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Aranda Frost Hollow to Forest Walk

en Field Natters gathered off

William Hovell Drive with the
aim of taking the walk through once-
grazed paddocks to the SW corner
of Aranda Bushland.

Whilst drivers sped past we adopted
naturalists’ paces finding organisms
and remarkable sights every few
metres. We were guided by and
indebted to Kevin and Sonja’s famili-
arity with their long-term ‘suburban’
ParkCare volunteering site.

Kevin S had a copy of Our Patch at
the ready, an indispensable Field
Guide to local vegetation since its
publication in 1997. The Guide’s
photographs were way ahead of
their time showing the enthusiasm
and botanical expertise of the
Aranda Bushland volunteers who
compiled it, the first colourful guide
to the region’s native flora.

Swathes of crimson invading across
the short grass introduced us to Bar-
tsia, Parentucellia latiflora though
equally swathe-like, in miniature,
were hundreds of Common Sunray,
Triptilodiscus pygmaeus plants taking
advantage of the clayey drainage
lines where soils and slopes have
been damp since ‘the drought broke’.

The ex-paddock’s grasses are eaten
down by ‘roos, not seen until we’d
reached the woodland. Although
green overall the frost-hollow effect
across the still partly fenced area
could be seen. The south facing
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land’s too cold in winter for most
trees and shrubs to survive beyond
germination and kangaroos and
stock would also have eaten many
seedlings and saplings since settle-
ment.

Friends of Aranda Bushland (FOAB)
have succeeded in reducing the
weed infestations. We saw a few St
John’s Wort rosettes taking advan-
tage of rains and the approach of
spring temperatures. (In recent
weeks reported sightings of the bio-
control beetles have come through).

In the distance by 400 m and sur-
rounded by another dominant,
Capeweed, Jim Arnold was back-
pack spraying individual weeds.
Evidence of his years of persistence
were visible; yellowing-off Flatweed
being one target species.

By mid-October, and once the extent
of the Paterson’s Curse outbreak
became obvious, interesting articles
and opinions about coping with
invasive species emerged. Does
spraying cause too much collateral
damage? Other weed species take
advantage of created bare spaces.
Would scything, brush-cutting and
slashing the flowering stems reduce
the number of seeds produced? As
the debris rotted down nutrients
would be returned to soils and
some desirable species might be
protected by the dying biomass.

Thus the first part of the walk
provided a classroom about the
management of weeds and the
arrogant folly of imposing European
agricultural methods onto Austral-
ian ecological systems and fragile,
leached soils, the distain 200 years
ago, for Indigenous peoples’ caring-

for-country practices and wisdom
from millennia of lived experience.

The erosion gully gives striking
evidence of colonisers seeking to
dominate the continent’s foreign
nature. Rainwater flowing from the
bushland and towards the Molonglo
River (now of course, Lake Burley
Griffin) has rushed through land
cleared of vegetation, creating a
chasm 3 m deep in places.

Hard-hoofed stock compacted soils
that were no longer aerated by the
diggings of small Australian native
diggers and burrowers. Until cats
and foxes decimated populations of
the native mammals who regener-
ated by spreading fungal spores
and seeds, soils also absorbed vast
volumes of flowing rainwater. Leaf
and bark litter kept soils cooler,
deflected raindrops and hosted
myriads of invertebrates and larvae.

Trees’, shrubs’ and native grasses’
deep roots held soils together and
absorbed rainwater, which once
slowly spread, rehydrating, across
the landscape.

FOAB have replicated systems and
ancient processes by building leaky
weirs across the gully and the land’s
slopes to divert rainwater away
from rushing down and taking
eroded topsoil, debris and fertilisers
towards the lake. The coir logs trap
debris and seeds. Sedges have been
planted and have multiplied in the




Article

recovering gullies and around the
several dams also built to capture
sediment.

Australian Reed Warblers, recently
returned to the region to breed,
called from the reed beds around
the dams.

Ephemeral wetlands provided us
with a suite of different species to
identify, marvel at and discuss. They
added to the landscape’s diversity
of habitats.

