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Announcements

Welcome to another month of the Field Nats Newsletter, this month we have more stories from Des Nelson, a recap of last
month’s Speaker night, a recap of my plant and bird walk with the plant society (APS), a story from Moi, and some ID requests
from the inbox.

Enjoy! Max, Secretary
Newsletters

This will be the final newsletter for 2025, we’ll be picking back up in February (?) with new tales and new news - please feel free
to continue submitting your wonderful stories, IDs and photos.

Regarding the newsletter format - you might notice this one is slightly different. That would be because I’'m editing this in MS
Word now. Microsoft in its wisdom is killing Publisher next year, and we have trouble accessing it

Speaker Nights

ASFNC: 7pm Wednesday the 12'" of November, Olive Pink Botanic Garden
Speaker: Christabel Moschetti (more to come)

APSAS: 7pm Wednesday 5t of November, Olive Pink Botanic Garden

Giles Track, Presentation by Bec Duncum

The Giles Track, in Watarrka National Park, is a 22 km track linking Kathleen Springs and Kings Canyon. The flora is extremely
diverse and there are surprises along the way! Bec’s presentation will walk you along the picturesque track—without the heavy
pack and sore feet!

Field Trips

Sunday 14 December, 8:00 am ASFNC Xmas Get together, Alice Springs Telegraph Station picnic area
More details to come: Our annual end of year catch up and breakfast, friends welcome!

Plant Society Outing: Saturday 8 November, 7:00 am ‘Stemodia on steroids!’

Explore an artificial wetland in a valley right here in Alice Springs. Meet outside the Scout Hall off Larapinta Drive (turn off
between Lovegrove and Van Senden). Contact Connie Spencer or Suzanne Lollback for details

Contributors

Des Nelson, Marg Friedel, Anett Weisheit, Max Arkley-Smith, Suzanne Bitar, Amelia Missen, Tamara Morgan, Peter Bannister
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Ask a Field Naturalist

Identities known, guessed, and questioned. Please feel free to respond in an email to any of the below questions and comments,
and have your response included in the following newsletter, hopefully under the title SOLVED.

From the inbox...
Sweat Bees?
From Peter Bannister:

Lasioglossum (Homolictus) dotatum?

These settled on the fly screen yesterday, 20/10/25, while it was 40 deg. C.

Unusual Moths

From Amelia Missen

These moths were on our eastern wall Kurrajong Drive, last week.

I was wondering if you have someone there who could identify them, they were very pretty. They had fluffy hats like Russian
Cossack hats.

Not the greatest photos. But I think you can get the gist of it.

Editor’s Guess: Ochrogaster lunifer, Processionary/Bag
shelter moths.

For more info on this species see the great article in the
May 2023 edition of the newsletter.

Here’s a photo of my own:



https://alicefieldnaturalists.org.au/23_05.pdf

About Bulldog Ants

Des Nelson writes...

You can’t help admiring Bulldog ants (or Inch ants). They are so aggressively protective of their nests. Should you tread near a
nest they will swarm out and, if you move away not too fast, they will follow you for several metres, even on a hot sunny day,
which they dislike. | have felt their painful sting when one has outmanoeuvred me. On hot days | have poured water on their

nest entrance, always popular as they gather on the moist soil.

One day, being not far from one of their nests, | invited them to lunch, giving them small bits of food to see if they had
preferences. Pieces of bread and Fritz sausage were rejected and were carried away clear from the nest and dumped. Tomato
was fairly popular, and bits of apple tolerated. By far the biggest hit was lumps of damp sugar. Occasionally | have seen a single
ant roaming far from any apparent nest. | wonder are those ones exploring, maybe seeking a food source, which they will report
back to the nest if successful?

For more on the subject:

The Australian Geographic website says: ‘This sizeable
ant group of almost 90 known species ... is almost
exclusively Australian. They’re found right across the
mainland and in Tasmania but are most common in the
county’s south-east.’

