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Overview

The Pilbara is really an amazing part of the country, somewhat of a well-kept
secret but quite unbridled in its beauty and incredible scenery. On this tour we
had brilliant weather — sunny, warm and very little wind. And despite the dry
conditions in comparison to what we experienced in May 2022, we still found
the vast majority of the key birds of the region, both in the Pilbara and down to
Shark Bay. We lucked out with birds like Rufous-crowned Emu-wren, Rufous
Fieldwren, Dusky Gerygone, White-breasted Whistler, Painted Finch, Star
Finch, Western Bowerbird, Rufous Grasswren, Barking Owl, Slaty-backed
Thornbill, Slender-billed Thornbill, (almost) Western Quail-thrush, Western
Grasswren and the immaculate Copperback Quail-thrush.

Day |

17 May 2024 Exmouth

We met at lunch today in Exmouth. After lunch we took a short drive out to our first
birding site, with highlights being a pair of Rufous-crowned Emu-wren that showed
quite well, a crisp adult Spotted Harrier, Caspian & Crested Terns, a white morph
Eastern Reef-egret and a fabulous Rufous Fieldwren (isolated Cape Range subsp
dorrie) that sat up and sang, merely metres away. On our drive back we stopped for
some White-plumed Honeyeaters of the rather yellow carteri subspecies. Over
dinner we toasted a very successful first afternoon of birding.

Day 2

18 May 2024 Cape Range NP

This morning we watched the sun rise over Exmouth Gulf while tucking into a lovely
breakfast, an excellent start to the day. Moving onto the cape we started birding as
soon as we entered the Cape Range National Park with Western Bowerbird (isolated
Cape Range subspecies carteri) seen well, Purple-backed Fairywren and Spiny-
cheeked Honeyeater. Moving along, we quickly found several Dusky Gerygone
(isolated Pilbara subsp christophori), a few Lesser Crested Terns out on an exposed
reef, a pair of Mangrove Grey Fantail and on a tidal lagoon fringed by mangroves -



several Pied Stilt, 3 Grey-tailed Tattlers, a variety of herons & egrets, and a lone
Black-tailed Godwit. At our next stop there was a colony of Black Flying-fox and a
couple of Black-flanked Rock Wallaby on the cliffs as well as our first Torresian Crow
and a Brahminy Kite. After a late lunch we headed out to some pretty spectacular
scenery accompanied by a pair of Horsfield’s Bronze-cuckoo, several Australian
Ringneck, 2 Grey-headed Honeyeater, small flocks of Little Woodswallow and right
as dusk was settling - a Spinifexbird sat up for us.
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Image: Dusky Gerygone - Steve Davidson

Day 3

19 May 2024 Exmouth - Onslow

Strong winds were evident today as we set off for Onslow. Another Spotted Harrier, 3

Caspian Tern, Black-faced Cuckooshrike (paler Pilbara subsp subpallida), and our
first Black-faced Woodswallows were among the few birds we saw en route, given
the lack of rain that was obvious.

A Chiming Wedgebill on the roadside that sang briefly but refused to show was
eased by the first of 3 separate Black-breasted Buzzards a little further on. Diamond
Doves were also well received, but a single Budgerigar flying over was unfortunately
not seen by all. Dry and barren conditions prevailed as we made our way north to
Onslow; a pair of Blue-winged Kookaburra (isolated Pilbara subsp occidentalis)
gave excellent views, as did a couple of Yellow White-eye (subsp balstoni),



Australian Gull-billed Terns and a Brahminy Kite amongst the mangroves. Near the
old Onslow town a fine Australian Bustard wandered past.

As we arrived in Onslow on dusk it was a big surprise to see flocks of Star Finches
right in town, giving us awesome views; possibly they were there for water, given
how dry the conditions appeared to be.

Day 4

20 May 2024 Onslow - Karratha

More Star Finches along the foreshore at breakfast were followed by a somewhat
lost Grey Fantail, and lots of Little Crows. Heading off towards Karratha, a roadside
stop gave us Australian Reed Warbler, a Plumed Egret and our first Red-browed
Pardalote, although any kind of look was impossible as the White-plumed
Honeyeaters constantly chased them away. Towards Karratha we finally managed a
very decent view of an adult pardalote as it managed to evade persecution for a few
minutes. There were also quite a few Pacific Black Duck, Grey Teal, Pied Stilt, Black-
fronted Dotterel and a lone Australasian Grebe. In the rocky, spinifex-clad hill
alongside were some lovely Grey-headed Honeyeaters, and we heard a Spinifexbird.
A Mexican banquet at our accommodation rounded out the day like a boss.

