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Seasonal Newsletter, Summer 2004-5
January 19, 2005

I may have told you that here on the Tablelands it never gets hot and rarely cold. Sorry to have misled you; this last November Yungaburra had three hot days. On one of these a new local maximum of 38(C was set. Since then the weather has been more typical with storms in the afternoons, cool evenings and warm days. Now were are moving into more of a wet season pattern with high humidity but little heat. On the coast they might be sweltering but here we need to have light blankets at the ready.

November saw many of the gum-barked eucalypts shedding their old bark, a riot of colour if the various species grew together. The Cadagi, Eucalyptus torelliana, turned bright green; Rose Gums, E. grandis, shed their grey to shine brilliant white; Blue Gums, E. tereticornis, are now everything from blue, grey and cream to white, all on each tree; Lemon Scented Gums, E citriodora, bright pink, through salmon to dull apricot, while the Moreton Bay Ash, E. tessillaris, has the look of clotted cream above their dark stockings. 

Even before the first storms many of the Satin Ashes, Syzygium spp, break out into new growth. From hot pink through reds and maroon to cream and yellow these showy new leaves put on a display that is rarely matched by the best of flowering trees. Now that it has rained many other rainforest trees are in new growth. A whole colour card on display, even purple, blue and black!

Christmas is a time for snow in some parts of the world but here we have the Queensland Maples, Flindersia brayleana, flowering. The trees are almost hidden behind their mass of small white flowers. These flowers attract huge numbers of beetles and wasps. These are the main pollinators in the Australian rainforests. South American rainforests give rise to huge bees and large flowers on which they can land but beetles and the Australian flora had their major divergence too soon for bees. The five fingered follicles which take twelve months to develop, make great Christmas decorations as they open to five fingered stars. Some of the other Flindersia fruits can be 20 cm across when split.

One of these pollinating beetles is the Flower Longicorn, Arideus thoracicus, which looks like a hornet. I presume that its orange and black colours protect it from predation by Batesian   mimicry. The pattern of black even produces the visual effect of the beetle having a waist like a wasp. Those of you in Europe think of a large Common Wasp Beetle, Clytus arietis, but orange instead of yellow and you have the basic idea. The metallic blue-green of  the Cuckoo Wasp, Stilbum sp. attracts the eye as they visit flowers. On the wall of our house they make use of the mud nesting wasps by laying eggs in their nests.If attacked by their host the female drops to the ground in a tightly rolled ball.

Another interesting beetle which is active at this time of year is a carrion beetle. I do not know its name but it loves eating dead toads. Toads love eating this small black beetle. So it is not uncommon to find toad skins and toads in varying stages of decay along the roads. Toad is squashed by a car; beetles come to feast; toads come to feast on the beetles... another squashed toad. We are keen on recycling here!

I have never seen so many different size classes of the giant White-kneed Cricket, Penalva flavocalceata, as are active at the moment. The large females of this wingless insect grow to 80 mm. The strikingly white knees develop as the animal grows. Young crickets may be brown rather than the rich chestnut of the adults. 

With the coming of the warm weather and the first storms the large butterflies become obvious again. It is great fun to watch the behaviours of different species. The huge Cairns Birdwing flies deliberately whether looking for food, a mate or somewhere to lay its eggs. Common Aeroplanes  spend more time gliding than flitting. Australian Leafwings  spend most of the day sitting quietly in disguise as a dead leaf. In the afternoon they are to be seen laying their eggs on the small herb, Pseuderanthemum variable, which is the host to a number of other butterflies as well. My favourite is the pugnacious Blue-banded Eggfly. The males set up territories with favourite resting positions. Any blue butterfly, even the huge Ulysses,  is likely to be chased off and many males of  other coloured species as well. To watch one trying to chase off a Willy Wagtail is an amazing sight but I have not yet seen one end the chase as dinner.

Do you remember my telling you of a pair of Wompoo Fruit-Doves which built a nest in 2003 and returned to raise a single chick in June 2004? They returned at Christmas this year to tidy up the nest and another pair have set up shop next door. Pigeon nests are not the most substantial of structures.  If the light is good enough it is usually possible to observe what is going on in the bottom of the nest by looking through it. In our garden the White-headed Pigeons are preparing to nest. They are in good numbers in Yungaburra now but this will build as the fruit ripen on the Camphor Laurel trees.

On Wednesday the 22nd of December I went to Tinaburra Peninsula armed with information to sort out the local snipe. In a little arm of Lake Tinarro I found no snipe but hundreds of Little Black Cormorants. My first, quick estimation was of 650 but this was well under.

