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AUGUST 2003 NEWSLETTER

Meetings and Field Trips
We meet on the third Thursday of the month at 7:30 pm for a speaker at 8:30 pm.  The venue is 
Marrara Christian School, on the corner of Amy Johnson and McMillans Drive.  The school 
entrance is at the very top of Amy Johnson Ave.  Keep going on the school road, past the playing 
fields and following the road round to the right until you get to a small car park, where you will 
see the meeting room on the right.  All welcome.  Bring  plants to swap, sell or have identified

Coming Events Coming Events Coming Events 

Next Meeting Thursday August 21st     
Guest Speaker: Sean Bellairs

Sean Bellairs from the Northern Territory University will be this months Guest Speaker. He will be 
speaking to us about Seed Dormancy and Germination.  This is a chance for members to learn 
from Sean’s expertise and experience.  Come along and discover all those little tricks and secrets 
about germinating our native plants.  We look forward to seeing you there.

August Field Trip Saturday 23rd 
Our Field trip this month is to Phil and Dorothy Meehan’s  block at 240 Stow Road at 11:00am.  
This is an opportunity to assist the Meehan’s and make suggestions as to an appropriate native 
revegetation programme for their block.  Lunch is being provided for those members who attend 
- and you can bring your cossies, swimmers, togs, bathers (or whatever else you would like to call 
them) and have a dip in their pool after lunch. In order to help cater for lunch we will need 
numbers of those attending.  Please let Marj King know by Thursday evening if you would like to 
come along.  Numbers and transport will be finalised at the meeting. 

Newsletters and Subscriptions 

TENPS subscriptions are now OVERDUE.  If you have renewed your subscription with Jen Cooke 
(our treasurer)  or by cheque to our postal address we would like to thank you!  If you haven’t yet 
renewed your subscription, in order to retain your membership and keep receiving newsletters 
please send your subscriptions to our postal address or renew them with Jen Cooke  as soon as possible. 
Thankyou in anticipation! The TENPS Monthly newsletter is also available by email.  If you 
would like to receive your newsletter this way (you will need Acrobat Reader - a free programme) 
then please email tenps@austarnet.com.au   ASAP!  There are benefits to receiving your newsletter 
this way - you get it sooner, you get it in full colour and we save paper and postage!  



“A Glimpse Of The Islands of Arnehm Land”
Talk by ian Morris at TENPS on July  27th

Notes by Russell Dempster

Ian has been visiting this area since he was about 15.  The islands are reasonably inaccessible which contributes 
to the fact that they are still so beautiful.  “Rainforest Plants of Australia”  by David Jones is recommended by 
Ian as an excellent resource.  David is going to bring out a new edition soon.  This book has  information that 
covers plants from Broome to Melbourne.

The Wessel and English Company islands run parallel to each other off the North East Coast of Arnhem land.  
Howard Island forms the beginning of the Wessel Islands.  It is a low alluvial island.  On the mainland there is 
a laterite cap on top of sandstone.  This carries on up through the Wessel Islands as well.  Recently the 
biological uniqueness of these places has been demonstrated.  Much of the flora and fauna of Kakadu are found 
on the eastern side of the Napier Peninsula (the higher side).  The water off the east coast is deep and clear.  
There are similar rock formations in Western Arnhem Land.  Water on the western side is very still at this time 
of the year.  Along the fault line in the sandstone country in the Wessel islands many amazing monsoon forest 
species grow quickly.  They tap into moisture sources in the sandstone crevices and gain about 40% of their 
nutrients from the winds.  No one has, as yet, thoroughly surveyed the plants on the Wessel islands.  There have 
been some small surveys undertaken by P.W.C.N.T.

The Aboriginal people have songs and stories about the special places with names for each part of the islands.  
Clans of up to twenty-five people lived on the Wessels, sometimes splitting into extended family groups of eight 
to twelve people.  They would travel around the islands in dugout canoes made from Melaleuca trees.  

The best monsoon forests are generally west facing, protected from the South East winds.  The best coral reefs 
occur on the West Coast.  The islands in this area are incredibly wind swept.  Exposed trees grow horizontally. 
Syzygium. suborbicularis may only grow half a metre high but grow very long. Guettarda speciosa grow along 
the foreshores (along the tidal zone).  They have a very fragrant perfume and give shelter for reef herons and 
hermit crabs.  Behind these grow Harpullia (the only species of Harpullia in the Northern Territory).

In the Wet season the monsoon winds come straight onto the Wessel Islands from Indonesia. Nypa palm seeds 
float across from Indonesia.  They germinate readily if put in fresh water.  Coconuts also wash in, but neither 
plant has established themselves on the Wessels.  There is also a great deal of rubbish that comes onto the 
island beaches.

Vitex glabrata and Vitex acuminata fruit is much bigger on the W. Islands than elsewhere.  Murraya 
paniculatum is very robust with beautiful fragrant white flowers.  It grows well from hardwood cuttings.

Scaerola and Premna also grows along the beach.  Most plants have multiple uses for Aboriginal people.  
Ipomaea prescarprae has wonderful coagulatory properties - these are often used as a medicinal plant after 
initiation ceremonies.

There is a huge current through the “Hole in the Wall.” The fishing is great - according to Ian it only takes 
three minutes to get lunch for that day and the next!

There is an amazing series of stories that link the English Company Islands to the Wessel Islands.  At a spring 
at Cape Wilberforce water bubbles out all year round. It is a very sacred sight that young men are not allowed to 
go to.  Outstations are used on a temporary basis.  The social side of life is very interesting.

