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The Spotted Bowerbird Chlamydera maculata in 
South Australia

GRAHAM CARPENTER

ABSTRACT – Other than a recent observation in the far North East, the Spotted Bowerbird has been considered 
extinct in its main area of distribution in South Australia along the River Murray since the 1930s. Past observations 
and specimens from South Australia are reviewed and additional historic reports presented. Compounding threats 
(habitat loss by rabbits and clearance, predation by foxes and human persecution at focal locations) no doubt led to 
its inevitable decline and extinction along the River Murray.

INTRODUCTION

In his Synopsis of the Birds of Australia, and the 
Adjacent Islands (Plate 6), Gould (1837–38) 
described and illustrated the Spotted Bowerbird 
under the name Calodera maculata. It was 
subsequently listed as Chlamydera maculata in 
Volume 4 of his Birds of Australia (1848), although 
he also used the genus name Chlamydodera in 
later publications (e.g. Gould 1865). The species 
formerly occurred widely in inland Queensland 
and New South Wales (NSW), extending into 
north-western Victoria and eastern South 
Australia (SA). The similar Western Bowerbird 
Chlamydera guttata occurs in far north-western 
SA, where patches of Native Fig Ficus platypoda 
on granitic outcrops are a favoured habitat 
(Higgins et al. 2006).

Boehm (1956) reviewed the status of the Spotted 
Bowerbird in SA, listing all records known up 
to that time. He concluded that it was probably 
extinct but formerly distributed along the River 
Murray valley and adjacent scrubs as far south as 
Swan Reach, and that it was not rare in the early 
days of settlement.

Reid (2000) noted that the species occurred on 
the Eyre Creek and Georgina and Diamantina 
Rivers in south-western Queensland, and 
predicted its occurrence in the far North East 
of SA. He subsequently observed one Spotted 
Bowerbird on the Diamantina River, Pandie 

Pandie Station, in May 2015 (Reid 2017; 
Carpenter and Horton 2020).

The following is a further review of records and 
specimens, together with some new historic 
reports sourced from anonymous articles within 
online newspapers available on the National 
Library of Australia website (trove.nla.gov.au). 
Localities mentioned along the River Murray 
in SA are mapped in Figure 1, and known 
specimens of Spotted Bowerbird from SA are 
listed in Table 1.

REVIEW OF SIGHT RECORDS

Sturt (1849) observed ‘Caloderae’ (presumably 
the Spotted Bowerbird after Gould 1837–38) 
during his central Australian explorations, 
including in SA. On his march northwards from 
the Darling River to Fort Grey (far north-western 
NSW) in August 1845, Sturt (1849) observed 
‘numerous Caloderae, and other smaller birds 
in the brushes, apparently on the move whilst 
there was water for them, that had been left by 
the then recent rains.’ In early September, he also 
saw them in far north-eastern SA, north of the 
Stony Desert, in box-tree [Coolibah Eucalyptus 
coolabah] forest (probably near where Eyre Creek 
meets Goyders Lagoon – Reid 2000; J. Reid 
pers. comm.). Despite travelling extensively 
along the River Murray, Sturt failed to make 
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mention of bowerbirds elsewhere, including in 
his annotated list of birds seen during his 1845 
expedition.

According to North (1901–04, 1: 43) 
In South Australia, the Spotted Bowerbird 
is apparently a rare species, and appears to 
be confined to the Murray River scrubs, a 
situation similar to that in which it is found 
in the adjoining portion of North-western 
Victoria. Neither Dr. A. M. Morgan, nor 
Mr. A. Zietz, the Assistant-Director of the 
South Australian Museum, have met with it 
in South Australia. Replying to an inquiry 
of mine, Mr. Zietz writes as follows: - ‘In 
regard to Chlamydodera maculata, we have no 
specimens from this State in our Museum 
Collection. All I know about its occurrence 
in South Australia is the information 
received from a settler, resident at Morgan, 
on the Murray River, who with his son was 
visiting the Museum. On showing them our 
collection of bird-skins, both recognised at 
once C. maculata as a species known to them 
as “Cabbage-birds”, from their destructive 
habit of eating the leaves of those plants in 
their kitchen garden, and which these birds 
were constantly visiting.’

