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1 Spring Flowers

Spring on the Atherton Tablelands reminds many of autumn. This is because it is a dryer time and some of our trees are going through a deciduous period. Other trees are reducing their leaf load. This is more evident in the dryer rainforests of the western Tablelands. One species of tree which has gone through a short leafless period is Ficus virens. The Curtain and Cathedral Figs are of this type. As they started to break out in new growth they shed the stipules which sheathe the leaf buds. Standing under the tree was like being in a pale green shower. The effect of many fallen leaves is exacerbated by the dry conditions which mean that decomposition is slowed. Bacteria and fungi like it warm and moist. Most of the year it is possible to see the soil in the rainforest but at the moment it is blanketed with a layer of leaves. The advantage of this is that it reduces evaporation. In late October we have had storm rains
Cassia brewsteri comes in a variety of flower forms; from pale yellow, through brilliant golds to rich browns. One of the most popular colour forms is red and green. All of these forms are now flowering and can be seen on a walk through the village of Yungaburra. Cedar Street is a good place to start and the walk at Allumbah Pocket will reveal a few more. As this small tree flowers before coming into full leaf, the pendant cascades of flowers are well presented at the beginning of the flowering. Later they are hidden under the pale green new leaves. As the leaves mature they turn a very dark green.

One of the most popular local trees in larger gardens, street plantings and in revegetation is Brown Oak. Darlingia darlingiana is a member of the Proteaceae family with large racemes of creamy white flowers. The trees produce a rich honey perfume, attracting bees, flies and wasps. On one occasion when my mother was visiting, I picked a bucket of these flowers which I placed in her room. “They have a strong perfume,” said my Mum. When I acknowledged this she repeated that they were, “VERY strong.” I took the hint and placed them outside. The tree is called Brown Oak because of the high quality silky-oak timber. these trees are in great flower along many roads on the Tablelands.
Flocks of  honeyeaters and lorikeets are taking their fill from the nectar and pollen of flowering eucalypts and callistemon. There are still a few trees in bud so this will continue into November. 
2 Town Tree-roo

A young male Lumholtz’s Tree-kangaroo was hanging around in Yungaburra. This was great until he started crossing the roads in daylight hours. Karen Coombs, who researches tree-roos and cares for orphans and I set out to catch and remove him from harm. It was no use chasing him down to the creek as that is where he was dispersing from and would be chased out again. First find your tree-roo! While very obvious when crossing a road, tree-roos can be remarkably cryptic once up a tree or under a house with low stumps. 

He was spotted in the yard of Cedars, a very nice little café. The owner gave us a ring and we rallied once more.

There he was up a small tree. With the aid of two fellows from the pub, three local children and Maria we would attempt a capture. The best case scenario was that when I climbed up the tree I could grab his tail and drop him gently into the waiting net below. If that failed then he would be caught in the net when he jumped to avoid me.

What was it that Robbie Burns said about plans? As I climbed towards him he climbed out onto the smallest of twigs which surprisingly held. From there he reached into the next tree and with remarkable agility for a tree-roo sung himself into it. A quick leap had him on the roof of the café. Despite the soft, non-slip pads on his feet he began to slide down the roof; slowly at first then accelerating exponentially. One of the men from the pub threw a sack over him but was too slow to add any pressure. Out into the road went our quarry. He headed for the main road but Yungaburra kids are quick. They blocked his escape route. Spinning round he raced through the tables of the café, who knows what the patrons thought, pursued by three young girls. Under the restaurant and glass shops with me running parallel. Here he hit a fence and I was blocking his escape to the road. Mike came out of his computer workshop to be almost bowled over by a rampant tree-roo. The corner of the fence was the young fellow’s undoing. Once I had his tail the chase was over. All that remained was to pick him up and lower gently into the bag Karen was carrying. Even young tree-kangaroos are very strong, with long powerful arms. It was no easy matter but soon he was secured. After a check up from the vet he was released in a large piece of forest.
3 Tree-kangaroo conference

An international tree-roo conference is to be held here in late November. It should be great and I am looking forward to meeting people whose work I have read and exploits are legend.

4 Tree-Kangaroos in the Forest

Jill’s joey has been seen out of the pouch but we do not know its sex yet. Kate has expanded her territory to the west of the road and has been seen in Rex’s lookout trees. Dale has not been seen for a while and may have been moved on by her mother. Dorothy’s joey has not been seen yet though it must be quite large. Rex has taken to leaving his lookout trees early so we are seeing him less often than before. 
At Longlands Gap, near the well known Golden Bowerbird, site we saw two tree-roos really close. They were adult male and female, side by side and leaning on each other until the excited voices of my guests upset them and the male scrambled up the tree.
5 Returning Birds

On the 13th of September we had our first Channel-billed Cuckoo of the season and heard the first Large-tailed Nightjar. On the 14 we heard the first Common Koel. Around here the Koel parasitises the nests of Helmeted Friarbirds while the most common host of the Channel-bills is the Pied Currawong. Brush Cuckoos parasitise Atherton Scrubwrens and Pallid Cuckoos use the nests of Lewins Honeyeaters. It is suspected that Fantailed Cuckoos utilise Gerygones and scrubwrens. 

