles, and 
Mr. Simson told me that he, with a canoe party, had come, he 
believed, over 200 miles down wi\h a flood river, the distance 
being made up by the extreme serpentine course taken by the 
stream. A few Cormorants. and several Azure Kingfishers 
(Alcyone azw·ea) were disturbed by the boat, but on stopping 
at Mr. Donovan's, whose house is situated on the three-milfl 
bend of the river, which is in the St~te· of South Australia, we 
saw a Southern Yellow-breasted, Robin (Eopsal'b-ia australis). 
waiting to greet us with the usual friendliness of this charming 
little bird. It was the second example I had seen 'alive in this 
State. The previous occasion \vas in 1888, when I saw one in 
sqme thick bush a few miles from Millicent. 

'·we climbed to the top of the hill to Mr. ·Donovan's house, 
.and received from him and his wife a most hearty welcome. 
One of tlie first objects of interest to hold our attention was a 
well-mounted specimen in excellent plumage of the Ground
Parrot. One was able to gather from Mr. Donovan quite a 
lot of information about this bird, and also of ft number of 
others of which South Australian records are extremely rare. 
He told us that the Ground-Parrot is. resident on the flats 
immediately behind the ocean sandhills from Port MacDonnell, 
in South Australia, . for ·about 50 miles southward along the 
Victorian coast. They are usually seen singly or in pairs, flying 
only a short distance and dropping abruptly to the ground again. 
A. pair had recently been seen by a friend of hi~~ a few miles . 
from Port MacDonnelL Mr. Donovan told of casual visits to 
this out-of-the-way corner of South Australia of birds that are 
peculiarly Victorian. It must be remembered that the Glenelg 
River takes its rise in the lofty Grampian Range of Victoria, 
and there in November, 1925, I had met with immbers of the 
little Gang Gang Cockatoo (Callocepha.l,on fimbriatum), had 
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listened to the call of the Grey Bell.,Magpie (Strepera versi
color), and .had knowledge of secluded gullies that are frequented 
by the Pihk Robin (Petmica rodinogaster). I was therefore 
not surprised to learn that at intervals these species work their 
way down the river and have been noted at Donovan's, in this 
State. The identification of the Stlf'epera must, of course, remain 
uncertain, as in the Grampians both S. gractdina and 8. versicolm· 
occur, and both as grey birds; the other two records I do not 
question. Up to the present no South Australian example of 
any of these js known, and Gould's statement that th~ Pink
Robin was to be found in the deep gullies of the Mount Lofty 
Ranges is still wanting confirll}ation. . It may be thought thai 
as the dainty little Pink Robin is not a common bird anywhere 
in Victoria, and is always local and retiring in its habits,- its 
occurrence so far from the source of the River Glenelg is 
extremely doubtful. But I have already .reported that this 
Robin is common in the thick belts of teatree that line the 
banks of Tasmanian rivers, far away from the secluded gullies 
in the mountain ranges, and in the special instance I gave, 50 
yards from the river the bird seemed unknown. This habit of 
following down rivers with thickly-wooded banks will account 
.for its occurrence at Donovan's, he having assured me that he 
has seen it on several occasions over a number of years.. Of. 
course, we were shown the stuffed skin of the large wolf that 
>vas many years ago both the dread and the public advertise
ment of the district of Tantanoola. The .notoriety of the 
Tantanoola " tiger " extended beyond the confines of this State, 
and accounts of the search fo.r it filled much space in our daily· 
papers. How this Asiatic wolf reached the forests around 
Tantanoola .is still an unanswered problem. The best guess is 
that it swam ashore from the. deck of some passing vessel, but 
no record of its loss seems· extant. 

· From Nels~~~ we motored by a rather bad track through tall 
stringy-bark .forests until we reached the Prince's Highway 
between Dartmoor and Heywood. 'Ve spent the night of 14th 
at Port Fairy, passing from 'there via W arrnambool to Peter
borough on the ·coast; and back to W arrnambool .for the night., 
reaching .Portland on tl1c 16th, and leaving again for Port 
MacDonnell on the 18th, and staying there until the morning 
of the 21st. It will be evident that most of one's time was 
spent in travelling. By. vvorking the low t.ides at both daybreak 
and sunf?et some valuable marine research was done, but it left 
very little available time for observation of bird life. The 
only note worth recording is the occurrence near Yambuk of a 
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pair of N eophema that were flushed by the roadside as the car 
passed. 

