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Figure3 Site of nest four of Black Grasswren,left to
right A. Oakley (marking nest position), N.
Kolichis andK. Oakley.

Nest6. WAM A 26716.Foundon 6 Februarynear
East Falls among heavily dissectedsandstone
boulders.Nestbuilt in centretop of a large clump
of Triodia pungensgrowing in crevice2 m long x 60
cm wide betweentwo sandstoneboulders.This nest

R.E.Johnstone,N. Kolichis

shapedlike a flattenedoval, 220 mm long and 140
mm wide, internally 140mm x 45-50mm deep(egg
cavity), entrance50 mm wide with a shortawning
over top. It wasmademainly of dry Triodia pungens
stems,dry leaves of Acacia and Eucalyptus,dry
tendrill like rootlets and lined with coarsedry
leaves.It containedtwo eggs;they were long oval;
21.70 x 15.8 mm and 21.09 x 16.16 mm; smooth
pearly white slightly lustrous; sparselyspotted,
speckledand blotched with reddish brown and
chestnutbrown mostly on larger end forming a
sparsecap. Clutch set marked8/98 KO. Figures4
and5.

Nest7. WAM A 26722.Foundon6 Februarynear
EastFalls in sandstonearearegeneratingafter fire.
Femaleflushedfrom nest.Nestbuilt in regenerating
Triodia clump on side of a steep ridge above a
watercourse.This nesta large lightly wovendome
built 15 cm abovegroundin outerspinesof Triodia
and measured165 mm long, 160 mm wide,
internally 100cm x 55 mm (eggcavity), entrance50
x 40 mm. It was constructedof dry Triodia stems,
fine rootletsanddry leavesof AcaciaandEucalyptus
and lined with fine piecesof Triodia and rootlets.It
containedtwo well patternedeggsthey were; long
oval; 22.27 x 15.74 mm and 21.22 x 15.61 mm;
smooth,pearlywhite, slightly lustrous;spottedand
blotchedwith blackishbrown, purplishbrown and
brown, mainly at larger end forming an irregular
zoneor cap.Clutchsetmarked9/98KO.

Nest8. WAM A 26723.Foundon 4 Februarywith
female sitting but empty and not collecteduntil 7
Februarywhenfemaleflushedbut neststill empty.
Nest built 50 cm above ground in a large Triodia
pungensclump entangledwith fine prickly creeper,
growingin a crevicebetweensandstoneboulders.It
was well concealedand more typically dome
shaped320 mm long and 120 mm wide, internal
nest chamber80 mm deep,entrance50 x 40 mm

Figure4 Fourclutchesof Black Grasswreneggs.Typeclutch top right.
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(facing SE). Constructed mainly of dry Triodia
stems, dry leaves of Acacia and Eucalyptus and dry
tendrils of rootlets, and lined with dry leaves and
fine pieces of Triodia. Several Triodia stems were
bent over forming a landing at entrance.

Nest 9. Found on 8 February about 500 m east of
Mertens Falls among small sandstone boulders and
green regenerating Triodia. This nest a conspicuous
flattened oval shape 200 mm long and 155 mm
wide, internal cavity 165 mm and 60 mm deep (egg
cavity), entrance 75 x 60 mm (facing SE), spout
shaped landing of Triodia stems 160-165 mm long.
Nest materials were similar to other nests.

Nest 10. Found on 8 February near camp on
Mertens Creek in area of jumbled sandstone with
sparse Triodia and scattered Ficus. Pair were
observed here on.6 February. This nest was
complete and ready for eggs. It was built in a small
Triodia clump on a flat sandstone boulder. Nest a
typical dome, 170 mm long and 115 mm wide, with
internal nest cavity 90 mm wide and 70 mm deep,
entrance 75 mm wide (facing S) and with a very
long 300 m spout like landing of Triodia stems
bound into the base of the nest. Nest materials
similar to other nests including dry Triodia stems,
dry leaves and rootlets, and lined with fine pieces
of Triodia.

Figure 5 Nest 6 of Black Grasswren A26716. Drawn by
Danielle West.
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Figure 6 Nest 9 of Black Grasswren, a very con­
spicuous nest in regenerating Triodia.

