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1. Weather
December has not been very hot and for many nights we had the minimum for the state. It is strange but true that the little bit of altitude and the lack of continental influence we have here makes for such a pleasant climate. For the continent this has been Australia’s second hottest year on record. The only truly temperate places I know of are at altitude in the tropics. We have had very few storms this year and so far no cyclones. The prospect for the summer looks like about average rainfall. As I write this on Christmas Eve it is raining lightly; only the 14th day with precipitation in the last two months. Last night we had 15 mm.
2. Christmas Beetles 

Christmas is the time for beetles. The Wet Tropics have a huge variety of beetles. Some of 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.

A number of beetles are commonly called Christmas Beetles. These are predominantly green or gold. The larvae of all of these feed on the roots of living plants. Some adults live on leaves while others visit flowers to feed on the pollen. While there, they do the plants a service by pollinating their flowers. On some of our grevilleas there is a large green beetle with gold trimming, Calloodes grayanus. Another of these pollinating beetles is the Flower Longicorn,  Aridaeus thoracicus, which looks like a hornet. I presume that its orange and black colours protect it from predation by Batesian mimicry. Also on the flowers of Spotted Oak, Buckinghamia ferruginiflora, 
The Snail-eating Carabid, Pamborus opacus, is not a beetle to mess with. Its huge jaws can give a nasty nip and when disturbed it will spray a pungent liquid from its rear. This can cause irritation to the skin and burn eyes. As its name suggests it is a carnivore. These huge beetles, 320 mm, aestivate during the dry times but now that it has rained are out in force. Their shiny green-black elytra catch the eye as they scurry around in the leaf litter looking for snails and worms to eat.

We have beetles which eat living plants as every gardener knows. The Dendrobium Beetle, Stethopachys Formosa, is orange with four dark brown blotches on the back. Both the adult and larvae eat orchids. The larvae cover themselves with their own droppings and then pupate in a mass of firm foam. They are not welcome guests in my garden.

In rotting logs we have other beetles at work including longicorns and weevils. One of the most spectacular wood boring beetles of the rainforest is Mueller’s Stag Beetle, Phalacrognathus Muelleri, which is metallic gold, green or purple depending on the angle of the light. The males have huge, fork tipped jaws. They use these in jousting contests with other males. So far we have only seen females in our garden but as they lay eggs in the logs for their larvae to eat it is only a matter of time before we see males.
3. Flowers and Fruit
As predicted last newsletter the Queensland Maples have come into full flower, looking like huge cauliflowers sticking out of the forest. Small black and tan beetles seem to be the main native pollinator of these.

With the wet season approaching this is a time of ample fruit in the rainforest. Many figs are fruiting. All figs are edible as far as I know but some are not very palatable. Figs feed bats, birds, beetles and flies. Male Stalk-eyed Flies fight with their eyes to hold the best fruit for the females to lay their eggs in. In the village of Yungaburra many species of birds can be seen feeding on the figs at the moment. One of the common names for that huge cuckoo, the Channel-billed, is ‘Fig Hawk’. They are living up to that name with four seen in one tree this morning. Also in the tree were Figbirds, Barred Cuckoo-shrikes and the diminutive but beautiful, Double-eyed Fig-Parrots. Each fig has its own pollinating wasp. If like me, you have trouble with family and friends eating your figs, can I suggest that with the help of a microscope you show them the pupal cases of the wasps. The really tiny black specks are the droppings of the larvae. It didn’t stop my nieces for long but did give me a slight advantage.
Parsonsia Vine and Milky Pine have wind dispersed seeds which have been blowing across the rainforest. Other wind dispersed fruit which ripen at this time of year include Queensland Maple, Bull Oak and Rose Butternut.
4. Birds
I find it hard to have a favourite bird but one of the contenders for the title is the Blue-faced Parrot-Finch. These finches can be very difficult to find for much of the year but now are easily seen on the Gourka Track which leads to the start of the Mt Bartle Frere walk. They are most easily seen before nine a.m. in the grassy clearings. Other places along the eastern escarpment will also have these shy birds. The face of a recently moulted male is more violet than blue. One male seen last week had a much lighter colour on the breast and belly than usual and a little more yellow. So not only was there the contrast of red and blue but of light and dark green of very different hues.