Figure 1. Bull ant, variously called bulldog ant, jack jumper ant, inch ant
(Myrmecia spp.) (Photo: Ken Griffiths, Australian Geographic)

An addendum from Max

Seeing this photo and story from Des sparked a nostalgic pinch somewhere in my
forearm. During my service in the Army Reserve | became well acquainted with
these red bull ants. Having grown up in the blue mountains, | was familiar and
wary of the sting of the black bull ants and their territorial ways. In my
experience the red ones were far far worse. In the Army they were known
exclusively by another, evocative name beginning with c, which they earned
wholeheartedly. Once when training at the Singleton Military Area, my platoon
was commencing an attack on an imaginary “Missourian” patrol from a hidden

position along a creek line.

Upon the signal we bounded forward through a swampy White Cypress grove
moving from one ground firing position to another. As | dove to ground and fired
off a few shots from my rifle, there was a sudden stoppage in the weapon. |
looked down to clear the issue and saw to my horror that | was chest down on

top of an ant nest. Looking back up at my right arm, my focus drew in close to Figure 2. Bulldog ant stinging, (Photo: Mark Vinns
three or four ants (each an inch long) on my sleeve, gripping the fabric with their =~ @realmarkvins on Instagram)

front legs, curving their abdomens down, and repeatedly stabbing at my sleeve.

To make matters worse, we’d just been ordered to stay still. | think | said something expletive and bounded to the next tree

before | was eaten alive, while managing to flick off my attackers.
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https://www.australiangeographic.com.au/fact-file/fact-file-bull-ant-myrmecia-spp/

Speaker Night Recap: The wonderful geology around Alice Springs

Report by Marg Friedel; all imagery provided by Anett
Talk presented by Anett Weisheit, Wednesday 8" October 2025

Despite what plant and animal enthusiasts might think, rocks are dynamic! In Australia we are used to thinking that the land we
stand on is stable but three earthquakes of magnitude 6.3, 6.4 and 6.7 struck near Tennant Creek on 22 January 1988, the
biggest being the largest on record for Australia. According to Geoscience Australia, foreshocks started a year before the three
large earthquakes, and thousands of aftershocks followed over a number of years. How can this be, when we sit in the middle
of a tectonic plate, rather than on a margin? As Anett explained, pressures on the edges of the Australian plate (the nearest
edge being 1500 km away) can be strong enough to be transferred across the plate and cause buckling in the middle.

And that’s not all. There are changes in the theories about the geological processes which have given rise to modern
landscapes, and there are changes in geologists’ understanding of the structure and composition of rocks as well.

The geology of the southern NT
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Figure 1. Map of the Amadeus Basin Figure 2. Schematic of basement and Amadeus Basin rocks

The basement rocks are about 1800 to 1600 million years (Ma) old. They are either ‘igneous’, i.e. derived from molten rock
material, and which in central Australia are mainly granites, or ‘metamorphic’, which are ancient rocks that have been
compressed by tectonic forces at over 10 km depth and subjected to great heat, creating e.g. gneiss, schist and quartzite.
Several mountain building events in that period were followed by erosion and, from about 830 Ma ago, sand, mud and
calcareous sediment accumulated and were gradually buried by more sediments, forming the sandstones, mudstones and
limestones of the Amadeus Basin south of Alice Springs (Fig. 2). The oldest sedimentary rocks are the sandstones of the
Heavitree Formation and the carbonate rocks of the Bitter Springs Group, the latter formed by early stromatolites in shallow
seas. Stromatolites are microbial, primarily cyanobacteria, which trap carbonate material as they grow (Fig. 3).
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Figure 4. Mountain building in this period caused
folding, deformation and faulting




Familiar sites in central Australia (Fig 5)
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Figure 5. Location of Amadeus Basin sites on a geological map
Standley Chasm
The Chasm is all basement rock, largely Chewings Range Quartzite, although there are small areas of schist in the creek bed.

