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THE COMMON BRUSHTAIL Trichosurus vuioecula 

Not our usual "Bird of the Newsletter" but the 
Brushtails are so widespread and adaptable to houses and gardens, n.ot 
to mention lovable, that they seemed worthwhile including. 

The Common Brushtails are actually the most widespread 
marsupial in Australia and inhabit a range of timbered country - 
forest, woodland, treed watercourses and the fringes of monsoon forest 
associations and mangroves. In mainland Australia they rarely venture 
into the wet, moist forests - this is the precinct of the Mountain 
Brushtail x. caninus. 



The fur of the Brushtail is thick and woolly, their 
pelts are highly regarded by the fur industry. Colour variations occur 
across the range of the Brushtails, grey being the most common colour. 
As individuals age it seems that they can become more rufous coloured. 

The Brushtails use their calls and scent marking to mark 
out and maintain a home range. Scent secreting glands are found on the 
chest, chin and near the cloaca. The area about 'the chest gland of the 
larger adult male is often streaked dull red. The Brushtails are most 
vocal at breeding time. (We have noticed that the call of the Common 
Brushtail in the Blue Mountains area. is quite distinct from that of the 
Common Brushtail about Lhe lower reaches of the Murray River in South 
Australia.) Breeding is known to occur year round though in 
south-eastern Australia there is -a major Autumn and a minor Spring 
breedirig season. Females usually breed from one year of age. The 
single young has a pouch life of about 4-5 months and will then-ride on 
the mother's back for several months. Between 6 and 18 months of age 
the young move away from the territory of their parents and seek to 
establish their own territory. It is at this time that many young 
perish and hence population numbers are controlled. 

Although the Brushtails are at home in the trees they do 
often come to the ground to feed. They are generalist feeders. Eucalypt 
leaves are an important item in their diet but they are not averse to a 
range of young shoots, blossoms, fruits (native and exotic or simply 
scraps  in the compost) and vegetables (spinach we have found is a real 
fauourite). Ocassionally Brushtails have been seen taking insects. A 
Brushtail f o o d  of note is mistletoe. Mistletoe is favoured by 
Brushtails and blossoms and seeds are eaten in all stages. It is 
thought by some that Brushtails, by reducing the spread of mature seeds 
by birds, play an important role in the control of mistletoe. 

Brushtails are inquisitive animals and quickly learn to 
come to a feeding table for fruit, sunflower seeds or whatever. They 
also seem to emerge from the ir hollows relatively early on in the 
evening - in the past we have had Brushtails who would sit in a tree 
outside our kitchen window at dusk and peer in at us while we peered 
out at them. 

Can anyone add food items known to be eaten by or 
preferred by Brushtai ls? 

RECIPE FOR BRUSHTATLS WHO ARE NOT SO WELCOME 

Whilst lovable the Brushtail's willingness to taste all 
sorts of delights in the gak.den sometlmes makes them less than welcome. 

On several occasions I have been offered the following 
solution:- 

"Spray foliage (or plant part to be protectes) with a bitter 
' infusion of quassia chips (obtainable at chemist). Soak 2 ounces:l 

quart water for 15 minutes. Chips need pressing to help extract the 
juice and can be used for several infusions". 

The quassia chips are the bitter wood of a plant of the 
genus Quassia whicil is native to tropical America. As a piece of trivia 
they were named after Quassi, a Surinam Negro, who used the bark as a 
fever remedy. 

Nut fancyiny spinach sprayed with quassia solution I 
have not tried the t - e ~ i p e  but wuold be interested to hear from anyone 
who has or anyone who can offer alternative solutions. 

COMMON B2USHTRILS I N  NEW ZEALRND 

Brushtails were introduced to N , Z .  during the 1850's to 
establish a fur industry. Since then, despite a profitable fur 
industry, they have never looked back. In the Catlins district of the 
South Island, for example, 36 possums were liberated in 1894-95. In 
1912, 18 years later, an amazing 60,000 skins were taken from the 
district! 



. Brushtails are now-a serious pest in N.Z. causing crop 
and pasture damage. They eat a wide ran.ge of forest plants native to 
N.Z.. However, they tend to concentrate on a favoured few species which 
leads to tree death and gradual changes in the forest composition. Yet 
another problem in N.Z. is that the possums carry and can probably 
maintain in their populations bovine TB. 

Why the Brushtails have increased so dramatically in 
N.2; is not fully understood - one theory is that in the relatively 
complex broadleaf/podocarp forests of N.Z. their territorial behaviour 
breaks down. The young are not forced to disperse and very high 
population densities result. 

