
 

 

FOR THE DIARY 
 

Newsletter of the Northern Territory Field Naturalists’ Club Inc.

Club  web-site: http://ntfieldnaturalists.org.au/ 

 
In This Issue 

   Disclaimer: The views expressed in Nature Territory are not necessarily those of the NT Field Naturalists' Club Inc. or members of its Committee. 

     
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

NATURE TERRITORY
December  2016

Club activities p. 2 & 3         Club news p. 4 

November meeting ... the art of birds p. 5 

East Point Field Trip p. 6       Beast of the Month p. 7

Wildlife use of waterholes p. 8 

Club notices p. 9 
 

'

The last field trip for 2016 will be held at Charles Darwin National Park on Sunday 18 December. There will be an 
interpretive walk (with a twist) down the slope of the escarpment and deep into the mangrove forest plus a laid‐
back End of Year picnic on top of the hill. More details on page 2. Photo: Neil Wright 

December Meeting: Wednesday 14 December 2016, 7.45 pm 
Flora NT – Northern Territory Flora online ‐ Speaker: Donna Lewis 

 

December excursion: Sunday 18 December at 9.00 am 

Christmas / End of Year picnic at Charles Darwin NP 

• See page 2 for more details • 
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Club Activities
December Meet ing 

Flora NT - Northern Territory Flora onl ine
with  Donna Lewis

Wednesday 14 December 2016 7.45 pm,  Function Room, level 3, Red 1, CDU Casuarina

Donna Lewis is a Senior Botanist at the NT Herbarium, 
Flora and Fauna Division of the Department of 
Environment and Natural Resources.  Donna has extensive 
experience in vegetation surveys across the NT including 
f loristic inventories, vegetation mapping and threatened 
species survey, particularly the Top End 

Flora NT - Northern Territory Flora Online is an online 
system to search/browse the NT f lora and access NT 
Herbarium specimen data. The f irst production release 
was November 2014 and is the f irst of its kind for the NT. 
Flora NT includes the ability for users to search/browse 
the entire NT f lora and also the ability to view and extract 
threatened and introduced species information. Flora NT 
enables users to download f lora checklists across user 
defined areas and by family/genus. Factsheets of plant species can be viewed and downloaded and includes 
f lora descriptions, conservation status, ecological attributes, images and distribution maps. Flora NT has the 
ability to conduct spatial searches using mapping tools and various spatial layers. Identif ication keys for 
regional and ecological f loras are also available for many families and genera. The content for Flora NT is 
maintained in the NT Herbarium?s HOLTZE specimen database and will continue to be enhanced by adding new 
data and images, and improvements to overall functionality. 

Flora NT is available at http:/ / ef lora.nt.gov.au. 

December Field Trip - Christmas /  End of  Year picnic
at Charles Darwin National Park                             
  Sunday 18 December at 9.00 am

Interpretive walk starts at 9.00 am. End of Year picnic starts at 10.30 am.

Meet at the carpark /  picnic area at the top of the hil l in the middle of the park which is located off  
Tiger Brennan Drive.

Join us for a walk through the woodland on the escarpment and investigation on the fringe of the 
mangrove forest (both with a twist). After that we will have a leisurely low key picnic at the top of 
the hil l. For the walk bring enclosed shoes, a raincoat, binoculars, camera, water, and insect 
repellent. There is no need for shoes at the picnic though! It?s a low-key get-together to reminisce 
about 2016 and life in Darwin in general. Bring something simple to eat for yourself  with a bit extra 
to share ? just salads, cold meat, bread rolls and fruit. Cold drinks (the sugar-laden varieties) will be 
provided by the Club as left-overs from the cruise on Corroboree Billabong earlier this year. 

Bring your own drinks if  you prefer something else. And bring a chair unless you don?t mind sitt ing 
on the grass.

Grevillea pungens Photo supplied by Ian Cowie

http://eflora.nt.gov.au
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Club Activities in January 2017

January Field Trip 1. Darwin Aquacul ture Centre and Reef  Walk -  Channel  Island

Sunday 15 January - 11.00 am

Meet at the Centre?s gates at 11.00 am. Club member Eloise 
Wigger, who works there, will be our guide. The facility 
conducts research to support aquaculture business in the 
Territory and produce animals for restocking. Enclosed shoes 
are mandatory for this tour.

