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Dry Area Gardening and Plants of the Centre
by Robert Dalby, Alice Springs

Gardening in a hot dry climate is not necessarily a heart breaking
experience. There are a number of environmental factors which can make
gardening difficult—climate is only one factor.

When moving from one part of Australia to another as | have done
during the last six years—from Adelaide to Darwin and then to Alice Springs,
one begins to realise the importance of not only rainfall but also the
importance of soil acidity/alkalinity, salt content, humidity, day length and
temperature variation between Summer and Winter.

Shortly after my arrival in Alice Springs four years ago, | wondered at
the prospect of establishing a garden oasis in the semi arid centre where
summers are hot and dry from October to March, and winters can be bitterly
cold overnight, but warm during the day. Humidity varies between 10%
and 20% for most of the year and the annual average rainfall is 25 cm.

At that time, the gardens in the ‘established suburbs” of East Side
and the Racecourse area consisted mostly of Kikuyu or Couch grass lawns,
Eucalyptus camaldulensis (River gums transplanted from the creek beds),
Melia azedarach (White Cedar), Oleander, Tamarisk (Athol Pine) and Citrus.
For those adventurous types these were supplemented by Hibiscus, Jacaranda,
Tecoma, Grevillea robusta, Fiddlewood, Brachychiton species, and some
exotic creepers. Whilst they all seemed quite healthy—in spite of frost
risk to some—there didn't seem to be much scope for a garden of variety.
Then | noticed the street trees—some had been supplied from Darwin, which
were tropical species—but others looking much more at home in the local
environment were eucalypts and acacias, mostly West Australian species from
the 8”-12"” rainfall area of that State. Also in the new area of Gillen other
native plants were present in newly established gardens. Mrs. Calder, an
inaugural member of the Alice Springs group of S.G.A.P. had established
a garden nursery and was endeavouring to interest others.

During the last four years | have been amazed at the variety of flora
which can be grown in the Centre and also the rate of growth. The growing
season extends from September to the end of May, sometimes early June.
The soil is generally neutral and is of sand/gravel composition, having
excellent drainage and reasonable water retention characteristics. Some areas
are troubled by salt and this has dampened the enthusiasm of some who
have seen their hibiscus and jacarandahs struggling to survive.

In addition to those already mentioned the following is a general list
of suitable genera for this area. Most have been described in previous
issues so refer to index to ‘‘Australian Plants” vols. 1-6 for description,
colour plates, etc.

Eucalyptus species from West Australia 8"-25" rainfall. Eucalyptus species
from Central Australia as well as: Eucalyptus leucoxylon rosea, E. cladocalyx
nana, E. citriodora.

Acacia saligna, A. podalyriifolia, A. cardiophylla, A. iteaphylla.

Melaleuca species from West Australia 10"7-25" rainfall. Also Melaleuca
hypericifolia, M. armillaris, M. erubescens.

Casuarina cunninghamiana, C. cristata, C. glauca, C. stricta.

Hakea—Central Australian species as well as: Hakea commutata, H.
suaveolens, H. nitida, H. bucculenta, H. francisiana.

Grevillea species from Central Australia as well as: Grevillea robusta,
G. rosmarinifolia, G. banksii.

Cassia species from Central Australia:

Callistemon viminalis, “Gawler hybrid"”, C. “Captain Cook™, C. violaceus,
C. phoeniceus, C. citrinus.

Anigozanthos manglesii, Calothamnus villosus, C. quadrifidus, Hardenbergia
violacea, Kennedya rubicunda, Templetonia retusa.

(Continued on page 278)
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THE FLORA OF THE AUSTRALIAN ARID ZONE

by J. R. Maconochie, Alice Springs

The flora of the Australian Arid Zone like the floras of other arid zone
areas has many similar characteristics in that each has had to develop
adaptations by which they could survive in desert conditions. In terms of
botanical composition the flora is unique as is the rest of the Australian flora.
The dominant tree-shrub is usually a member of the genus Acacia i.e.
Mulga (A. aneura); Gidyea (A. cambagei or A. georginae). The areas in which
the hummock grasses (Triodia and Plectrachne spp.) or the tussock grasses
(Astrebla spp.) dominate the scene often have Acacia spp. as a minor
shrub component. See page 260 for “Acacia of the Centre” with colour.

