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As the sun set through the spotted gums, we uncorked a bottle of red. Our Friday night rhythm 
was broken by a mobile phone - a call to pick up a baby owl. 
 
This was our first night as wildlife carers - but we’d been drinking - we couldn’t drive! No 
need. He was just across the way, picked up off the road by a couple we hadn’t spoken to…in 
almost four years. We introduced ourselves and took him home in a cardboard box.  
 
We stared into the eyes of a small ball of fluff, sitting on a stack of Grandpa’s old books in our 

spare room. Thus began our encounter with the Tawny 
Frogmouth, Archimedes. Archi for short. We had so many 
questions about how to raise him, so, we got reading. We 
discovered that Tawny frogmouths are native to Australia, 
often mistaken for owls due to their huge, amber eyes and 
humorous owl-like head bobbing motions. In fact, they are 
their own species - the Frogmouth - named for their large 
yellow mouth that can swallow a mouse whole!  
 
Satisfied that our new charge was fed and comfortable, we 
settled in to watch TV… but what was that sound outside? 
A deep whoop, whoop, whoop echoed like the motor from 
our neighbour’s swimming pool. Had they left it on late 
again? No – it was the mournful cry of Archi’s mum and 
dad looking for their baby. Outside we went!  
 
We sat in the long grass, keeping a close eye on Archi to 

protect him from predators as our blood was slowly drained by a fog of mozzies. As we waited 
to see if his parents would come, a new program of entertainment unfolded. The globular flight 
of the microbats began at 8:45pm sharp, next came the parade of possums across the power-
lines at 9:00pm, followed by the Kookaburras feeding under the streetlights at 9:15pm … and 
then … Tawny Mum descended silently like a hang-gliding angel and feed her squawking, 
angry, little son!  
 
The following night, a man from two doors up dusted off his binoculars and stepped outside to 
glimpse upon our antics. He told us folks from up the hill had spied us in the bushes and were 
worried we were burglars, but he’d set them straight. Interest in Archi continued to grow along 
our street – neighbours we’d never met accosted us to ask how he was doing. After 10 days of 
feeding, Tawny Dad kicked Archi off a tree branch into some long grass! Rejected, Archi cried. 
We believe his father behaved in this way because the pair were hoping to breed again. He was 
saying to Archi, ‘You’re on your own’. So, we became his parents.  
 
We worked our busy lives around the little nocturnal bird, making sure one of us was home 
each night to feed him. Taking it in turns to rise before the dawn. Determined to raise a strong 
young man, we tried to teach him how to hunt crickets; but oddly he was only interested in 
sticks and leaves! Time for Plan B - we brought in another young Tawny Frogmouth, 
Thumbelina. She had the spikey hair and the spunk of a 1980’s Tina Turner. She was a natural 
flyer, a natural hunter - she would no doubt set him right! At first, they ignored each other... 
 



With two growing birds in our care, our spare room would no longer hold them, we needed a 
bigger space. We worked through the day, and into the early hours of the next morning building 
a large aviary. We woke to a lovely surprise; our birds were cuddled up together! From then 
on, they would sit facing opposite directions, each looking out for danger. They would preen 
each other’s feathers, and occasionally peck each other playfully on the head. Without a doubt, 
one of the most beautiful things we’ve ever seen is a Tawny Frogmouth having a bath! During 
those sweltering Summer days, we would use the hose to create a gentle mist for them to play 
in. They would bend and stretch like prima ballerinas, they would bat their enormous eyelashes 
- much like Jim Henson puppets - and cluck and coo with delight! With so much happening 

outdoors, the television hadn’t gone on 
in weeks. 
 
Before long, time came for Release Day. 
Locals came to see the Tawny’s one last 
time. They brought their grandchildren, 
took selfies, whispered teary goodbyes. 
We were anxious, we knew the dangers 
of being wild in Pearl Beach. We 
became carers after handing in a lot of 
injured animals to a local wildlife group, 
Wildlife Arc. In the past six months, 
we’d witnessed dogs and cats pick off a 
family of masked lapwings on the 
beach, teenage hoons drive down a 
Superb Lyrebird, and possums with bald 
patches of stress dermatitis, made 
homeless from endless clearing of old 
gumtrees.   
 

But Archi and Thumbelina were ready to fly! We filled their bellies with crickets, found an 
appropriate place and said our goodbyes. When our alarm clock sounded at 5am the next 
morning, we had to remind ourselves it wasn’t a dream; the aviary was empty. When we went 
out to support feed, we found a pile of feathers nearby - a young Kookaburra - not fast enough 
for a wandering cat. Finding the Kookaburra meant someone else’s sadness, but it gave us 
hope. We never saw Thumbelina again, but if we listen closely at night, we sometimes catch 
the echo of her calls. At this time of this writing, we continue to see Archi. We offer food, and 
encouragement – we are his parents after all! He is a fantastic flyer now and there is little else 
that brings us more joy than to see him swoop down from a great height to greet us, and have 
a chat!  
 
The experience of caring for Archi and Thumbelina has brought our community closer 
together, and for that we are grateful. Residents often asked us what they could do to help 
Archimedes, Thumbelina and their friends to live happy, healthy lives in our beautiful town. 
Here are the things that we would say to them -  
 

Please drive carefully, especially at dawn and dusk. This is the time that nocturnal 
animals - including Tawny Frogmouths - are feeding, often on or near the road. Cars 
are the biggest threat to native wildlife in Australia. 
 
Be cautious using pesticides, insecticides and rat poison in and around your house and 
garden. Tawny Frogmouths are fantastic natural pest controllers, however, if they eat a 



bug or rodent that has been poisoned, they will die of secondary poisoning. These 
products are fatal, not just to the Tawny Frogmouth, but to other predatory birds - like 
Kookaburras, Powerful Owls and Eagles. If you absolutely must use them, please do 
your research first.  

 
After cars, cats and dogs are the biggest predators to native wildlife. So please don’t let 
your dogs and cats roam unaccompanied by day or night - everyone (including us) has 
been guilty of thinking their pet wouldn’t harm a fly. In October 2017, the ABC 
published research revealing that pet cats kill over 61 million birds in Australia each 
year.  

 
If you’ve got any heartwarming wildlife stories, or any questions - please come and say hello 
if you see us around the town.  And if you do see a sleek brown Tawny soaring above you at 
night - it just might be Thumbelina! We’d love to hear about it.  
 
For wildlife help:  
Wildlife A.R.C. (02) 4325 0666 (24 Hours on the Central Coast) 
WIRES 1300 094 737 (Across NSW) 

 
Archi enjoying a bath.  