There are lots of fractures, which have occurred as the surface rocks erode, reducing their weight, so that rocks below rise up
and cause cracks to occur (Fig. 6). The Chasm is one itself.
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Figure 6. Quartzite (left), layers and fractures (centre), and an example of a fracture at Standley Chasm (right)
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Simpsons Gap and Heavitree Gap

Both Gaps are examples of Amadeus Basin rocks overlying basement rocks, i.e. sandstone over granites and gneisses. At
Heavitree Gap a long sheet of sandstone dips (or slopes) southward, whereas at Simpsons Gap, the sheet dips northwards. Over
the years, several explanations have been proposed:

e The sheet was once continuous, with an upward bulge between the two sides which cracked and eroded away, leaving
the valley, or
e A complex folding occurred between Simpsons Gap and Temple Bar Gap, (Fig. 7) or

e Various folds and faults occurred (Fig. 8)
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Figure 7. Two theories of landscape formation in
the area of Heavitree and Simpsons Gaps
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Figure 8. A third theory of landscape formation

Alternative: 5 in the area of Heavitree and Simpsons Gaps
rocks were faulted and pushed up




Trephina Gorge, Jennings Gorges,

Ruby Gap

Basement and Amadeus Basin rocks
are mixed together here, in a much
more chaotic fashion than near Alice
Springs. At Trephina and Jennings _l
Gorges, basement rocks (granites Figure 9. Variable dips of beds in Basin rocks at Trephina and Jennings Gorges
and gneisses) can occur between Basin rocks

(sandstone). There are steep dips, but in various directions (Fig. 9).

In the case of Ruby Gap, two different

...sometimes horizontal beds... o = ...and sometimes folded beds

Basin rocks occur, sometimes sandstone
on carbonate rocks, sometimes

carbonate rocks on sandstone. There are
horizontal beds, S-shaped beds and

sometimes more complicated folding
(Fig. 10).

L . ke
Fiqure 10. Beddin and foldina in Basin rocks at Ruby Gap = In the 1970s, it was thought that large
scale folding could account for the whole area but there are lots of broken rocks that are not explained by the model. Now it is
proposed that sheets of rocks moved southwards over a long distance, that is, a break occurred in the sheet, not simply a fold,
one part rose up and overlaid the other part.

As Anett went on to say, theories may continue to change: they can’t just explain a local area—they need to account for the
whole Central Ranges at once. In answer to the question: ‘Why does a break occur where it does?’, she answered that sediments
can be thicker and thinner, so they will break where they are thin. As well, underlying basement rocks may have faults, due to
their age, and pressure may cause them to break again and cause faults in the overlying Basin sediments.

Waterhouse Range

Located in the centre of the Amadeus Basin, the Range is a remnant of an
‘anticline’, a type of fold that has an arch-like shape and has its oldest beds at its
core. Consequently, the oldest sedimentary rocks are in the centre of the Range,
and the Basin rocks are a folded succession of Ordovician—Devonian sandstones-
siltstones (check the earlier map of Amadeus Basin sites) (Fig. 11).

Rainbow Valley £ \ \ 9 f
Figure 11. Ordovician trilobite tracks in a Basin
The Basin rocks of Rainbow Valley are ‘deeply weathered, fractured and very sandstone in the Waterhouse Range

photogenic Devonian sandstone’ (Fig 12) according to Anett, and no-one would
disagree! The past wetter climate caused bleaching, but the subsequent arid climate has drawn iron oxides upwards with
evaporation, staining the upper levels red.

Many thanks to Anett for a fascinating presentation. She says that maps and notes are available from the Geological Survey

Q._ P, ] T team at AZRI - simply drive to AZRI and
R — .- - enquire at Reception to see Anett or
~_ someoneinthe team. Data can also be

downloaded from
geoscience.nt.gov.au/gemis. Anett's excellent
book ‘Behind the Landscape of the Central
Ranges: A Geological Guide to the Larapinta

‘ Trail and Tjoritja/West MacDonnell National
"'jf} 18 Park’ (2023) provides more in-depth

Figure 12. The ‘deeply weathered, fractured and very photogenic Devonian sandstone’ of  information and is highly recommended.
Rainbow Valley



http://geoscience.nt.gov.au/gemis

Anywhere but North: Some stories and pictures from my trip to Warakurna and Lake Eyre

Max Arkley-Smith writes...

