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This photograph, entit led 
?Cycas conferta with 
Granite Boulders?, won 
First Prize in the Flora 
category in the 2017 
Northern Territory Field 
Naturalists? Club Wildlife 
Photograph Competit ion. 
Its story is on page 3 in 
this newsletter. 
Photo: Andrew Bell.

January Field Tr ip:  Sun 21 - Wet Season Birding - Diana Lambert

February Meet ing: Wed 14 February - Wildlife Forensics with Joannah Lee

 See page 3 for  m ore det ails 
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Date Event

21 January 2018 Wet Season Birding at East Point - Diana  (see page 3 for details)

14 February 2018 Wildlife Forensics, Joannah Lee

17 February 2018 Indo-Pacif ic Marine, Stokes Hill Wharf

14 March 2018 Mangrove die-off  in the Gulf of Carpentaria, Adam Bourke

18 March 2018 Frogs at Howard Springs Flood Plain

11 April 2018 Research on Chlamidia and Staphylococcus, Phill ip Gif fard

15 April 2018 Light trapping for insects at George Brown Botanical Gardens

9 May 2018 Wading birds, Gavin O'Brien

12 May 2018 Nightclif f  Seabreeze Festival  - "A Day on the Foreshore"

20 May 2018 Trip to Marakai area with lunch at Purple Mango Cafe

13 June 2018 Reptile and small mammals, Tony Grif f iths

17 June 2018 Fogg Dam

11 July 2018 Penguins, Jo Rapley

15 July 2018 Mica Beach

8 August 2018 Fire Impact on Grass Diversity, Anna Richards

12 August 2018 Howard Springs Sand Sheet, Dave Liddle

12 September 2018 AGM and Signif icant sea shells from the NT, Richard Willan

16 September 2018 Mamakala/South Alligator River

10 October 2018 Yellow Chats, Robin Leppitt

13 October 2018 Microbats at Holmes Jungle, Damian Milne

14 November 2018 Bites and stings

17/18 November Overnight to conduct f lora/ fauna survey at Pudukal  (near Fogg Dam)

2 December 2018 Christmas party at George Brown Botanic Gardens

12 December 2018 Death Adders, Chris Jolly

Calendar of Events 2018

Here is a tentative list of events for 2018.  Please note that events are subject to change and the 
newsletter should be checked for updates.  Talks are highlighted in blue and are held in Blue 
2.1.51, Charles Darwin University, Casuarina. with start t ime of 7.45pm.  Field trips are green with 
location indicated.  
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January Field Trip
Wet Season Birding in East  Point  Reserve?s

Monsoon Vine Forest  with Diana Lambert , 21 January 2018

This is the breeding season of the psychedelic and elusive Rainbow Pitta!

Come along and share your birding skil ls with other keen NTFNC members!

Date: 21 January 2018

Time: 8.30 am

Meet ing Place: Pee Wee Restaurant carpark

Morning Tea: Dudley Point around 10.30 am

Bring: Water + hat + wet weather gear for the walk + 
(any species of) f ield guide + drinks and nibbles for 
morning tea + a spare pair of shoes (expect some mud)

Contact : Diana Lambert (Mobile: 0409 767 570)

Rainbow Pitta (Pitta Iris). Photo: Tissa Ratnayeke

2017 Northern Territory Field Natural ists? Club Wildl i fe Photograph Compet it ion

Flora category: First Prize Andrew Bell.

Here is the story behind Andrew?s photograph tit led ?Cycas conferta with 
Granite Boulders? reproduced with his permission on the front cover of this 
newsletter:

?Ancient plants and ancient rocks. This beautiful cycad is endemic to the 
Northern Territory and has a limited natural distribution near Pine Creek 
and in Kakadu National Park. Previously informally known as the ?Pine 
Creek species?, it was only formally described in 1993. The Latin word 
conferta refers to the densely bunched leaves. An elegant cycad with 
lovely blue-green foliage, it grows in association with sandstone and 
granite. To the north it intergrades with Cycas armstrongii.

Cycads are gymnosperms, an ancient group of plants in which the female reproductive structures 
hold naked exposed seeds that are directly fertil ised by pollen. Cycads date back at least 280 mill ion 
years to the early Permian, pre-dating the dinosaurs. Long assumed to be wind pollinated, research 
has now shown that many cycads are insect pollinated, some with specif ic relationships with 
particular beetles and thrips, a link possibly to the early origins of insect pollination and insect-plant 
co-evolution.