In general the arid flora falls into three main groups:

(1) The Drought Escapers
(2) The Drought Evaders
(3) The Drought Endurers or Resistors

The drought escapers are the fast growing annual plants which respond
to small but effective falls of rain and complete their life cycle in a few
weeks. Some common examples are the annual composites i.e. Helipterum
and Helichrysum spp. and many of the annual grasses.

Following the heavy winter rains the desert literally “blooms” with
the many and magnificently coloured wild flowers, such as the wild daisies,
geraniums, peaflowers and pussytails.

Once the summer commences these annuals wither and die depositing
their seed in the soil by different mechanisms.

The drought evaders are the trees or shrubs which are deciduous
and rapidly lose their leaves during a drought period. This mechanism
of shedding leaves and going into a dormant phase appears to be a means
of conserving water during drought. Some examples are the “Desert Kurrajong”
(Brachychiton gregorii), “Stuart Bean Tree" (Erythrina vespertilio) and “Old
Man Saltbush” (Atriplex nummularia).

The third group, the drought endurers, are plants with some structural
modification in their leaves or stems by which they reduce their water loss
during dry periods. Visitors to the arid zone will find that many of the plants
have a grey-green appearance and not the bright vivid greens of the tropical
and temperate regions. This appearance may be due to a waxy bloom or
surface structures such as hairs and vesicles which appear to be mechanisms
to reduce water loss and also reflect light and heat at the leaf
surface.

The seeds of many of the arid plants have structures which protect
the embryo from the harsh arid environments. Many of the legumes have
thick waxy cuticles which prevent water loss and also water penetration.

This is one of the reasons why people often have difficulty in germinating
these seeds. The common gardening practices of nicking the seed or soaking
in hot water can often remedy this situation.

When these species are being considered for home gardens it must
be remembered that their natural habitat is an area of low rainfall and
very poor soils. These plants respond vigorously to adequate water and
careful fertilizing but when in excess can cause water logging or toxic
effects. Judicious pruning can improve the appearance of many natives.

There are many devious mechanisms by which these plants are able to
survive in the district but it must be remembered that it took many years
for the flora to develop. With this thought in mind, it must be realised
that these areas must be carefully utilised and conserved so that they are
not destroyed but continue to provide the good beef that pleases our
palate and the natural beauty which appeals to our aesthetic senses.
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WILDFLOWERS AROUND ALICE SPRINGS

The series of articles up to page 277 are based upon a number of
talks given by Mr. D. J. Nelson over the local radio station at Alice Springs.
They were so well presented that readers here will be interested; certainly
tourists to the area will be. | have tried to edit it to suit this publication
but at the same time preserve his pleasant style that enthralled the people
of Alice Springs—Editor.

EUCALYPTUS GAMOPHYLLA—"Blue Mallee”

A small mallee with blue-green juvenile foliage, flowers white, fruits small. Mostly
seen in deep red sand with spinifex where it can form distinctive vegetation units.
It is frequently associated with *“Desert Oak'’, see page 259.

We see above a scene typical of almost 1/6th of the area of the centre; red sand
with gravel deep below and a variable cover of spinifex grass. in this case Triodia
basedownii. The trees in the background are Eucalyptus camaldulensis growing along a
water course, usually dry. On page 324 of Volume No. 5 you may see a good colour
plate of these trees growing in a flooded water course.

While the blue mallee shown here is Eucalyptus gamophylla, see page 258 for
description, in a similar scene north of Alice Springs a very similar mallee clump would
be Eucalyptus pachyphylla. South of Alice Springs the blue mallee clump will probably
be Eucalyptus oxymitra.
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A TYPICAL EUCALYPT

Even in the centrz there are Australian Eucalypts, their typical flowers
being shown below. The series of articles by Des Nelson commence first
with a description of the common Eucalypts, other trees, shrubs and hence
to small flowering plants. The plants described have found wide use in
gardens and inland properties as described by succeeding articles.