Day 5

21 May 2024 Karratha

Another visit to the South Karratha area gave us a small flock of Whiskered Terns, a
Western Bowerbird of the nominate race, guttata, and best of all some very confiding
Painted Finch that provided fantastic photo ops. We moved toward the coast and the
mangroves there, however howling wind and industrial noise made birding difficult.
We did manage to get cracking looks at a male White-breasted Whistler (isolated
Pilbara subsp carnarvoni) who showed beautifully, as well as a pair of Sooty
Oystercatcher (subsp opthalmicus), Lesser Crested Tern, Striated Heron and several
close Rainbow Bee-eaters that glowed in the sun. At some roadside mangroves, we
picked up another White-breasted Whistler, some Dusky Gerygone and Yellow
White-eye. Sadly we only managed to hear and not see both Mangrove Robin and
Mangrove Golden Whistler. After lunch we visited Dampier, stopping at the famous
Red Dog statue. Later in the surrounding areas, we picked up 2 Pallid Cuckoo, 2



Red-backed Kingfisher, Diamond Dove and a Black-shouldered Kite. We also visited
some excellent petroglyphic rock art, and right on dusk - two Rothschild’s Rock
Wallaby.
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Day 6

22 May 2024 Karratha - Port Hedland

Out again first thing this morning we tried once more for a few mangrove birds. This

time we managed great views of a male Mangrove Golden Whistler, yet more White-
breasted Whistler, Mangrove Grey Fantail and Dusky Gerygone. Once again, the
Mangrove Robin were heard but failed to materialise. All around us however, we
were seeing other cool stuff like a pair of Spinifex Pigeon, Brown Goshawk and a
single Horsfield’s Bronze-cuckoo. Along the highway once again, we stopped at a
likely looking roadside dam and sure enough there was a cracking Australian
Pratincole on the muddy edges. Overhead were a few Masked Woodswallows, our
first. Later in the day there was at least 8 Spinifex Pigeon, giving us great views.
South Hedland area was a little disappointing given the lack of access now in place,
but we did manage an Australian Hobby. The mudflats had Whimbrel, Greater Sand-
Plover, Red-necked Stint and Australian Tern, while the mangroves gave up a couple
of young male Mangrove Golden Whistlers, right on dusk.



Day 7/

23 May 2024 Port Hedland - Tom Price

After a slap-up breakfast in Port Hedland, we birded the nearby coastal port and

mudflats, watching tattlers feed frantically as the tide raced in. There was a nice tern
roost on quite a distant beach and we saw lots of Caspian, Australian Gull-billed,
Great Crested, Lesser Crested and a small group of what were most likely Roseate
Terns; but we were a bit too far away to clinch the ID. Other stuff seen out there
included Striated Heron, Whimbrel and 7 Sooty Oystercatcher. Leaving town, we
struck out to the south, heading inland. After some time of seeing nothing we
suddenly saw a lot. Piling out it was clear there were a few birds about, and we
racked up flocks of Budgerigar, Diamond Dove, Spinifex Pigeon and a lone Red-
backed Kingfisher and Cockatiel. A couple of Masked Woodswallow passed
overhead too. At a waterhole a little further along the road we had another 37
Spinifex Pigeon, flocks of Cockatiel & Budgerigar, and heaps of Painted, Star and
Zebra Finches coming down to drink. It was pretty cool. Making our way into Karijini
NP the scenery improved out of sight, and while enjoying the views at a lookout we
enjoyed our first Weebills. A look in some dense mulga woodland failed to produce
the hoped-for Grey Honeyeater but we did see Western Gerygone and Inland
Thornbill. Late in the day we checked into Tom Price and ate dinner at the local pub.
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Day 8

24 May 2024 Tom Price - Karijini NP

The target for today was the elusive and localized Pilbara subsp whitei, of Rufous

Grasswren, and | had a few locations to look around Tom Price. We commenced our
search just out of town and within minutes we’d struck gold. A fine male Rufous
Grasswren sat up magnificently, giving us incredible views and amazing pics, for at
least 5 minutes. Success! And to add some sugar we also had a group of the
Golden-backed subsp laetior of Black-chinned Honeyeater just nearby. What a coup.
With the main target found so quickly we had a little extra time birding the area
around Karijini NP, finding things like our first Slaty-backed Thornbill, a lone Little
Eagle, group of White-winged Triller, Grey-headed Honeyeater and more Painted
Finch. Driving out to the nearby gorge was worth it; the views and scenery were
spectacular. Late in the afternoon, a spot near Tom Price proved very birdy indeed.
Here we found several Spotless Crake in the reeds, a pair of Blue-winged
Kookaburra, Australasian Swamphen, Sacred Kingfisher, more Black-chinned
Honeyeaters, Peaceful Doves and best of all — a Barking Owl that was flushed out of
a large fig by a pair of Little Crow. It sat nicely in amongst the dense foliage and
allowed us to get some great pics.