At Port MacDonnell Eastern Curlews (Nut(tenius cyanopus;) 
were present on the reefs, not in numbers, but ·single birds 
wprking 'by themselves. Just behind the township on the 
extensive flats there was a large flock of N eophema, which 'settled 
on one occasion as we passed, and I counted 34 examples; also 
some three or four miles to the south another flock numbering 
24 was seen. Both these flocks were probably the Elegan~ 
Parrot (N. elegans); they certainly were not the Orange-bellied, 
and as I did not notice any large blue-wing patch I do not think 

· they could have been the Blue-winged Parrot. Only once again 
were Neophema flushed on the trip, and that was between Robe 
nnd Kingston· on the 23rd, when a small flock of about half a 
doz_en were noticed feeding alongside the road, but flew without 
identification being possible. . 

It will be seen that N eophema were met with in small 
numbers in both going and returning between Kingston and 
Robe, that some 60 examples were seen near Port MacDonnell, 
that at least 25 in small companies were noted over a distance 
traversed of two miles south of the mouth of the Glenelg River, 
aJl close to the coastal sandhills, and that one pair was seen 

_near Yambuk. With the exception of those seen ·near the 
Glenelg River, none appeared to exhibit the rich green plumage 
of adult N. chrysogaster, but some of these were unusually bright 
and may have belonged to that species, but the light was too 
poor to determine. It seems· likely that, if a thorough investiga
tion were made, say during the month of October, of the "black 
p:rass 11 flats behind the coastal sandhills from Kingston in South 
Australia to· Port Fairy in Victpria, at least three species of 
N eophema will be found to be resident throughout this area, and 
.probably in large numbers; and a fourth species, the Rock-

.. Parrot (N. petrophila) occurring' at times, for it ha~ been noted 
on the coast near Robe. The study of their habits, foop supply, 
nesting data, etc., is a piece of research work that badly wants 
doing. · · 

The Striated Field-Wren · was -noted,· or rather heard, in · 
several places on the Port MacDonnell flats where " cutting 
grass'' grew, but it was almost impossible to get a sight of the 
bird even for a moment, and no skin was secured. Presumably 
the same species was present in numbers in the dwarf, dense 
coastal bushes on the promontory upon which ·the beacon is 
situated at Robe. Not a sign or sound was seen or heard of the 
Field-Wren until it was too dark (after sunset) to distinguish 

J 
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them, when1 for: about the space of five minutes,. bird~ were 
calling in every direction. There was, of" course, here neither 
swa1~p nor ciltting~grass, making the \l.Qngregating together of 
this species in such a loc.ality' the more remarkable. The 
beautiful Firetail Finch and the Southern Y el_low~Robin were 
both common in the low bush composed of teatree, banksia, and 
stringy~bark gums behind the coastal sandhills on the rising 
ground separating the flats at Port MacDonnell. Many young 
birds of tbe lattei: were seen and two skins made. The Yellow
tailed Black Cockatoo (Calyptorhynchus funereus) had strewn 
the ground with the debris of Pinus insignis cones under some 
l_ofty pines of thab species at Drik Drik, and again in the public 
gardens in. the town of Portland a number of this Cockatoo 
were gathering seeds out of the cones of. some very large pines. 
In spite of the number of people about, these usually shy birt;ls 
were feeding during a large part of the day.. , 

