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LEN P. BUTT.

MY ASEOCIATION WITH THE CYCADACEHPT.

L]
The Cycadales group of Plants occur in several countries, and of those species
indigenous to Australia several are now declared noxious because of a toxic sub-
starce peculiar to all cycads. Tlig rolson coniained in the sceds and leaves is
believed to give the sickness "wolbles" to cattle. | This 1is, of course, correct,
if an animal is hungry enough to te-!le the hard shiny fronds. The seed berries
of only a few species could be called accessible to cattle.

Because of their immerse botanical interest and the very poor quality of the
country they are mostly found on, it is very unfortunate that some authorities
and many agriculturalists recommend the poic . ring of these plants.

The Cycad family is made up of a considcrably reduced number of survivors of.

a group whose fossil representatives have been traced back to *he period &nown

as Devonian, approximatecly 300 millions yeurs ayo, thus maing the group pro-

bably among the olcest plants on earth today as they were ~s prevalent as the

fernsin the ancient fern fcrests of the age before the dincsaur roamed. Although

they are very palm-like in appearance, thity are very. close to ferns and the

conifers in botanical rating, and the botanist, Professcr Chamberlain, remarked

that he believed they are fernc that had learned to|develop seeds rather than spores.

(The Living Cycads - Chamberlain). This opinicn, hewever, is not SESSRve il $ /AR =D
ALt botanists today.

Plants are distinctly male and female having Gdifferent sheped cones or seed

stems for each sex. The words sperangia and sori are associated with thc pollen
of the male plant as in ferns showing just hew closely allied these plants are to
ferns.

Aborigines have used the Srea. root, the caudex, and the starchy seeds as a food
for many, many yenrs. This is done hy washing out the po’son, grinding a flour
from the pith, and roa:sting it. In Arnhem Land the gcnus Cycas is used in this
way, as also is the Bowenia ol Zastewn Queensland ard the Macrozamia of both
N.S.W. and Queensland.

This wonderful group of plants throughout the wcrld |khas great commercial value,
producing a fine quality starch, a gocd cemmzrcial glue, and a good quality
flour. 1Indced, the famous Mexican tortilla cakes are made by cycad flour,

and sago is made from the Chinese member of the fanily, Cycas revoluta.

Another irdication of their close hetanical affinity to ferns is that the leaves are
referred to as freads and arc circinelz (rolled up cn their axis from base to apex,
as in ferns), in at leoast two of the cenera.

‘wustralia, as its contribution to the Cycndzceze, has the genera Bowenic:,
facrozamia, Cycas and Lepidozamia. Although theze are sonciimes cleared
from cattle country or just poisoned by a .thorities,| there is nothing to
prevent them being used as carden ornamentals, (Precexvation by Cultivation,
remember?) for which they zre ideally suited. 1In appearance many of them are
equal to many palms and grow to such a beautiful syrmetrical shape without
taking up a great deal of rcom in a small garden.

For many years there was a photograph of one species in a Tamborine Mountain

hotel which was callecd Macrczamia_genisonii, but which is now correctly named
Lepidazamia peroff;kyiana. This was reputed to be thousands of years old. Unlike
the tree fern, their trunks are made of shrunken leaf bases in a distinct pattern,
and sometimes the "rings" of these can be used to determine the age of the nlant.

The so~called "Zamia" of Certral and North Queensland from Rockhampton north

is probably Cycas media, a species bearing a stout trunk or cz: lex and a crown

of Jdark gl~ssy fronds. The larg~ seeds of the female plant are carried around the
margins of a spearlike inflorescence. This species makes a fine tropical effect if
Planied in a home garden in North Queensland wlhiere it is easy to obtain. Seed-
lings are generally © ravalent arcurd the parent plant but are notoriously slow in
growth. Unfoxtunately, this is true of most of our Cycad spzcies, but they make
fine potted plents.