There’s signage along the walk’s
route explaining each habitat.
Kevin’s additional experiences and
expertise enhanced the Snow Gums’
stories. The Eucalyptus pauciflora
are at the northern edge of their
natural range here. Newly planted
ones, grown by Greening Australia
volunteers at Aranda, seemed to
be doing well. Memories of High
Country Snow Gums bent into
evocative shapes by each alpine
winter’s snowfalls may have flitted
through our minds.

A large dam had been built to
capture sediment before it reached
Lake Burley Griffin and made the
lake shallow. Dams restrict water’s
natural patterns and prevent those
same nutrient-laden sediments
from spreading across and enriching
the paddock’s or the grasslands’
soils.

Knowing what we now appreciate,
these dams and the wetlands being
built around the ACT are expensive
remedies for problems we have
created by not understanding the
land we assumed was ours.

Wood ducks rested or assessed
us from the dam bank’s elevation.
Frogs called from the wetlands and
from near the waters’ edges. They
and the Reed Warblers reminded
me of Charlie Massy’s Call of the
Reed Warbler and its messages
of hope for new futures for the
land; hope for the regeneration of
land, the reappraisal of living styles
needed and presaged by Massy,
Martin Royds, Peter Andrews, Allan
Savory and the thousands of others
who are genuinely working with
nature as stewards and custodians
of land rather than exploiters.

Even in the Grassy Woodland there’s
still evidence of the stock camps
around older trees. Shade has
attracted stock to shelter, their dung
enriching the soil driving the sea-
son’s’ rampant growth of introduced
species from the soil’s seedbank
and deterring native species that, in
dying, reject so much fertility.

We reached the Aranda Bushland
through a log step-through onto a
maintenance and fire access track
thatJohn knew as a branch of the Old
Weetangera Road, partly featured in
an earlier Field Natter. He and Janet,
cycled from O‘Connor and have been
exploring Flea Bog Flat.

The untidiness of the bush nurtures
and shelters the array of species
and specials we found. Although
Hibbertia’s yellow blooms turned
to the sun they still welcomed us.
Indigofera australis, scattered at
first showed, then showing a great
blush of shrub-height pink deeper
into the woodland. Then came the
orchids....

It was difficult to place our next
footsteps for fear of treading on
native species. Alison kept count
of the number of orchids she’d
photographed for Canberra Nature
Map. Patricia was adept at finding
the Diuris in bloom or pre-opening
even without the shafts of sun
highlighting their presence. Multi-
flowered specimens pointed to the

complexities of identifying distinct
species within the Diuris family.

A cluster of endangered eucalypts
with only a few mid-storey shrubs
is a residual Yellow Box-Blakely’s
Red Gum Grassy Woodland section
with iconic pre-settlement trees just
south of the floriferous bushland.
Signage explains the significance of
and threats to Grassy Woodlands.
One of the threatening processes
was present in the form of several
Noisy Miners. They’re an over-asser-
tive native species that, like Red-
Wattlebirds actively chase other
species away regardless of whether
those smaller birds compete for
food. Insectivorous woodland birds
are pest-control species for the
eucalypts. The small birds’ absence
stresses mature trees.

There’s a dead Apple Box, Eucalyp-
tus bridgesiana circled by offspring
and stock-camp weeds. At least
it’s left to decay there. Previously,
Canberra’s reserves were regularly
denuded by those who harvested
fallen timber for wood-fired heaters.
A concerted awareness campaign
has reduced this occurrence and
fallen suburban timber is quite often
placed in reserves to improve the
ecosystems’ regenerative processes.
Beetles’ larvae and other inverte-
brates’ activities in decaying wood
provide food for a range of bird and
mammal predators.

Kevin showed us a Yellow Box that
was also surrounded by its offspring.
This reminded us that eucalypts are
able to inhibit the germination of
their seeds and delay the growth
of saplings until their own health
is in serious decline. The capacity
of some plants to inhibit others’
growth fascinates me but I'd prob-
ably need another lifetime to delve
further into those mechanisms. At
least humans who have ‘recently’
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invented NBN, now know more
about the vast, influential networks
of fungi that link all plants and con-
vey messages through the bush’s
complexities. We did find a few

toadstools, evidence of fungi’s
fruiting bodies. Overall it’s been
as huge a fungi season as it has
for wildflowers.