Then, at 1.00 pm we will assemble in the carpark at the western 
(i.e., Channel Island) end of the bridge to take advantage of the 
extremely low tide that day and explore the rather unusual 
marine life on the rocky shore between Channel Island and the 
mainland. Richard Willan will be our guide for this walk. This is 
absolutely the best place to see living coral in Darwin Harbour 
because of the strong current and it is quite astonishing. 
People coming just for this walk should meet the rest of the 
group at 1.00 pm besides the bridge. The access to the shore is 
down a steep boulder f ield which can be dangerous when wet. For the walk bring enclosed shoes, a raincoat, 
binoculars, camera, water, and insect repellent.

Tour of the Aquaculture facil ity starts at 11.00 am. Shore walk starts at 1.00 pm.

January Field Trip 2. Shoal  Bay in the Monsoon
Date to be confirmed via website and Facebook

Sometime in January 2017. Remember the walk at Lee Point called ?Shoal Bay in the Monsoon? that Richard 
planned for January this year? That trip was a ?wash-out? so to speak because there was no monsoon around the 
planned date.  It was all over by New Year?s Day. So this year he is trying to arrange this f ield trip again ? this 
time in a more responsive way using modern mass media. The destination will be the same. When the monsoon 
arrives, Richard will put up a notice on our facebook and websites giving the meeting date (most probably a 
weekend), and it will be ?all- go?.

The monsoon will decide the date. Walk starts at 8.30 am.

One of the species of fishes that are being raised at the 
Darwin Aquaculture Centre is Barramundi. Photo: Courtesy 
Darwin Aquaculture Centre Library.

 National Resource Management (NRM) Individual Champion Award.

Congratulations to NT Field Nats member Denise Lawungurr 
Goodfellow  (pictured to the left) for winning this award.

As many members would know, Denise has worked to support 
management of the NT's natural resources since the 1970's. She is a 
renowned bird watching /  natural history guide, environmental /  
Indigenous tourism consultant and acclaimed writer. Denise has 
produced/co-produced several books aimed at protecting  
mangroves and bringing native wildlife to the attention of the 
public, both Australian and International. She has also defended 
Aborginal women's rights to hunting and gathering and helped set 
up small tourism businesses to enable people to remain on country 
so they can continue to look after it.
Photo: Heather Boulden
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Club News

Comings and Goings

We welcome new members to the club and look forward to seeing you and all our renewed members, 
at our next meeting or f ield trip.  

Future Field Nats Program
January Meet ing.There will be no meeting in January

January Field Trip. Sunday 15 January. Darwin Aquaculture Centre & Reef Walk, Channel Island. 
Leaders Eloise Wigger and Richard Willan

Possible addit ional  f ield t rip: Sometime in January: Shoal Bay when/ if  the NW. monsoon arrives.
 Leader Richard Willan

February 2017 meet ing: Wednesday 8 February, 7.45 pm. Talk ?Sharing Yolngu knowledge of animals 
and places?. Speaker Bentley James

Stef  Oberprieler wins President?s Award for Best  Art icle in NT Natural ist

 At the November meeting, Richard announced that Stef 

Oberprieler had won the President?s Award for her 
scientif ic paper in the Northern Territory Naturalist 
entit led ?Captain King?s lost weevil ? alive and well in 
the Northern Territory?? The other authors of this 
article were Debbie Jennings at the Research Institute 
for the Environment and Livelihoods (RIEL) at Charles 
Darwin University and Rolf  Oberprieler at the 
Australian National Insect Collection in Canberra.

Producing this scientif ic paper was one of the 
requirements for Stef after she received the inaugural 
Field Naturalists? Scholarship for 2015 from Charles 
Darwin University, but it came as an unexpected 
surprise to her that this paper was selected as the best 
one out of all those published in the Club?s journal this 
year. Stef is greatly to be congratulated.