This narrow reach of water was teeming with birds. Wave after wave of Cormorants flew over the leading edge of the flock to dive for fish. Pelicans fought over injured fish and stole them from the cormorants. Further back, birds were driving the fish towards the bank. Egrets lined the shore. Terns bomb-dived. Two Whistling Kites swooped on the leftovers. It was a thundering, chaotic place for  half an hour. Wing beats and splashing echoed off the trees on either side. Later the group moved out of the inlet into a more open and deeper part of the lake. Here the Cormorants dispersed into two groups and then a wide scattering of fishing parties before forming two tight hunting packs. Later still they moved to the shore where I could do a serious count. A minimum of 1017 Little Black Cormorants on the bank and about 55 still on the water. 1 100 is reasonable as a round number.

Associated with this melee were:-

61 Pelicans

11 Great Cormorants, four of which were juveniles.

eight Great Egrets

six Caspian Terns

five Little Egrets

four Darters with another 6 on the margins

three Intermediate Egrets

two Whistling Kites

one Silver Gull

(perhaps this could be a song!)

On the side lines as innocent bystanders were:-

26 Little Black Cormorants higher up the reach

13 Little Pied Cormorants

(30 Pacific Black Duck

(35 Coot

16 Hardheads

(12 Grey Teal

22 Great-crested Grebes

(6 Australasian Little Grebes

1 Black-fronted Dotterel

6 + Golden-headed Cisticolas

1 Tawny Grassbird

6 Tree Martins

1 Little Eagle

8 Black Kites

(25 Purple Swamphens

3 Black-winged Stilts

and one Agile Wallaby

On the other side of the peninsula I also noticed:-

300+ Plumed Whistling-Duck

8 Wood Duck

1 Common Sandpiper

2 Sharp-tailed Sandpipers

Further up stream with my friend Ben Constable I saw the following additional species:-

2 Glossy Ibis

2 Buff-banded Rails

3 Snipe, two of which were definitely Latham’s

1 Red-kneed Dotterel

4 Royal Spoonbill

On the way home I was interrupted by a flight of 15+ Double-eyed Fig-Parrots. Throw in the three species of honeyeater and the eight other species I can recall makes at least 45 birds in a 2.5 kilometre radius on a 60( arc from home in the late morning!

Riflebirds and Bowerbirds have ceased their displaying around Christmas as nesting activity is in full swing. Last year we had both species of pygmy goose breed on the creek below the house but this year they have not even come to visit.

Brolgas and Sarus Cranes left the Tablelands early. By mid November it was hard to find an adult bird. The interesting observation of the previous breeding season is that many pairs had no fledglings but those that did almost always had two. Perhaps the early  breeding pairs lost their chicks with the good rains which came later. The return of the cranes to our area was also late in 2004.

While some honeyeaters are busy with their second broods, Figbirds and Fig-Parrots are busy feeding fledglings. The Double-eyed Fig-Parrots are mostly found in the small fig trees like Ficus septica at the moment even though some large trees are in fruit. The flocks also consist mostly of family parties and single birds are not uncommon.

So far this has not been a spectacular summer for waders on the Atherton Tablelands but I really enjoyed three Little Curlews which may still be in paddocks near Kaban. Nearby in the eucalypt and casuarina forest Little Lorikeets and Crested Shrike-tits have been seen in profusion. 

While the numbers of raptors over winter and the dry has been down on most years, the variety has been as high as normal. A stand out for me was a Brown Falcon (grey-headed phase) seen north of Mareeba in December. 

Black-throated Finches were seen both south and east of what I have taken to be their normal range. Red-backed Button-quail have not been as prominent in the dryer rainforests as they were 12 months ago.

As we progress into the “Green Season” the numbers of young birds increases. Some people are annoyed by the antics of cuckoos but I find it so amusing to watch an Atherton Scrubwren standing on the head of a cuckoo while stuffing insects into its gape. Channel-billed Cuckoos are active every morning along Petersen Creek in Yungaburra at the moment. To find the birds one has to follow the strange calls of the immature Koels as they are keeping out of sight as much as possible. Now they are independent they get no favours from any bird. The walk along Petersen Creek continues to provide great birding with both rainforest and open forest species.

On the mammal front we have been having a great time.  The Lumholtz’s Tree-kangaroo, Jill has been spending a lot of time in the south-east of her territory and extended it a little in that direction. The female whose territory adjoins that of Amanda has been seen twice now in two trees at the extreme northern end of Amanda’s territory. These trees were rarely used by Amanda and she has not been seen there since the Tree-kangaroo and Mammal Group’s Christmas party and spotlight on December 2nd. This newly named female is Pexie. She is very pale for the local population with contrasting dark points. 

While summer is usually a good time for spotlighting Green Ringtail Possums, it has not been the best for Coppery Brushtail Possums. This year the numbers are up with averages for December/January being 4.9 and 8.6 individuals per night respectively. We equalled the record for nine Green Ringtails on one occasion. On new year’s eve we witnessed a mating of this very special species.
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Reports of Blue-faced Parrot-finches being seen along the top of the eastern escarpment are filtering in so that might be it for now while I go birdwatching.

