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Cancelled Meeting:  

The meeting that was to be held on 9th April 

was titled ‘Now you see us, now you don’t – 

orchids and wildfire on Mt Canobolas.’ 

 

Col was going to talk about the results of the 

2019 spring orchid surveys on Mt Canobolas. 

He has completed his report and has given 

permission for the Executive Summary to be 

included in the May newsletter. Col said it 

shows that the surveys turned up quite 

interesting results with some species responding 

very differently in 2019 to 2018. Several new 

taxa were also added to the species list for Mt 

Canobolas. 

 

Next Excursion:  

There will be no April excursion due to Easter 

and the COVID 19 guidelines. 
 

Last Meeting: Science at the Wellington 

Caves - ongoing scientific research.  

Speaker – Katie Boyer. 

Report R Stapleton, photos P Toedter. 

 

Wellington Caves came alive in Katie’s talk. 

She gave an overview of the significance and 

history of the caves and then focused on the 

recent hydrogeological and palaeontological 

research. 

 

The caves were first described by European 

explorers between 1826 and 1828. The first 

fossils were found in 1830 and included the first 

recording of megafauna fossils in Australia. 

1881 saw the first dig with the next significant 

palaeontological dig in 1982. A phosphate mine 

operated during WW1 and a tour of it tells an 

interesting story. At present there are 44 listed 

caves and geological features. Katie outlined 

later that  recent geophysical mapping has found 

two new caves. They can’t be accessed as they 

are closed to the surface. 

 

Fossils at the caves come from two main 

geological periods. The oldest fossils are in the 

early Devonian period coral reef which is 

around 400 million years old. Typical fossils 

(below) are corals and crinoids.  

 

 
 

The other fossils are from flooding events, over 

a long period, in the mid Pleistocene epoch 

around 800,000 years ago. At this time clay 

heavy sand and jumbled fossil bones were 

washed into the caves and formed a breccia. 

Current research may change these time scales. 

As Katie said this is the ‘exciting stuff’ as it 

contains the megafauna and study of it may give 

clues as to why the megafauna disappeared. Did 

humans play a part or was climate change a 

contributor? 

 

Professor Andy Baker, from UNSW, is leading 

the hydrogeological studies at the caves. 

Monitoring sites and bore holes have been set 

Impact of COVID 19 

 

OFNCS talks, meetings and excursions have 

been cancelled indefinitely.  

 

The resumption of activities will be guided 

by government regulations. The Senior 

Citizens and Pensioners Centre is closed until 

further notice. 

 

Newsletter – a reduced monthly newsletter 

will still be produced. If you have something 

interesting to share please email 

orangefieldnats@gmail.com 

 

Facebook – Jenny Pratten would also like 

photos and items for Facebook. Please email 

Jenny at gopratto2014@gmail.com 
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up between the Bell River and the caves to study 

the movement of water and its effects on the 

caves. Katie discussed the findings that have 

established that the Wellington Caves are 

unusual as they are part of an aquifer system and 

are filled up from below. They have also shown 

that the aquifer is linked to the river. The study 

of crystal formation and growth rings is being 

used to reconstruct past environments. We were 

surprised to hear that there is evidence of the 

atomic tests at Maralinga in the crystals, which 

affects this dating process. A modern-day 

application is to use recharge predictions to 

inform current management of the water 

resource. 

 

The recent palaeontological research is being 

done by PhD candidate Diana Fusco and 

Professor Gavin Prideaux, from Flinders 

University.  Diana is passionate about the study 

of changing population densities of extinct and 

extant species in the Wellington deposits and 

the lessons and implications of environmental 

change.  

 

Over 60 fossils of vertebrates have been 

identified ranging from a dingo sized echidna, a 

giant short-faced kangaroo, Procoptodon 

goliah, that stood up straight to eat trees to the 

largest marsupial predator Thylacoleo carnifex. 

