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swamp contains very little water. The Melaleuca quinquenervia at 
Carr 's C reek, although occupying approximately the same a rea as at 
Gillett's Ridge. is growing much more densely and is in several feet 
of water. At Gillett's Ridge, the Cattle Egrets are accompanied by 
White, Plumed and Little Egrets, but no other species have been 
noted at Ca rr 's Creek. 

U nfortunately, the Carr's C reek swamp is close to human habi­
tation. a lthough the owners of the property are very sympathetic 
and interested . 

Eric Wheeler, Grafton, New South Wales, 15 / 4/ 1972. 

Black-tailed Native Hen in Desert Country. During periods of 
norma l rainfall the Black-tailed Native Hen, T ribonvx ventralis, 
frequents " swamps. grasslands near water" (Condon. f968. see also 
Cooper. 1955. McGill , 1960, Slater. 1971 , Storr, 1967, etc.). 

However. due to the exceptionally dry cond itions that have pre­
va iled in so uthern South Australia and New South Wales , and the 
whole state of Victoria during the spring and early summer months 
of 1972. a southward irruption of this species has occurred . T here 
are numerous reports in South Australian Ornithological A ssoci­
ation's "Newsletter" (December, 1972). where an effort is being 
made to collate the various record s for South A ustralia, and also 
in other journal s. Most of the observations are of birds near dams. 
la kes o r swamps. 

At the time of writing. December 1972, the drought had inten­
sified and we a re able to appreciate the circumstances th at have 
ca used the Nat ive Hens to move so uthwa rd . However, during the 
autumn months we had no idea that the forthcoming dry period was 
go ing to be severe. yet the birds were movi ng even during the 
month of May. 

As an apiarist I do much travelling throughout the State. follow­
ing the blossoming trees. and have many opportunities of observing 
the movements of bird s. 

Ea rl y in May. before the explosion of these birds across the 
co untry. I recei ved a report from another apiarist, who described 
a Native Hen that he had seen in the Big Desert, between Yanac 
and Murrayville. It would appear tha t this bird. which is normally 
closely associated with water. was out of its element in such dry 
country. 

A few weeks late r I was ac ross the border in the Big Desert, and 
hea rd a f urther repo rt of the same bird. Later I saw a single bird 
in the Desert Banksia, Banksia ornata, country. 

T his was during the dry frosty period in the earlv winter. and 
then three Native Hens took up their abod e in banksias close to 
where I had set up an apiary. 1 sa w these birds. o r some of them. 
eve•·v day for several weeks at a time, d uring three visits that T 
made to the a rea. The Hens lived the•·e fo r aoDrox imately two 
months and . a lthoufTh there were nuddles of water near a road 
half-a-mile d istant. they appeared q ui te content to li ve on d ry land . 
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By the end of August Native Hens were seen right across the 
desert from Yanac and Murrayville, also in simila r a reas aro und 
Frances in South Australia . 

On small water-holes three birds were often the occupants, while 
la rge flocks were in the larger a reas. I never saw a Hen actually in 
water at any time, or did I see them across the Wimmera Plains, 
excepting where some form of cover was avai la ble. 

The bird s were in greater numbers than I have ever seen them 
before, not only in this a rea but anywhere in Australia. 

It wou ld appear that the Black-tailed Nati ve Hen is not necessarily 
a waterbi rd, but that it is adaptable enough to survive on dry land, 
as long as there is cover available. 

A very recent report is of 30 bird s in the dry country at Wathe, 
near Gama, some 30 miles east of Wyperfeld National Park. 
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Reaction to Predators by Black-tailed Native Hen. On April 28, 
1972, I was observing Black-tailed Native Hens, T ribonyx ventralis, 
at Bonuna Station, 15 miles north of Ivanhoe, in western New South 
Wales. A la rge open sheet of water had been for med a month 
earlier by heavy thunderstorms and , as at other simila rly fo rmed 
waters in the district, a huge invasion of Native Hens had subse­
quently taken place. 

Some 4,000 Native Hens were feeding a round the perimeter of 
the water in three big groups. As I walked around the water's edge 
the bird s moved ahead of me in a solid mass, a moving carpet of 
black. A few took to flight and circled over the water to settle on land 
behind me. Perhaps two or three took to the water where they 
S\Wam, tai l high, head bobbing, like a Dusky Moorhen, Gallinula 
tenebrosa. The rema inder continued ahead of me until a small bay 
was reached when all headed " inland" scurrying up the gentle slope 
to the open, dry padd ock beyond , across which most ran fo r up to 
half-a-mile from water; some turning back to eventually retu rn to 
the water's edge. 

T his behaviour I have noted on numerous previous occasions. 
Unlike their relatives, the Dusky Moo rhen and the Swamphen, 
Porphyria porphyria m elanotus, which head for the sanctuary of 
water when disturbed on land, the Native Hens forget thei r Gall inule 
ancestry, their watery birthplace, and rely upon their running ability 
to carry them to safety across dry land . 

Later. as T sat quietl y in the shade of a tree. an interesting 


	Vol5(1)9pg28
	Vol5(1)9pg29