Last month | embarked on a trip attempting to cram in some of the best bits of the Arid interior, while, skilfully jamming
together two separate trips exactly back-to-back with a day’s change.

The result was this: some 3000 km, two states and a territory (with only 10 days’ annual leave). First a homecoming trip with my
partner Indi and her Dad Simon to Warakurna and the Ngaanyatjarra lands, where she had lived for a year and a half, and he had
serviced for a decade or so as a Telstra contractor in the 80s and 90s. Secondly, an ambitious trip with Landon, my good friend

and former housemate in Sydney. We were to somehow get to Lake Eyre and back (and enjoy some town time) in only five days.

The itinerary looked something like this:

_ Gibson
Desert North

e 15.09: Curtin Springs ; P
e  16.09: Docker River (Kaltukajara)

e 16.09-19.09: Warakurna 5 I
e 19.09-21.09 Bungabiddy Rockhole
e 21.09:Yulara

e 22.09: Coober Pedy

QuTitjikala
tkurna Qy \

o Beadell Mamungari

e  23.09: Halligan Bay (Lake Eyre) Conservation
. R Coober Pedy 'O O William Creek
e 24.09: Dalhousie Springs Grea Vitoria
e 25.09: Home Figure 1. The route taken over 10 days (Source: Google Maps

Anyway, the purpose of my writing this is to tell you about some highlights!
The march of the Grass Trees
16 September, near Docker River (Kaltukajara), NT

On the night of the 16™, we made camp at Docker River campground, a somewhat lonely place
with now-unmaintained toilet blocks (with those little wood fire water heaters), and large fire pits
pre-loaded with buffel. We rolled out swags in the western shadow of a large dune that separated
the campground from community, and upon which a precarious blue metal lookout was installed

to lord over the grounds. Perfect for appreciating the sunset. The large alluvial valley framing
Figure 2.Bonamia erecta

Docker “River”, was dotted with stately Desert Oaks (Allocasuarina decaisnaena), perched
throughout a few big red dunes someone had forgotten to sweep up as they spilled over the rocky
grassland. Here | came across some new plants I'd never seen before; Pimelia trichostachya,
Bonamia erecta, plants of genera Seringia and Dicrastylis, and some beautiful examples of
Petalostylis cassioides, Brunonia australis, and Senna pleurocarpa. Toward dusk, from our vantage
point on the lookout, our dog (named One) pricked up his ears as a resident dingo began sniffing
around for dinner. The sun set red and warm over the Petermann ranges.

Figure 4. Sunset looking north from Docker River campground




The next morning, on our way west, Indi took us off the highway at a point
signposted by what looked like an old music stand. The rough and rocky creek
track took us up to a lookout nearby a crystal cave she’d been shown once. The
rough track carved through a creek valley crisscrossed by a couple of dunes
which, once passed, revealed the strangest company. Here, frozen in step, stood
a thousand or so Xanthorrhoea thorntonii, Desert grass trees. This species, the
NT’s only grass tree, exists in disparate clusters, starting near Ntaria
(Hermannsburg), then toward the southwest meandering past Tnorala (Gosse
Bluff), Docker River, and slowly down to Kalgoorlie, where they take a sharp
hook north to the centre of WA. I'd seen their relatives neat Tnorala and was
taken aback by their strangeness and stature in the landscape. Something about
their path gave a certain Entish air, as if on a long, slow and ancient march to
Kalgoorlie, the reasons for which | am ignorant stilll These individuals stood up
to three metres tall in some places, which to my mind indicates as many
hundreds of years lived. I'm very grateful to have made their acquaintance.

