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This was a trip we undertook on our own but 

not without the help of many Australian birding 

pals. We planned it in conjunction with a 

Rockjumper trip to Papua New Guinea in 

July/August 2011 – we always look for best 

value from our airfares. PNG will be the subject 

of a separate trip report so lets concentrate on 

Australia. 

A successful trip to a new country requires 

much upfront planning and investigation. The 

first question was- were we going to hire a car 

and stay in inexpensive motels as we did in the 

USA. The short answer was –NO- there is no such thing as inexpensive motels in Oz. The cheaper 

option was to hire a campervan and overnight in campsites on our six week journey from Cairns in 

Queensland to Tasmania in the south. Returning to Melbourne we flew to Perth and birded the west 

coast for 5 days before flying home. We flew into Cairns on our way to PNG and broke our journey 

there for a day to recover from the long delayed flight from Johannesburg via Sydney. It gave us a 

chance to explore the famous Cairn’s 

promenade before returning three weeks later 

to start some serious birding. 

Many hours were spent prior to departure 

contacting Australian birding pals asking for 

information and finding out whether they would 

be available on a couple of dates months in 

advance. Unlike their American counterparts 

they were simply fantastic. We met some really 

great people, many of whom invited us into 

their homes and provided dinner and a real bed for the night as well as the use of washing machine. 

Most were excellent birders and found us many of the birds we were looking for: although we did 

stay with a delightful old couple in Canberra who just enjoyed having some visiting South Africans 

for company for a couple of days.  

One bird we felt we had to see was the Plains Wanderer and much of the planning revolved around 

meeting up with Phil Mayer in Deniliquin to bird with 

him and his tour participants for just the day. 

But back to Queensland. We spent two days birding 

the Cairns environments with John Searle. I enjoyed 

the Park at Centenary Lakes where we found Orange-

footed Scrubfowl, Green Pygmy Goose, Pacific Black 

Duck, Hardhead, Radjah Shelduck, and great views of 

Papuan Frogmouth. Rainbow Lorikeets were 

everywhere and the beachfront gave us Bar-tailed 

Godwit, Eastern Curlew, Great Knot, Red-necked Stint, 



and Silver Gull. Our first day also gave us great 

inroads into that unique Australian family – the 

honeyeaters seeing Yellow-Spotted, Yellow, Brown-

backed, Brown, Varied, White-cheeked and White-

throated. 

Late that afternoon we drove out to Atherton to 

meet up with Graham Wardle. The next morning we 

were birding the Atherton tablelands. More great 

Honeyeaters-Lewin’s Graceful, Bridled and Yellow-

faced and my bird of the day- Sarus Cranes. A day 

was never going to be long enough here but we were 

booked in at the Kingfisher Lodge at Julatten and 

unfortunately we had to move on.  Still the day produced 78 birds- most of them new for us.  

Kingfisher Lodge is one of the premier birding sites in Queensland if not Australia, and in addition to 

the birds it boasts Duck-billed Platypus in the stream at the back of the lodge grounds. We birded 

the grounds with the owner the next morning before 

taking a ride up Mount Lewis in the afternoon. 

Looking back this was really whirl wind stuff and we 

barely scratched the surface: but we had set the 

timetable many months before and had a lot of 

ground to cover in six weeks. Special birds here were 

Topknot Pigeon, Australian Hobby, Gould’s Bronze 

Cuckoo, our first Fairy-Wren- Lovely, Atherton and 

Large-billed Scrub-Wrens and Fairy Gerygone. Lots 

more honey-eaters, Eastern Whipbird, our first 

Australian robins, Pale-Yellow and Grey-headed and 

our only Bassian Thrush of the trip.  

Next was Daintree and our Daintree river trip. This looked fantastic on paper , but the weather 

wasn’t great and neither were the birds- some new Kingfishers and not too much else. We did 

however head further north that morning up into Cape Tribulation to Jindalba NP where we saw our 

first and only Southern Cassowary despite many hours of searching down at Mission. We headed 

back to Cairns- the camp site was full to overflowing and we were very lucky to find a space. It was 

time for one of the highlights of the trip- a ride out to the 

Great Barrier Reef and Michaelmas Cay. Stephanie 

snorkelled while I was dropped off on the island- little 

more than a sandbank really, to photograph the breeding 

Sooty Terns, Common Noddies, Brown Boobies, and Black-

Naped Terns, all harried by the occasional Greater 

Frigatebird and a marauding Eastern Reef Heron ever alert 

for an unattended Sooty Tern chick : we used their 

bottom-glassed boat to see more of the reef fish  before 

returning well pleased to Cairns. We then drove south to 



Mission to meet up with Adrian Walker who had a 

nightmare day- we battled to find any of the specials 

he was confident of showing us – the big dip for me 

was Beach Thick-knee which we tried hard for all along 

the coast from Cairns to Bundaberg and never 

managed to make contact. 