Rosemary Blemings

Entomopathogenic fungi’ed fluffy flies

pring in Canberra this year has had an abundance of wet weather

and variably cool mornings. Conditions which are ideal for a
pathogenic fungus that infects a range of insects, but is particularly
noticeable to us humans when it affects flies. Entomophthora is also
sometimes known as the puppeteer fungus and causes infected flies
to have distended abdomens, with spread legs, and outstretched, often
forward-pointing, wings.

Entomophthora comes from the Greek roots entomo (entomo),
meaning insect, and jqora (phthora), meaning deterioration/damage/
destruction/decay — so a very apt construction. It belongs to a group
(Phylum) of fungi called Zygomycota, and is very far removed from
the various fungi, such as mushrooms, bracket fungi, and even yeast,
with which that we are more familiar.

The reason for the name puppeteer fungus is the concept that some
of these fungi effectively hijack the insect’s brain, turning them into
‘zombies’ with behaviours that enhance the further success of the
fungal infection.

Entomophthora fungus is not
uncommon, provided the right
conditions prevail, but infected
flies, apart from being small, tend
to cling to the undersides of leaves
or are otherwise unobvious and not
noticed by the vast majority of peo-
ple. I found a dozen or so infected
and very dead flies early one dewy
morning in mid-September when [
was inspecting our nectarine tree to
see how much fruit set there might be this year. Later, I found more
on a range of other plants, including azaleas and on the undersides
of the leaves of the olive tree. These provided opportunities for what
I think are some beautiful, if rather gruesome, photos.

Harvey Perkins
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Free range ant farming

Anyone remember the days
of establishing ant farms for
youngsters to observe?

Rather than have their own house
within mine I dubbed ‘my’ ant
pets Free Range Ants.

Small black ants with a 3 mm
body length have come into the
kitchen via minute holes around
the 1970s Stegbar window frame.
They may be Ochetellus glaber.

It has been fascinating watching
them and they provide a service
by taking morsels of shoddy-
housekeeping edibles back to
their colony’s nest.

They thoroughly enjoy and
hopefully benefit from smears
of honey.

Very recently I gave them the
corpse of a swatted Blowfly. It
only took a few hours for any
edible parts to be removed by
the ant army, leaving the wings
for slower decomposition in the
compost.

Rosemary Blemings
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In mid-October, I was digging
out a dead rose root from a
dark, friable, humus-rich, wormy
bed. As I got the spade under the
wood of the root (about a small
dinner plate size) and lifted it,
something leapt away—a small
roundish creature of moist, grey-
ish skin that the sunlight briefly
lit up.

I stopped, put down the spade and
began to gently peer and probe
into the area to which I had seen
it escape. It was under a patch of
what a friend has said are Ixia
flowers.

I was
surprised
because
I had no
experi-
ence or &
knowl- &
edge that
a frog
would
live in
the soil.

I checked on it a few times and
kept the dog inside overnight.
I hoped the large frog would
find its way to our frog pond
about 10 metres away, where the
much smaller Spotted Grass frogs
reside.

The next morning, I carefully
viewed the area in the rose bed.
I found a depression in the soil
that completely matched the size
of the frog. It suggested that the
frog had burrowed back into the
moist soil. (I think there had been
rain overnight.) Relief, and  have
not seen a sign of it there since.

However, about two days later,
my daughter found a very similar
looking frog stopped in our
driveway. We both stood there
and looked at it. Then, like magic,
when we had

turned our
heads away
momentarily,
it vanished.
It was in the
middle of the

Backyard frogs

driveway so it must have leapt
quickly and impressively far in a
very short time.

My research suggested that the
first frog was a Pobblebonk
or Banjo Frog, and the second
seemed to fit the description
and size as well. Anke Maria,
Frogwatch ACT, confirmed the
species. So it seems we have a
little population of Pobblebonks.

One strange thing, though, about
the Spotted Grass Frogs is that
they haven’t spawned as yet.That
is out of character for the frogs,
which we have observed over the
past nine years.

I asked Anke Maria if she could
shed light on this. She was sur-
prised. Hers have been spawning
non-stop since August.