Figure 6. Xanthorrhoea thorntonii, Indi for
scale
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Figure 7. The many hundreds of grass trees from far off and close
Alone on the lands

19-21 September, Bungabiddy Waterhole WA

After Docker we drove three hours west to Warakurna, staying for a few
nights for the Desert Dust Up festival. Then, with solitude in mind, we were
given the ok to camp out at Bungabiddy
Waterhole back toward Docker on the
Ngaanyatjarra IPA. The site was a
: TR : spectacular east-facing gorge, looking
Figure 8. Bungabiddy gorge something like those permanent rock
holes in the West Macs. We were alone
for three days, save one dingo, a rock wallaby, and maybe one late-night donkey (or loud
spirit). The rock hole holds rainbow serpent Tjukurrpa, with the top hole forbidden from
swimming. The top pool was indeed spectacular. At the top of the gorge, a sheer and concave
hollow stretched some 40 metres up from the waterline, meeting at an apex like the inside of a
cathedral. Near to the top, a keyhole waterfall trickled down from the mountain to the pool,
itself some 40 metres across and shaded by the steep walls. The top canyon contained

numerous bush figs (Ficus desertorum), sedges, and gorge-dwelling grasses. Figure 9. Inside the gorge



Back at the camp | became obsessed with a certain Red mulga (Acacia monticola) with minniritchi bark. Later | took a walk and

used up the last of my 35 mm film on birds. Spotting many Little Woodswallows (Artamus minor) and a Crested Bellbird (Oreoica
gutturalis).

s )

_ L -
la, Crested Bellbird (Oreoica gutturalis), Little Woodswallow (Artamus minor)

At the beach

23 September, Halligan Bay SA

After dropping Indi and Simon off, and picking Landon up,
he and | sped down to Coober in the Hilux, camping
underground. The next morning, we were off on the
bumpy road to William Creek. Landon and | caught Dick
Smith’s old plane for a joy flight over the lake, the first
time in the operator’s history that they needed to hand
out life jackets-on account of the water. The lake was the
fullest it’s been since 1974, we flew over our campsite for
the night and out to the lake, azure to the horizon at some

points, with marbled Badlands at its fringes.

Figure 11. Lake Eyre from above
Our pilot took us over the island where two scientists lived

and studied for three whole months in the 70s, then to the point of lowest elevation on the continent, some 15 metres below
sea level. It was covered by water so | can’t verify. The 70-something km track out to Halligan Bay was previewed to us on the
way home, rated the worst road in SA, one could make out the corrugations from a few hundred feet up.

That took a good two hours to drive. On the way out | swear | saw an Australasian Pipit (Anthus australis), but it scooted off
before | could get a photo- could’ve been a Plains Wanderer, who knows? We arrived at ‘the beach’ just before sunset. | went
for a little wander with my camera. For the first time | saw White-winged Fairy-wrens (Malurus leucopterus), a couple of groups
including males with their handsome deep blue plumage and females running around with the family between large mounds of
sand and Nitre bush (Nitraria billardierei). The rest of the beach was occupied only by small Eragrostis sp., Swainsona laxa, and
Nicotiana velutina (and some prickles). Next stop Dalhousie!
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Figure 12. (L) Photos at the beach, (M) Female and juvenile White-winged Fairy-wrens (Malurus leucopterus), (R) Male Wren
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Blessed be thy mosquito sauna

24 September, Dalhousie Springs SA

The next day we took the rough and ready road up the
Oodnadatta track, along the old railway line, turned off to the
northeast and headed for Witjira National Park. It was fantastic
cruising through dramatic county of gibber plains and mountains
marbled cream and burgundy. As we passed north, the
landscape was divided by tendrils of shade; creeks of gidgee at
first, then red minniritchi mulga and coolibahs (I was going too
fast to ask which varieties respectively). On the way we saw an

Emu crossing the road (to get to the other side presumably), i :

on the Road to Witjira NP
then as we neared Dalhousie, my first ever Kipura, Bush Turkey
or Bustard (Ardeotis australis), standing right in the middle of the road. Landon didn’t get the significance for me and didn’t
really slow down in time. But as it flew away, | spotted a second one on the horizon, presumed to be its mate. They’re just that

much bigger than you would imagine, huge critters.