At Cape Wessel there is an Arenga australasica growing on a strip of sand.  This is unusual for Arenga, which 
normally grow in monsoon forest.  Cape Wessel is level with the tip of Cape York, mainland Australia’s most 
northern point.  In the early 1980’s a MAF pilot spotted a Vietnamese boat with sixty people on board here.  
Close to starvation and drifting eastward it was fortunate for them that they were found.  If they had missed the 
land they would have certainly perished in the Gulf of Carpentaria. 



“A Glimpse Of The Islands of Arnehm Land”
Talk by ian Morris at TENPS on July  27th
Notes by Russell Dempster .... continued

Hydriastele wendlandiana is a food plant - the stem is quite good to eat. These plants are normally associated 
with permanent water.   Grass and very low shrubs grow on the windswept areas.  Parinari nonda grows to only 
about twenty-five centimetres high.
Low intensity fire is used in the open woodland.  It produces a very healthy plant community.  Animal diversity 
increases greatly after a fire.  There is a great range of flora and fauna.  The highest density of Red goshawks 
occurs on Drysdale Island, one of the lower islands in the Wessels.
Sterculia quadrafida is an important food source for local people.  It was often eaten as people walked from 
place to place.  Ipomaea gracilis bulbs are dug up and eaten at the right time.  Bombax ceiba has many uses.  It 
is found in wetter jungles on the Wessel Islands.  The wood was used for making canoes.   Seedless Syzygium. 
suborbiculare grows on the Wessel Islands, so the whole fruit can be eaten.  Brachychiton megaphylla has a 
tremendous range of applications.  String and rope is made from the inner bark.  It is very fibrous and strong.   
Sails were also made for the dugout canoes from the bark.  Massive beds of Curcuma grow in the sandstone 
country in the wet season.
The most common marsupial on the Wessel Islands is the short-eared rock wallaby.  Their colouring is 
different to those that are found in Kakadu.  Ghost Bats are also common.  They used to be widespread across 
Australia.  There are massive colonies of these bats.  They can only live where ecosystems are healthy.  The 
Ghost Bat is a frog eater.  This has caused a great deal of concern amongst scientists with the arrival of Cane 
toads as it appears that species such as the Ghost Bat have been wiped out in Queensland where cane toads have 
invaded.  It is hoped that places like the Wessel and English Company Islands can be kept “Cane Toad Free” 
in order to preserve these species.  Other animals that live on these islands include Quolls, Common Sheath 
tailed Bats, Rock Possums and Golden Bandicoots (“delicate little fellows”).
The English Company islands are much higher than the Wessel Islands.  Solid rainforests occur on the English 
Company Islands.  It is protected by Cape Wilberforce on the eastern side.  Recently quolls, a number of them 
with radio collars, were released on one of the “cane toad free” islands in this group. The radio collars allow 
the animals to be closely monitored.
Jacksonia are marvelous when they flower.  These areas are really a land of plenty!  The Yolngu of North East 
Arnhem Land call this “rich man country”.  On the English Company islands plants such as Buchanania, 
Calytrix, Gardenia, Acacias, and Gyrocarpus all occur.  It is really interesting looking down on the canopy.  In 
the thickets there are plenty of death adders (all friendly according to Ian) Garaphylloum are prolific on these 
islands and are some of the biggest trees.
Around the islands there are plenty of turtles and dugong (endangered) Yellow spotted monitor prey on turtle 
hatchlings and the eggs.  Aboriginal people prey on the monitors!.   

Ian, as always, kept us entertainined with all the interesting stories he had to to tell. We would like to thank him 
very much for speaking at our July meeting and look forward to another “slide and talk” journey in the not too 
distant future.  Thanks Ian!



Tropical Gardens Spectacular 9th - 10th August
A huge thank you to all those people who helped out with the Garden Spectacular!  The weekend was steadily 
busy with over five hundred  plants being sold and a number of new members who signed up over the weekend.  

Our thanks to all those who helped out at the stall over 
the two days, to people who helped to transport the 
plants, made the display, loaned vehicles and for all the 
work done behind the scenes.  A job well done 
everyone!  
Our President, Russell Dempster is adamant that it is  the 
NT news reporter and not him who needs to do a course 
on “Birds of the Top End”. Russell assures me he 
knows the difference between a “honeysucker” and a 
“honeyeater”. If you are not sure what we are talking 
about, check the Sunday Territorian from that weekend!
Thanks to Raylene for taking (most of) the photographs  
on the TENP’s Digital camera.



NEXT  MEETING  THURSDAY July 17th  
 Guest Speaker: Sean Bellairs

SENDER:  TOP END NATIVE PLANT SOCIETY
PO BOX 135 PALMERSTON

NT 0831

SUBSCRIPTION FORM  -  MEMBERSHIP DUE 1ST JULY 2003
TOP END NATIVE PLANT SOCIETY.   PO BOX 135  PALMERSTON  NT  0831

Please accept my subscription/renewal for membership of the Top End Native Plant Society
My details are as follows:

Name/s .....................................................................................................................................

Address: .................................................................................. Post Code ...............................

Telephone (work)  ..............................................(home) ..........................................................

Email Address  .........................................................................................................................

Newsletters are now avaiailable by email ( Acrobat Reader required to read files)  If you would like your 
newsletter sent by email pleasetick the box.  

Payment Enclosed  $................. ($20.00 per member/family, $15.00 unwaged)