A few miles on the Robe side of Kingston on 23rd a company. 
oi the Grey~crowned B~bblers (Pomat·ostomus tentpomlis) were 
noticed in. some low scattered timber alongside of the road. 
The car was stopped and two specimens secured. The larger 
example, which is evidently an adult female, had the iris pale 
yellow, while in the oth·er, which is a male, and the smaller bird, 
the iris was dark brown. I at first assumed that the difference 
in the colour of the iris, which, as far as I am aware, has ~ot 
before been noticed, was due to difference of age, the smaller 
bird having the forehead datker and both the stripe above the 
eye and the throat buff, instead of white, as in the female. But 
qn further examination I notice that the beak of the male is both 
stronger and longer, and does not in any wise indicate juvenility. 
This species is so restricted in its range in this State, occupying 
apparently a sub-coastal strip from the Victorian border to a 
short distance to the west of Kingston, that we have very little 
knowledge of its habits in this State. Is the difference in the 
colour of the iris common to this spe~des in the other States? _Ia 
it a sexual feat1.1re, or has it anything to do with age? But little. 
of interest to ornithologists was noted during the hasty trip from 
Port MacDonnell to N aracoorte1 which was made on the 21st, but 
a few miles before reaching that town a dead Crow was· seen, 
evidently fallim from a tree in which it had perched after being 
poisoned. I at once noticed its small size and small beak, but 
could 11ardly believe that the Little Crow (Corvus bennetti) 
could o~:cur in tl1at neighbourhood of good rainfall and scattered 
redgum (E. rostrata) timber. Previously I had considered it 
essentially a· dry-country bird only. While I was skinning the 
specimen at., the hotel a young man, named .T oseph O'Leary, came 
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to watch·the process, and at once exclaimed, "Why, you have 
got one of the small Crows " which they locally kpow -as " The 
Scrub Crow," using the term "scrub" to distinguish its habitat 
from the open redgum .country that. surrounds N aracoorte. He. 
stated that this Crow always nests .in the " back dry country," 
and tho eggs are bluish in colour, and three form the clutch. He 
added: " Its ·note is· quite different· from the . other Crow, more 
sque~ky and without the croak of the ordinary Crow. In 
numbers they are fewer.': Re estimated that tl1ere were twenty 
of the ordinary Crow to one of the Little Crow. [The specimen 
shown seems to be a Corvus coronoides, a young bird of the 
year, and not Corvus bennetti. The furthest south- specimen 
of the latter species that we know of is a bird taken at Pungonda, · 
in the mallee, about 25 miles south of Renmark.
Editors.) Although both may be feeding on _the same food 
supply, on being • disturbeq the " Scrub Crows " always keep 
together. Mr. O'Leary spends a. good deal of his time in the 
back country; hunting kangaroos, which are numerous enough 

· to make the job quite profitable. He was .most anxious to take 
me outback and help me to collect birdskins. He and a lad who 
was also present said that there was a Yellow (xanthanote') 
Rosella living in the outskirts of the town, and promised that. 
if I could delay my departure for a few hours to collect it for .me. 

~ l I 

Very little bird life was observed i~ the cross-country journey 
of • 40 odd mil~s to Robe, but the wild. sciub and extensive: 
swampy flats should ·be profitable earlier in the year and with 
sufficient available time. The night of the 23rd was spent at 
Wood's Well, the last part pf that day's j()urney being negotiated 
in soaking rain. At dawn the next morning I went down to the 
edge of the Coorong and saw a large numbr.r of wild fowl far out 
from the shore, but Sharp-tailed Sandpipers were scattered in 
small companies along the margin of the water, and several 
hundred Banded Stilts were feedihg close t.ogether about a chain 
back fr.om the water's edge. They rose in a cloud of black and 
white, .long before I came \vithin gunshot, and shifted to a sp?t 
where, a spring or creek entered the Coorong, again settling m 
a dense mass. At sunrise, gunfire had. been heard from acro~s . 
the water, and several parties of shooters were preparing for their 
return to Meningie. · It is quite .evident that at this sea_son 'o! 
t~1e year it is well-nigh impossible to approach within gunshot 
of the larger Waders or Ducks; for I could see no cover, and 
the birds were all v:ery shy. I was told that C~spian Terns 
(H yd1·oprogne caspiU:) nest in fair numbers on · the island 
opposite the accommodation house ~t Wood's Well., 
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·I have .omitted to mention C?rlier that on 8th February five 
Crested Pigeons (Ocyphaps lophotes) rose from the side of the 
road soon after leavitig the ferry at. Wellington an,d settled on 
a fence, giving a good view as. they elevated their crests, and 
again .on the return journey, when within a mile or so of Murray 
Bridge, on the southern side of the river, several small companies 
of the same species· were flushed along the roadside. These 
Pigeons were .not noted on the trips referred to as having been 
made in October and November respectively, so evidently' these 
fine Pigeons had only arrived a short time prior to our visit. 