Samuel Sanders (Junior, in Boehm 1956) knew 
of two districts along the river where Spotted 
Bowerbirds could be found in the early 1900s. 
These were North West Bend (per S. McIntosh), 
and at Barber’s Flat [Banrock Station] near 
Kingston in 1914. Several were subsequently 
shot by the owner, Samuel Pope, at Banrock 
Homestead in March 1915, two of which were 
prepared by Sanders as mounts.

S. A. White in Mathews (1925–27) stated that 
‘where this bird was once very plentiful on the 
River Murray in SA years ago there is not one 
to be seen now.’ Ashby (1928) saw the fig tree at 
Border Cliffs Homestead that had been visited 
by bowerbirds when the fruit were ripe. Tindale 
(1930) reported a single bowerbird in a patch of 
mallee scrub three miles (5 km) north of Swan 

Reach, near the eastern bank of the river, in 
November–December 1929. McGilp (1934) was 
told of a bird that lived in the garden at Chowilla 
Homestead in the early 1930s, but which was 
unfortunately killed by a cat just prior to his visit 
in October 1933. He concluded that the species 
must be very rare along that part of the river, 
and had heard no other reference to a bird being 
seen in recent years.

Condon (1969) listed it as rare or possibly extinct 
in South Australia, and cited no recent records. 
There have been no records along the River 
Murray or adjacent areas of South Australia 
since.

NEW HISTORIC RECORDS

McIntosh (1936) reported that bowerbirds 
invariably harvested the first fruits in October 
or November of early-fruiting tomato varieties 
planted in an experimental orchard established 
at Overland Corner in 1896.

An A. Featherstone of Overland Corner donated 
a skin of a Spotted Bowerbird to the South 
Australian Museum (SAMA) in June 1889 (Anon. 
1889; Board of Governors 1889). The current 
location of this specimen is unknown but it 
may still exist in another institution, because 
the Museum continued to send SA material 
interstate and overseas on exchange until the late 
19th to early 20th centuries (Horton et al. 2018).

Anon. (1920a) stated that
Everybody knows of the bower bird and 
owners of isolated gardens along the river 
are familiar with the pretty creature, but its 
nest is known to few and its play-ground 
and bower to fewer. One of these bowers and 
playgrounds was discovered existing close 
to Mr. W. Thompson’s homestead above 
Murtho Park, and some time ago Mr. Oliver, 
who is rusticating in the neighbourhood, was 
kind enough to bring along a photograph of 
it to this office. This particular bower is in a 
lignum bush. We have heard that one was 
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Figure 1. Map of localities mentioned in the text, in the River Murray region, South Australia. 
Red dots show the location of specimen or sight records of Spotted Bowerbird.

discovered years ago, by Mr. John Higgins 
of Kulcurna [Kulcurna Station, NSW, 34° 02′ 
45″ S, 141° 04′ 00″ E, about 13 km upstream 
of Murtho and 9 km E of the SA border]. 
The playground is beautified with bleached 
bones, pieces of glass or anything that makes 
a glittering show.

G.E.A.R. in Anon. (1920b) noted that 
In none of our wanderings, so far, in the 
upper Murray Valley, have we met with the 
spotted bower bird, or come upon his haunts. 
We have listened for his varied notes for 
days; we have searched the teatree scrubs for 
miles, but have neither seen nor heard him 
once. The spotted bower bird is no longer 
habitant of the upper Murray lands. He has 
gone, probably never more to return. Yet, 
according to Mr. W. R. Lewis, of Berri [Gurra 
Station – Anon. 1928], a man in whose word 
the utmost reliance can be placed, it is not so 
many years ago that the spotted bower bird 
was among the most common of birds on the 

river. Lately we had the pleasure of calling 
upon Mr. and Mrs. Lewis, and hearing, in 
Mr. Lewis’s own words, a little of the spotted 
bower bird as he knew it about his home by 
the big river about a decade or so ago. Said 
Mr. Lewis: - ‘One thing that has particularly 
struck me with regard to the bird life now 
to what it was a few years ago, is the entire 
disappearance of the bower birds. Years 
ago, these birds were very numerous, and 
often built their queer playgrounds among 
the ti-trees not far from the house. The birds 
would come into the garden morning and 
evening, raiding the strawberry patch for 
ripe strawberries with which to – no, not to 
eat, but to adorn their playgrounds. They 
were uncommonly strange birds, and the 
best mimics among birds I have ever known. 
They used to sit up in the trees and mimic 
the cries of our old house cat and the sharp, 
snap-like bark of our dog, to perfection. It’s a 
pity that they have disappeared.’
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Specimen Date collected Location Collector/Donator Institution Specimen 
No.