EUCALYPTUS TERMINALIS—"Bloodwood”’

A small rough barked tree, flowers with yellow to white bold stamens,
honey-scented and urn-shaped fruits. Mostly seen as an isolated tree on
sandy or loamy plains in spinifex shrub vegetation. This tree was growing
on Harts Range.
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EUCALYPTS OF THE CENTRE

by D. J. Nelson, Alice Springs, Central Australia

All the world knows that the Jolly Swagman camped under the shade
of a Coolibah tree, but most of the world doesn’t know what a Coolibah
tree is. Coolibah is Eucalyptus microtheca, one of the smaller Eucalypts
(excluding the mallees). It is found in dry parts of Australia on clayey soils,
subject to periodic floodings, often forming large stands. Coolibah is fairly
variable, but in general it is a tree between 20 to 35 ft. in height, having
two types of bark. The bark on the lower part of the trunk is of the box
type which is flaky, but has a tight hold on the tree, it is called persistent
bark. The upper parts of the tree have gum bark which means a smooth
bark, usually white and peeling off in strips at certain times. Coolibah usually
has a nice shady canopy of foliage, as the swagman appreciated, the flowers
as usual with Eucalypts in the Centre are creamy white and are followed
by tiny gum nuts from which the very small seed can be collected. Coolibah
sseds germinate easily and although they are found naturally in clayey
soils, the trees will grow in any type of soil. It is a moderately fast growing
tree and is a most suitable species for growing. Coolibah timber makes
good fence posts and is also very good firewood. In hard times cattle will
eat the leaves. There are a lot of Coolibahs in the floodout of the Todd
River, just east of Amoonguna and also on channels of the Temple Bar
Creek, a short way down the Deep Well and Santa Teresa Roads.

Another attractive Eucalypt is the Central Australian Bloodwood,
Eucalyptus terminalis. Bloodwood is an adaptable tree found widespread
throughout the Centre, often as isolated trees, on almost every soil type.
It is a moderately sized tree capable of reaching 40 ft. in height. Bloodwoods
are so named because of the dark red thick sap which they exude from an
injury such as an axe cut. The distinguishing feature of a bloodwood is its
bark which may be light grey to pale orange brown. It is thick bark patterned
in a fine flaky manner, known technically as tesselated bark, meaning tile
like. Bloodwoods bear an abundance of large creamy flowers and are one
of the more spectacular local Eucalypts flower-wise. After flowering, clusters
of big woody gumnuts are formed. The seeds are winged and as is usual
with Eucalypts are easily germinated. Although fairly slow growing Blood-
woods are a very attractive tree and are very drought resistant.

It was interesting during the big drought to observe the habits of the
Bloodwoods. Branches died then dropped. The trees in effect pruned them-
selves until some were virtually a trunk with a few leaves left at the top,
but after the drought broke they produced new top growth. The trunk of a
Bloodwood is thick and straight and Bloodwoods have been used for the
making of gate posts and corner and strainer posts. The dry timber is
excellent firewood. Immediately south of Heavitree Gap look to the West and
you will see a nice Bloodwood. There are also nice specimens at the foot of
Mt. Blatherskite.

Incidentally, the habit of dropping branches is common to most large
Eucalypts in the Centre, so don’t camp under a big Eucalypt. Under
cultivation branches are not usually dropped, probably because the extra
moisture available to them wunder garden conditions keeps the branches
healthy and strong.

Some plants are grown for flowers, some for their scent and some
because of their attractive foliage. In this last category comes the Blue
Mallee, botanically known as Eucalyptus gamophylla. Blue Mallee is a many
stemmed large woody shrub averaging 8 ft. in height with a good wide
spread. It is commonly found in red sandy desert areas, such as can be
found 20 m south of town along the Deep Well road and on flat red soil
just before Native Gap about 70 m north of the town on the Stuart Highway.
It also grows high up on rocky hillsides such as the top of the range at
Heavitree Gap. They are called Blue Mallees because of their bluish leaves
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and it is the leaves which are the most attractive feature of this species.
Pairs of leaves are usually fused together at the base with the sometimes
square stem passing through the centre. The leaves are actually juvenile
leaves. All Eucalypt seedlings have leaves directly opposite to each other,
but as the trees mature, adult leaves become alternate or staggered. It is
interesting to note that Blue Mallee retains the juvenile form of leaf and only
occasionally are the mature form of leaves seen at the tops of an occasional
specimen. Blue Mallee has fairly small creamy white flowers, but they are
usually borne in large clusters and are followed by masses of small gumnuts
in which are the dark small seeds. People with sandy soil should have little
trouble in growing a Blue Mallee. The leaves have a strong Eucalyptus smell
when bruised. Stems of Blue Mallee make good indoor decorations and last
a long time in a vase.

