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H i  ! everybody,  

T h i s  n e w s l e t t e r  i s  p u t  t o g e t h e r  t o  c o r r e c t  some o f  t h e  d a t e d  

m i s t a k e s  I have j u s t  found i n  r e c e n t l y  r e - p u b l i s h e d  p a p e r s  on 

c y c a d s  by John T h i e r e t  known as  t h e  lyEconomic Botany o f  Cycads". 

A l s o  t o  g i v e  my v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  v a l u a b l e  c o r r e c t  i n f o r m a t i o n  

r e g a r d i n g  t h e  economic u s e s  a p a r t  from ornamenta l ,  g i v e n  t o  o u r  

i n d i g e n o u s  c y c a d a l e s .  P u b l i s h e d  i n  1958 o r i g i n a l l y ,  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  

on nomenc la tu re  was p r o b a b l y  v e r y  t o  t h e  p o i n t  b u t  i n  1959 D r .  L.A.S. 

Johnson o f  Sydney Royal B o t a n i c a l  Herbarium a l s o  p u b l i s h e d  p a p e r s  

which s u p e r c e d e  and c l a r i f y  t h e  genus  i n  A u s t r a l i a .  

John T h i e r e t l s  p a p e r s  a r e  however e x t r e m e l y  v a l u a b l e  f o r  t h e  

i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  p r o d u c t s  and  u s e s  t h a t  c o u l d  be  p u t  t o  o u r  

c y c a d a l e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  from t e r r a i n  where t h e y  a l l e g e d l y  c a u s e  t r o u b l e  

t o  p r imary  i n d u s t r i e s .  

I would l i k e  t o  commend t h e  Cycad S o c i e t y  o f  America f o r  g e t t i n g  

t h e s e  p a p e r s  r e - p u b l i s h e d ,  b u t  a l s o  f e e l  t h a t  some o f  t h e  d a t e d  

nomenc la tu re  c o u l d  have been re-checked,  as once p u b l i s h e d ,  i t  
becomes g o s p e l  t o  many peop le .  

C o r r e c t l y ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  L.A.S. Johnson,  t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  f a m i l i e s .  

Cycadaceae which c o n s i s t s  o f  one genus  o n l y ,  t h e  Cycas. T h i s  genus  

i n  Austral ia  h a s  a  p o s s i b l e  12 known s p e c i e s  and w i t h  a p r o b a b i l i t y  

o f  c r o s s e s  a l s o .  

Zarniaceae, which c o n s i s t s  h e r e  o f  Macrozamia t y p i c a l  and i t s  s e c t i o n  
I Parazamia ,  Bowenia which h a s  two s p e c i e s  and o f  c o u r s e  Lepidozamia 

which a l s o  h a s  o n l y  two s p e c i e s ,  one o c c u r i n g  i n  t h e  s u b - t r o p i c s  

and t h e  o t h e r s  i n  t h e  t r o p i c  zones .  



The t h i r d  f a m i l y  g r o u p  S t a n g e r i a c e a e  d o e s  n o t  c o n c e r n  u s  as i t  
o c c u r s  i n  A f r i c a .  

F o r  many y e a r s  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  day  t h e  most  common m i s t a k e  was 

t o  c a l l  Macrozamia communis, t h e  p r i m a r y  cycad  o f  New S o u t h  Wales ,  

as Macrozamia s p i r a l i s .  

The r e a l  Iqacrozamia s p i r a l i s  o f  c o u r s e  i s  now more c o r r e c t l y  

known as M. c o n a l i p i s  o c c u r i n g  w e s t  o f  Sydney. 

Macrozamia d e n i s o n i i  i s  now a l s o  synonymous and  becomes Lepidozamia  

p e r o f f s k y a n a .  

On a h a p p i e r  n o t e ,  l e t  me l i s t  a few o f  t h e  v e r y  v a l u a b l e  p o i n t e r s  

a b o u t  o u r  cycad  p r o d u c t s ,  many o f  them n o t  v e r y  c l e a r l y  s e e n  even  

by t h e  eminen t  P r o f e s s o r  Chamber la in .  