Day 9

25 May 2024 Tom Price - Karijini NP

With the pressure off a bit, today we cruised around the wider area of Tom Price and

Karijini NP, picking up Hardhead, Mistletoebird and Crested Bellbird as new birds for
the trip. The Mistletoebird was incredibly obliging and posed nicely for its photo to be
taken, several times in fact. As did a party of gorgeous Purple-backed Fairywren and
a pair of Black-chinned Honeyeater. Along a dry river bed we searched in vain for the
rare Pilbara subsp wellsi of Black-tailed Treecreeper, but did watch a nice pair of
Grey Shrike-thrush, as well as some magnificent River Red Gums along the
watercourse. Out on the plains a party of White-winged Fairywrens, including the
spectacular male, showed really well. Another search through some likely-looking
mulga woodland gave us more Western Gerygone, Rufous Whistler but still no Grey
Honeyeater. Hammersley Gorge and its quirky rock formations looked fantastic in the
late afternoon sun.



Day 10

26 May 2024 Tom Price - Carnarvon

Today was a mega driving day, with over 700km to travel. Leaving Tom Price we

headed south toward Paraburdoo, before looping around to the north and then
heading west to Nanutarra and down to Carnarvon. Just south of Tom Price we
stopped in some good-looking mulga woodland — this time finding a snappy pair of
Redthroat, a single Slaty-backed Thornbill and a pair of Chestnut-rumped Thornbill.
But no Grey Honeyeater. The Redthroat, with its excellent mimicry, even had Grey
Honeyeater calls in its repertoire, which proved they’re around somewhere, just not
in our vicinity. Just outside Paraburdoo we came across our first Grey-crowned
Babblers and amazingly, the first Black Kites for the trip. A pair of Western Quail-
thrush was heard in another section of the road, in dry & rocky Acacia woodland.
However, try as we might, we just could not track them down. A real pity as it's a
quality bird. After a relatively uneventful and sustained period of driving we reached
the North West Coastal Highway, seeing a small group of Masked Woodswallow en
route. Late in the day we pulled in to Carnarvon, fairly exhausted and very hungry. A
very decent eye fillet, cooked “hot rocks” style, was much appreciated tonight.

Image: Western Quail-thrush - Steve Davidson



Day 11

26 May 2024 Carnarvon - Denham

This morning we were up early and our first birding location produced a bunch of
Australian Pelican, several terns, a lone Bar-tailed Godwit and a pair of wayward
Masked Lapwing that clearly hadn’t read the field guide and didn’t know they’re not
supposed to be in this part of the world. Nearby a lone Australian Gannet plied the
waves offshore. Near Carnarvon we had a bunch of ducks with Australian Shelduck
and Australasian Shoveler new trip birds. There was also a single White-winged
Black Tern present as well, a nice surprise. Laughing Doves, a flock of Star Finch
and half a dozen Australasian Darter overhead were welcome distractions. Hitting
the vast open expanses of coastal saltmarsh was interesting, with the bush flies
there being the worst we’d yet experienced. It was biblical. However, we did have
good looks at Chiming Wedgebill, Spotted Scrubwren, a lovely male Crimson Chat,
several Brown Songlark, a young Pied Honeyeater, our first Silvereyes for the trip,
and best of all a pair of obliging Slender-billed Thornbills, a species that makes this
seemingly bleak habitat their home. Despite the flies it was a very birdy little stretch.
Once again putting some distance down, we made it to Shark Bay, around 2pm.
Here we caught up with Red-capped Robins, Pied Cormorants and a Horsfield’s
Bronze-cuckoo, but not the expected Western Grasswrens, despite a thorough
search. Heading in towards Denham through the beautiful coastal scrub that makes
up the Shark Bay World Heritage area, we were shaken from our reverie by a quail-
thrush flying across the road in front of us. With squealing brakes we pulled up and
jumped out. A bit of strategically placed call playback was administered, and soon
enough an exquisite male Copperback Quail-thrush glided across the road and
perched up ever so wonderfully in a dead mallee for us to admire. It was quite the
moment. To add a bit of icing sugar to the scene we also had a small party of
Splendid Fairywren here. Our final groovy sighting for the day was a trio of Emu just
as we pulled in to Denham, as well as an Echidna and a bunch of Common
Wallaroos. Dinner tasted so much better tonight after the quail-thrush experience.