Her suggestion - if fish can be
ruled out (which they can—is to
replace some of the water to see
if that ‘flushes out’ anything that
is causing a problem. It’s quite a
mystery as we can hear the frogs
calling. They are there, but no eggs.

So as soon as the weather per-
mits, we will try Anke Maria’s
advice. It sounds promising.

Recently, I saw a pair of crimson
rosellas in a large eucalpyt. One
appeared to be feeding young in
the tree’s hollow.

Lucy Bastecky

P.S. A day after getting Anke
Maria’s advice, I found the frothy
white patch in the pond I had
been seeking: spawned eggs, at
last.

Did the marvelous rain of Sat-
urday, 24 Oct bring it on? Who
knows but again, I am relieved.
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House inspection
Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap. So loud down the block. What is going on?

Oh, I know, it is the prospective new tenants at the big box. They have already thrown out evidence of
the former tenants. Wood Duck eggs all around the tree. What a shame. Now they are inspecting.

Yes, Kookaburras have a ritual, presumably part of their courtship process.

They sit on a branch below the nesting box. One flies up to the box and looks in. Sometimes it enters and
gives the box a good tap. Then it returns to the other bird ,which now takes over the inspection process.
This can go on for a long time before they seem to come to some conclusion.

There has been lots of laughing and cackling, but I’'m not sure about eggs. This seems to be a lone pair
with no helpers. Kookaburras often breed with a group effort. According to the book by Sarah Legge,
Kookaburra King of the Bush, the fledging success rates are highest when there are 4, 5 or 6 birds in
the group. Strangely, increasing the number of female helpers does not improve the success rate. Three
eggs are usually produced by the dominant female and one or two young make it to the fledgling stage.

We will have to wait and see. Hey, that was a pair of Wood Ducks bursting into the trees again. So .....

the story continues!

Colin Pask

The year of ?

For the Chinese it is the year of the rat, but for us |
reckon it should be the year of the lizard!

Already this Spring, apart from the usual Jackies
and Skinks, we have seen eight large lizards. This
includes one that was rescued with wire clippers

after it got its head stuck in a neighbour’s mesh
fence and a Blue Tongue that had to be shepherded
off the road.

Our spaniel Connie can agree with Ross Ben-
nett (“Reptiles and Frogs of the ACT”) that “the
defensive display is one of the more impressive
features of bearded dragons. When threatened, the
beard is fully extended, the mouth opened to reveal
the bright yellow interior and saw-like teeth, and
the body is depressed and distended to circular
proportions. In desperation, the lizard may make
short rushes at the aggressor”. Then run up a tree!
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Of course, it could also be The year of the vegeta-
tion. How amazing that an area that seemed to be
almost totally reduced to dust last Summer can turn
into a mass of greenery the like of which we have
not seen for a long time. What must have been stored
up in the soil for years, just waiting for that rain and
warmth to explode in such vigorous growth!

And it is not
just greenery. |
This year We;k"
have a profusion
of Broomrape
(Orobanche sp.). |
These plants have S-S
no green (no pho- S S
tosynthesis) and ¢
are parasitic on %
the roots of other

plants on which |
they are totally &
dependent.

According to |
Kate Blood |
in “Environ- ¥
mental Weeds”
orobanche seeds
are “very small and dust-like and survive many
years in the soil. Up to 500,000 seeds per plant that
can remain dormant for over ten years”.

If that does not amaze you, then I hope you meet a
rampant bearded dragon!

Colin Pask
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Sunday 1 November 2020: 10 am-12.30 pm: Woodlands Walk Little Mulligans
Join the Friends of Mulligans Flat for a Spring Woodland Walk led by Canberra ecologist, Michael
Dobherty, in the Little Mulligans Nature Reserve. Meet at the Little Mulligans car park—Mulligans Flat
Road (on left heading north to Gundaroo, just past northern most tip of Forde) byo: water, hat and
sturdy shoes. Free event but please RSVP to FriendsofMF@hotmail.com

October observations

What an amazing month! While
this is officially the worst year
for waterbirds at Jerrabomberra
Wetlands for 30 years due to too
much water to choose from and
the number of birds lost during the
coastal bushfires, | have seen some
amazing sightings.