Double-eyed Fig-Parrots are feeding in the village and at Lake Eacham but they are not always easy to see. Many people only see their noisy exit from the scene. Look for the falling debris from fruiting figs and listen to the cracking of the single seeded fruits from inside the fig. It sounds like the clicking of your fingernails and is about as loud.
Red-kneed Dotterels, Glossy Ibis, Black-necked Stork, Royal Spoonbill, Spotless Crake, and a few Sarus Cranes are to be found at Hasties Swamp. Most of the Sarus Cranes have left for their breeding grounds but there are still about 50 of them and a similar number of  Brolga at Bromfield Swamp. Two Sarus Cranes are spending their evenings on the wetlands below our house. Also on this little wetland is a pair of Cotton Pygmy Geese. The year before last they breed there along with their smaller cousins the Green Pygmy Geese.
Talking of breeding, the Blue-winged Kookaburras at Hasties Swamp have fledged two young but the Laughing Kookaburras at our place have been displaced by a mother Brushtail Possum and her young at heel. I do not know the fate of any eggs or chicks but the possums have been known to eat such delicacies. A Common Tree-snake was upsetting nesting Lewin’s Honeyeaters beside our veranda. The snake was a beautiful blue colour. Despite being able to get hold of the snake I could not comfortably remove it from the tree as it was wound through so many small branches. Now there are no chicks. Well the snake has to eat too. Little Cuckoo-shrikes, Currawongs, Pied Butcherbirds, Australian Magpies, Figbirds and Victoria’s Riflebirds are all feeding young. Despite my having seen many cuckoos this year I have not yet come across a parasitised nest. I have received reports of Currawongs feeding Channel-billed Cuckoos. One of the interesting things about these cuckoos is that they may lay multiple eggs in the one nest and the hard working surrogates can raise two or three chicks.
5. Mammals

Like November, this month has been a mixed bag of sightings but averages are well down on previous years. On the tree-kangaroo front there have not been many exciting happening to report. Jill’s joey spends its time out of the pouch now but still tries to suckle. Kara’s joey has not been seen with her this month. Dorothy has spent most of the month absent without leave and when we have seen her she has been in thick vines. 
The Green Ringtail Possums began the month feeding largely on the green fruit of the Fig of Plenty but as the figs ripened the greens went back to their diet of leaves. There are a number of females with large young on the back or at heel. The ripe fruit then fed Spectacled Flying Foxes which have now moved onto Superb Fig and Watkin’s Fig.
We have continued to get some good looks at Striped Possums; both the huge one with the silver backside and the smaller scruffy grey individual. This year has been my best ever for spotting this species. Where the track turns up to the farmhouse there is a dead tree with the tell tale signs of Striped Possums feeding on the beetle larvae. Huge chunks of the outer wood have been ripped away but we are yet to catch one at it on this tree. We have mostly had our sightings nearby though.

The flowering of the Black Bean Trees attracted both Coppery Brushtails and Spectacled Flying Foxes. Some nights we had to be careful to dodge the urine of the Spectacled Flying Foxes as they often urinate on taking flight and there were great numbers of them along the track. The Tolga Bat Hospital which does a marvellous job of rehabilitating injured and sick bats of all descriptions has two blonde Spectacled Flying Foxes in care. The Tolga Bat Hospital, http://www.athertontablelands.com/bats/ , is always looking for volunteers but particularly in November – December. November is a great time to be birding in north Queensland so perhaps your return visit could include a few days voluntary work. They also have accommodation so you can support them by using that even if you don’t get your hands full of cute little bats.
6. Erratum or a possibly very significant sighting
Last month I reported the sighting of a winged White-kneed King Cricket. I have since been told that they do not have wings ever. If it is Exogryllacris as has been suggested that is a significant range extension into dryer and lower country. Either way, it is interesting and crickets may become my new focus of interest.
7. Quiz

This month, questions about state emblems from Australia.

Q.1 One state does not have a floral emblem and one does not have a faunal emblem. What are these states?

Q.2 What is the floral emblem of Victoria?

Q.3 Which South Australian emblem could fit Paterson’s description, below?

“The strongest creature for his size,

Though least equipped for combat…

He digs his homestead underground,

He’s neither shrewd nor clever,

For kangaroos can leap and bound 

But … dig forever.”

Q.4 Only one state has a strictly diurnal faunal emblem. Name the emblem. (note that the only other strictly diurnal marsupial lives in this part of the country.)

Q. 5 The sapphire is the state gem for the state which produces most of the world’s raw sapphires. What is the state?

Answers from November

1. What is the floral emblem for Queensland?  Cooktown Orchid.
2. Lichens are a symbiosis of what two life forms? Fungus and alga.
3. How many forward pointing toes do parrots have? Two
4. Where in an animal would you find its tapetum lucidum? Eyes
5. Which marsupial has the largest brain for its size? Striped Possum, encephalisation index 320.
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