Now a few words about the most widely known tree of the Centre,
Eucalyptus papuana, widely known as “Ghost Gum” or to the oldtimers as
“Cabbage Gum". The Ghost Gum has become a symbol of the Centre but
it does grow in the Top End. However, the Top End trees don’t have such
an attractive vivid white trunk as do the Centre specimens. Ghost Gums may
reach 80 ft. in height and can be seen in valleys of the Macdonnell Ranges
to E. & W. of Alice Springs. The main attraction of Ghost Gum is its beautiful
white trunk and limbs, but an added attraction is the creamy flowers.
Flowers are followed by cup-shaped small gumnuts in which are small
saucer shaped seeds. Ghost Gum is very easily raised from seed. It will grow
in most soils and would be a very suitable tree for growing at a homestead.
Just past the Honeymoon Gap turn-off are a pair of Ghost Gums known as
the twin Gums. Here's the reason why they are known as twin gums. Drive
along the road slowly and watch the trees and you will reach a point at which
the two trees merge together perfectly and appear to be a single tree.

OTHER TREES OF THE CENTRE

If you would like to grow your own Christmas tree you could try the
local native pine, known as White Cypress or Callitris columellaris. An
interesting feature of this hill dwelling tree is that it usually grows on the
southern sides of the ranges, ascending to the tops of the hills, but not
many grow on the northern slopes. As the timber of these trees is resistant
to white ant attacks a lot of them were felled in the 1870's to be used as
poles on the overland telegraph. The trees grow to a nice shape and can
grow over 20 ft. in height. They bear small globular cones which shed winged
seeds which germinate readily and growth is about 2 ft. a year.

Another tidily shaped local bush tree is the Desert Kurrajong or
Brachychiton gregorii. Although it occurs naturally in red sandy desert areas,
Desert Kurrajong is adaptable to most soils. One of the best natural stands
of Desert Kurrajong can be seen on the Lake Nash road on Amaroo Station.
The trunk is greenish to light grey, the foliage is dense consisting of leaves
with 3 long lobes, resembling an emu foot. Desert Kurrajong is used as a
street tree in parts of Alice Springs. The flowers are small, creamy white,
borne in clusters and are followed by inch long black pods in which are the
black fat seeds. The seeds grow readily. Desert Kurrajong grows fairly quickly
and will grow to about 18 ft. in height. Below ground level the Desert
Kurrajong has a large swollen tuber like growth which accounts for its
great drought resistance. The foliage is relished by stock.

Nineteen or twenty miles on the Deep Well road are the nearest Desert
Oaks to town. Casuarina decaisneana is their botanical name. Desert Oak
grows to 45 ft. or so, and has a nice shady crown of hanging needle like
foliage. The bark is dark, thick and deeply fissured. Timber of Desert Oak
has been used in yard building. The flowers are insignificant, but the woody
cones are quite noticeable. Openings in the cones release the winged
seeds which will germinate easily. Desert Oak is also very drought resistant.
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ACACIAS OF THE CENTRE

Between Heavitree Gap and the airport there are trees known as
Ironwood or Acacia estrophiolata. If you have ever put an axe to its timber,
more so if it is dry, you will know that the name “Ilronwood"” is pretty apt.
Ironwood grows to about 50 ft. high and produces a nice shady canopy of
slender hanging foliage giving the tree a somewhat willow-like appearance.
“Ironwood” is useful as a fodder tree and it is common to see trees in the
bush neatly trimmed by grazing. The bark is dark and furrowed. The flowers
are pale yellow wattle balls, followed by brown pods from which the hard
dark brown seeds can be collected. Probably the best way of treating these
seeds is to drop them into boiling water for a minute or so. Seedlings grow
very slowly for the first two years, but don’t be discouraged for in the third
season growth accelerates rapidly. Some other local Acacias behave in the
same manner. “lronwood” is very drought resistant.

Photography by R. W. Burbury

ACACIA STRONGYLOPHYLLA

Bushy but open shrub sometimes forming a small tree. Restricted to hillsides and
gorges of the ranges in Central Australia (S.A., N.T., W.A). Flowers mostly during spring
and is a very prickly but showy shrub. Other plants with spikes are described on page 263.
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Acacia georginae is the greatest menace to the cattle of Central
Australia, but not everywhere. Acacia georginae is the botanical name of the
common Gidyea of the Eastern half of the Centre. It is a twisted, dark
trunked small tree averaging 15 ft. high with grey green foliage, sporadically
bearing golden wattle ball flowers which are followed by flat twisted pods.
There is a similar tree, Acacia cambagei also known as Gidyea, but which
differs from Acacia georginae in having a straight trunk and more or less
straight pods. This sp. can be seen on parts of the Barkly Tableland and
is not poisonous.

