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Halls Babbler near Opalton, Queensland

W. HORTON

Early in Junc 1972 with Mrs H. B. Gill and Mr B. Brokenbrow

of Inmistail. 1 visited

Opalton,

137 km

south  of Winton, central

west Queensland, in search of Chestnut-crowned Emu Wrens Stipitirus

raficeps,  Striated  Grass-Wrens

halli.

Ponatovteniiy

Opalton was u township of 500 to 600 people
in the 1890 but now it consists of only a few
tents and caravans of the gouger, the rockhound
or the more fecting tourist. It is an arca of
opal deposit occurring in - low ranges up to 60 m
high which are the remnants of a formerly ¢x-
tensive series ol shales and sandstones overlying
the cretaceaus rocks of the Great Artesian Basin,

Tlie arca has @ semi-arid vegetation with A cacia
sppc (Mulga, Lancewood, Gideee ete)) in the
stomy gullies leading from the low hills and a
thickening of Spintfex Triodia sp. in the more
opent vallevs where  the Normanton  Bogx
Encalypins  normamonensis predominates. The
ereck beds are lined with cucalyptus and acacias,
and the main watercourse and waterhole mostly
with River Red Gum £, camaldidensis.

Reeently at Mount Isa T had been successful
in enticing Grev-crowned Babblers P, temporalis
ity nels by plaving back tupe recording  of
their alarm call which is loud, strident and re-
petitive. Brief observation of the Halls Babblers,
revealed that it wus much smaller and quicter
thin its Grey-crowned relative and its feeding
call was more subdued.

One flock had been located in a stony gully
well covered with Mulga, Gideee and other
ncacias. A nel was ereeted inoa thick patch of
trees and the alarm call of the Grey-crowned
Bubbler was plaved at full volume. The Hally
Babblers responded immediately and the flock

Amyiornis

33

and  Halls

striatis

Buabblers

of about 15 birds came to investigate and, in a
few  moments, several were caught in the net
As with the Grey-crowned, once o few were
caught the remainder became wary, and despite
the distress calls of  those caught, carefully
avoided the net while investigating the situation.
Seven hirds were caught, measured, banded and
released.

We left Opalton the same day and camped
for the night 105 km from Winton on the
Winton-Boulia road, in a range of low hills thinty
covered with acacia scrub much of which was
dead. The next morning a flock of Halls Babblers
was sighted, perehed quictly in o large dead tree
near the camp. The same netting procedure was
repeated and five birds out of a flock of about
12 were caught,

Identification

The deseription was checked on the spot with
that given by Cowles (1964) for the type speci-
men found near Charleville, Queensland. No
dilferences were noted except that several birds
had white flecks at the bottom of the eye ring
and o touch of white on the tips of the under
tail coverts. Al birds were in good plumage
and no wing or tail moult was noted. There was
no evidence of wear on the tips of the tail
feathers as is usual with the Grey-crowned Bab-
bler due to its ground-feeding habit. From limited
observations of the Halls Babblers® feeding habits
and the bill wear evident in the captured birds,
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TABLE 1

Mcasurements in miilimetres and weights in grams of Halls Babblers

Detaily Stalus Wing  'Fuil Bill Tarsus Length Wingspan  Weight
12 bunded birds (ranee) 76-B3 R3-94 2|25+ 26-28.5
QR Muscum specimen adult male 81 80 26
British - Muscunn specimen 79 78 26
At Museim specinien voung female 76 82 (26.2) 275 96 235 35
Aust. Museum specinen young femule 79 82 (25) 26.5 195 233
Aust. Museum specinien adult male 85 84 (27.1) 277 241 270 43
Aust. Musenm speciimen udule female 82 83 (25.2) 271 160 265 46.5
Noter The BIL mensurements indicated by the asterisks were meusured from the Teather line: those in bruckets

were measured from the skull.

® [lalls Bablier (hund held ) —canght for
hetneding.

this species apparently is o ground feeder too.
However, while entungled in the net and while
being handled. they carried their tils erect in a
wren-like position and limited observations in-
dicate that the @il s kept up when feeding.

Measurements

The range of measurements for the 12 birds
netted s listed in Table | with the measure-
menits of those given by Cowles (1964) for the
specimens collected by the Hall Expedition, one
m-the Brisbane Museum und the other in the
British Muscum ol Nuturzl History. Measure-
nients and weights of four others in the Australian
Muscum are ulse included.

General Comments

As we had sighted the Halls Babbler on the
Winton-Boulia  road west of the Diamantina
River, I thought that it may be distributed on
the Diamantina watershed which rises in the
Selwyn Ranges. One weekend was spent traversing
part of this arca from MeKinley through the range
via Tooleybue, Middleton and Selwyn without
stghting the species, Much of this “country is
relatively flat grassland with small isolated patches
ol what appears to be suitable habitat of acacias
including Mulga and Gidgee.

Limited scarches have also been made in the
ranges north and west of the area between
Dajarra. and  Duchess, which covers the head-
waters of the south-flowing Wills and Burke River
systems, but again without success. Time permit-
ting. the next search arca will be closer to that
of our second sighting south of Kynuna.
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