This photogenic stand of Cycas conferta is at the rest stop at Harriet Creek, between Pine Creek and 
Wirnwirnmila (Mary River Roadhouse). Growing amongst weathered granite boulder, the cycads 
make a dramatic and beautiful landscape which changes with the seasons ? always worth stopping 
for ? one of my favourite Top-End ?hidden gems?.



Page 4 Nature Territory - January 2018

2017 Field Nats Christmas Gathering
A Guided Walk through the George Brown 

Botanic Gardens with Sharon Wilson

By Diana Lambert  and Leona Sul l ivan
Ten hearty members met in the carpark at 8.30 am after a wild night of intense storm activity and 83 
ml of much-needed rain. What a magnif icent sight it was for all to behold the green drippings of 
drenched f lora upon arriving in the Gardens! The morning presented participants with other favours 
as well ? a very pleasant temperature of 25° and a light, occasional drizzle. These favours ensured we 
all remained delightfully cool throughout the two hour meander with Sharon Wilson, the Garden?s 
extremely knowledgeable Operations Manager.

The walk commenced and f inished in the lower section of the Gardens near the fountains adjacent to 
the inner carpark (not far from the café). There Sharon explained the revegetation program created 
for the nearby clif f  face, including the challenging intensive weed-removal activity. The invasive 
weeds¹  removed included Cat?s Claw (Macfadyena unguis-cati), Coffee Bush (Leucaena leucocephala) 
and Fan or Fishtail Palm (Caryota mitis). The area has been replanted with Pittosporum moluccanum 
and Rock Figs (Ficus platypoda)

The Cat?s Claw creepers added signif icantly to the risks involved in scaling the clif f  face. Sharon 
spoke very highly of the people responsible for this weed removal. It was diligently undertaken by 
low-security prisoners from Correctional Services who volunteer their t ime at the Gardens in 
exchange for their learning of horticultural and landscaping principles and practices. She 
commended them for not only their exceptional rock-climbing skills but for all the other Gardens 
work they have done since the program commenced.

Next the group meandered along the path into the rainforest garden. Here it began to rain rather 
than drizzle ? what better than rain in a rainforest! Upon leaving the rainforest, the rain lightened as 
the group stopped to inspect the Toothbrush Tree (Salvadori persica) which normally grows as a 
small shrub in hot, dry conditions in Africa, the Middle East and the Arabian Peninsula. However, it 
grows as a tall tree here in the tropics. Sharon explained that the local Agostini brothers used to 
climb a tree of this type in another area of the Gardens.

Next stop was the Boab section. All the trees in this section of the Gardens were raised from seed by 
George Brown. This well-known and indomitable Darwin 
f igure worked at the Gardens since 1959 and then served as 
its curator from 1971?1990. This period included the time of 
devastation following Cyclone Tracy. George Brown was 
Darwin?s Lord Mayor from 1992 to 2002. After his death the 
Gardens were renamed in recognition of his 32 years of 
service and contribution to Darwin?s development.

One especially striking tree was the tall Teak (Tectona 
grandis) which displayed enormous, white f lowers that hung 
suspended in mid-air. Not far from this tree, Sharon 
explained that the beautifully carved seat had been 
sculptured in memory of an outstanding young botanist, 
Carrie Mitchell. Carrie, who hailed from Katherine, had made 
signif icant contributions to the Gardens, in particular to the 
herbarium. When she tragically died, Sharon coordinated a 
fund-raising campaign to purchase the sculptured seat in her 
memory (refer to the photograph).  Photo: Diana Lambert
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The f inal stop (aside from morning tea) was the second revegetation site ? the Jawoyn (Edith Falls 
area) Escarpment project. This area occupied the escarpment leading up to St. John?s College and it is 
expanding the numbers of plants placed there in the George Brown days. For example, Escarpment 
Pandanus (Pandanus basedowii) and 
Hildegardia australiensis. New plantings 
included native species brought from 
Bradshaw Station and other similar 
escarpment locations in the Top End.

