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Bird Life on Barmah Lakes
By J. A, ROSS, R.A.O.U.. Melbourne, Vie

The Barmah Lakes are situate in Victoria close to the
River Murray, and about eighteen miles north-east of
Echuea. On the opposite side of the river is Lake Moira,
When the viver is running high then narrow creeks or
channels convey water from it into the northern parts of
the Barmah Lakes, and at the southern end there is o wide
ovtlet (divided by a small island}, by which the water pre-
enters the river, and this outlet serves Lo drain the lakes
as the height of water in the river gradually fallw

From December 25 to 29, 1932, both dates inclusive,
Messrs, Ladwig and Mattingley, both foundation members
of the then Australasian Ornithologiszts” Union, with Mr,
Alec. Chisholm (not the member of the R.A.0.U. of that
name} and I spent many hours daily on the viver and lakes,
and except for a little time oceupied by (ishing, we devoted
our attention to observing the prolific bird life along the
stream and on the bread, shallow waters of the lukes and
the immense swampy areas adjoining them. On three sye-
cessive days we spent several hourvs looking for Australian
Snipe {Gallipago hardwicki), but we were disappointed.
because we found only about ten of them. We expected
to obtain series of photographs of nesting Whiskered Terns
(Chitdonias Iencopaieia) and Great Crested Grebes (Podi-
ceps eristatus), for in thig locality a vear earlier my three
companions had seen numerous Terns and many Grebes
nesting in one large colony, and the nests were so close to
each other thal some difficuliy was experienced in keeping
the flat-bottomed boat from destroving some of them. Here.
agaln, we were digappointed, for, although we saw flocks
of Terns on different parts of the lakes, we could find no
nests, and {rom enquiries made of local folk with an inti-
mate acquainiance with the lakes and their inhabitants, we
woere forced to the conclusion that the Terns were not hreed-
ing in the neighbourhood this scason.  Apparently the
Grebes were abxent, lor we were unable to identify anyv.

But in other objects there was ample compensation for
thoge disappointments. What a wealth of interesting bird
life is to be mel with in these wastes of waters! Remain
quite still for a4 while on the shady side of a gigantie red
gum tree near o weed-infested, swampy ared, where the
water is not more than six inches deep. Dotted at intervals
over Lhe ares are nunlerous Nankeen Night-Hevons { Nyel/-
eoray ealedonicus), White-faced Herons (Nofophope nora-
hollandix), two or three stately Plumed Epvets (Egreftu
rfermedio), and a few White Ihis (Thyeslioriis wolieeea)
all motionless, intently watching the human intruder; but
soon we are forgotten, and then the birds resume theiv oceu-
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pations of scarching for food in the mud and shallow water,
and as they move about many are sech which formerly were
nidden. As the molor boat, which we uzed only on the
viver, ploughed its way along the stream, we disturbed many
Grey Ducks (Anes supereiliose), Grey Teal (Querquredule
gibberifrons), amd Maned Geese (Chenonctte jubata), and
from time to time we saw Black Swans (Chenopis atrata)
with their broods of Cygnets, The Swans, young and old,
swam rapidly ahead of the boat until we were very close to
them, when they scattered aside and swam towards the
ceod-lined banks, whence came the lively songs of Australian
Reed-Warblors (Acrocephelins vnstralis) and the plaintive
notes of Little Grassbirds (Megalives growiwens). Fre-
quently we saw flashes of brilliant colour as Azure King-
fishers (Aleyoie vzerer) darted along the river banks,
where they had tunnels in which their eggs were deposited,
or in which they were feeding their young progeny.

In the swamps were several shallow ereek-like depres-
<ions, holding good pools of water, and as we walked along
these we saw many voung Grey Dueks, which wwere unable
to fly, bul proved very skiltul at hiding. There were also
many mature Grev Ducks and Hardheads (Nyroca wis-
frulix), which arose and flew swiftly away, and we dis-
rurbed many Cormorants—Black (Phuleerocorer curhbo),
Liitle Dlack (P, ater), and Little Pied (Microcurbo melano-
friens), which had been perched on logs, dozing, as a meal
digested,  Overhead White Cockatoos (Kaketod goleritea)
sereeched discordantly.

