As I sit here at the computer it has started to rain. I hope we get a lot more as July and August have been very dry; less than half the average rainfall in most places and we are even worse off. At least we have town water as the tank is dry. Only the grass under the trees is still green. In the district the dry weather has helped maize farmers get off their crop and hay making went really well late in the season. The dairy farmers without irrigated pastures are starting to feel the effects and it is just the beginning of the dry season. By the time I wrote this paragraph it has stopped. Well, at least this way tonight’s guests will not be disappointed.

A male Cicada Bird in early June was a strange but pleasant sighting on Petersen Creek in Yungaburra. This creek continues to be a source of some great birding even though the eucalypts are almost finished flowering. Upstream of the platypus viewing platform and below my bedroom window, Sarus Cranes have established a new roost. Slowly the numbers built to 30 but now, in early September, there are more than 60 birds roosting each night. It is very interesting that along with the Brolgas, those with chicks mostly have two in tow. Perhaps it was the late but good wet season which caused early nesting to fail but made it favorable for the later birds. Huge numbers of Sarus Cranes can be seen from the road sides between Atherton and Yungaburra or Kairi. Bustards are also found in this area.

Woompoo and Topknot Pigeons have been feeding in the Lemon Aspen, Achronychia acicula, and Blue Quandong, Eleaocarpus angustifolius. At Lake Eacham they have been joined by Spotted Catbirds, Tooth-billed Bowerbirds and at Rose Gums Wilderness Retreat by Satin Bowerbirds and King Parrots as well.

A pair of Woompoo Pigeons built a nest over the walkway at the Curtain Figtree in December last year but did not breed there. This year in June I heard birds calling near the site and then saw both birds approach the nest, calling and displaying to each other. One bird then climbed onto the little see-through platform and continued to call and bow for some minutes even though its mate had left the scene. From the second of July they were sitting and in the first week of August the single chick fledged. Once the chick hatched the parents were cautious about approaching the nest while it was under observation. If we turned out backs they would come in to feed and settle down. 

Woompoo pigeon on nest, displaying in late June

I saw a Black Falcon across the creek from home. If it had been on the other side of the creek, about twenty metres further east it would have been in my 'home block'. If I had been at my back fence I could easily have seen and identified the bird. Can I add it to my home list? It may be fifty years till another one comes past and will I be watching when it does. This bird patrolled the treeline like a Square-tailed Kite. We had excellentviews as the bird flew almost directly over us after coming out of a paddock across the road and then continued up the creek on the "wrong" side.

A full range of raptors is present on the Tablelands during the winter. One of the most spectacular is a young pale phase Little Eagle. The leading edge on this bird’s wing is a burnt gold or rusty orange; the ends of the primaries are black but the rest of the bird is very pale, almost white. It is often seen in the Picnic Crossing area but also at Hasties Swamp. There is not the range in colour phases among the Brown Falcons this year but many birds are patrolling the agricultural lands of the inner Tablelands.

Down in Cairns the waders are returning in force but up here there is not much mud on the edge of the water holes, dams and weirs. Perhaps that is why half a dozen Black-fronted Dotterels are in Cairns rather than up here. 

Golden Bowerbirds have begun to decorate their bowers and are calling more often. The Tooth-bills are not yet getting serious about stage making but have begun to call. Now that the Fan-tailed Cuckoos have started calling they are doing their usual trick of hiding away. When they are silent it is not difficult to see them; now it is only easy to hear them.

Fig-Parrots have started excavating their nests in mid August this year. While they will commonly be that early on the coast I believe it to be exceptional on the Atherton Tablelands. In Yungaburra, the centre of town and the school grounds have them feeding in the fig trees. At Lake Eacham they are mostly feeding in the Celerywood, Polyscias elegans.