Finally, the group returned to the bridge near 
the fountains (opposite the famous, python in 
the tree). All agreed Sharon?s depth and 
breadth of knowledge and narratives made 
this f ield trip come alive in a decidedly 
unique way. Without a doubt, it was a most 
engaging f ield activity and a f itt ing way for 
the NT Field Naturalists? Club to celebrate the 
end of a successful 2017.

Post  script . A special thanks to Mary who 
brought her umbrella and so made the 
ever-important note-taking possible!

Footnote

¹  Weeds are placed into classes based on the risk of harm they could cause and how difficult they are to control. The 
following are the three classes of weeds in the Northern Territory:

Class A ? to be eradicated

Class B ? growth and spread to be controlled

Class C ? not to be introduced into the NT.

(Source: www.nt.gov.au/environment/weeds/declared-weeds- accessed 10/12/17)

                           Bird List
Magpie Goose         
(Anseranas semipalmata)

Radjah Shelduck           
(Tadoma radja)

Orange-footed Scrubfowl 
(Megapodus reinwardt)

Australian White Ibis 
(Threskiornis moluccus)

Straw-necked Ibis 
(Threskiornus spinicollis)

Masked Lapwing         
(Vanellus miles)

Peaceful Dove            
(Geopelia humeralis)

Torresian Imperial Pigeon 
(Ducula spilorrhoa)

Pheasant Coucal     
(Centropus phasianinus)

Forest Kingfisher 
(Todiramphus macleayii)

Litt le Corella                  
(Cacatua galerita)

Rufous-banded Honeyeater     
(Conopophila albogularis)

White-quilled Honeyeater 
(Entomyzon albipennis)

Helmuted Honeyeater 
(Philemon buceroides)

Litt le Friarbird        
(Philemon citriogularis)

Green-backed Gerygone 
(Gerygone chloronota)

White-breasted 
Woodswallow            
(Artumus leucorynchus)

Varied Tril ler                 
(Lalage leucomela)

Australasian Figbird 
(Sphecotheres vieilloti)

Green Oriole                
(Oriolus flavocinctus)

Spangled Drongo    
(Dicrurus brachteatus)

Brahminy Kite
(Haliastur indus)

Osprey
(Pandion haliaetus)

Upcoming Field Nat 
Activities

February Meet ing 

Wed 14 - Wildlife Forensics - Jo Lee

February Field Trip 

Sat 17 Feb (night) Indo-Pacif ic Marine

 Photo: Diana Lambert (hence missing from photo!)

http://www.nt.gov.au/environment/weeds/declared-weeds


Page 6 Nature Territory - January 2018

Backyard Wonders - Antlions
Photo by Cancio Lay and article by Tissa Ratnayeke

My long-time neighbour Cancio Lay regularly sends me photographs of birds and bugs from his garden 
for me to identify, something I encourage all my neighbours to do. Recently he has been sending me 
images of spiders so when my phone beeped on 20 December I expected another one, but much to my 
surprise it was the image you see below.

I recognised the insects immediately as adult Antlions (family Myrmeliontidae) but what really 
surprised me was that there were seven on this one grass stem, a rare sight indeed. Their larvae are 
those predators hidden at the bottom of steep-sided sand traps that children (and adults that didn't 
grow up) drop ants into to see if  the ant escapes or if  the aggressive, sickle-jawed antlion wins.

Antlions are interesting in that compared to other insects, the adults are proportionately much larger 
than their larvae, resulting in a very f l imsy-bodied adult.

- At our last talk (Bush Blitz of Bradshaw Military Field Training Area) the presenter, Michael Hammer, 
advised that a copy of their report had been loaded to the BushBl itz website.  Here is the link to the 
report:  http:/ / bushblitz.org.au/bradshaw-f ield-training-area-nt-2017/

- FrogID is a national cit izen science project that is helping us learn more about what is happening to 
Australia?s frogs. All around the country, people are recording frog calls with nothing more than a 
smartphone.  Discover more about this ground-breaking project and get instructions on how to 
download the app at:  https:/ /www.frogid.net.au/

- Birdl i fe Austral ia:  A network for bird enthusiasts.Visit  https:/ /www.networkbirdlife.org/

Bit s N' Pieces

http://bushblitz.org.au/bradshaw-field-training-area-nt-2017/ 
http://bushblitz.org.au/bradshaw-field-training-area-nt-2017/ 
http://bushblitz.org.au/bradshaw-field-training-area-nt-2017/ 
http://bushblitz.org.au/bradshaw-field-training-area-nt-2017/ 
https://www.frogid.net.au/
https://www.networkbirdlife.org/
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Bird of the Month
By Denise Lawungkurr Goodfellow

Bird:  Pheasant Coucal (Centropus 
phasiananinus)

Order:  Cuciliformes

Family:  Cuculidae

Size:  50-60 cm, with half  of that length 
being tail.