Two Greenshanks were observed at Hasties Swamp early in September. They are not a common bird at this locality. At least they were in non-breeding plumage, unlike the bird that had me very confused the year before last. Marsh Sandpipers and even the odd Wood Sandpiper have been seen on and off at Hasties Swamp as well.

At the time of writing I have yet to see any Little Curlews or Paradise Kingfishers but they can’t be far off.

Sarus Cranes numbers are high but greater numbers seem to have remained in the Gulf of Carpenteria this year like they used to in the ‘olden days’.

Blue-faced Honeyeaters turned up in our yard in October, making the 179th species recorded for your home block.

6 Nesting Birds

One October morning, while cleaning the leaves out of the roof gutter, I was aware that the presence of two Kookaburras and a Pied Butcherbird was being resented by the nesting Magpie Larks and Willy Wagtails. The new boys on the block, the Noisy Friarbirds were also taking exception to the former. On one occasion a Friarbird grabbed the tail of a flying Kookaburra and held on. Both birds were flying but as they passed less than four metres away and only a little below eye level I am confident that the Kookaburra was dragging his tormentor along.

Still more remarkable things unfolded after the Kookaburra and Butcherbird were driven off.

The group of four Friarbirds remaining began to examine the nests of the Willy and Magpie Lark. One of the birds sat in the Willy's three-quarters made nest and made a soft almost musical chattering call to the bird closest to it. This bird approach and made the usual friarbird racket. One of the birds investigated first the mud nest then the Willy's. For a while some of the birds were sticking their heads into the nest but I could not discern what they were doing. A few times each nest was sat in. Often this was accompanied by the soft pleasant call. As there was considerable movement I was not able to keep track of individual birds but think that no more than the original four were involved in frequent comings and goings.

One bird was then seen to remove something smaller than 3mm from inside the mud nest and appeared to swallow it. The same bird pulled a plant fibre from the nest and flicked it around before dropping it. It then took another piece and flew with it to the Willy's nest where it placed it but without care or delicacy into the nest and sat in the nest.

At this stage a second Friarbird took to pulling pieces out of the mud nest in a deliberate manner, one thread at a time. Not at all like the ravages wreaked by Magpies. At least three birds joined in this behaviour at some 
stage. Both nests were being slowly dismantled from the inside and their owners were absent the whole time.

One friarbird twice pulled material from the outside of the mud nest but again only one fibre at a time. A second bird then pulled on the rim of the Willy's nest after sitting in it for some time first. This distorted the 
shape of the nest considerably and opened a small tear in the side. By now the others had left and when one of the Willies returned in high chagrin, it too moved off to feed elsewhere in the garden.

The Willy appeared to be effecting repairs and at lunch time I observed a bird on the veranda gathering spider webs. This afternoon the Willy's nest looks to be in a worse state.

7 Quiz

1. Name a rainforest bird where the male is responsible for the incubation of the eggs. 
2. In south-east Australia one can find birds of one group which can be of various warm tones: rose, pink, flame, scarlet and even red-capped. What are they called?

3. How many teats does a kangaroo have in its pouch? 
4. What is the gemstone formed from olivine? 

5. “Where the Pelican builds [its nest],” is an Australian expression indicating what? 

July –August Answers

1. What colour is the milk of Echidnas? Pink; this provides extra iron to carry oxygen in the carbon dioxide rich environment of their nursery hole.

2. Apart from Australia, on what continent have Platypus fossils been found? In Patagonia in South America.

3. Name three birds with crests, found on the Atherton Tablelands. Crested Pigeon, Pacific Baza, Royal Spoonbill, Eastern Whipbird, Crested Shrike-tit, and perhaps one could claim that the Golden Bowerbird, Leaden Flycatcher and Restless Flycatcher have crests.

4. The Damson Plum is very rich in which vitamin? Vitamin C

5. Which Australian poet, also know as the ‘Laureate of the Larrikin’, wrote the lines below?

“Red Robin, he’s a perky chap, an’ this was his refrain:

‘Dear it is a pity that poor Jenny is so plain.’”

and

“Grey thrush was in the wattle tree, an ‘Oh, you pretty dear!’

He says in his alluring way; an’ I remarks, ‘Hear hear!

That does me nicely for a start; but what do I say next?’

But then the Jacks take up the song and I get very vexed.” C.J.Dennis