In winter the numbers of mice increases and the owls are more visible. Coming home from a nocturnal tour and again the next evening, I saw Grass Owls near Lesley Creek which is just south of the Curtain Figtree. Barn Owls are common in this site and occasionally a Masked Owl is also seen there. This is in an area which was maintained as eucalypt forest by the high water table, lightning strikes and Aboriginal burning. It is much nicer to camp in the open than in the rainforest and easier to obtain firewood too. When touring the Tablelands you will often come across roads called, ”Someone’s Pocket Road”. These refer to the small patches of open forest which were taken up by the early settlers as homestead locations. They could also see the advantages the Aborigines had created by keeping some patches free of the rainforest.

There has long ben the suggestion that Bush Hens migrate for the winter. These birds are secretive at the best of times and seem to be silent during winter. This morning 17/07 along Petersen Creek, 145* 33' E, 17* 16' S, my wife and I saw what we both took to be a Bush Hen.

 Banded Honeyeaters have been in large numbers on the northern and western edges of the Tablelands. At Granite Gorge they raised two chicks in July. Striated Pardalotes and Rainbow Bee-eaters are nesting along the road into the gorge.

Our resident Thicknees have moved up the road to their breeding territory and the Buff-banded Rails which breed in the yard every year are back.

ADVANCE \d4We had some great sightings of Leaf-tailed Gecko, Saltuarius cornutus, during a warm spell in the winter. I know some of you don’t think that we really get a winter up here in the tropical tablelands but let me assure you we do! Six ground frosts this winter and the nights are still cool in September!!!  A huge male with an original tail and a female almost as large with a regrown tail seen three nights in a row and an attempt at mating observed. Unfortunately when I said, " Red light only," one of my guests did not think that precluded flash photography. The female took off about 40 cm so I took my guests away. the male had been waving his tail and displaying it in her direction. He then edged down very slowly and oblivious to our lights. He lick hie lips as he approached. He licked her tail and then proceeded to work his way over her. At the time he moved his front left leg over her left hind leg a flash photo was taken and she ran off. I am not sure whether it was the light or a touch from him that caused the departure. Sex allocation is presumed on behavioral grounds.

ADVANCE \d4I have been helping out some researchers who are studying the Green Ringtail Possums, Pseudocheirus archeri and hypothesizing about their ability to survive global warming. The problem is not so much the loss of high altitude habitat, as Greens extend down to 350 metres in a couple of places. It is their diet. They eat all sorts of toxins and free water is not readily available to them. this means that they must conserve moisture to deal with the toxins. They are very reluctant to pant and therefore cannot keep their body temperature down in periods of hot weather. If this is short the animals will recover but for longer times of a few days it could be fatal. There were reports of them dropping dead in some places during the drought. 

The Tree Waratah or Pink Silky Oak is now in full flower in Malanda and the Curtain Figtree and is in good bud in Yungaburra. Green Ringtail Possums have been visiting the flowers, presumably for the nectar. I have not heard of this before and will ask around. The timber is called Pink Silky Oak because of its dark pink colour with deep red radial rays which give it a three dimensional appearance even when polished smooth. The Eacham Shire has adopted this tree as its floral emblem. 

ADVANCE \d4Talking of Green Ringtail Possums, the kids who are the reporters for the World Enviro Expo in Japan next year just spent a couple of days with me and were able to touch a male GRP. This animal is extremely habituated but they are the first to stroke him. He once turned and held my finger when I was pointing out the arrangement of genitals in marsupials. We had a great time with possums, rock wallabies, cassowary and platypus all performing for the camera. I thought that I would be giving information, finding the locations and the animals but spent a lot of time talking on film. They expect an audience of 15 million to watch the film during the Expo.

On the Lumholtz’s Tree-kangaroo front there has been a lot of action lately. Dorothy and Jill both have large pouch young. We have seen the joey’s head sticking out of Jill’s pouch. Both of Jill’s other young have moved out. Jack, which is over two years old and was starting to visit some of the other females has been seen only once in the last two months so I think he has been told to leave. Jemima, his little half sister, has also moved out of mum’s territory. One night she was seen at the junction of Dorothy and Grandma’s territories. This is near an unoccupied piece of forest so it would be good if she took up that space as she is thoroughly habituated on the spotlight.