In the Gympie district of Cvmen<irnd we found o 1il7g9ide wel covered with a
species, probahly M. niquelii. These plonts Jiew on |shortc thick trunks crowned

with symmetrical circics ¢ hard clessy frond s, Iundreds of juvenile seedlings -
were evident also. & few pl=nts hAd Czinlopod the ripe female cone and here is
where its real hcauty lies. The cone ic com;- ~:d of brilliant or»nge fruit about

cont.....p2.




o ;

the size of a small walnut partly protruding from an array of green shieldli*e
cone sections. Fach shield has a green protruding spike which is quite a =

deterrent to animals trying to consume it. —

s

There has been quite a lot of confusion in the nomenclature of the Australian
species, but according to the latest botanical information, now this has been
rectified in all except the Cycas.

Previously, I had noticed quite specific differences in the N.S.W. species M.
spiralis and the M. spiralis of the Queensland regions. Now it appears the
corrected classification states that M. corallipes (Hook) is really M. spiralis
the so-called N.S.Vl. M. spiralis is correctly M. communis and the Queensland
plant is Macrozamia lucida. A botanist states that in the genus Macrozamia
{Miquel) there are six species and a further eight in the section known as
Parazamia, Parazamia, being actually a sub section.

It is indeed wonderful to know of the fine work on taxonomy being done on our
Cycadales.

Another genus of particular interest is the Bowenia, possibly the daintiest of
our cycads. There are two species, Bowenia spectabilis with smooth leaf edges,
and B. serrulata which has serrated edges. The latter occurs in the vicinity of
Byfield quite near Yeppoon, Central Queensland coast, and is known locally as
"Byfield fern". If taken in the juvenile stages or grown from seed both plants
make attractive potted specimens, the leaves being fernlike and having no visible
trunk. This makes the species more akin to ferns than most species in Australia.

In cultivation, B. spectabilis requires half shade and fairly moist conditions.
However, as B. serrulata grows in Eucalypt forests it will stand a greater amount
of sunlight and drier con@itions.

Two more species I have seen in their natural habitat are Macrozamia moorei

and Lepidozamia hopei. M. moorei occurs around Springsure, Carnarvon in
Central Queensland and on the slopes of Mt. Morgan. This species was poisoned
out extensively over the years. Lastly I mention the tallest of our indigenous
Cycads, Lepidozamia honei, which can reach a height of 20 metres and is a plant
of our wet tropics.

ONE MAN'S INFLUENCE

G.W. Thorpe.

On an exploratory hike during a week-end excursion to 'Myravale', a large cattle
property near Gympie, we emerged from a mountain-side rain for st area into a
patch of Macrozamia miquelii.

This cycad, with very short, thick trunk and long palm like leaves (but not of

the palm family), occurs only in a limited area of Queensland, including the ranges
of West Gympie. At this site it occupies an area of approximately one hectare,
near the mountain top, and exists in company with a magnificent stand of
Zanthorrhoea australis, many specimens of which are so old that walking under

the 'blackboys skirts' is possible.

Vle eagerly examined the Macrozamnia pléhtéuénd found male and female fruit (on
separate plants), and obtained several viable seeds in the vicinity.

At camp fire 'get-together' that night, whilez discussing the day's highlights,

Len Butt, an acknowledged Macrozamia expert, gave a gripping account of the
occurrence and usefulness of these plants around the world. He particularly
mentioned that the female fruit of Macrozamia miquelii, as well as being recognised
world wide as one of the most attractive within the genus, also was, in days

gone by, one of the staple foods of our aborigines.

Among graziers, however, Macrozamias enjoy a bad reputation because of their :ﬁ
effect on cattle, who are induced by scarcity of other feed, to eat the plant, Ff
and suffer a severe and enduring condition known as 'staggers'. &

Mr and Mrs Ted Carr, the property owners, had accepted our invitation to attend
our 'camp fire and coffee' night and were intrigued by the new light thrown on
their Macrozamia by Len. Where previously thevy were quite happy to rid their
property of this potentially dangerous plant, they now propose to fence in

the area and preserve the plant.