We then travelled to Mckay via Townsville. It was a 

long way  but heading inland away from the coast we 

saw our first dry country birds- Apostlebird and 

Yellow-throated Miner amongst others but we had 

little time to stop for birding. I wasn’t impressed with 

Australian roads – they are narrow with no hard shoulders- overtaking was difficult and average 

speeds even for our old campervan were slow. The next day was also a travel day down to 

Bundaberg where we were to meet up with Neville Capell and his wife. He took my check list, 

identified more than 20 birds we needed and showed us them all. We saw lots of waterbirds and 

shorebirds, our first Australasian Gannet, 

the difficult Square-tailed Kite, Latham’s 

Snipe, Little Lorikeet- the only one on the 

trip, and a Barking Owl. 

Next stop was Mapleton where we met up 

with Ken Cross. The weather wasn’t kind 

to us here but I will always remember 

those 26 Wood-Swallows huddled 

together on one branch. 

We had no time to stop and play tourist in 

Brisbane- we were headed for Lamington 

NP – another highlight of the trip. The 

birds were incredibly tame here- The Galahs, Sulphur-crested Cockatoos, Crimson Rosellas and King 

Parrots are fed daily. Satin Bowerbirds hopped around the campervan with Green Catbirds. Regent’s 

Bowerbirds were not difficult to find. We chased the Albert’s Lyrebird long and hard and heard him 

calling many times in the forest but were never to see it. But the normally skulking Eastern Whipbird 

( what an incredible call ) showed well on the forest edge close to the campervan. 



We moved on to Girraween NP- we birded there  

by ourselves, finding the difficult Glossy-black 

Cockatoo en route and the uncommon Weebill on 

arrival. We cracked two Pardelottes- Spotted and 

Striated and our first Jacky Winter, before moving 

on to Singleton and meeting up with Michael Akrill 

where we birded Hunters Valley. A good day out 

with our first Corellas- a flock with both Long-billed 

and Little. 

  We had planned to bird the Blue mountains north of Sydney but it meant back-tracking and after 

nearly six weeks of solid birding we decided to 

take the day off and play tourist In Sydney. 

From Sydney we headed round the coast to 

Botany Bay NP before turning inland again 

making our way to Royal NP and a days’ birding 

with Barry Lancaster who travelled from 

Sydney to meet us there. We spent hours 

searching for Superb Lyrebird with no luck but 

we did find him later in the trip albeit with very 

little tail. Tawny-crowned Honey-eater 

compensated for the Lyrebird , as did Crested 

Shrike-Tit,  Southern Emu-Wren and Rock 

Warbler (Origama). 

From Royal we headed inland birding the Barren Grounds Nature reserve and Budderoo Park before 

arriving in Canberra. Canberra has a great reserve called Tidbinbilla- lots more Platypus here and a 

duck with a most amazing courtship display- the Musk Duck- which with its water display, stiff tail 

and amazing call left us astonished. 

We had a very pleasant weekend here with Hazel and Allen Wright visiting the Jerrabomberra 

wetlands where we found Freckled and Blue-billed Duck.  

Then it was on to meet with Phil Mayer in Deneliquin. We 

had a really great days birding seeing Australasian Bittern, 

Royal and Yellow-billed Spoonbill, Spotted and Swamp 

Harrier, Brown, Black and Peregrine Falcon, Brolga, 

Baillon’s, Spotless, and Australian Spotted Crakes, Superb, 

and Red-rumped Parrots and Eastern Rosella amongst 

many, many others. 

As dusk fell we drove out to the Plains Wanderer site. The 

two vehicles criss-crossed the meadows with spotlights 

blazing. We found Stubble Quail, and Banded Lapwing but 

no Wanderer. After two hours we retired for some supper 

and an hour later were back out in position. How often do you miss it? I asked more than a little 



concerned about a potential dip. Naw- only 

once in four years was the laconic reply. So it 

was with great relief that half an hour later we 

finally found a pair which waited patiently 

while they were admired and photographed. 