ACACIA GEORGINAE—Gidyea

A large spreading tree with golden blossoms which release a very unpleasant odour.
Found mostly on the heavier soils. In some areas this species is toxic to cattle as it
accumulates fluoro-acetate compounds.

Acacia georginae gets its name from the Georgina River, along which
it grows in abundance, extending eastwards to within 30 m of Alice Springs
along the Ringwood Road. Close to Alice Springs, Gidyea is grazed by
cattle in dry times with no ill effect to them whatsoever. However, to the
N.E. of Alice Springs from approximately 250 ml. away from town and beyond
and over the Queensland border is the poisonous Gidyea area in which many
cattle have been lost to poisoning over the years. It took many years of
research before the poison was isolated from the tree, and it is a fluoro-acetate
compound similar to 1080 which is in use for the poisoning of rabbits and
dingoes and as far as | know there’'s no antidote for it. The best ways of
dealing with the problem have proved to be the experiences of the pastoralists
in knowing which areas on their stations may have toxic trees, and care
in handling cattle which become affected. Affected cattle may die from
heart failure if they are shifted along too quickly or sometimes after having
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a big drink. By resting sick cattle, not allowing them to continue grazing
Gidyea and preventing them from taking too big a drink at one time,
they can often be saved.

The poisonous Gidyea problem remains mysterious despite years of
research. Botanically, poisonous and safe trees are exactly similar. No one
knows why the trees are toxic in one area and not in another. Even in the
poisonous area not all trees are poisonous. It is possible to find 2 exactly
similar trees within 20 ft. of each other, one being toxic and the other quite
safe and never becoming toxic. A poisonous region may have 10% toxic
trees or 50% or any other proportion. The toxicity of poisonous trees also
varies from season to season. Toxicity levels apparently rise as seasons
become drier and this condition encourages cattle to start grazing Gidyea
foliage as ground feed dries off and becomes less nutritious and scarce.
The pods of the Gidyea tree concentrate more of the toxin than do the
leaves.

Gidyea is a very tough, slow growing and very drought resistant tree.
The wood is heavy, dark and dense and exceptionally hard. As firewood
it produces intense heat and there’s nothing better in a winter time camp
than a fire of Gidyea coals. Young Gidyeas can be seen in Telegraph Terrace
beside the gaol.

One point about this tree may be noted. Most plants are identified
by sight, that is you see the shape, size or colour, but with Gidyea it is also
possible, at times, to use another sense in identifying it. It smells and pretty
powerfully. During rainy weather or at flowering time, Gidyea emits a
strong odour, put another way, it stinks. There are often swarms of flies
in Gidyea country. One theory says that the smell of the Gidyea is used to
attract flies which assist in pollination.

Acacia tetragonophylla—'Dead Finish”; described under “Plants with
Spikes”.

Acacia farnesiana—'‘Mimosa Bush’ described under “Plants with Spikes".

Acacia kempeana—'Witchetty Bush” described with “Trees and Shrubs
that are Grazed".

Acacia victoriae—"'Acacia Bush" described with “Trees and Shrubs that
are Grazed”.

Acacia aneura is the official name of mulga, the most common tree in
the Centre. Mulga is very widespread in arid Australia and over the years
has been put to many uses. Aborigines used the wood for the making of
spears, boomerangs, yam sticks and nulla nullas. Station people use it for
fence posts and everybody uses it for firewood. Cattle eat the foliage. It
bears round edible galls known as Mulga Apples and aborigines also roast
and grind the seeds for tucker. The timber is also used in the manufacture
of churungas and bull roarers and for polished white feller artefacts. Apart
from these multitudinous uses, Mulga makes an attractive garden specimen.
Easily grown from seed providing you treat it with hot water or fracture the
seed coat. Mulga grows slowly for two years but can accelerate to 6 ft. in
the third year and begin flowering, producing under cultivation, masses of
spike type golden wattle flowers. Mulga is very variable in form, there being
about eight different forms within 20 ml. of Alice Springs. Although common
in the bush, Mulga is a hardy small tree worth growing, as it responds well
to cultivation and needs little water.