Katie also talked about the 2 Palorchestes 

species which may be marsupial tapirs or even 

rhinoceros. Many small bones are also being 

found, some of which have been washed in as 

well as being from owl pellets and droppings of 

carnivorous bats (below).  

 
 

New dating techniques are causing a rethink of 

conclusions from the digs in the 1980s. Dating 

of fossilised pollen is also helping to review 

changes in plants species. This may show there 

were different rainfall patterns and vegetation, 

which may have affected the animal species. 

Were the browsers replaced by grazers, which 

are often smaller? Diana’s dig is down to 5 

metres and Katie was excited to think that more 

interesting finds may be in lower layers. 

 

In conclusion Katie explained that Wellington 

Caves are important as they help fill a gap 

between other areas in Australia where caves 

are being researched. They also add to the 

knowledge of karst landscapes worldwide. I am 

sure Katie’s talk created a sense of anticipation 

for those going on the excursion and a desire for 

others to visit in the future. 

 

Last excursion: Wellington Caves. 15th 

March 2020. Report and photos Peter Toedter. 

Bird list by Beau Palmer.  

 

Seven members of the Orange Field Naturalists 

and one visitor went on the Wellington Caves 

excursion.  The first walk to examine the Karst 

landscape and the birds that fly over it was ably 

led by Katie Boyer.   

 

Karst is a term used to describe the landscape 

that commonly forms over areas of limestone 

outcrop.  In limestone country surface water 

percolates into the cracks and fissures of the 

limestone creating an underground drainage 

that leads to the caves, leaving the surface fairly 

dry.  As the weathering limestone does not 

produce much residual soil the land surface is 

also left relatively barren. Most of the soil that 

is there is either wind-blown, washed in, or 

created from the weathering of narrow interbeds 

of sandy rock types.  It is called “Karst” because 

this type of landscape is characteristic of the 

Karst district of the Adriatic Coast of Slovenia 

and Croatia.  The limestone outcrop is typified 

by fluting (below) caused by the rainwater 

dissolving the limestone leaving corrugated 

furrowed surfaces. But I digress. 

 

 
 

There is abundant bird life in the box grasslands 

which surround the cave area.  Some nice birds 

were seen, and Beau’s bird list follows.  The 
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group photo (below) shows everyone looking at 

birds instead of the more interesting rocks 

underfoot.  A feature is the large number of 

Kurrajong trees growing on the Karst area as 

they favour alkaline soil.  

 

Katie pointed out the various cave entrances and 

the sites of historic digs.  The digs have been 

carried out from 1826 to the present.  The initial 

searches were for the skeletal remains of 

megafauna which either fell in, or whose bodies 

were washed into the caves. The finds gained 

prominence through investigations and 

publications by the explorer Sir Thomas 

Mitchell in the 1830’s.  Some life-like replicas 

of megafauna are placed around the surface 

walks. I am sure that the 7 meter long 

carnivorous goanna (below) was sizing us up.  

 

 
More recent investigations also consider the 

smaller creatures whose remains are abundant, 

especially in the guano that was extracted as 

fertiliser during the WW 1 years.  The early 

cave exploration and making the caves more 

amenable to tourism was not very subtle and 

included blasting. Katie showed us the 

laboratory in which fossil specimens are 

prepared.   

 

The caves and limestone give rise to two eras of 

fossils, totally unrelated to each other and 

separated by hundreds of millions of years.  The 

limestone is of Devonian age, about 350 to 400 

million years old and contains a suite of fossils 

typical of that era. They can be seen to best 

advantage on the Fossil Trail.  The more 

“recent” fossils are in the cave detritus and 

guano (bat poo). They are up to 50 thousand 

years old belonging to the Pleistocene Epoch of 

the Quaternary Period. There may be older ones 

further down the cave deposits possibly over 1.8 

million years old belonging to the Pliocene 

Epoch of the Tertiary Period, but this is still to 

be verified.  That indicates that the caves are 

very old and some of them have been open to 

the surface during that time.  There are 36 caves 

but only 1or 2 are open to the public. 

