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TICS!

area is level, the totoise
r a  i s e  s  h e r  b o d y  b y
ex tend ing  her  h ind  legs

and repeatedly slams her
plastron down onto the sand.

The virtually undetectable nest
is  then le f t  and the  an imal
heads back to the sanctity of

the water. After about 220 days,
the youngsters hatch and disperse.

Most of our urban waterways
a r e  n o w  s u r r o u n d e d  b y  r o a d s .
U n for tunate ly ,  to r to ises  have no
alternative but to cross these busy
thoroughfares to nest or seek new
domain  s .

l f  y o u  a r e  d r i v i n g  p a s t  a n y
waterway, especially in early:u mmer,
g ive  a  thought  fo r  the  w i ld l i fe  there .
S low down.  Don ' l  be  a  'hdre ' ;  g ive
the  poor  o ld  to r to ise  a  chance l

JOHN HUNTER

DID YOU KNOW?

. Up to three clutches of eggs ore
loid from September to lonuory.
However, oll clutches hotch ot
the some time, the following
August-on incubotion period of
up to 300 doys!

. Hotchlings ore about 30 mm in
length and weigh 6 g. They keep
g row i n g t h ro ug hou t t h e i r I if es p o n
of several decodes, ond can reoch
o shell size of oround 270 mm in
Iength and o weight of 2 kg.

. Oblong tortoises connot tolerote
Iengthy periods of drought. lf its
swomp dr[es up, a toftoise either
moves to permonent woter or
buries itself in the muddy bottom.
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The warmth of late spring and
ear ly  summer  br ings  w i th  i t  the
beating of myriads of l i tt le wings and
I  he  t rampl ing  o f  sq  u i l l i ons  o l  t iny  teer  .
Th is  i s  the  t ime when most  spec ies  o f
insec ts  and smal l  an ima ls  rad ia te  to
seek  new domains ,  food sources ,
mates  and nes ts .

Wi th  w in te r  mo is tu re  s t i l l  i n  the
ground,  an ts  spor t ing  la rge  newsh iny
wings  ooze l i ke  t reac le  f rom t ree
stumps and swarm skywards, while
bobta i l  l i za rds  scu t t le  dangerous ly  on
warm roadways. At night, moths on
their way to egg-laying, seem to swirl
u  ncont ro l lab ly  a round s t ree t  l igh ts ,
and sp iders  sp in  wondrous  webs in

ius t  about  any  p lace .
One beast that moves out ot its

u s u a l  h a b i t a t  d u r i n g  s p r i n g  a n d
summer ,  and occas iona l l y  pays  the
u l t imate  pr ice  on  our  u rban roads ,  i s
the  ob long or  long-necked to r to ise
(Chelodino oblongo).

Two species of tortoise are tound
in  our  suburban arear  the  very  ra re ,
short-necked western swamp tortoise,
wh ich  is  found on ly  in  two spec ia l
reserves in the Swan valley north of
Per th ;  and the  ob long to r to ise ,  wh ich
rs  common In  most  waterways .

The ob long to r to ise  has  a  long,
th ick  neck  about  the  same length  as
i ts  50mewhat  f la t t i sh  ob long she l l  o r
dorsa l  carapace.  A l though the  neck
cannot be effectively withdrawn into
i ts  she l l ,  i t  i s  a  po ten t  weapon when
used to  lunge a t  mov ing  prey .

Food is  most ly  aquat ic  insec ts ,  and
crus taceans.  However ,  la  rger  p rey
such as  f i sh ,  tadpo les  and even young
ducks  and coots  a re  ea ten .  C lasped
t igh t ly  in  i t s  horny ,  beak- l i ke  mouth ,
the  an imal  p roceeds to  sh  red  the  tood

w i t h
b lack ,  n  eed le -
l ike claws that protrude
from small webbed feet.

Du r in  g  w in te r ,  so ine  to r to ises
move f rom permanent  water  to
temporarywater bearin g depressions.
They remain in these unti l the water
dissipates and then move back into
nearby  permanent  lakes ,  swamps,
pools and even brackish estuaries near
the coast.

Towards the end of winter and
dur ing  spr ing ,  when water  leve l  i s
h i g h  a n d  f o o d  i s  a b u n d a n t ,  t h e
tortoises mate. This is done without
leaving the water and, no doubt, with
great diff iculty, even though the male's
plastron or ventral shell is slightly
concave to accommodate the female's
s  h  e l l .

Up to three clutches of eggs are
l a i d  b e t w e e n  S e p t e m b e r  a n d
January.Nesting in spring occurs when
the  a i r  tempera ture  is  above 1 / .5 "C
and a rain-bearing low pressure system
approaches. Many female tortoises
leave the water to nest on the same
duy

A nesting site is chose somewhere
between a few metres and hundreds
of  me l res  l rom the  wa ler .  l t  i s  dug in
firm soil and comprises avertical shaft
about  150 mm deep and 50  mm
wide,  lead ing  to  a  smal l  chamber  a t
the  bo t tom.  Hav ing  used bo th  her
h ind  fee t  to  d ig  and a f te r  cupp ing  the
soil to one side, a tortoise wil l lay and
then gently manoeuvre with one foot,
2 -1  6  cy l indr ica l -shaped eggs .

After egg-laying, the soil is scooped
back  in to  the  ho le  and per iod ica l l y
f i rmed us ing  the  h ind  fee t .  When the



Q F r q ':-

FOREST FOCUS
CAROLYN ]HOMSON, BRENTJOHNSON & MIKE CRAIG,.. 1O

PYTHONS: MASTERS oF THE WAITING GAME
DAVID PEARSON

NEERABUP NATIONAL PARK
DAVID GOUGH & RON SHIMMON

A WHALE OF A SHARK
CABOLYN THOMSON & JOHN STEVENS .............................. 28

The golden whistler is a common forest
bird. 'Forest Focus' (on page 10)
dbcusses a fiue-year studg into the
effects of timber haruesting on forest
bilds. insects and mammals-

Aboriginal people of the northem
deserts mll the black-headed python
'wamtrung kalpa', which roug hl!
translates as 'grinder or mtsher ofrock
uallabies'. See the storv on page 17.

In the closing dags of 1991, heaug
doumpours of roin flooded Rowles
Lagoon in WA's coldfields; and so
began an unusual geor of floods, frogs,
flowers and fires (see page 42).

Radio collars are frtted to feral cats to
help scimtists track their mouements.
'Hunting the Hunter', on page 36,
foqtses on research into the habits of
these supreme desert hunters.
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The 10th Light Horse Memorial Trail
is one of ht)o ualktrails in Neerabup
National Park. The story on page 22
takes Uou itrside thk little-knou,n park
in Perth's northen suburbs-

The majesticand graceful whale shark
visits the north-west of Westem Australia
ench year and is fastbecominga major
tourist attraction. What does the future
hold for theworld's largest fish?
See page 28.
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The illustration is by Danka Pradzynski.
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