Tt was however, along the marging of the lakes, where
thoere were shallow  water and  muddy  flats, that the
reathered deniZzens woere most numerous,  When poling a
smlh, flat-bottomed boat about the lakes large congrega-
Pon~ of Brds were to be geert in different «irections in the
distnnee.  In one direetion a flock of Australian Pelicans
(Pderenis conspicillefind  showed white against a buck-
cround of reeds, in another many Straw-necked Ihix
{Thveslcinriis spiwieoflin) could be scer, although they were
much less conspicuous than the Pelicans; next, White-necked
Herons (Nofophena preifica) were observed in numbers:
farther on the plumage of many White Ibis gave a snow-
like coul Lo the vegelation.  Nankeen Night Herons, W hite-
faced Herons. and a few Yellow-billed Spoonbills (Plufafce
fieripe =) were seattered about where the waler was shal-
low, while Ducks of several species, lHack Swans, Coots
t#plica ofe) and Dusky Moovhens (Gollinide Lewehrose)
kept to the more open water and reed beds well out in the
ko=, A fow Bilver Gulls (Levas wora-Rollondia)y woers
iiving over the apen water, However, we had a better esti-
mute of the surrounding population when a shot was fired
from @ gun, Instantly there was a great commotion and
flapping of wings, and the number of birds which flew alofl
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wids astounding, and we were then privileged to witness a
sight never Lo be forgelten.  Pelicans, which seem so un-
gainly when standing, formed into a long line and sailed
over us wilth majestic grace, and were followed by an almost
equally beauntiful line of White-necked Hevons, which hirds
were succeeded by a wave of Straw-necked This. In a very
short spacc of time most of the birds had mounded to a
great height, the Pelicans reaching an altitude not attained
by other apecies,

Adjacent to the Iakes is a more or less swampy area about
4 mile square, which supports a fine growth of large
cucalypts, and which has been chosen for nidification pnr-
poses by sceveral species of birds which build their nests
high in irees, We entered this area, and by ils smell might
have been aware of the usge to which it had Leen pul, even
if we had not seen the nests. Wherever we looked muny
nests could he seen, and on nearly overy nest we observed
either young birds or a brooding mature bird., There were
Nankeen Night Herons, White-fuced Herons, White-necked
Herons, White Egrets (Errette albe), Plumed Esrets, and
three species of Cormorants, The ground wis littered with
lurge pieces of shells of eges from which chicks had hatehed,
Many voung birds had fallen from nests, some ol them being
insufficiently feathered to prevent the accelerating efleet of
gravity, and they had been killed by the lall: others had
their wing feathers developed {o such an extent us to be
able to come Hybily 1o the ground uninjured. Two of these,
one g Cormorant and the othor a4 Night Ileron, were caught
and photographed. The young Cormoerant, by using claws
and beak, was able to ¢limb up the trunk of a red gum tree
to a height of about seven feet,

Many Whistling Eagles (Holiostur splteromrns) were seen
over this gigantic colony, and we were inclined 1o think thev
would take many nestlings, bhut the local inspector for ithe
Fisheries and Game Department assurcd us that the Eagles
are carrion eaters, and are conlenl wilh the voune bhirds
which are killed by falling from the nestz. It would he
interesting if we could oblain statisties as to the number of
chicks of each species vearved annually in this coluny, which
is said to cover about six hundred acros.

On slightly-raised hanks from which the water has ve-
ceded In some of Lhe swamps many birds rested during day-
light, and perhaps spent the greater part ol the night there.
and as some of them were moulting many beautitul feathers
were seeh on the hanks, We thought those shed by Straw-
necked This were the most beautiful.

Of true migralory birds we saw only 1wo smull flocks of
what appeared to be Red-necked Stints (Krolio ricfieollis).

Adjucent to the lakes and swamps many other species of
birds were noted, but they arve not dealt with in detail here,
for they would hardly fit under the title above,