 

The next tour led by Katie was of the Phosphate 

Mine, the product of which was used as 

fertiliser during the WW 1 period.  Millions of 

fossils would have gone on horticultural fields.   

 

Several members went on the Cathedral Cave 

tour at midday which consisted of 40 people. It 

is a large cave.  Access is by 150 steps to the 

base.  The main feature is a large cavern 

dominated by a magnificent 15 metre stalactite 

termed the “Altar Rock”.   

 

 
 

The cave was used for church services in the 

past, hence the name, and comes complete with 

a stalagmite pulpit.  The bible from the last 

service is still on it and is gradually being turned 

in to a permanent cave feature as the cave is live 

and calcite is encrusting the volume.  The cave 
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is no longer used for church services to prevent 

further damage, but the Caves Trust does 

organise weddings there. 

 

A new Visitor’s Centre was opened last year 

and the facilities at the café and shop are 

excellent. Thanks to Katie for her talk and 

organising the excursion to the caves. 

 

Beau said ‘we had a great day at the caves on 

Sunday. We ended up going on all the tours 

which were really interesting and a lot of fun.’ 

Here is the bird list from the day: 

• Crested Pigeon  

• Peaceful Dove 

• Rainbow Bee-eater (30+) 

• Galah 

• Sulphur-crested Cockatoo (50+) 

• Eastern Rosella 

• Red-rumped Parrot 

• Brown Treecreeper 

• Superb Fairywren 

• Noisy Miner 

• Spiny-cheeked Honeyeater 

• White-plumed Honeyeater 

• Blue-faced Honeyeater 

• Black-faced Cuckooshrike 

• Crested Shriketit 

• Rufous Whistler 

• Dusky Woodswallow 

• Grey Butcherbird 

• Willie Wagtail 

• Magpie Lark 

• Restless Flycatcher 

• Apostlebird 

• Australian Raven 

• Jacky Winter 

• Welcome Swallow 

Editors Comment: a great list especially the 

Crested Shriketit and the Bee-eaters. 
 

Committee News: There was no committee 

meeting in March. The main action has been the 

submission of a GIPA request for the SCA Draft 

Plan of Management Submissions Summary 

Report. This was successful. 
 

Mt Canobolas Update:  

The rain in the first week of March made the 

mountain come alive in just a few days. The 

plants look fresh and many have grown new 

shoots, the ground is moist with mosses 

greening up and fungi are springing up 

everywhere. The insects seem to be taking 

advantage of the change in conditions and many 

were seen on the first orchid survey.  

Orchids Surveys 

Report: Rosemary Stapleton. 

A core group of orchid surveyors ventured out 

on the 8th March for the first of the autumn 

surveys. Col provided us with a pictorial guide 

to the more than 20 potential orchid flowers and 

leaves we might see. The Greenhoods flowers 

looked similar, so perhaps the surveyors will 

find it a little more challenging than in spring. 

 

The first search started slowly with no orchids 

found in the first hour when searching in bush 

along the eastern side of Old Canobolas Road. 

Then the familiar sound of Jenny Medd calling 

‘over here’ was heard as she spotted several 

Dainty Greenhoods, Diplodium reflexum (photo 

below R Stapleton). More were found around 

the base of the rocky outcrops on either side of 

the road, in some places in groups of up to 15. 

The orchids were also found along the road 

embankment. We didn’t have our ‘eyes in’ at 

the start as some were found right next to the 

cars when we were about to leave. Col and Dick 

suggested the flowers would have emerged 

since the rain that started just a few days 

earlier… an amazing response. 

 

The next Sunday Col led us around the Nature 

Trail from The Walls. Despite many eyes 

looking the only find was by Col; some rosettes 

of the Long-tongued Summer Greenhood, 

Diplodium aestivum (photo below C Bower). 
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The range of fungi species along the track was 

remarkable. There was also lots of evidence of 

the blackberry spraying that NPWS have been 

doing. 