The middle of the thick Mulga scrub can be a pretty featureless place,
but there is an easy way of orientating yourself with direction there. On
the trunks of many Mulgas, not all, but there’ll be some around on which
there grows pale grey to pale green primitive plant growth called a lichen.
This growth occurs only on the southern side of the trunks, so finding the
lichen can instantly give you a line up in direction.

Other Acacia described In this Issue are A. tetragonophylla opposite, A. farnesiana
page 264, A. kempeana page 266 and A. victoriae page 267.
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SOME PLANTS WITH SPIKES

The development of spikes is a feature of many arid zone plants.
Sometimes they take the form of thorns on stems, but more commonly in
Australia it is the foliage which is itself spiny. No doubt this spininess
is an attempt by plants to protect themselves from being grazed. Quite a
remarkable attempt at self-protection is made by Capparis mitchellii a small
tree known as “Wild Orange”. The young plants are often nothing more
than a jumbled mass of thorny stems, but the thorns gradually disappear
as the tree develops into the mature form. This is a small tree 10 or 12
ft. high with dark flaky bark and a dense crown of leathery, broad, dark
green leaves. The flowers are large, white and delicately perfumed. These
flowers last only a day, in fact often only a matter of hours, but new buds
are always ready in spring to keep a continuity of early morning flowers.
The fruit is globular, about 2" in diameter and becomes hard and woody,
but at the right stage can be eaten. Some old timers used to break the
fruit up in water to make a pleasant tasting drink. It is the fruits which
give rise to the popular name, but they resemble orange only in shape. Some
nice Wild Oranges can be seen near Emily Gap and there are one or two
near the turnoff to the Alice Springs rubbish dump. Stock like to graze the
leaves of “Wild Orange” and will sometimes eat quite a large proportion of the
crown of these trees. It is then that Wild Orange does its thing. It produces
plenty of regrowth of grazed areas, but this regrowth has very much
smaller leaves and the stems are covered thickly in thorns, so rendering
itself much less attractive to animals.

A bush with spiny foliage is “Dead Finish”, known botanically by a bit
of a mouthful, Acacia tetragonophylla. The ordinary name, “Dead Finish” is
a tribute to the toughness of this plant evidently meaning that when most other
plant life has died off in drought time, “Dead Finish” still persists and it
certainly is a tough customer. “Dead Finish” is a woody, twisted shrub usually
about 8 high. It is sometimes seen along shallow watercourses or near
gilgais in open Mulga scrub. The thin, 112" long leaves are sometimes in
clusters of four and it is from this fact that the name tetragonophylla is
derived. The foliage is sharply tipped, but cattle will graze the younger softer
foliage. The timber is very hard and elastic and prettily grained, like Mulga.
Once, the timber was used for small items such as whip handles. In flower,
“Dead Finish” is an attractive sight. The flowers are bright golden wattle
balls and are borne in profusion. The pods are long, twisted and constricted
between the seeds which are small, hard and shiny black. These seeds will
germinate if the seed coat is chipped or if the seeds are treated with hot
water. If you want a large shrub, needing very little attention yet capable of a
good flower display, “Dead Finish” is one answer.

A widespread small tree in the Centre with shiny leaves and big yellow
to orange bottle brush like flowers is “Corkwood” or Hakea divaricata.
Divaricata refers to the thin leaves which are forked and tangled. Under
good conditions “Corkwood” may grow over 20' in height, but is often
much less. The bark is thick, deeply furrowed and of a coarse corky texture
and it is this corklike bark which gives rise to the name “Corkwood".
The timber is light and brittle and grainless in the manner of “Silky Oak”,
but “Corkwood” timber is not much use except perhaps for use in an open
campfire. It leaves a large amount of white ash when burnt. The big flowers
are full of sweet tasting nectar. Cattle will eat the flowers and young soft
leaf growth. “Corkwood” fruits are clustered, each one being hard, woody
and pointed. Each fruit contains 2 winged seeds which germinate easily.
“Corkwood” grows in any soil and under cultivation is a nice looking small
tree having a somewhat oriental appearance, being like some of the plants
you see depicted in Japanese paintings. On part of Simpson’'s Gap reserve
just S.W. of the homestead is a big stand of large “Corkwoods”, but such
large stands are infrequent as “Corkwood” is usually scattered, e.g. as
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they are found with the Ironwoods between the Macdonnell Ranges and
the airport.