The paper reports the discovery of a golden beetle by 
Field Nats? member Lyn Lowe at Kapalga in Kakadu National Park in 1995. Remarkably, that species of 
weevil (Hypomyces obscurus) had never been seen since the f irst one that was likely collected by 
Captain Phill ip Parker King in the Northern Territory about 1820. King?s Weevil, as Stef calls it, had 
been forgotten for over 200 years, but the discovery of the Kakadu specimen suggests that the 
species may have been present in northern Australia all that t ime, albeit very rare. The twist is that 
King?s Weevil is closely related to the so-called Gold-dust Weevil (Hypomyces pulviger) that is a 
serious pest of agricultural crops in South-east Asia.

Club President Richard Willan congratulating Stef 
Oberprieler. Photo: Julia Collingwood
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Novem ber  Meet ing
Floor Talk at  'Our Feathered Friends...the art  of  birds'  with Prof  Stephen Garnet t                 

Review by Denise Goodfel low

Charles Darwin University has done itself  proud with 
this exquisite celebration of the diversity of mostly 
Australian avifauna by a range of artists. There is 
something for everyone, from the Gould lithographs 
and Kunwinjku X-ray art, to the charming Orange-footed 
Scrubfowl made of wire netting, to the baskets f il led 
with feathers by Colleen Nampitjinpa. The exhibit ion 
has appeal for the connoisseur of art and the lover of 
birds, for those who respect and admire avifauna, and 
those who relate to them intimately as friends or 
relatives, or indeed as a force that shapes their l ives. 

The opportunity to have on public display the set of 
l ithographs depicting Gould?s Birds of Australia 
attributed in part to his wife Elizabeth and W.C. Richter 
is a real treat, and I was pleased to see Elizabeth 
acknowledged as her contribution has largely been 
ignored in the past. One species amongst these 
lithographs appears to be identif ied incorrectly in the 
wall text as a Black-fronted Dotterel (Elseyornis 
melanops) when it is more likely an Inland Dotterel, 
(Charadrius/Peltohyas australis) (also mentioned in the 
text beside the artwork). 

I personally was pleased to see on display a painting by 
the renowned Kunwinjku artist, T. Yulidjari, of a dancing 
Brolga (known as Ngalkardow in Kunwinjku). I do not  
use this artist?s f irst name because he was ?straight 
skin? to me (i.e., a marriageable relation) and he is now 
deceased. 

Many Kunwinjku Aborigines have bird dreamings, for 
example white cockatoo or pied heron dreaming. One?s 
dreaming animal and its habitat must be respected and 
cared for. But the animal itself  can also be treated as a 
relative, and I have seen Kunwinjku elders cry on 
encountering a scared or injured dreaming animal. 
However some birds are also feared by Aboriginal 
people, for example the Owlet Nightjar (Aegotheles 
cristatus), that features in the installation by Warlpiri 
artists. As pointed out by Professor Stephen Garnett 
during his f loor talk for the  NT Field Naturalists, this 
bird is believed to be a portent of the Kurdaitcha man, 
or ?feather-foot? (personal communication, 
P. Thompson; P. Nganjmirra, 1984), a sorcerer known 
to kil l people.  

One  especially noteworthy artwork is  Pennyrose 
Wiggins? ?Bonnet?.  Who could believe that a painting 

on an old, rusty car bonnet could evoke the Top End 
Wet Season so beautifully!  

The vulnerability of our bird species is beautifully 
il lustrated by the collaborative effort of twenty 
artists from nine countries depicting the East-Asian 
Australasian Flyway of shorebirds, much of which is 
under threat from development and sea level rise. 

Another vulnerable bird, the Yellow Chat (Epthianura 
crocea tunneyi), is featured in a large painting by 
Chips Mackinolty.  This particular subspecies, 
including a f lock of sixty, was recorded on a number 
of occasions at the Leanyer Sewage Ponds in the 
early 1980s, and Hilary Thompson?s slides from that 
event were used to il lustrate the male and female 
featured in Birds of Australia?s Top End (Goodfellow 
& Stott, 2000). 

The vulnerability of birds and the incremental slide 
in their fortune as depicted by the huge drop in 
numbers of migratory species visit ing our shores, 
may ref lect our own.  As the Kunwinjku Dreamings 
show, we are our brother/ sister?s keeper, whatever 
our species. 