BANKSTAS AND BANKSTRS 

The NSW Banksia ~pectjlar was held last month at the 
Royal Botanic Gardens, Sydney. Unfortunatey, for all the hard workers 
behind scenes it rained - in fact the weather could not have been worse 
'as roads thruuyhout Sydney were cut by local flooding. 

Banksias are often recommended as nectar producing 
plants for birds, but are they, or are all of them, really that good? 

In the Blue Mountains Banksia sginulosa is abundant. 8. 
solnulosa var. s~lnulosa occurs throughout the Mountains and 8. 
s~inulosa var. cunninahammii occurs less commonly and only in the Upper 
Mountains. Variety s~inulosa regenerates from a lignotuber following 
fire and variety cunninghammii from seed. Variety sainulosa has 
slighty narrower leaves. A t  a glance the two varieties may be 
difficult to pick. However, the birds certainly know the difference. 
The cones of variety spinulnsa are virtually iynored by nectar feeders 
whereas those of variety cunninshammli are extremely popular. 

Can you relate which Ranksias or varieties of Banksias 
are popular with birds and which are not? 

THE WARATAHS 

Fam i 1 y Proteaceae Genus Te 1 o ~ e a  

The four species of Waratahs have all been cultivated 
with success (though this is not to say without difficulty). All 
produce spectacular red blooms and merit their genus name 'Telopea" 
derived from the Greek 'telopus", meaning seen from afar. (There is in 
cultivation a rare white form of the NSW Waratah and a yellow form of 
the Tasmanian waratah .) 

The four species of Waratahs are:- 

Telo~ea - : Open shrub to 3m by 3m across. Leaves oblanceolate 
to 12cm. Bears flowers in terminal clusters about lOcm diameter in 
Spring. Distribution: near Monga, NSW. 

T e l o ~ e a  oreades : Gippsland Waratah. Very similiar to 2. monaaensis, 
often taller and with larger leaves. Distribution: Bombala district and 
far south coast of NSW extending into East Gippsland in Victoria. 

Telowea sDecioaslssimma 1 NSW Waratah. Erect shrub to 3m high by 1.5m 
across. Leaves obovate, to 15cm, often toothed or lobed. Bears flowers 
in Spring in terminal inflorescences to 15cm diameter and surrounded by 
larye red bracts. 

Telo~ca truncata : Tasmanian Waratah. Open shrub to 3m high by 3mr 
across. Leaves oblanceolate to 18cm. Bears red flowers in terminal 
clusters. 

Hybrids do occur between these species. There are a 
number of named cultivars of waratahs, several of which are grown 
commercially fur the cut flower trade. 

The Waratah inflorescences are made up of many small 
flowers. Each flower has four tepals (sepals and petals) combined at 
t he  base where there is a single nectary. .It is this which attracts the 
honeyeaters. In Spring, in the Blue Mountains, the New Holland 
honeyeaters perch on the blooms of the NSW Waratah as they probe the 
+ - . .. . - 



flowers to drink the nectar. When the waratahs are blooming well large * 1.. 
numbers of New Hollands will gather at the flowers. Also recorded at 
the NSW Waratah in the Sydney region are the Little Wattlebird, Eastern 
Spinebill and the White-cheeked Honeyeater. In the Bombala district 
(southern high1,ands of NSW) the Red Wattlebird, Crescent Honeyeater, 
Eastern Spinebill and Silvereye have been recorded at the blobms of the 
Gippsland Waratah. 

For the Tasmanian Waratah and T e l o ~ e a  monqaensis I have 
no records at all of birds feeding at them - perhaps you can add some 
records? 

How does the nectar of the Waratah compare with that of 
other plants? The following figures are derived from Pyke: 
Relationships between abundance of honeyeaters and their food resources 
in 'Birds of Eucalypt Forests and Woodlands' by Keast, Recher, Ford and 
Saunders (eds.), 1985 - 

Daily nectar production Nectar concen- 
(micrsol itres) tration (per cent 

we ight/volume) 

Lambert ia f ormosa, 
(per flower) 

Euc. obloncr - a 
(per flower) 

Euc. qummifera - 
(per flower) 

Banksia serratq 
(per inflorescence) 
Te l npea swec i ass  iss i m m a  

(per flower) 

In the bush the flowering of the NSW Waratah is 
influenced by fire. Following a fire it regenerates from a rhizome. The 
density of plants in flower, the average number of inflorescences and 
the average number of fruits per inflorescence all peak about 2 years 
after a fire and then decline. In cultivation, in the abscence of fire, 
prolific numbers of flowers may be maintained by pruning. 

Excellent information covering the propagation and 
cultivation of Waratahs is contained in the last issue of Australian 
Plants (March 1988). 