We rocked up to Dalhousie Springs proper around nightfall and were
the last out, then the first in next morning. The pleasant 38°C water
was just what one needs after a long day’s driving. The mound-
springs in the surrounding area were gushing constantly from the
Great Artesian Basin, heated underground some millions of years
ago. The largest springs were marked by conspicuous thickets of
dense Melaleuca and Phragmites. In the morning, | stirred before
sunrise for a quick swim and some birding. Here, hundreds of Fork-
Tailed Swifts ducked and dove and generally avoided the snap of my

dumb SLR camera. Further afield, many galahs and peewees

Figure 14. Kipura/Bustard (Ardeotis australis) on the horizon

congregated for the morning, one jostled with (I think) a White-
breasted Woodswallow for pole position. One could see why—the insect situation was phenomenal. You could hold out an arm,
spin in a circle, and catch a hundred or so mosquitos. That night | was grateful that Landon bought the weapons-grade deet, and

for my coffin swag.

After a swim, we packed up and raced up the Old Ghan track back
home to Sunny Alice. We acquired no flats, but | had lost a right
blinker and a few bolts on the way. Nothing duct tape couldn’t fix.

oy ,“ i

Figure 15. White-breasted Woodswall

Figure 4. Dawn at Dalhousie Springs

By

Figure 16. Bush picnic on the ld Ghan :I'fack
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Field Trip Report: Joint ASFNC and APS walk through

Kurrajong Drive Landcare

Report by Max Arkley-Smith

Last Saturday the 25, | led a small joint APS/ASFNC contingent through the Kurrajong Drive
Landcare sites on East Side. Even with the last-minute addition of birds to the agenda, we
managed an attendance of around 12 new and veteran members. We were also lucky to be
joined by Sue Grant, Landcare coordinator for the area. I'll keep the plant business out of it-
as APS are writing their own report with that in mind.

5 O T o AN

We joined the two events together in part to line up with the Great Australian Bird count, Figure . Crested Pigeon(Ocyphps lophots) (Photb:
hosted by Bird Life Oz. This count takes place over a week every year and is the largest Suzanne Bitar)
simultaneous survey of birds in the country. The format is simple: using the app, the

“counter” gets 20 minutes to identify every bird they see and hear.

On our walk I combined the observations of the group with a follow up sit-and-count at the same spot to sure up the numbers with less noise

AR A8

around.

Here’s the numbers from our
walk:

Date: Saturday 25 October
2025

Time: 9:18 am

Duration: 20 minutes

Sightings:

e  Pallid Cuckoo x 1
e  Australian Ringneck x 1

e  Torresian Crow x 1

. Peaceful Dove x 1 2
Figure 2. Spiny-cheeked Honeyeater (Acanthagenys rufogularis)  Figure 35. Pallid Cuckoo (Cacomantis pallidus)
(Photo: Suzanne Bitar) (Photo: Suzanne Bitar)

e  Rainbow Bee-eater x 2
e  ZebraFinchx2

e Galahx1

e Grey Shrike-thrush x 1
e  Magpie-lark x 1

e  Spiny-cheeked Honeyeater x 1
e  Crested Pigeon x 1

e  Yellow-throated Miner x 1

e  Grey-crowned Babbler x 3

e  Black-faced Cuckoo-shrike x 1
e  White-plumed Honeyeater x 4

. Red-browed Pardalote x 2

Figure. Red-browed Pardalote (Pardalotu rublcus) (Photo: Max Arkley-Smith)
Of note are the Pardalotes. Early in the walk we passed through an eroded creek bed with little
burrows built into its bank. The group collectively decided it was the Rainbow Bee-eaters we were
seeing around the valley. Upon returning and sitting still for a while, the two little Pardalotes
cautiously re-approached the burrows after a few test swoops, to see what | might do. While | was
waiting for them to get comfortable, my eye was caught by the mesmerising dance performed by
the wiggling tail of two Rainbow skinks, taking shelter underneath a large Aristida strigosa. We also
sighted one friendly Euro nearby to the hill now known as Euro Hill, due to its numerous pads and
ever-present population. I’'m very keen to read the other half of this report over on the Plant
Society’s newsletter. Thank you all for joining!

Figure 4. Desert Rainbow Skink (Cc;rlia
tricantha) (Photo: Max Arkley-Smith)
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