A few Painted Honeyeaters
descended upon the clearing at
Campbell Park much to the delight
of keen bird watchers. On my second
visit | was delighted to find the
honeyeaters.

The same day, | made a stop at
Gossan Hill hoping to check in on
nesting birds. Instead | discovered
several sun orchids, still in bud but
was then ecstatic to almost stumble
across three Green-combed Spider
Orchids.

Closer to home; on 16 October |
wandered outside and saw two
Caper White butterflies in my back
yard. Grabbing my camera | raced
back outside and to my amazement
| was witnessing a large migration as
they continued to pass through my
yard for over two hours. There were
reports of sightings across Canberra
with reports in the hundreds.

| rarely see a Caper White butterfly
and usually only one or two but
there must have been 500-600 or
more passing through during this
time. | was ecstatic.

Many stopped to rest or feed on
the various flowers in my yard.
Most were males and only a few
females actually stopped to perch
but | did get photos of both males
and females. What a wonderful
experience.

A few days later | left to go to Green
Cape south of Eden for a five day
COG birding trip. Swallows were
feeding their young, Sea Eagles
were a common sight and | saw
Emu Wrens for the first time even
managing a photo of a male and
female sitting together in a tree.

While we were ostensibly there to
birdwatch, there was a regular pas-
sage of humpback whales heading
back to the southern waters, many
with calves in tow. | was stoked to
photograph a series of a mother
whale and her calf both breaching at
the same time very close in to shore.

| even got a photo of a whale with
its mouth open.

We also had resident wombats graz-
ing behind the cottages each night,
coming out well before dark,and

sometimes seeing them returning
home in the early hours as we
headed to the cape lookout in
search of sea birds. There were at
least two babies following their
mums and one afternoon | found
one lying just outside its burrow
peacefully sleeping in the sun.

We also saw Red-necked Wallabies
with joeys, lots of Jacky Dragon liz-
ards, a resident Black Rock Monitor,
Wedge-tailed Eagles as well as many
other birds.

We took a couple of walks and while
the heath wasn’t well in flower we
still saw quite a number os flowers
including some wonderful Large
Duck Orchids and a ‘“forest’ of flow-
ering grass trees, plus at least two
Lace Monitors.

It was a fabulous trip.
Alison Milton
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‘ Field Naturalists’ Association of Canberra Inc. —
Who are the Field Naturalists? oo el

The Field Naturalists’ Association of Canberra (FNAC) was Wl gl
formed in 1981. Our aim is to foster interest in natural history /
by means of meetings and regular field outings. Meetings

are usually held on the first Thursday of each month. Outings
range from weekend rambles to long weekends away.
Activities are advertised in our monthly newsletter. We
emphasise informality and the enjoyment of nature. New
members are always welcome. If you wish to join FNAC, please
fill in the member application below and send it in with your o
subscription to the FNAC Treasurer at the address below. -) Q
President: Rosemary Blemings, et al s

president@fieldnatsact.com

Email: secretary@fieldnatsact.com Monthly meeting venue: Jan Anderson Seminar Room,

Website: www.fieldnatsact.com R. N. Robertson Building, Biology Place, Australian National
Treasurer: treasurer@fieldnatsact.com University

Membership: membership@fieldnatsact.com
Newsletter Editor: editor@fieldnatsact.com

Field Naturalists’ Association of Canberra
GPO Box 708
Jamison Centre ACT 2614

Membership application or renewal

SUNAME: v First name: ....cooceveeveveveeeienene Subscription (Single/Family $25) Donation: S...........

If a family membership, please include the first names of Subscription renewals are due on 1 July each year
other members of the family:

Pay by post (include completed form)

Field Naturalists’ Association of Canberra
2 = Lo [o [ XX U GPO Box 708
Jamison Centre ACT 2614

Suburb: e, State: ............ Postcode: .........

Home phone: .................... Work phone: .....cccevevrnnee. Bank transfer (renewals only: form not needed)
Account name: Field Nats

Email address: ... BSB: 325 185

How did you hear about FNAC? Please circle: Friend Account number: 03545251

Reference: Your name
Other Please specify: ....ccocceeeeiveeeecree e,
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