 

Due to NPWS cancelling all volunteer 

activities no more organised orchid searches 

will be held. 

 

While following the guidelines for spatial 

distancing several members have continued to 

do walks in the SCA. They have kept their eyes 

open for orchids. The tiny flowers of Parson’s 

Bands, Eriochilus cucullatus,  (photo below H 

Wu) have been found in several places. Hai Wu 

spotted a group of 30 in one place. Other finds 

have been more Dainty Greenhoods and 3 more 

patches of what Col’s believes are rosettes of 

Long-tongued Summer Greenhoods. 

 

 
 

If you are still able to go to the SCA (in groups 

of 2 or less) and you see some orchids, please 

take a photo and note their location. Send them 

to Col at colbower@bigpond.net.au 

 

Dates for your Diary 

Sadly, most activities have been cancelled. This 

includes the Community Tree Planting Days 

Cilla had planned. The Australian Field 

Naturalists Convention that was to be held in 

Stanthorpe in September has been cancelled.  

 
13th June - Nature Conservation Council 

Regional Conference goes online…hopefully. 

Recently Jacqui Mumford, from NCC emailed 

to say ‘In light of the ban on public meetings, 

and the practice of physical distancing, the 2020 

Regional Conference will go ahead via Zoom 

on the 13th of June. We are still working out the 

details of what this means but please keep the 

date in your diary and know that we are working 

to make this an all-inclusive event for members 

and supporters from wherever you are.’ Cilla, as 

President of CWEC, will keep OFNCS up to 

date on the details of the conference. 

 

Sightings around Orange.  

If you see anything interesting, please email 

orangefieldnats@gmail.com or post it on 

Facebook. 

 

Members have been taking time to head out at 

this time of spatial and social distancing. 

 

Eric reports ‘having a lot of time picnicking at 

Borenore and Nangar National Park and 

enjoying the peace of nature. Can recommend 

bush time now more than ever.’ 

 

‘Things with Wings’ that Nigel Hobden has 

spotted and photographed are Red-browed 

Finches on the Hill End Bridle Track, Double-

barred Finches feeding and at Spring Creek 

Reservoir a Black-shouldered Kite and Black-

fronted Dotterels (photo below).  

 

He also saw this flock of Yellow-tailed Black 

Cockatoos heading east over Orange (below). 
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Other things with wings that have been spotted 

this month are the insects found on orchid 

searches. 

 

 
Murray Fletcher has identified the insect above 

as an antlion lacewing, family Myrmeleontidae, 

genus Glenoleon. It was another distraction 

during an orchid search! Photo: R Stapleton. 

 

Creature of the Month   
 

Doratifera quadriguttata, the Four-spotted Cup 

Moth or China Junk Caterpillar. 

Report and caterpillar photos: R Stapleton. 

 

 
This intriguing caterpillar was spotted on the 

orchid search on the 8th March. It was found 

under a eucalypt tree in a rocky area beside Old 

Canobolas Road.  

 

Thanks to Dr Murray Fletcher for obtaining a 

probable identification from Dr Andrew 

Mitchell, Senior Research Scientist at the 

Australian Museum.  

 

Andrew suggests the caterpillar is probably 

Doratifera quadriguttata, from the family 

Limacodidae. This species is found in all 

mainland states of Australia. Records in the 

Atlas of Living Australia are from many areas 

around the eastern coast although in the 

Northern Territory there are some inland 

records.  

 

Murray wrote ‘The caterpillar is interesting 

because of its shape and adornments and the fact 

that it carries stinging hairs. These bunches of 

stinging hairs in their dorsal bumps can be 

splayed out as a defence - and they hurt! The 

caterpillars are sometimes known as Chinese 

Junk Caterpillars. 

 

 
 

The moth is fairly dull but interesting in its 

dumpy shape and short rounded wings. The 

caterpillars spin neat little egg-shaped cocoons 

in which they pupate. A circular lid is removed 

when the moth is ready to emerge leaving a 

compact little egg-shaped cup attached to the 

tree. This is why the family are known as cup 

moths.’ The photo below, from the Queensland 

Museum website, is the cocoon of a species of 

Doratifera. 