Reference

Skin No date 
(probably c. 1842)

River 
Murray

Fortnum, C. D. E. Senckenberg 
Museum, 
Frankfurt 
(exchange from 
BMNH)

SMF 63313 G. Mayr 
(in litt.); 
NHM online 
catalogue

Skin No date 
(probably 1860s)

SA White, W. SAMA B3069 P. Horton 
pers. comm.

Skin No date 
(probably 1860s)

SA White, W. ?SAMA, 
Location 
unknown

B3243 P. Horton 
pers. comm.

Mount No date 
(probably 1860s)

SA White, W. SAMA B13155 P. Horton 
pers. comm.

Skin No date 1800s SA Gawler Institute SAMA B7007 P. Horton 
pers. comm.

Male skin No date 
(possibly 1860s)

SA Sydney Museum 
(possibly White, S.)

?BMNH, 
Location 
unknown

Sharpe (1881)

Unsexed 
skin

No date, registered 
Feb 1912 (probably 
collected 1860s)

Interior of 
SA

White, S. AM (ex 
Dobroyd 
Collection)

O.18080 Zietz in North 
(1901–04)

Skin No date 
(probably 1860s)

Interior of 
SA

White, S. AM, sent to 
Princeton 
University 
Museum (now 
closed), 30 
April 1958 

O.18081 Zietz in North 
(1901–04); L. 
Tsang (in litt.)

6 skins Feb–Mar 1883 Overland 
Corner

Andrews, F. W. Location 
unknown

Zietz in North 
(1901–04)

2 male 
skins

No date 
(probably 1889–95)

River 
Murray 
scrub, SA

Cockerell, James F. SAMA B7673 & 4 Condon in 
Boehm (1956)

Skin June 1889 or earlier Overland 
Corner

Featherstone, A. SAMA, location 
unknown

Not 
registered

Anon (1889); 
Board of 
Governors 
(1889)

Male skin 1898 Renmark Perks, R. H. BMNH 98.5.17.82 Sharpe (1906); 
NHM online 
catalogue

Male skin 31 Jan 1912 SA Cleland, J. B. AMNH 
(formerly 
BMNH)

AM 679122 Mathews 
(1912); 
Hartert (1929)

Table 1. Specimens of Spotted Bowerbirds probably from South Australia (arranged in approximate chronological 
order). AM = Australian Museum (Sydney); AMNH = American Museum of Natural History (New York); BMNH 
= British Museum of Natural History (Natural History Museum, NHM, Tring); SAMA = South Australian Museum 
(Adelaide).
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During a trip on a steamer from Morgan to 
Mildura, Salter (1925) made a road trip to the 
pumping station and irrigation channels at 
Chaffey [on Ral Ral Creek about 12 km NNW 
of Renmark 34° 04′ 25″ S, 140° 42′ 19″ E], where 
‘we made the acquaintance of the bower bird, 
whose favourite imitating trick is to suggest a 
man chopping wood. Often you will think you 
can hear the unmistakable ring of an axe, but it 
is only the bower bird beating his beak against a 
tree.’

Bellchambers (1925) stated ‘this interesting bird 
was one time fairly plentiful along the valley 
of the Murray, from the Rhine [= Marne River, 
Wongulla] up past Renmark, and I have also 
found their bowers along the eastern slopes of 
the Flinders Range. Being accused of mischief 
in the orchard, this bird has been pretty well 
exterminated. … I should much like to hear from 
Journal readers of their continued existence 
in any part of this State at the present time.’ 
Bellchambers was keen to secure two pairs for 
his sanctuary at Humbug Scrub, but was unable 
to obtain any.