An expensive day but well worth it. As an aside 

we have never been offered wine for both 

lunch and supper on a birding trip before! 

From Deneliquin we headed out to Hattah 

Kulkyne and Wyperfeld NP’s. Birding on our 

own out here, we missed a few of our targets 

making us realise once again how valuable local 

knowledge is. 

We stopped over at Grampians NP in grey and rainy weather before heading for Portland and the 

Great Ocean Road. We visited the only mainland Gannet colony, 

which was a bit of a disappointment as you couldn’t get close 

enough for good shots. The Great Ocean Road is as scenic as they 

say. We found our first Cape Barren Goose along the road, Australian 

Bustard, red-capped Plover, Pacific Gull, White-winged Chough, and 

a biggy- Rufous Bristlebird. 

And so we made our way into Melbourne to meet up with Richard 

Notworthy. We birded some of Melbourne’s Hotspots- Werribee, 

You Yangs, S Kilda, Westerfolds park and Woodlands Reserve. 

Lots of water birds at Werribee of course with our first Pied 

Oystercatcher, Black-fronted Dotterel and Sharp-tailed Sandpiper, 

along with Red-necked Avocet, Black-winged and Banded Stilts.  In 

the evening we wandered down to the promenade to watch the 

Little Blue Penguins come ashore just as dusk falls. 

We dropped off the Campervan the following day and took a taxi to a hotel near the airport ready 

for our flight to Tasmania in the morning. We enjoyed Tasmania- it’s like going through a time warp 

and visiting Scotland ( lots of old grey stone buildings) in the nineteen fifties. We birded Mount 

Wellington on arrival finding Tasmanian Thornbill, 

Yellow Wattlebird, and Forest Raven . 

However the next day was the important one for the 

endemics- a trip to Bruny with Maureen Duffy, our guide 

for the day. We did really well finding all the birds we 

needed – a 100% hit on all the Tasmanian endemics- 

Tasmanian Native-Hen, Green Rosella, Tasmanian Scrub-

Wren, Forty-spotted Pardelote- found without much 

searching, Yellow-throated, Strong-billed  and Black-

headed Honey-eaters, Dusky Robin and the most 



difficult to track down- Scrubtit. Unfortunately we 

didn’t have time to track down the Tasmanian 

Devil in the wild but one of the wildlife Parks was 

the next best thing. Lets hope they find the 

solution to the disease which is decimating their 

numbers. 

We still had two days in Tasmania to bird on our 

own, and we visited the Peter Murrell Reserve, 

Eagle-

hawk Neck and the Tasman Blowhole before climbing on 

board our flight to Perth via Sydney and the final leg of  

our epic  two month tour of Australasia. 

We had four full days birding in Perth and day one we 

birded the parks of Perth and Herdsman’s Lake.  The next 

morning we met up with a young student John Graf and 

birded Darling Scarp (Victorias Reservoir) and Wandoo 

Woodland (Flynn Road) and then, left to our own devices 

again, we birded down the coast and also covered 

Bugendore Park, the Glen eagles Rest Area, Yanchep NP 

and Lake Joonalup. 

 We managed to knock off quite a number of the 

Western specials including Carnaby’s and Baudin’s Black 

Cockatoo, Western Rosella, Australian Ringneck and Red-

capped Parrot, Red-browed Treecreeper, Splendid and Red-winged fairy-Wrens, Western Gerygone, 

Western and Inland Thornbill, Western Spinebill, Western Wattlebird, Brown Honey-eater, Western 

Yellow and White-breasted Robin.  

Well it was quite an epic trip, many thousands of kilometres, several hundred birds and a great 

experience. I liked Australia- but not as much as I thought I would. The cost of living is horrendous- 

Could I live there? Not really – those accents are just too dreadful. Still we must return one day to do 

the Top End and some of the outback. Don’t think a campervan will cut it in the outback but that just 

means we will have to make another plan. 

Bird photographs in order of appearance – 

Papuan Frogmouth, Rainbow Lorikeet, Orange-

footed Scrubfowl, Varied Honeyguide, Sarus 

Crane, Lovely Fairy-Wren, Sooty Tern, Brown 

Noddy, Black Swan, King Parrot, Musk Duck, 

Plains Wanderer, Green Rosella and Long-billed 

Black Cockatoo. 

 

 



 

 

  

 

 

 