Would that we could fly and sing forever
Chips Mackinolty 2016 Inkjet on paper
Edition 1/11 90 x 90cm Gifted by the artist, 2016
Charles Darwin University Art Collection, CDU3107
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The group met up at Pee Wee's carpark on a rather 
hot Sunday morning; perhaps not the best 
conditions for watching forest birds.

Amanda Lilleyman, Richard Willan and Tissa 
Ratnayeke led us along the well-kept pathways. The 
f irst thing the group noticed was an appreciable 
drop in temperature as we entered the forest.

The resounding calls of diminutive Rainbow Pittas 
(Pitta iris) were heard throughout the morning. Our 
group was not lucky enough to see one this time but 
we were constantly reminded of their presence by 
passers-by who had! The bird breeds at East Point 
and young birds should be hopping about by now. 
Darwin is very fortunate to have this 'Jewel Thrush' 
so close to the Central Business District. 

However, we did see some exquisite Rose-crowned 
Fruit Doves (Ptilinopus regina), not always easy to 
f ind in the dense foliage of the canopy. The plumage has an extraordinary range of colours.

Scrub Fowl (Megapodius reinwardt) nest mounds are plentiful and enormous at East Point. Darwin gardeners, while 
complaining of the bird's destructive behaviour, should remember that these megapodes do include a lot of 
termites in their diet.

Of the bird species seen, two others should be mentioned. The Bush Thick-knee, or Stone Curlew (Burhinus 
grallarius), pretended invisibil ity as it skulked along the forest edge, a real character and much larger than its 
counterpart species in Africa and South America. A Black Butcherbird (Cracticus quoyi) was seen f lying over the 
same patch of forest. 

Mammals were represented by Agile Wallabies (Macropus agilis), and a series of potholes dug in dry soil were 
identif ied as traces of a Bandicoot (Isodon macrourus).

Among the several butterf l ies observed, the Fuscous Swallowtail 
(Papilio fuscus) was fairly numerous inside the forest and is also the 
largest butterf ly species in the Top End. The f ind of the day though 
was a single Blue Tiger Butterf ly (Tirumala hamata) that unfortunately 
settled too high up for a photo. A cry also went up as a Tawny Coster 
(Acraea terpsicore) f lew by in the open habitat, a species that arrived 
in Australia by its own accord only in 2012.

Of course there are a great many tree species at East Point. The 
Milkwood (Alstonia actinophylla) was found to be common as 
the morning went by. I wonder if  some of the large specimens 
we see around Darwin are the survivors of earlier clearances?

The Kapok or Bombax tree (Bombax ceiba) was identif ied, and 
its tremendous thorns noted as defence against hungry 
monkeys and squirrels in South-East Asia. The bright red waxy 
f lowers were not present but the tiny seed inside its 
wind-dispersible ball of f luff  was.

Amanda found a native Nutmeg tree (Myristica insipida). This is 
rather attractive looking, with large, glossy, spear-shaped 
leaves. The branches radiate out from a single zone on the 
trunk at yearly intervals, tell ing the age of the tree!

This was an interesting and enjoyable walk; many thanks to the leaders and participants. I am looking forward to the 
next one, in the mangroves at Charles Darwin.

Novem ber  Field Tr ip
East Point Monsoon Forest

 with Amanda Lilleyman on Sunday 13 November                           Report by David Percival

Amanda Lilleyman (far right) talks about the birds. Photo: Tissa Ratnayeke

A Fuscous Swallowtail recently emerged from it's chrysalis in a 
suburban garden, reveals the bright colour patches on the 
underside of the wing which are seldom sighted while this 
large, common butterfly is in flight. Photo: Tissa Ratnayeke
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Beast of the Month - Crenate Swimming Crab
Text  and phot os by Adam  Bourke

Most people wouldn?t normally associate crabs with having 
spatial knowledge or the capacity to store memories of 
underwater landmarks. Similarly, most people have probably 
never enetertained the idea of crabs having the ability to 
correct navigational errors, or take short cuts back to their 
dens after foraging trips away. Meet the Crenate Swimming 
Crab (Thalamita crenata) ? a crab that can do just this. Studies 
have shown that these crabs have some of the most f lexible 
and complex visual-based homing mechanisms of all crab 
species investigated so far. That?s not a bad feat for a 
common, somewhat unremarkable crab that l ives amongst 
rocks and the seaward edge of mangroves! 

