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hc vlst lr id plain on thc e:rstern

side of Kennecly l \ lngc Nlt iolr l

Park l :rcks thc obvious dranre of thc

cleeply-cut crrryolrs t l ld masslve

srndsrone cl i f l l  to the rvcst- Not

surprisingly, tlrcrcfbre, visitors to tlle

perk, rvhich l ics sotuc (r{) ki lorttcrrts

nor r lr  of G.tscoylre Juttcl iotr.  ere clr l l t r

prirrrar i ly to tJrc l t tr lct ive crtryous trear

the clr:rping uer. A ferv buslrrvllkcrs

cvcn manllic to scrrntlr]c clutiously to

rhe top ol 'dre cl i f l i ,  rvhere they f ind

themselvcs on ir strrngc arrd "votrdcrful

pl l tcau covered i :r  pele grectr spinifex

accentcd by bl i l l iaut rcd slnd dunes
(l iven the :rppel l  of the t lr tges

thcnrsclves, only e hlndftr l  of visi tots

, l r o . , sc  co  esp l . r r c  t l l c  r : r . t c ro  P l r r r l
Tlr is t iuy nrinoriry rvlndcrs drrottgh a

shrubby u,oocl land of ec:rciu, hlkees

nd crenroplr ihs. Therc is no tr i t i l  hcrc

br,rt  the rvl lkirrg is easy, of lcr ine rronc

of thc obstlclcs ptrviclecl by rhe

jurnblcd rocks iD thc crnyoDs l)carby.

Thornbi l ls, rcdthrorcs irDd spirry-

cheekcd honcycate: s t l ip f ' rrrI l

borvgrch to nrulse arrcl back;rg:rin.

Claypans
In the coursc of l stroll ;rcross tl'tc

eastcrn pleirr,  you rvi l l  corrtc sooncI ot

albnn6d, Rang. Nrlonal P.

htcr to oDc or anothcr of the claypans

scrttcred thloul lh this prrt  ofdre park

end bcyond. Thcse depressions

sonretimes fill to over11olving, bnt only

or1 thosc rirre occasions when Lentnants

ofcyclones surge inco the lr id interiot

of Western Austr;rlie Most of the time

rhe park\ clayplns arc bone dry and

hard ls concrete. A line of emu or

k.rrrq.rrrrr tbotprirtr . .r l l  btrt  lossi l i 'ed irr

brick-h.rrd clay, uuy rc'veal thrt otrcc

upolr e tillle dre pen'.s surfice was wet

rnd rnrrddy-but not now.

Aoyo re  w l ro  6 t t d \  o t r c  ch lp . r r l  i q

Jikely to lvant to see othcrs. Solne P:ll1s
ltr'e bcautifully synrtnetrical, l circle of

red chy firnnred by palc red sand dunes;

othcrs have rn irregular oudine, i l

curves and indentltious, with :rn isohted

rvhite-barkcd eucalypt ol' two growng

on a bcnd in thc shoreline. Sorne cover

severa) hectlres; others rre Dluch

smaller Sorne have strrooth, flat surfaces

that rvould be the ernry ofa telnis club;

in others the cl.ry is deeply cracked and

flaked, or blotched with patches ofbhck

pcbblcs. On thc borders of sotne pans,

stone flakes lie il the slrd where they

were left by Abor iginal people long ago.

The pans arc' largely bl lrcn and

rpparcntly devoid oflife, akhough solue

have a littlc island of scrub where a red

klngnroo or rwo ntay lay up during the

heirt of nliddry. Most pans, however, arc

empty, xnd suffused in r profound

silence broken only when a breeze

rustles the lclcias ort the nearby dunes.

Nevcrtheless, in a surall ntrmber ofpans,

the rulc ofsilent lifelcssness is overruled

for a small part ofeach yelr'. As you walk

out olrto the edge ofone ofthese special

sites il Aupgnst or Sepren'tber, you will

be greeted by a swirlins nuss of very

lerge lnd noisy bec's, an intimidating

eDcounter thll sends Drost people into

rc'ffeat. These arc l);rrvsont burrorving

bees, onc of the largest and most

hlndsome ofAustr ie'.s nrtivc bees, and

they have grthered here in gleat

lumbers to build their nests itr rhe clay

soil of the pln. Orcc you havc backed

arvay frorn the bees (which are all buzz

end no bitc), yorr rvill notice that the

surf:rce of thc' pau is dotted with

hundreds or thottsluds of mirilture

pyramids, little mounds consisting of

dirt excavated during dre consffuctlon

ofthe burrows ofthe bc'cs.

