
 

 

An aviary without wire 
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PART ONE 
 

There wasn’t much of what could be called a garden around our house when we 
bought it. The renovations and extensions put paid to what there had been, so it was 
necessary to start again, more or less from scratch. I was determined to have 
reticulation, especially since one of the reasons we’d bought the place was because of 
its excellent bore-water, with two windmills and an electric pump, able to fill a large 
concrete water tank not far from the house. I’d twenty odd years messing around with 
sprinklers and hoses so I though I’d be able to retire gracefully into a fully automated 
flower-filled future. Ha! The man I hired to put in the time-saving water supply 
ignored my plans, provided for lawns which have never thrived anyway and watered 
more gravel than garden. So we’ve ended up with a system which means that all 
summer, without daily watering by hand held hose, the plants which are most 
precious to the scheme of things would simply turn up their roots and shuffle off their 
mortal coils. 
 
I had some grand plans involving a combination of exotic and native plants, with 
roses flowering merrily amongst drifts of wild iris and clumps of grevillia, with fruit 
trees cohabiting happily with bottlebrushes, olive trees and vegetable beds, pergolas 
dripping with jasmine and grapevines, deciduous trees putting on a glorious show 
each autumn, the odd bit of neatly trimmed topiary to add a bit of geometry to the 
mix. Well it was as usual “The Best Laid Plans of Mice and Men”and all that. Fifteen 
years later, it’s a bit of a mess, a few things have died and some have gone ballistic 
but the birds simply love it. There’s certainly a lot of greenery, apart from what might 
laughingly be called “the lawn” where there almost never is. 
 
One of the underlying themes always did involve attracting wildlife, small birds in 
particular, so besides the required tall bushy shrubs and overhanging trees, I have 
several bird baths and a grouping of large water-filled terracotta saucers in full view 
of the room where we spend much of our daytime indoors. The scene is framed by 
Chinese Jasmine and wisteria, dangling from the pergola which encloses the house on 
three sides. This dense covering provides extra shelter and hunting grounds for the 
small bird species brave enough to come so close to the house. 

 
Somewhere to hide, somewhere to perch  

The saucers have become the avian equivalent of a Japanese bath house or a Roman 
baths. They are almost never without one or more feathered visitors of amazing 
variety and sometimes quite large numbers. The greatest number of visitors, 
especially during the summer months, occurs in the early morning and late afternoon. 
Interestingly, the interactions between the species seem to be free from serious 
disagreements. This afternoon, for example a Ringnecked parrot was engaged in its 
usual splashy bathing routine, whilst a somewhat larger male magpie was fastidiously 
drinking from another saucer, its mate sitting on the sundial awaiting her turn. Both 
parrot and magpie seemed to be keeping an eye on the other but each finished his 
ablutions in his own good time and peaceably flew away. When the larger birds are 
using the facility, the tiny ones tend to stay away, especially if one of our resident 



 

 

crow families is present. There is a species pecking order between the quarrelsome 
and larger ringnecks and the quieter Red-capped parrots though. Some of the 
ringnecks lay claim to more than one saucer; making their compatriots wait until 
they’ve sampled the all ones they want to splash in. The Red-caps are often forced to 
hang about in the overhanging foliage, awaiting the departure of all the Ringnecks 
before they can get a look in 
 

 
Ringneck ruffians hogging the baths 

 
When the smaller birds arrive at once, they seem quite happy to share. The odd 
Flycatcher, Willie Wagtail, Thornbill, Striated Pardelote or Scarlet Robin is 
sometimes to be seen bathing and sipping happily side by side with another species or 
two. The silver eyes and small honeyeaters tend to arrive en masse, the latter setting 
up such a cacophony that the old dog feels obliged to rouse himself and check it out. 
They perch noisily in the overhanging Robinia frisia and dive down, two or three at a 
time, for sudden splashy immersions, shrieking at one another like a gang of teenage 
girls at a public pool. Some of these little birds, so quick and so apparently uniform in 
colour are hard to identify, so we’re still not quite sure of just how many species there 
are. It doesn’t matter though. We enjoy them all. 