Sir John Melrose of Ulooloo Station, north 
of Hallett (Lower North), had ‘several of the 
now almost extinct “bower birds” beside other 
interesting specimens of Australian bird life’ kept 
in a large ‘bird flight’ near the homestead (Anon. 
1936). If they were in fact Spotted Bowerbirds, 
their source is unknown.

SPECIMENS OF SPOTTED BOWERBIRDS 
FROM SA

Condon in Boehm (1956) gave a summary of 
specimens at SAMA, noting that there were two 
skins from SA (B7673 and B7674), both males 
collected by J. T. Cockerell, without dates but 
with the locality given as ‘River Murray Scrub, 
SA’. There were also ‘five skins (one mounted) 
without data in the William White collection 
which were probably taken in South Australia, as 
well as another, also without data, which came 
from the Gawler Institute.’

Dr Philippa Horton, former Senior Collection 
Manager, SAMA (pers. comm.), has kindly 
reviewed the specimens of Spotted Bowerbird 
currently held at that institution and noted that 
according to the museum database there are 
six specimens from SA: the two collected by 
Cockerell, three (one mounted) in the William 
White collection with no other data and another, 
with no data, from the Gawler Institute [see 
Table 1]. William White’s mount B13155 is held 
in off-site storage. One of his skins (B3243) is 
missing and appears to have been missing for 
a long time, as it was not included in the John 
Sutton card index from the late 1920s. The 
remaining four specimens are in the main skin 
collection. There are some other mounts held in 
storage, all with no information. Horton agreed 
that the White specimens were most likely to 
have come from SA. The Gawler Institute one 
probably did also but, because that collection 
included interstate and overseas specimens, this 
is not certain. Why Condon found five William 
White specimens, while today’s records indicate 
there were only ever three, remains unexplained.

Horton (2018) has clarified a common confusion 
that ‘James Cockerell’ is actually J. F. and 
not J. T. (James’s father – John Thomas) as 
stated by Condon. James Frederick Cockerell 
resided at Mildura from 1889–95 and provided 
over 700 bird skins to SAMA from 1889–1894 
(Horton 2018). About 100 are still retained at 
the Museum and are mostly labelled with a 
locality of Mildura, with a few from the River 
Murray district, SA (Horton 2018). It is assumed, 
therefore, that Cockerell’s bowerbird specimens 
in SAMA labelled as ‘River Murray scrub, South 
Australia’ were collected in SA rather than in 
Victoria.

Zietz (in North 1901–04), having stated that there 
were no SA specimens of C. maculata in the SA 
Museum collection (see above), added that 

In looking over some lists for further 
evidence, I found that six specimens were 
obtained in the scrub at Overland Corner, 
on the Murray River, in 1883, by the late 
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Mr. F. W. Andrews, a collector of the South 
Australian Museum. I myself have never 
seen any specimens of C. maculata, with a 
statement where they had been collected, 
except some two dozen skins obtained by the 
late Mr. James Cockerell, in the Murray River 
scrubs, near Mildura, Victoria.

The six bowerbirds collected at Overland Corner 
by F. W. Andrews were obtained in February–
early March 1883 (Andrews 1883a; Zietz 1883; 
Zietz in North 1901–04), together with a bower 
and its contents (Andrews 1883b). Andrews 
(1883a) reported ‘I returned from the Murray on 
March 8th after a very trying time of it with the 
hot weather.’ The fate of Andrews’s bowerbird 
specimens is unknown.

North (1901–04) also noted that there were two 
unlocalised specimens of Chlamydera maculata in 
the Australian Museum collection, ‘obtained by 
the late Mr. S. White in South Australia.’ There 
is currently one skin in the Australian Museum 
(O.18080; Table 1) from the ‘interior of South 
Australia’ registered in 1912; this is presumably 
one of the two collected by Samuel White 
(Senior). The second skin, O.18081, was sent 
by the then curator J. Allen Keast to Princeton 
University on 30 April 1958 (L. Tsang in litt.). 
Unfortunately, the natural history museum there 
has now closed so the fate of this specimen is 
unknown. Another skin (adult male, current 
location unknown) from ‘South Australia’ was 
presented to the British Museum of Natural 
History by the ‘Sydney’ (Australian) Museum 
some time prior to 1881 (Sharpe 1881: 390).