Accord ing  t o  John T h i e r e t  i n  h i s  I1Economic Botany o f  CycadsI1 s t a r c h  

t o  be used  as commercia l  s t a r c h  and  s t a r c h e s  used  as s a g o  d e r i v e  

from t h e  stems ( c a u d i c e s )  o f  c e r t a i n  pa lms,  i , e .  me t roxy lon  and  

c a u d i c e s  o f  c e r t a i n  c y c a d a l e s  i . e .  Cycas ,  Z a m i a  and  Macrozamia. 

T h i s  s tem - s a g o  o r  s t a r c h  s h o u l d  n o t  be c o n f u s e d  w i t h  s t a r c h e s  

t h a t  come from s e e d s  and  t u b e r s .  

The p r o c e s s  o f  e x t r a c t i n g  s t em - s a g o  i s  v e r y  i n t e r e s t i n g  and 

s e v e r a l  r e l e v a n t  p o i n t s  a r e  n o t e d  h e r e .  

' lhe  c y c a s  must have  s e e d e d  and  be  a t  a p e r i o d  j u s t  b e f o r e  t h e  

emergence o f  new f r o n d s  from t h e  apex .  One anonymous s o u r c e  w r i t e s  

t h a t  t h e  p l a n t  is  f e l l e d  c l o s e  t o  t h e  ground and  d e v e s t e d  o f  f r o n d s  

and  o u t e r  l a y e r s  o f  t h e  caudex. Only t h e  i n n e r  c o r e  i s  e x t r a c t e d ,  

s l i c e d  i n t o  t h i n  c i r c u l a r  d i s c s  and  d r i e d  on mats i n  t h e  sun .  When 

c r i s p  t h e s e  a r e  t h e n  pounded i n t o  a f l o u r  and mixed w i t h  w a t e r ,  

T h i s  gooey s u b s t a n c e  i s  p l a c e d  i n  p o t s  u n t i l  i t  s e t t l e s  t o  t h e  

bot tom o r  s t i c k s  t o  t h e  p o t  s i d e s .  ILhe l i g u i d  i s  t h e n  d r a i n e d  away, 

t h e  r e s i d u e  r e m a i n i n g  i s  t o s s e d  and  s t i r r e d  u n t i l  i t  forms i n t o  t h e  

f a m i l i a r  p e l l e t s  we know as sago .  These p e l l e t s  a r e  t h e n  d r i e d ,  

s t eamed ,  and  p a s s e d  t h r o u g h  v a r i o u s  s i e v e s  t o  g r a d e  t h e  sago .  A n o t h e r  

v e r y  i n t e r e s t i n g  p o i n t  which  s p e a k s  volumes f o r  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  o f  

t h e  xrnhem Land c y c a s  s p e c i e s .  Are t h e s e  f a c t s  t h a t  t h e  s e e d  o f  
I 

c y c a s  i s  c l e a n e d  o f  f l e s h ,  and  t h e  k e r n e l s  r o u g h l y  pounded f o r  

s e v e r a l  m i n u t e s  and  d r i e d  i n  t h e  sun .  They a r e  t h e n  p l a c e d  i n  a 

d i l l y - b a g  a t  a w a t e r  s t r e a m  and  a l l o w e d  t o  s o a k  i n  r u n n i n g  w a t e r  f o r  

a b o u t  one week, t h e n  d r i e d ,  and  pounded t o  a p a s t e  and  baked as  

c a k e s  b e n e a t h  a s h e s  a s  i s  much o f  t h e  a b o r i g i n e s  d i e t .  
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It  h a s  m e r i t  b e c a u s e  t h i s  f o o d  w i l l  n o t  d e t e r i o r a t e  a n d  c a n  be  

k e p t  f o r  l o n g  p e r i o d s  i n  a r i d  c o u n t r y  where l lwa lkabou t s l l  a n d  

c e r e m o n i e s  t a k e  p l a c e .  

