Welcome to 2009 

As I write this you will all be well aware of the good rain we had last weekend.  Not only was it sufficient to put an end to the tragedy of the Victorian bushfires, but it has also breathed life into Damper Creek.   

 A hearty thanks goes out to those who hand watered plants during the summer.  This includes Judy, Campbell and Philip  but there may have been others.   Hopefully the summer of 2009 will be remembered as the most extreme on record and such efforts will not become the norm.

The dry weather and the threat of fires in the reserve has highlighted the need for some fuel management.  Many plants have perished, providing fuel for fires and there have been many branches dropped.  

Nonetheless, the litter at ground level serves many important functions and it serves the environment best if it can be left undisturbed.  The leaf litter provides shelter for a myriad of tiny invertebrates, bacteria and fungi that are continually recycling nutrients into the soil as well as providing food for birds and lizards.  When rain finally falls, the leaf litter protects the soil from erosion.

The reserve is managed in a number of ways to minimise the fire danger.  In most cases, there is a break in the vegetation at the property boundaries.  Also there is vehicle access to allow for firefighting along the fenceline.  Care has also been taken to  identify all fire plugs in the vicinity of the reserve.   The management of the reserve is also undertaken with consideration of fire risk.  Middle storey shrubs, particularly dead ones, are regularly removed  or mulched to reduce the potential for any fire getting into the crowns of the trees.  

The most effective fire prevention is probably through regular use of the reserve.  A constant stream of walkers through the reserve is not only a deterrent to firebugs but it ensures that any accidental fire is detected at the earliest possible moment.

LATE SUMMER BIRDS

What a lot of interesting birds we’ve had this hot summer! Recently there has been six or seven of the large yellow crested black cockatoos, some immature. And in mid February a smaller black cockatoo with a wispy crest and green under wings and tail, was seen close up just down from Middle Bridge. [“A young female gang-gang?” we wondered.] There has been a big kookaburra presence from natural increase as well, the young ones feeding fat on skinks – while I saw one perched on Middle Bridge taking three or four big gulps to down a sizeable lizard!

But our most impressive summer visitors or residents must be the owls. When walking back from the lake through the wetlands one very warm evening, I lingered a little towards dusk, hoping to see the much talked of Powerful Owl. But as I approached Middle Bridge at nightfall there was a rush of small birds from a gum high on the bank, I thought – and stopped, enthralled, at a spectacular display, as they arched back and forth over the creek at every angle and at high speed.  “Birds? No – feeding bats”, I’m told, though I didn’t see a bat wing! Much worth viewing, anyway…

By the time I reached the spot near Tarella Rd. Bridge, where the Powerful Owl had last been seen, it was quite dark.  Then – I heard the huge owl just behind me – a loud puffing like a steam train on a hill! I was transfixed. It was pitch dark under the trees – I could see nothing, as the baleful huffing continued. I thought I could see possums on a high branch across the creek and fixed my gaze on them. Then I felt a large presence above me, as the Powerful Owl flew low over my head, silently. I caught a glimpse of a white-barred chest as he banked and flew off up the creek.                                       My other experience with a large owl was of a different colour entirely. It was near sunset on that day of extreme heat, February 7. It was a little cooler, but there was no one else out walking, when I approached the top, breeding pool, end of the lake. In the shallows of the depleted lake stood a tall, warm-brown owl with its back to me, bathing its scorched yellow feet and legs. Its face was red-brown, like a story book owl, as it turned to me – but with a pained expression that said “Oh no! Do you have to?” Then it flew off towards the trees above the lake. I found it was a Barking Owl – at 44cm our second largest – and its call “Woof, woof”. 

Judy Borg

Fish Ladders in Damper Creek

 You may not have taken much notice of the rock formations at the confluence of Damper Creek East and Damper Creek West just south of Alvie Hall.  Inspection of the area will reveal a careful arrangement of rocks and holes created by the local indigenous people to create a stepped series of small ponds.  Many, many years ago, the rainfall in SE Australia was far higher and the temperature lower than during these last few centuries of white occupation and Damper Creek flowed freely all year round.  This area was once one of a number of similar constructions along the tributaries of Gardiners Creek.  The fish was Salmon Arripis trutta and is found in coastal waters of the Eastern states.  The series of ponds form ladders which allow the mature Salmon to "climb" upstream in Winter to the spawning grounds in the creek.  The ladders are similar to those visible on the Yarra at Dights Falls.  These salmon generally move with rising water levels and most of their daylight hours are spent hiding under rocks or in shadows.  Following spawning the salmon die but some provided a welcome seasonal change in diet for the local people.  

This site, along with another in Scotchman's Creek, were examined and recorded in a major archaeological survey jointly conducted by the Palaeontology and Zoology Departments of Monash University in 1953 by a group of research students under the direction of Professors Lirpa and Loof.  

 The Palaeontology study revealed the skeletons of the Salmon embedded in the basalt rock formations in the creek basin.  Age estimates put these to be at least 20 thousand years old.  The results of these studies revealed what has now been recognised as new species to Arripis trutta and has since been named Arripis gardineri.  No other examples have been found in SE Australia.  We can only speculate as to how many thousands of years the local indigenous people had harvested these fish before the species died out. 

 From the First April files of the Waverley Historical Society.  

Meetings are held on the fourth Wednesday of the month at Alvie Hall (corner Alvie Road & High Street Road) and start promptly at 7:30pm

Working Bees are held on the following Sunday from 10am to 12:30pm (morning tea at 11am).  Any late changes to the working bee location will be posted on the Alice Street bridge.
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