Samuel White (Senior) collected several 
bowerbirds from the River Murray in SA in 1864. 
In his list of birds collected during his Murray 
expedition from 26 September to 29 October 
1864, based on the River Murray at ‘Poodnooka’, 
Samuel White (n.d.) recorded: 

372. Male, Poodnooka, River Murray, Oct 
9, 1864. I watched the bower of this bird 
and shot no less than 5 of them there, most 
of them no doubt being robers [sic] from 

other bowers as they pulled down the 
bower several times after I had put it up 
and carted away part of the stones as well as 
‘quondongs’ [stones of Santalum acuminatum] 
which I put there. While watching the first 
bird (the owner of it) I saw him come about 
10 am and commence hopping and running 
about around the place and adjusting the 
stones of the pavement making sometimes 
a low scraping noise and then a low 
chirruping whistle. I watched the bower 
several days at intervals and found they 
came about 10 o’clock in the morning or 4 in 
the afternoon. I once shot a pair which came 
(378 Male and 379, Female). The male bird 
appeared first then came the female when 
the male commenced hopping, running and 
fluttering and making a low whistling noise. 
They have a kind of screaming cry repeated 
2 or three times in succession at intervals. 
They also have a kind of scraping noise 
like ‘Cr. leucopterus’ [= Grey Butcherbird 
Cracticus torquatus] (for which I have 
mistaken them) as well as a round whistle 
of several notes running up and finishing 
with the highest (something like the ‘Milvus 
isurus’) [an old name for Square-tailed Kite 
Lophoictinia isura, but presumably in error 
for Black Kite M. migrans or Whistling Kite 
Haliastur sphenurus]. They are not at all shy 
at their bower but I think they are weary [sic] 
while in the bush as I could not easily find 
them although I could hear them in many 
places sometimes in pairs.

Later in his notes, the pair of specimens (378 
and 379) are listed as collected on Oct 12 1864, 
together with the comment ‘Chlamydera (sent 
to Waller). Little or no differences between the 
sexes, perhaps a little paler.’

‘Poodnooka’ was the name of a pastoral station 
on the northern side of the River Murray near 
Weston Flat where Samuel’s brother, William 
White, had obtained eggs of both the Scarlet-
chested Parrot Neophema splendida and Regent 
Parrot Polytelis anthopeplus in September of the 
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previous year (North 1894, 1901–04). ‘Waller’ is 
presumably Eli Waller, assistant taxidermist at 
the Australian Museum from 1850–56 and later 
a private taxidermist based in both Sydney and 
Brisbane (Horton et al. 2018), so it is not known 
if specimens sent to him were destined for the 
Australian Museum collection or for Waller’s 
personal use. A collection of Waller’s bowerbirds 
(including C. maculata, but not from SA) was later 
purchased by the Liverpool Museum, England, 
in 1879 (Picton 1880).

The monthly reports of the SA Museum 
(Waterhouse 1867) record that a Spotted 
Bowerbird skin was sent to the Musée de St 
Denis, Ile de la Réunion, in October 1867 and 
another to Mr Waller in Queensland in December 
1867.

It is therefore possible that Samuel White’s 
October 1864 skins are those at the Australian 
Museum. However, it is not known if other 
Spotted Bowerbirds were collected when Samuel 
White visited the upper Murray early in 1863 (by 
boat – White 1916) or by his son, S. A. (Albert) 
White, in a collecting trip to Weston Flat in 1887 
(Linn 1989). Similarly, the source of W. White’s 
specimens at SAMA (see above) is unknown, but 
may have been collected when at ‘Poodnooka’ 
in either 1863 or with brother Samuel in 1864. 
Further investigation and analysis of White’s 
archived documents may provide clarification.

The Natural History Museum (formerly British 
Museum of Natural History, BMNH) at Tring 
has one skin from SA, a male numbered 
98.5.17.82 from Renmark purchased from R. 
H. Perks in 1898 (NHM online catalogue; Table 
1). Dr Robert H. Perks was a surgeon based in 
Adelaide in the 1890s and became chair of the 
Field Naturalists Society of South Australia at 
that time (Anon. 1895). The BMNH purchased 
197 of his bird skins from SA (Sharpe 1906).