Gnawing problem

Each rnould of dirt  surrounds the

enlrance to a nest built and maintained

by an elegut black rnd pale grey

fenrale bee. To nrake her nest, the

Previous page
Main Dawson s burrowing bees compete
fiercely for mates. Here, a group of
males has assembled around an
emerging female. A free-for-all will ensue
when the virgin female does venture out
of the exit tunnel. As the males all seek
to hold the female, a ball of bees forms
from which the winnrng maie wil l emerge
with his mate to race for cover away
from the losing males.

Left A claypan in the Kennedy Range
National Park.
Photos - John Alcock
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female srfely beneath him. The parr

then lnoves as quickly as possible

arvay fronr their llarassers.

To avoid hrving to struggle rvith

large nurnbers of competitors after a

fenulet c'nrergence, males that have

ruanaged to f ind a potenti ;r l  nrete

generally try to repel newconre$ as

quickly ;rs they can. When l rv:ritiltg

rnale senses l rrralc lpproaching from

behirrd, he f l ies rp and back into the

other male, buurping him away as

forcefully as possible. Ifthis uranoeuvre

is successftrl, the Johrlny-con1e-lately
wil l  not be able to land by the

emergence hole, and so cannot

posit ion hiruself to scr.nble onto the

female\ back rvhen the bee decides to

leave her exit burrow. lnstead, the

guarding male will secure the prize.

If, however, a rival sorlrehow

n-unages to land near the erllergence

hole, the guarding nule Dlay attack,

leading to an all-out wrcstling ruatch

on the ground. In thesc bouts, the two

nrales tumble about t lying to bite one

another or tear at each othert wings

rvith their polverful mandibles. If an

opponent can be convinced to leave,

the winner htrrr ies back to be therc

when the female emerges. Two evenly

matched coDtesta[ts, however, nlay

spend seveml minutes grappling with

one anothet during which tinre a third

mJle sort lr l i r les sl ips dowrt to writ  for

the female to enlerge. Not

infrequently, this latecomer wins the
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ch.nce to copulate, when the female

coines oLrt before a winner of thc

wres[ling i]atch has been determined.

August attraction
During my occasional visits to the

Kennedy Range over the yexrs, I have

aol) lc to spend tt ]ore trI l re rn Drwsorr\

burrowing bee habitat than in the

park's canyons and plateau, at least

during the month ofAugust. I imagine

that if nrore park visitors knew of the

nate guarding, bee-to-bee coirbat and

sexual intr igue that occur in the

eastern plain, some would set out to

find claypans rarher than spend all thetr

tine exploring the imposing canyons

and cliffs ofthe nnge.

Even ifa trip to the range is not rn

the offing, I encolrrage winter travellers

to the arid centc parts of WesterD

Ausrral i :r  ro keep their eyes open for

Dawsoni br.:rrowing bees, which often

nest and emerge in roadside verges

scraped clean by graders working the

brck roads of the Murchison and

Gascoyne distr icts. These bees,

although big and noisy, arc essentially

harmless (the females can sting but will

do so only ifpicked up, not sometling

most people are likely to xttempt); they

readily tolemte hunran observers and

will reveal much of their lives to

anyone lvilling to spend even an hqur

or two in their company. Although the

nlarvellous geological features, birds,

nrarnmals and f lowering plants

rightfully anract the attention of most

visitors to p:rrks and reserves managed

by rhe Department of Conservation

and Land Managenrent, the insects of

Western Australia also lvarrant a look.

Sonre, like l)arvson's burrorving bees,

posit ively demaud our att! 'nt ion.Those

ol' us rvilling to invest sonle tinre

gcttiDg acquaiDted ',vith drese creatures

kl low that a good rcturn on our

tDveslnteDt awalts lls.

Above Looking east over Kennedy Range
National Park. Several claypans can be
seen on the left hand side of the
photograph.
Photo - David Beftini

Below A nesting female.
Photo - John Alcock

John Alcock ls a professor at Arizona
State University and a frequent visi tor
io Western Austral ia. He studies the
behaviour of the natlve bees in both
Arizona and Austral la and has Oreat
enthus asm for the natLrral
environments of both places, He can
be reached at j .alcock@asu.edu.
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