Scientists have shown that Crenate Swimming Crabs confine 
their foraging activity to a small, well-def ined area and stay 
faithful to a number of known dens and refuges. And 
numerous behavioural studies have found that by being homebodies, crabs develop a profound knowledge of 
the area in which they live, memorising a series of route-specif ic pictures of the underwater landmarks around 
them. Having the ability to remember visual landmarks around them means Crenate Swimming Crabs can 
undertake sophisticated, well-orientated journeys, backwards and forwards from any one of their dens to 
anywhere within their home range. One could almost say crabs have their own ?brain GPS? guiding them safely 
home everytime they leave the house. 

Crenate Swimming Crabs are members of the Portunidae, a family of marine crabs best known as swimmer 
crabs. This family includes highly prized commercial species such as the Blue Swimmer Crab (Portunus 
pelagicus) and the king of all swimmer crabs ? the Mud Crab (Scylla spp.). Like all crabs in the genus Thalamita, 
Crenate Swimming Crabs have f ive anterolateral teeth on each side of their carapace (main shell body) and a 
wide gap between the eyes. The genus name comes from the Greek word ?thalami?, meaning inner room, 
which refers to this wide gap. The top surface of the carapace is smooth with f ine, f luffy hairs around its edge 
and six rounded lobes are present between the eyes. Both the arms and claws bear numerous sharp spines and 
the last pair of walking legs is f lattened and paddle-like. Colouration of the upper surface ranges from 
sandy-yellow to olive-green to pinkish, with a vivid powder-blue pigmentation near the ends of the claws, 
along the legs and around the margins of the carapace and other body parts. The tips of the f ingers are dark 
red. 

Around Darwin, Crenate Swimming Crabs usually l ive around rocks or along the seaward edge of mangroves. 
Three places where crabs are easily seen are in front of the mangroves near Nightclif f , around the small rocky 
intertidal platform along Dripstone Clif fs, or amongst the rocks near the mangrove-lined pools at Lee Point. 
Although most active during the day, these crabs are best observed at night as they can be easily approached 
with f lashlights, allowing for an up close and personal view. But beware! Crabs have sharp claws and ninja 
quick ref lexes, and will attack if  cornered or threatened ? you have been warned. 

References: 

Cannicci, S., Dahdouh-Guebas, F., Anyona, D. and Vannini, M., (1995). Homing in the mangrove swimming crab Thalamita crenata (Decapoda: Portunidae). 
Ethology, 100 (3): 242-252. 

Cannicci, S., Dahdouh-Guebas, F., Anyona, D. and Vannini, M., (1996). Natural diet and feeding habits of Thalamita crenata (Decapoda: Portunidae). Journal of 
Crustacean Biology, 16 (4): 678-683. 

Cannicci, S., Barelli, C. and Vannini, M., (2000). Homing in the swimming crab Thalamita crenata: a mechanism based on underwater landmark memory. Animal 
Behaviour, 60 (2): 203-210. 

A Crenate Swimming Crab (Thalamita crenata) displaying 
the characteristic wide gap between the eyes, flattened 
last pair of walking legs and vivid, powder-blue 
pigmentation on the claws and other body parts. 
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Wildl i fe use of  Waterholes in Central  Austral ia
Present ed by by Prof . Jenny Davis on Oct ober  12 2016  -  Repor t  by Lyn Lowe

Jenny opened her lecture by giving some statistics 
covering the Arid Biome in Australia: 

- Arid and semi-arid areas cover 70%  of the 
continent; 

- These areas have precipitation of 100 ? 300 
mm per year and evaporation of 2400 ? 
3600 mm per year; 

- These areas produce 40%  of Australia?s 
export earnings; 

- Only 3%  of the Australian population are 
permanent residents there. 

From this point onwards there was a power cut, so 
everyone had to huddle around two 
battery-powered laptop computers. Jenny was a champion, soldiering on with her presentation as though nothing 
had happened! 