In addition, the BMNH bird accession book lists 
a Spotted Bowerbird among 39 bird specimens 
donated by C. D. E. Fortnum, Esqu. of Adelaide, 

SA, dated 29 June 1842 (Sharpe 1906; NHM 
online catalogue). Specimen number 25 is listed 
as ‘Calodera maculata – River Murray. Exchanged 
with Dr. Rüppell.’ Dr. Rüppell’s specimens 
are now held at the Senckenberg Museum, 
Frankfurt, Germany. Dr Gerald Mayr, Head of 
Ornithology, has kindy advised (email 22 Feb. 
2022) that Fortnum’s specimen is still held at 
that institution (SMF 63313; Table 1), donated by 
Rüppell in 1845, but there is no original label. 
Charles Fortnum resided with Charles Stuart at 
Fourth Creek (now Rostrevor) from 1840–1845 
and collected birds and insects from Adelaide 
and the River Murray before returning to 
England (Warburton 1999).

Mathews (1912) described a new subspecies 
of the Spotted Bowerbird, C. m. clelandi, in his 
reference list to Australian birds, noting the type 
was from South Australia (No. 3656). Given the 
subspecies name, it was presumably based on 
a specimen provided to him by well-known 
South Australian ornithologist, J. B. Cleland. In 
his checklist of the birds of Australia (Mathews 
1924: 214), the date of this specimen was given 
as Jan. 31st, 1912. In a review of Mathews’s 
types, Hartert (1929) indicated that this was 
an unsexed skin in poor condition in BMNH 
labelled by Mathews ‘Chlamydera maculata South 
Australia? Dr Clelland’. This specimen is now 
at the American Museum of Natural History 
(AM 679122; Table 1). J. B. Cleland provided 
many specimens to assist Mathews with the 
preparation of his Birds of Australia (Paton 
2017). However, Cleland’s collections along the 
river at that time are known only from May 
1910, May 1911 (Cleland et al. 1918) and later 
during an excursion of the Royal Australasian 
Ornithologists’ Union (BirdLife Australia) 
in November–December 1913 (Chisholm 
1914; Cleland 1914; Cleland et al. 1918), when 
bowerbirds were not recorded (White 1914).

DISCUSSION

This review confirms that the Spotted Bowerbird 
was widespread and relatively common along 
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the River Murray and adjacent areas of South 
Australia until the late 1800s, followed by a rapid 
decline till the last reports in the 1930s. Records 
are as far downstream as near Swan Reach 
(Tindale 1930), although Boehm (1956) indicated 
without explanation that this record may be 
regarded as doubtful, presumably because it 
was in mallee habitat, well downstream and 
later than most other reports. However, given 
that a bird was seen ‘at close hand’ it is difficult 
to believe that the observer could have been 
mistaken. Further, Bellchambers (1925) indicated 
that they once occurred as far down as the 
mouth of the ‘Rhine’ (= Marne River, 15 km S 
of Swan Reach), although provided no details 
on the source of this information. His claim of 
finding bowers along the eastern slopes of the 
Flinders Ranges seems unlikely, although his 
bird observations reported elsewhere (including 
the River Murray near Mannum) indicate that 
he was a reliable observer (e.g. Bellchambers 
1931). The likely source of the birds in captivity 
at a homestead near Hallett (Anon. 1936) would 
presumably be from a bird dealer rather than of 
wild birds.

It is evident that Spotted Bowerbirds had 
declined extensively by around 1900 because 
few well-known SA ornithologists were familiar 
with them at that time (North 1901–04). By 
1920 few visitors to the river could find them. 
For example, they were not recorded during 
the Royal Australasian Ornithologists’ Union 
expedition along the River Murray between 
Murray Bridge and Morgan in November–
December 1913 (Chisholm 1914; White 1914), 
along the river between Morgan and Mildura 
in April 1917 (Morgan 1917), or during White 
and Morgan’s trip downstream from Lake 
Victoria to Renmark in September–October 
1917 (White 1918). In the region between 
Renmark and Wentworth, Chenery and Morgan 
(1920) reported them only from Kulkyne 
Station, Victoria. By this time only farmers and 
orchardists living along the river knew of them, 
mostly seen when the birds were raiding fruit in 
commercial orchards and homestead gardens, 

or through the location of bowers (often under 
Tangled Lignum Duma florulenta) on the River 
Murray floodplain.