Closely related to ordinary corkwood is Hakea suberea or ‘‘Long-leaved
Corkwood”. “Long-leaved Corkwood” is also widely distributed in the Centre,
but is not quite so common as ordinary Corkwood. The trunk, timber and
flowers of both Corkwoods are similar but *“Long Leaved Corkwood” is
distingushed by having usually larger fruits and seeds, but mainly by its
very much longer leaves which are not forked, but are also needle-like
and spine tipped. Sometimes the 2 Corkwoods are found together and may
hybridise. There are good examples of Long-leaved Corkwood in the hills
just north of Alice Springs. It, too, is easily grown from seed.

For those people with clayey soil who want a large shrub for a single
specimen or a windbreak, try “Needlewood”, or Hakea leucoptera. This sp.
is woody stemmed having many trunks, in small Mallee fashion. Although
plants seen in the bush may appear straggly, when given just a little extra
care, Needlewood becomes bushy and dense and can bear a great display
of white flowers, somewhat like extra large wattle blooms. Leaves are slender
and sharply pointed. The fruits are hard and woody and split to release
2 winged seeds per fruit. These germinate readily. A good stand of Needle-
woods can be seen at McGrath Flat about 30 m north of town. Needlewoods
will also grow on lighter soils as well as clayey soils, so anyone can try them.

Mesquite fortunately does not grow wild in the Centre, but there is a
woody spiny shrub here which has some resemblance to Mesquite. It is mostly
referred to as “Mimosa Bush”, but it is not a Mimosa either. It is Acacia
farnesiana. It is quite different from most other Centre Acacias. For a start
it is also found naturally in other countries. It occurs in warm parts of
Asia and in tropical and sub-tropical America. It has long sharp, hard spines
on the stems, but the most outstanding difference is that unlike the majority
of Centre Acacias, “Mimosa Bush” has true leaves. You may not be aware
of the fact that the foliage of Mulga, Witchetty Bush, Gidyea and other local
Acacias is not composed of leaves. They are flattened stems, correctly
termed phyllodes. When most Centre Acacias are small seedlings, they
have fern-like true leaves, but as the bush grows, the stem behind these
true leaves lengthens and flattens and forms a phyllode. “Mimosa Bush”
always has the fern like true leaves. It is a small woody bush found often
in shallow creeks, such as Harry Creek 33 m north of Alice Springs
and some of the creeks on the Yuendemu Road. The flowers are large
globular yellow wattle balls and the pod is thick and woody. In spite of the
fierce thorns, in dry times cattle relish “Mimosa Bush” even to the extent
of eating the woody stems. So unlike other local Acacias is “Mimosa Bush”
that one theory is that it was introduced into Australia, along with the dingo,
many centuries ago when the country was colonised by the Aborigines.

GREVILLEA

The plant family to which Hakeas, such as Corkwoods, belong
is the Proteaceae family which also includes the South African Proteas and
other Australian plants such as Waratahs and Grevilleas. There are quite a
number of Grevilleas in the N.T. and most are rather difficult to grow from
seed. The largest Grevillea in the Centre however has been grown fairly
readily from seed. This one is Grevillea striata, known widely as “Beefwood”.
“Beefwood” can reach over 30 ft. in height. The bark is dark and deeply
furrowed on a straight trunk. The timber is nicely grained like “‘Silky Oak’
timber, which, incidently, is also a Grevillea, G. robusta native to Queensland,
but "“Beefwood” timber is harder. Beefwood leaves are long and flat, like
foot long narrow straps. The creamy white flowers occur in clusters making
quite a good show. The fruits are like rounded papery pods and each
contains 2 thin seeds surrounded by a pale papery wing. These grow fairly
easily and ‘‘Beefwood” is worth growing. It occurs naturally as a scattered
tree usually in sandy loam areas such as along the Todd River banks
S.E. of Heavitree Gap where there are some good big specimens. In spite
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of its name you cannot eat “Beefwood”. This name refers to the reddish
colour of the timber. Visitors to Ayers Rock can see some nice Beefwoods
near Maggie Springs. Stock will lightly graze Beefwoods. Colour plate on
page 293.
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HAKEA SUBEREA—'Long-leaved Corkwood’’

FUND FOR RESEARCH ON AUSTRALIAN PLANTS
Director, Botanic Garden and State Herbarium, Adelaide, South Australia

It was interesting to read in “Australian Plants” (Sept. 1973) notification
by Dr. L. A. S. Johnson, Director, Royal Botanic Gardens, Sydney, of a
new fund which it was hoped could be established to allow research to be
undertaken on Australian plants.