 

 

The Coffs Harbour Butterfly House website has 

some great photos and information 

http://lepidoptera.butterflyhouse.com.au/lima/q

uadriguttata.html.    It notes that this species of 

Doratifera caterpillar can be distinguished from 

other Doratifera species as it has only 4 bumps 

of stinging hairs at the front whereas the other 

species have four more sets of stinging hairs on 

their rear. Along the sides of the caterpillar are 

green fleshy spikes, like a skirt. The anterior 

spikes are reddish. The caterpillars normally 

keep their head hidden, only rearing up 

infrequently, and move like slugs because their 

legs are reduced.  They grow to 2 cms in length. 

The moths are a uniform brown colour, with a 
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row of two or four black dots across each fore 

wing. They have a wingspan of about 3 cms. 

The Doratifera caterpillars have been recorded 

as feeding on Acacia and Eucalyptus, as well as 

Water Gum, Brush Box and Stilted Mangrove. 

With all the Acacia and Eucalyptus saplings on 

the mountain there is plenty for these 

caterpillars to feed on. 

 

Spider ID 

Have you ever wanted to have a spider 

identified? Goulburn Region Spider Seekers are 

happy to try to identify any spider you have 

taken a photo of. However, like insects it can be 

hard to distinguish between species just by a 

photo. Have a go and post a photo on their 

Facebook page or check out The Spider Seekers 

on YouTube.  

Nigel Hobden took the photo above (again on 

an orchid search) and the Spider Seekers 

advised that it is a species of Wolf Spider, either 

Lycosa lycosidae or L. tasmanicosa but difficult 

to distinguish between them from the photo. 

 

They recommend Spidentify as an app for your 

phone as a useful identification manual when in 

the bush. I gather they are working on a new app 

where people will be able to post photos and 

have them identified by artificial intelligence. 

 

Websites to check while indoors. 

 

Snipe tracking website. Several Latham’s 

Snipe had tracking devices placed on them in 

Victoria this summer. Check this website to see 

their migration route back to Japan. 

https://lathamssnipeproject.wordpress.com/ne

ws/ 

 

Colleen Farrow has suggested the Monterey 

Aquarium webcams as quite relaxing: 

https://www.montereybayaquarium.org/animal

s/live-cams 

 

and virtual tours of National Parks (again not 

in Australia but still enjoyable) 

https://artsandculture.withgoogle.com/en-

us/national-parks-service 

 

Do you have a website or webcam to 

recommend? Just let me know.

 

OFNCS Future Speakers and Excursions – 2020 

All OFNCS talks and excursions have been cancelled indefinitely. 

 

Subscriptions 

Payment of the 2020 Annual Subscriptions is now due. Please send your cheque or money order made 

out to "OFNCS" to the Hon. Treasurer, Dr Dick Medd, OFNCS, PO Box 369 Orange NSW 2800.  

  EFT payments to  BSB 802 129: Account 100014678:  

     O F N & Cons Soc Inc:  

Please be sure to identify payments with your name.  

Send confirmation of payment to orangefieldnats@gmail.com 

Subscription rates: 

Single member – $25     Concession rate (emailed newsletters) – $12.50 

Each additional family member – $5  Concession rate (printed newsletters) – $25  

Note: concession rate is for bona fide pensioners and students only 
_____________________________________ 

This Newsletter is produced for OFNCS by the Editor, Rosemary Stapleton. Views expressed herein are not 

necessarily those of the Society. Items should not be reproduced without permission of the Editor. 

  

Orange Field Naturalist & Conservation Society acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land, including 

the people of the Wiradjuri Nation, and pay our respects to Elders past, present and future. 

 

Orange Field Naturalist & Conservation Society, PO Box 369, Orange, 2800 or orangefieldnats@gmail.com 
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