A similar decline in abundance was reported 
upstream in adjoining parts of Victoria and 
New South Wales. The birds were evidently 
common in the early days, with no less than 39 
collected between Echuca and Mildura during 
the National Museum of Victoria’s collecting 
expedition in 1857 (Blandowski 1858), with 
his comment that ‘this bird keeps in the dense 
scrub near the creeks and lagoons, and feeds 
on berries and is very shy’. Barrett (1919) 
noted an active bower under a boxthorn bush 
[presumably the introduced African Boxthorn 
Lycium ferocissimum] at Kulkyne Station, Victoria, 
and noted that he had heard that hundreds had 
been shot by settlers in the fruit-growing areas 
along the Murray. Favalaro (1940) noted that it 
was very common in Victoria from the SA border 
to Kerang in the early 1900s and in those days, 
bowers were common on the river flats and 
along that portion of the river frontage which 
now forms part of the Lock Island [Mildura, 
Victoria]. They survived in Victoria until the 
1960s, with one record further upstream in a 
farm garden and orchard at Robinvale in 1979 
(Emison et al. 1987) and occasional reports since 
(Higgins et al. 2006).

As concluded by Boehm (1956), it is likely 
that the decline was due to a combination of 
predation by foxes, grazing and clearance 
of habitat and by human persecution. Foxes 
became widespread along the River Murray 
in the early 1900s, following a series of rabbit 
plagues that denuded the river flats from the 
1880s (Murchison 1887; Anon. 1918; Abbott 
2011). The late 1890s also saw the rapid uptake 
and clearance of land along the river margins 
for irrigated agriculture. Although considered 
mostly sedentary, flocks of Spotted Bowerbirds 
may accumulate at favoured feeding trees 
(including fruit trees in orchards and gardens) 
after breeding (Higgins et al. 2006). At these 
times many were easily shot or poisoned, no 
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doubt impacting the population over a wide 
area. For example, Elliott (1938) reported that 
about eighty had been shot in a week in an 
orchard near Mungindi, Queensland, and 
Favalaro (1940) said ‘as many as thirty birds 
per week were destroyed in the vicinity of the 
Chaffey Homestead [Mildura, Victoria]’.

Trapping for the overseas bird trade may also 
have contributed to their decline. Bowerbirds 
were included in a shipment of 13,500 live birds 
consigned for collectors in Europe from an 
Adelaide bird dealer, John Foglia, in February 
1905 (Anon. 1905).

The natural habitat of the Spotted Bowerbird 
is semi-arid and monsoonal woodlands that 
contain abundant fruiting trees and shrubs 
(Higgins et al. 2006). These include Currant Bush 
Carissa lanceolata and C. ovata, Native Orange 
Capparis lasiantha and C. mitchelli, Wilga Geijera 
parviflora, Desert Jasmine Jasminium didymium, 
Myrtle Tree Canthium oleifolium, Warrior Bush 
Apophyllum anomalum, Kurrajong Brachychiton 
populneus, Leafless Cherry Exocarpos aphyllus, 
Boobialla Myoporum acuminatum and Ruby 
Saltbush Enchylaena tomentosa, species reaching 
their greatest abundance and diversity in inland 
central New South Wales and Queensland 
(Cunningham et al. 1981). In SA, its habitat was 
mainly the River Box Eucalyptus largiflorens 
woodlands of the river flats and adjoining low 
woodlands with Native Pine Callitris gracilis 
and Dryland Teatree Melaleuca lanceolata etc. 
that (other than Ruby Saltbush) lack a similar 
diversity and abundance of fruiting species, and 
so may have been less productive habitat for 
bowerbirds. It is however noted that the shrub 
Exocarpos strictus (Pale-fruit Ballart) is relatively 
common on the River Murray floodplain in 
SA from the Victorian border downstream to 
about Loxton, with scattered occurrences to 
Waikerie. This plant grows to 6 m and produces 
2–5 mm diameter globular fruit throughout the 
year (Jessop and Toelken 1986) and thus could 
have been important in influencing the former 
distribution of the Spotted Bowerbird in SA.

Further surveys in the far North East of SA may 
increase the number of observations in the only 
part of SA where the species may still occur.
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