The Adelaide Botanic Garden Research Fund has bsen in existence
for some 3 years, for exactly the same purpose. Because of donations which
have been received from the public (they are tax dedductible), the Fund
is growing but more is yet required before it would be possible to employ
anyone on a continuing basis.

Dr. Johnson rightly points out that additional funds are required to
expedite the progress of research on Australian plants. It is quite impossible
for the Government to meet all the demands that are made on the public
purse, no matter how important or valid is the project. It is hoped that the
interested public will generously support these funds.
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TREES AND SHRUBS GRAZED BY STOCK

Trees and shrub that are grazed by livestock are termed Topfeed
and Central Australia is fortunate in having quite a number of useful Topfeed
species in the area. The main diet of cattle is grass and although Topfeeds
cannot take the place of grass, they are useful dietary supplements to have
around, especially in drought times, as many contain good levels of protein
and minerals. Some people maintain that good Topfeed country is good
breeding country because of the mineral content of these plants.

A very palatable Topfeed is Santalum Ilanceolatum, or Plumbush.
Plumbush is a small twiggy shrub usually 6 to 8 ft. high but occasionally,
in protected areas, reaching 12 ft. The leaves are blue green, broad, thick
and drooping. The flowers are clustered, creamy white and are followed by
succulent blue black edible berries. Plumbush is scattered around the sandy
areas often found in small stands, but occasionally may form a dense stand
along shallow watercourses. It is always found growing near trees as it
is semi-parasitic and gets part of its nourishment by attaching itself to tree
roots, but it doesn’t do any harm to the trees which it uses in this fashion.
Plumbush is most palatable to all grazing animals which will eat small
plants, wood and all down to the ground. Rabbits cut the stems to get to
the leaves above. Luckily, Plumbush is capable of making rapid regrowth
even after severe grazing. There is a thick patch of Plumbush under the
Ironwoods and Mulgas in the little creek, upstream from Ooraminna rockhole.

Another of the most palatable Topfeeds is Supplejack, Ventilago viminalis.
Supplejack is a dark barked tree growing to 20 ft. or more in height. It is
extremely drought resistant, is slow growing and has very hard timber. The
dark green leaves are long and hanging and form a good shady crown. The
trees often have several trunks sometimes twining around each other. The
flowers are small and greenish, being followed by large masses of pale green
hanging, winged seeds. These seeds can be germinated fairly easily. Supple-
jack also regenerates by root suckers. In pastoral areas Supplejacks are
usually trimmed neatly to as high as stock can reach. The trees are scattered
over much of the area usually on alluvial loam areas. There is a nice
Supplejack just off the E. edge of the airport road near St. Marys and
some good specimens are to be seen in the Emily Gap area; along the Ross
Highway.

More common than the previous two species is Whitewood, Atalaya
hemiglauca. Whitewood usually grows 15 to 20 ft. high but old trees may
grow to over 30 ft. high. As the name indicates the timber is white. It is light
in weight and is not much used except by aborigines in the making of
artefacts, such as carved snakes and goannas. The bark is pale grey and
flaky and the leaves are long, grey green and become dense in good seasons.
Flowers are creamy and often produced in masses making an attractive show.
The seeds have a large wing and are borne in pairs usually, though sometimes
3 or 4 are fused together. Whitewood suckers freely from the roots and
sometimes you can see very dense stands of small Whitewoods 3 to 5 ft.
high. Strangely, even though native to the Centre, small Whitewoods are
severely cut by frost often all their leaves dying off in Winter. Once the
young plants reach about 8 ft. in height, they are relatively frost resistant.
During drought Whitewoods become very ragged and die back a lot but when
seasons become good again, regrowth is rapid and prolific. Whitewood is
easily grown from seed and makes an attractive quick growing garden plant.
It can be found in most parts of the Centre on a variety of soils.
Stock graze Whitewood readily and although at some stages, probably when
regrowth is fresh, Whitewood can be toxic and has killed horses and goats.
The value of Whitewood as a Topfeed outweighs its disadvantages as a
poisonous plant.

Witchetty bush, Acacia kempeana is another useful Topfeed and is
also a useful plant to grow for ornament, hedge or windbreak. Mature
Witchetty bushes grow 10 to 15 ft. high, but are often less, say 6-8 ft.










































































