R e p o r t s  a r e  t h a t  i t  i s  u s e d  i n  Arnhem Land f o r  r i t u a l  o c c a s i o n s  
I I 

t h e  c a k e s  a r e  b l e s s e d  and  o f f e r e d  t o  t h e  r a n g a ,  t h e  s a c r e d  t o t e m i c  
11 I 1  I1 

o b j e c t ,  by t h e  " D a l k a r r a  m i r r i  who g i v e s  i t  t h e  s a c r e d  names o f  t h e  

totem. 

~ c c o r d i n g  t o  John T h i e r e t t s  p a p e r s ,  t h e  young emerging  f r o n d s  o f  

t h e  c y c a s  h e r e ,  and  i n  o t h e r  p a r t s  o f  t h e  wor ld  have  v e g e t a b l e  v a l u e ,  

The t e n d e r  baby f r o n d s  o f  c i r c i n a l e s  a r e  c u t  up ,  and  b o i l e d  i n  

s e v e r a l  changes  o f  w a t e r  b e f o r e  consumpt ion .  

These  f r o n d s  n o r m a l l y  a r e  v e r y  h i g h l y  t o x i c  t o  c a t t l e ,  and  from 

e a r l y  c o l o n i a l  r e p o r t s  on t h e  m a t t e r  have  c a u s e d  rheumat ism t o  t h e  

j o i n t s  o f  humans unwise  enough t o  t r y  t o  cook and  e a t  them, 

Al though we have many a c c o u n t s  o f  t h e  f l o u r  t a k e n  from t h e  s e e d s  

b e i n g  e a t e n  a s  s t a p l e  d i e t  by o u r  a b o r i g i n a l s ,  most o f  t h e  c l e a r  

i n f o r m a t i o n  seems t o  b e  from t r e a t m e n t  o f  o v e r s e a s  s p e c i e s .  

The S i n g h a l e s e  r e c i p e  b e i n g  t o  s o a k  t h e  c l e a n e d  s e e d  some 24 h r s . ,  

when s o f t e n e d  t h e y  a r e  pounded i n t o  a f l o u r  by  a wooden m o r t a r .  

The f l o u r  i s  s i f t e d  and  pounded f u r t h e r  u n t i l  a w h i t e  f i n e  t e x t u r e  

d e v e l o p s .  Made i n t o  dough i t  i s  shaped  i n t o  c a k e s  and  baked i n t o  

c r u m p e t - l i k e  b i s c u i t s .  A u s t r a l i a n  a b o r i g i n e s  u s e  s e v e r a l  s o a k i n g s  

a n d  f r e q u e n t  changes  o f  w a t e r  b e f o r e  t h e y  d r y  t h e  f l o u r  and  knead  

i t  i n t o  c a k e s .  

It w i l l  o f  c o u r s e  b e  n o t e d  t h a t  i t  seems i n  a l l  c a s e s  r e p o r t e d  

t h a t  t o d a y  t h e  f l o u r  cakes and  p o r r i d g e s  ea t en  a r e  used a s  emergency 
food  o n l y  and o n l y  as s t a p l e  d i e t  by p r i m i t i v e  t r i b e s  where o t h e r  

f l o u r s  a r e  n o t  r e a d i l y  a v a i l a b l e .  

H e p o r t s  c o n c e r n i n g  e a r l y  c o l o n i a l  d a y s  i n  A u s t r a l i a  s a y  t h a t  

Macrozamia communis (Burrawang)  w a s  u s e d  as a s t a p l e  d i e t  by  N e w  

S o u t h  Wales A b o r i g i n a l s  and  Macrozamia r i e d l i i  o f  Western A u s t r a l i a  

w a s  once  p a r t  o f  t h e  d i e t  o f  t h e  Western  A u s t r a l i a n  t r i b e s .  I 

P r o f e s s o r  Chamber la in  d i d  s t a t e  t h a t  p r i o r  t o  World War I a h i g h  

q u a l i t y  s t a r c h  w a s  o b t a i n e d  from s e e d  o f  M. r i e d l i i .  T h i s  i n d u s t r y  

d i d  n o t  l a s t  l o n g  between t h e  wars. 