STATISTICAL SUMMARY OF NESTS

The location, direction nest entrance faced and
measurements of nests 1-10 are summarised in
Table 1. The measurements taken are shown in
Figure 7.

DISCUSSION

The Black Grasswren breeds during the austral
summer (wet season), laying from December to
March. It also appears, based on juveniles observed
during this and other surveys, that they may also
respond to local heavy rains, possibly breeding as
late as May in some areas. Their nests are large,
bulky structures ranging from dome shaped to
flattened oval and are constructed mainly of
interwoven Triodia stems, leaves and rootlets and
lined with dry leaves and fine pieces of grass. The
thick walls provide protection from the heavy rain
and most nests also had a spout-like landing at the
entrance. No consistency was evident in the choice
of nest site. Nest sites varied from being well
concealed and protected in dense clumps of Triodia
between sandstone boulders, to very conspicuous
placed among the top stems of Triodia clumps. A
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a

Flattened dome type

9

R.E. Johnstone, N. Kolichis

Landing

9

Dome type

Figure 7 Schematic front (left) and side (right) profiles of Black Grasswren Nests to show parameters measured, and
presented in Table 1: a =nest height-length; b =nest width; c =nest chamber width; d =nest cavity depth; e
=entrance depth; f =entrance width; g =landing length.

Table 1 Nest number, direction entrance faced, height above ground and measurements (mm) as indicated in Figure
7 of ten nests of Amytornis housei.

Nest No Nest entrance Height above a b c d e f g
faced ground

1 W 400 195-200 130 160 70 70 60 140
2 NW 300 240 130 130 50 55 55
3 500 200 130 60 60
4 NW 160-170 160 80 55 45 40 130-140
5 N 80 190 100 75 55 40
6 220 140 140 45-50 50 50
7 150 165 160 100 55 50 40
8 SE 50 320 120 80 80 50 40 100-150
9 SE 200 200 155 165 60 75 60 160-165
10 S 300 170 115 90 70 75 75 300

number of nests had one or more old nests adjacent
or within a few metres indicating that birds use the
same area over subsequent seasons and build a new
nest every year. Nests were found among huge
jumbled boulders and in less rugged more open
situations.

Judging from our observations only the female
incubates and broods, leaving the nest in early
morning (and possibly also at dusk) to feed with
the male. When incubating she sits quite tightly at
the approach of danger often only flushing if the
clump or nest is touched. Both parents were
observed feeding nestlings and fledged young. Both
parents also were observed in rodent-runs, with
wings open and partly dragging and tail lowered
and spread, performed when intruders were close
to nests with nestlings or to fledglings.

During the breeding season males were very
noisy calling from tops of boulders, signalling
position, usually with the female nearby giving
contact calls. The males' territorial song often
eliciting a quick response from neighbouring pairs.
Territorial disputes are common sometimes

bringing several pairs together with noisy
chattering. An indication of relative abundance of
the birds can be judged from a total of 16 pairs that
were counted in a 2 km transect following a narrow
band (50--60 m wide) of sandstone fringing a creek
south-west of Mertens Falls. After breeding the
family unit appears to stay together and may unite
with other groups from adjacent areas.

The nest of the Black Grasswren is similar in
shape, construction and materials to that of the
White-throated Grasswren Amytomis woodwardi of
Arnhem Land, Northern Territory. Nests of A.
housei ranged in size from 160-320 mm high or long
x 100-160 mm wide with entrance 45-75 x 40-75
mm. The single nest of A. woodwardi described by
Schodde (1982) measured 160-180 mm high x 120­
140 mm wide with entrance 40-50 mm.

In size the eggs of A. housei are also similar to
those of A. woodwardi ranging from 21.0-22.2 mm
long x 15.6-16.7 mm wide (mean 21.7 x 16.0)
compared to a clutch of two of A. woodwardi 22.3­
22.5 x 15.6-15.9 mm. In colour however the eggs of
A. housei are the least marked of all Amytomis being
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most like the very sparsely marked clutches of the
Eryean Grasswren A. goyderi and considerably less
marked than the single clutch of A. woodwardi. As a
group A. housei, A. 'lvoodwardi, A. dorotheae and A.
goyderi have poorly marked eggs whereas A.
barbatus, A. purrzelli and A. texti/is have more
extensively patterned eggs.
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