Descript ion:  An ungainly long-tailed, largely 
ground-dwelling bird with a black or brown 
head and body, and attractive tortoiseshell 
wings.  The bird?s head and body are black 
when it?s breeding in the Wet Season, 
otherwise brown. The chicks have staring 
eyes and a large red gape, white cotton-like 
threads grow out of their scalps. They are so 
ugly they are cute.  A bird of open forests, particularly those with a grassy understorey. Skulking 
behaviour.

The call is an ascending/descending series of whoops. The call to mate is a staccato tsch tsch tsch. 
Imitate at your peril ? see below.

The only Australian member of the Cuciliformes that is not parasitic on other birds this species 
generally builds its nest in long grass. The male does most of the work, including nest-building, 
incubation and feeding of young. It eats insects, other birds and small mammals.

Notes: This bird is a stand-alone. I have never seen any other species f ly into a tree, overbalance, and 
fall out the other side. And then there was the time one tried to entice my husband away. At East 
Point in early 1985 we spotted a Pheasant Coucal sitt ing on the powerlines making its staccato call. I 
suggested Hilary imitate it which he did. The bird leapt into the bushes below, and out of sight. And 
then, ignoring our dog and me, heavily pregnant with our son, it ran up to Hilary?s feet. It cocked its 
head, stared into his eyes with an obvious ?come-hither? glance, and then ran back into the 
vegetation, glancing back to see if  Hilary was 
following. When he didn?t respond the bird repeated 
the performance, and as we walked away up the 
beach it pursued us, only desisting after a hundred 
metres or so. However, on our return it again ran out 
of the bushes up to Hilary?s feet, and tried again.

If  the reader doesn?t f ind endearing a bird so clumsy 
that it falls out of trees, has among the ugliest 
babies in the avian world (and the kids are largely 
raised by dad), and doesn?t let love stand in the way 
of huge size and species dif ferentiation, then 
consider the warning by the Kunwinjku. Elders say 
that if  you hurt Djawok it  brings rain, lots of rain, too 
much rain.

Pheasant Coucal in breeding plumage. Photo: Tissa Ratnayeke

Pheasant Coucal chick.  Sketch from ?Birds of Australia?s Top 
End?, Denise Lawungkurr Goodfellow and Michael Stott
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Club notices 
Thank you: The previous issue was despatched by Tissa Ratnayeke.   

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

Newsletter contributions welcome:  Sightings, reports, travelogues, reviews, photographs, sketches, news, 
comments, opinions, theories ..... , anything relevant to natural history.  Please forward material to  
news.ntfieldnatsnt@gmail.com  
Deadline for the February newsletter:  Friday 26 January 2018 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

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

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

Northern Territory Naturalist:   
Chief Editor, Richard Willan, advises that the time for submission of articles for this year's issue has now closed. 
The clutch of papers for volume 28 is now going through the editorial system. 

●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●● 

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 0459 440 665. 

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

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. 

 

NT Field Naturalists’ Club Directory 

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

President: Richard Willan 8999 8238 (w) 
Secretary: Diana Lambert 0409 767 570 
Treasurer: Jo Rapley  0487 193 241 
Committee Members:  Graham Brown  8945 4745 (h/w) 
 Mark Grubert 8999 2167 (w)  
 Lyn Lowe 0411 269 216 
 Tida Nou 0448 899 700 
 Leona Sullivan 0423 951 874 
Bird Life Australia Liason Officer: Denise Goodfellow  
Newsletter Editor Leona Sullivan 0423 951 874 
Website and Facebook:  Tissa Ratnayeke 0417 659 755 
 

mailto:news.ntfieldnatsnt@gmail.com
http://www.topendnativeplants.org.au/index.php
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