Some of the sites at waterholes she surveyed included microfugia. These are sites that support locally favourable 
climates amidst unfavourable regional climates. 
They are mainly aquatic habitat types such as 
discharge springs, outcrop springs, relict streams, 
riverine waterholes and rockholes  Some 
waterbodies that vary in time and space and were 
rainfall dominated had a depth of water greater 
than 4 m and persisted for 18 ? 24 months without 
rain.  In all 48 springs were surveyed mostly around 
Kings Canyon and Kings Creek walk. 

Data loggers were installed at many of the sites 
with incoming data at 2 hourly intervals to a 
website, which included information on air, water, 
conductivity, rainfall, humidity, wind speed and 
direction. 

?Penny Springs? weather station had equipment 
installed in October 2013 such as a Web 
Camera, Temperature loggers and Wildlife 
cameras and was chosen because it was 
groundwater-dependent, shaded, isolated and 
remote.  Motion sensitive cameras were 
installed and recorded 13+ species of birds 
including birds of prey, frogs, goannas, dingoes, 
macropods, feral cats and snakes all visit ing the 
site of the weather station cameras.  No foxes 
or camels were recorded. 

Jenny f inished by reporting that not all refugia 
in these arid areas are in good condition or 
protected. Then, miraculously, the power came 
back on! 

Dingo caught on remote camera. Photo: Jenny Davis

Spinifex Pigeon. Photo: Jenny Davis

Possibly a Collared Sparrowhawk, other birds stayed away when these were 
visiting. Photo: Jenny Davis
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Club notices 
Thank you: The previous issue was despatched by Sarah Bonney.   

Newsletter contributions welcome:  Sightings, reports, travelogues, reviews, photographs, sketches, news, 
comments, opinions, theories ..... , anything relevant to natural history.  Please forward material to Emma 
Noonan at news.ntfieldnatsnt@gmail.com or the Club's postal address, or contact her on 0417 321 130.   

Deadline for the February newsletter:   Monday 23 January 2017 
●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

Need a Club membership form? Go to: http://ntfieldnaturalists.org.au/membership/ 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

Northern Territory Naturalist:   

Chief Editor, Richard Willan, is now calling for articles for next year’s issue. Read his editorial in the 2014 issue 
(Number 25) wherein he said how welcome articles from members would be, particularly those documenting the 
‘signposts of environmental change’.  

One article that has already been promised for next year is by Amanda Lilleyman on her research on shorebirds in 
Darwin Harbour. 

Members should now have received their copy of the Northern Territory Naturalist in person or via Australia Post. 
Please let us know if you have not received a copy. 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 
Top End Native Plant Society   General meetings are held on the 3rd Thursday of the month at the Marrara 
Christian College, corner Amy Johnson Ave. and McMillans Road, and commence at 7:30 PM (speaker at 8 PM).  
Visit http://www.topendnativeplants.org.au/index.php  or contact Russell Dempster on 8983 2131. 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 
Top End Native Plant Society   General meetings are held on the 3rd Thursday of the month at the Marrara 
Christian College, corner Amy Johnson Ave. and McMillans Road, and commence at 7:30 PM (speaker at 8 PM).  
Visit http://www.topendnativeplants.org.au/index.php  or contact Russell Dempster on 8983 2131. 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 
 

NT Field Naturalists’ Club Meetings are generally held on the second Wednesday of every month,  
commencing at 7:45 PM, on the Casuarina Campus of Charles Darwin University. 

Subscriptions are on a financial‐year basis and are:  Families/Institutional ‐ $30; Singles ‐ $25; 
Concessions ‐ $15.  Discounts are available for new members – please contact us. 

 

President: Richard Willan 08 8999 8238 (w) 

Secretary: Julie Wilson 0407 157 691 

Treasurer: Sarah Bonney  0401 188 099 

Committee Members:  Graham Brown  8945 4745 (h/w) 

 Mark Grubert 8999 2167 (w)  

 Lyn Lowe 0411 269 216 

 Julia Collingwood 

 Rosemary Harbridge 

 Eloise Wigger 

Bird Life Liason Officer Denise Goodfellow  

Newsletter Editor: Emma Noonan 

Website and Facebook:  Tissa Ratnayeke 0417 659 755 

NT Field Naturalists’ Club Directory 

Club  web-site:    http://ntfieldnaturalists.org.au/ 