Day 12

28 May 2024 Denham - Monkey Mia



After some good coffee and a light breakfast this morning we headed east of town to
a few coastal headland locations. Here we saw our first White-fronted Chats, as well
as Greater Sand Plover, Red-capped Plovers, Red-necked Stint and Australian Pied
Oystercatcher. Rufous Fieldwren and White-winged Fairywrens were particularly
obliging. We also found several Spotted Scrubwren, Purple-backed Fairywren and a
pair of extremely furtive Western Grasswren, that really didn’t show us anything but
their coat tails. Slightly frustrated, we headed to Monkey Mia for lunch. Where almost
straight away Western Grasswren were heard as we pulled up. We gave chase.
Turned out these birds were more than happy to be seen, and eventually posed quite
nicely. Lunch was one of the best we’d had, shared with dolphins just offshore and
an angry one-legged gull. A walk around the nearby scrub yielded a few Southern
Scrub-robin, White-browed Babbler, Inland Thornbill, the western subsp perplexus of
Australian Raven and Laughing Dove. Out on the sandy point off the beach were
several different terns, some Great Knot, western subsp georgii of Pacific Gull, lots of
Pied Cormorant and a very brief fly-by from a trio of what were most likely Fairy Tern.

Day 13

29 May 2024 Dirk Hartog Island

Today’s activities centered around a boat trip out into Shark Bay and across to the

wilderness of Dirk Hartog Island, where we’d have several hours wandering around
the low dune scrub and saltmarsh habitat that makes up most of the island. We were
hoping to see the geographically isolated subsp hartogi of Southern Emu-wren, as
well as the local subsp hartogi of Rufous Fieldwren, and the black and white
nominate subsp leucopterus of White-winged Fairywren. Overnight the winds had
picked up from the south so straight away things were a little uncomfortable on the
boat, but as we approached the calmer waters of the island we started seeing a few
birds. Namely over 1000 Pied Cormorants at a cliffside colony, a cacophonous sight,
and an old Osprey nest that’s probably over 400 years old. Once on the island and
walking around, birding became difficult, again because of the wind. After some time
not seeing anything other than Singing Honeyeaters, a few scattered Spotted
Scrubwrens plus our first Grey Butcherbird, we heard the first of several of the
fieldwrens. White-winged Fairywrens were heard but remained highly elusive. We
heard an emu-wren call a couple of times but it just wouldn’t show. Back on board
we had a really yum lunch, and tried to find Dugongs and turtles in the calmer waters
near shore, to no avail; although a very brief and distant Wilson’s Storm-Petrel was



some compensation. The journey back was very rough once again, but the tour
ended with everyone unscathed. A quick late afternoon drive out to Monkey Mia was
pleasing in that there were 3 very plucky Western Grasswren just feeding on the
roadside, oblivious to any traffic or the busy caravan park and resort right alongside.

Image: Sunrise en route to Dirk Hartog Island

Day 14

29 May 2024 Denham - Carnarvon

A much calmer, windless day greeted us this morning for our departure from

Denham. With several stops along the way to look for birds, it was nonetheless very
quiet with little bird song and not many birds seemingly present. A few of the
highlights were a plucky male Red-capped Robin, a very engaging Inland Thornbill, a
party of Diamond Dove and a lone Australasian Pipit in one spot where it was hard to
imagine a more barren place on earth. Pulling in to Carnarvon late in the day we saw
our only Swamp Harrier for the trip.

Day 15

29 May 2024 Carnarvon - Exmouth

Before we commenced the long journey back to Exmouth, this morning we headed

east of Carnarvon to a spot where we’d have one last crack at the rare Pilbara subsp



wellsi of Black-tailed Treecreeper. Along the way we started to see quite a few
Wedge-tailed Eagles; we’'d end up with 9 on this little sojourn (and 18 for the day). At
a creekline there were several Cockatiel flying about, we jumped out and ended up
seeing about 120, in several flocks. At our next spot, we picked up two parties of
Grey-crowned Babblers (northern subsp rubecula), a fine male Spotted Harrier, an
Australian Hobby of the paler inland subsp murchisonianus, Rainbow Bee-eaters
and finally at our last check — a party of Black-tailed Treecreeper that entertained us
for a good 15 minutes. It was a great bird to catch up with. Hitting the road north, we
finally pulling in to Exmouth late in the afternoon. We had one last look out at the SS
Mildura Wreck out on the Northwest Cape, with a feeding flock of Roseate Terns well
offshore. Thus ended what has been an epic tour, with lovely company, lots of good
conversation, amazing photography and some incredible country traversed. A

heartfelt thanks go to my companions for the tour.
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On behalf of Inala - thanks for
touring with us.
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