T ~ \ O ~ S  oresdes 

. by Co\\een Nerner 

Can you add to the rather small number of honeyeaters 
recorded at the Waratah flowers? Pet-haps YOU have seen birds seeking 
food in the WaratahS foliage? 



/ BIRDS A N i )  RARE O k  ,--,ANGERED PLANTS 

Whilst working on a vegetation survey recently in the 
gr.ounds of Rookwood Cemetry (western suburbs of Sydney) we came across 
sizeable stands of a most attractive bushy wattle with a reddish tinge 
on the new foliage. The bright foliage was bipinnate, the small 
leaflets crowded along the rather hairy stems. 

This wattle, Acacia pubeseens ,  is considered to be 
endangered. It was once widespread on the Wianamatta shale soils of-the 
Sydne.y region but is now found in only a handful1 of scattered 
local it ies. 

In our brief visits to the Cemetry we did not see any 
birds visiting the wattle. However, its bushy habit and much divided 
foliage suggested that it would be attractive to small insect eaters. 

Since European settlement it has been estimated that 
some 76 species of plants in Australia have become extinct and a 
further 203 species are endangered (Extinct and Endangered Plants of 
Australia, J. Leigh, R. Boden & J. Briggs, 1 9 8 4 ) .  Many more are 
classified as rare. 

Does anyone have records of birds using plants which are 
considered endangered or rare? Are. birds involved in the pollination of 

- the flowers of any of these s'pccies? 

BOOK REVIEW - THEY ALL RAN WILD 
by Eric Rolls, Angus and Robertson, Australia, 1969 

"They All Ran Wild" sprang to mind when I was reading 
about the Brushtails in N.Z.. Although it is nearly 20 years since it 
was first published it is such a fascinating and informative book, one 
that is easily picked up and re-read. 

Eric Rolls is a poet and farmer and his book 'is a 
valuable and lasting contribution to Australian literature dealing with 
animals and plants and their interactions". 

"One of the main values of his book is that it collates 
new and established facts about the introduction, subsequent spread, 
and establishment of the various animals and birds brought into 
Australia. There is a large amount of fresh and important factual data 
that has been dug out of secluded places during the author's years of 
research. Eric Rolls also comments on, and sometimes corrects, 
information which previous authors have published, and so our knowledge 
of this rather neglected and controversial field has been expanded". 

As I am-now engrossed in re-reading "They All Ran Wild" 
I can only recommend it most highly. 

Would anyone 1 ike to recommend, perhaps briefly review, 
a book that might be of interest to study group members? 



RTRD ATTRACTIVE PLANTS TCJ RECOMMEND 

A q u e s t  i o n  o f t e n  d i r e c t e d  t o  m y s e l f ,  o r  more g e n e r ' a l l y  
t o  t h e  S t u d y  Group,  i s  "What s h o u l d  I  p l a n t  t o  a t t r a c t  b i r d s  t o  my 
g a r d e n ?  ' 

To h e l p  a n s w e r  t h i s  I have  d rawn  up a  t a b l e  o n  t h e  back  
page ( w h i c h  c a n  e a s i l y  be  d e t a c h e d  from t h e  n e w s l e t t e r ) .  I am h o p i n g  
t h a t  members migh t  f i l l  i n  t h e  t a b l e  a s  f a r  a s  p o s s i b l e  l i s t i n g  p l a n t s  
which t h e y  know t o  be w e l l - 1  i k e d  by b i r d s .  I f  enough members 
p a r t i c i p a t e  t h e n  we s h o u l d  be  a b l e  t o  g e t  q u i t e  a  good l i s t  t o g e t h e r .  
P l a n t s  n e e d  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  be from your  own g a r d e n s  o r  l o c a l  a r e a  - 
e v e n  d e t a i l s  of  a s i n g l e  p l a n t  w i l l  h e l p  . . . . . .  

NEXT NEWSLETTER 

The n e x t  n e w s l e t t e r  w i l l  be f o r  SEPTEMBER 1988.  
P l a n t  o f  t h e  N e w s l e t t e r  : The  Genus Ca lo thamnus  
B i r d  o f  t h e  N e w s l e t t e r  : Red-browed F i n c h  ( o r  a n y  o t h e r  f i n c h e s  which  
you m i g h t  l i k e  t o  m e n t i o n ) .  I 

Hoping t h a t  where p o s s i b l e  members w i l l  make a n  e f f o r t  
t o  r e t u r n  t h e  l a s t  page  of  t h e  n e w s l e t t e r ,  

J u d y  S m i t h ,  
44 Hawk i n s  P d e . ,  
B l a x l a n d .  2774.  




