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Lake Rawdon (North and South) lies some 10
km E of Robe. It is a reclaimed swamp of 5200
ha. In summer the surface is dry and consists of

. several low limestone outcrops between large
claypans. It is vegetated by a variety of grasses
and sedges interspersed with clumps of rushes.
The area is not cultivated or sown with pasture,
but some sheep graze there in summer after the
winter flood waters have receded.

On 18 February 1988 we drove over Lake
Rawdon North and observed birds that flushed.
After two hours, we saw the dark grey crown and
nape of a bird protruding from some grass that
was 15 em high. The sides of the bird's head and
neck were brown with a paler area surrounding
the eyes. When the head was raised, an off-white
collar was seen encircling the neck. When we
moved closer, the bird ran with a hunched gait
reminiscent of a mouse, revealing its mantle and
upper back feathers, which were dark brown
fringed with pale buff, giving an appearance of
multiple crescents. It then stood in an open area
with an upright stance, showing a very short tail.

The bird ran on three subsequent occasions
before it flew and revealed long, trailing brownish
legs. Its flight was rather slow, and the bird rose
only two or three metres before settling some 50
m away. As we approached, it again flew and was
not seen again. The grass was a little taller than
the bird and at no time did we see the bird's
underparts.

Approximately one kilometre to the north we
found a second, similar bird which was lost to
sight when it flew into an area of dense rushes
and could not be found again. We consider that
two birds were involved and that both were
Plains-wanderers Pedionomus torquatus. The
presence of a collar in the first bird we saw
indicates that it was an adult female.

On 20 and 21 March 1988 we drove over the
above area for eight hours in daylight but no
Plains-wanderers were seen. Allan Dawson, a
keen naturalist of Robe, told us that on 16March
1988 he had seen a bird standing on the side of

a track near Lake Robe, 11 km W of Lake
Rawdon. He described it as like a quail, but
standing upright and with a black and white
collar. It flushed when about one metre from his
foot and seemed to lack a tail. He had never
previously seen a similar bird in this region. We
propose that this bird, too, was a Plains-wanderer.

The dark grey crown and nape of the first bird
we saw do not appear to have been reported
previously. This was the feature that first drew
our attention to the bird and was noted by both
of us each time the bird was seen.

Crome & Rushton (1975) reported that in
juvenile plumage the feathers of the crown are
''black with occasional brown spots, edges white
becoming buff at feather tip", and that at five
to seven weeks of age these feathers are replaced
by adult ones "alternately black and buffy brown,
sides whitish". Baker-Gabb (pers. comm.) has
never seen a grey or black crown on any of the
hundreds of adults, juveniles, or chicks that he
has handled.

Perhaps the late afternoon light caused the
crown of the bird we saw to appear grey. Or
perhaps it really was grey; examination of the
skins in the South Australian Museum shows that
a few specimens have crowns that, from a
distance, look grey overall. In most specimens the
crown is predominantly more or less brown.

Baker-Gabb (1987) found no record of the
Plains-wanderer in this region nearer than
Edenhope, Victoria, 130 km E of Lake Rawdon.
The closest previous South Australian record was
from Langhorne Creek, some 200 km NNW of
Lake Rawdon.

The South-East Drainage Project was started
in 1863 and completed in 1972. Before drainage,
the vast area of low-lying land between the sand
dune ranges had been under water in winter and
become lagoons and marshes in summer. It is
possible that drainage may have produced more
suitable habitat for the birds, for example in Lake
Rawdon, into which the species may have spread.
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