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AUTUMN COLOURS
AIex S. George

A UTU MN colours in Weslem Australia? Surely
fL only deciduous trees in gardens tum colour at that
season? Apart from the well-known orange or pale
yellow pincushions, Borya spp., on granite rocks, and
the brown or purple hues of tamma, Casuarina
campestris, in the wheatbelt, our native plants do not
tum colour in autumn. After all, they are evergreen - or
they were until last year!

The record dry summer of 2000-2001 revealed a
different face to the bush. Apart {iom the nofth-eastem
and eastern agricultural regions, the south-west had its
driest summer and autuml on record, generally receiving
less than a quarter ofthe average rainfall. From the end
of November until the start of May, for example,
Badgingana had 7.6mm compared with the average of
82mm. Even in Perth, where 20mm fell over the same
period, the effect on the bush was startling. Just as we
talk of 100-year floods, so was this a 100-year drought.
It was a rare opporhlnity to see how the bush responded.

In autumn 200 1 , ftom Eneabba to Perth and inland to
Ravensthorpe, many plants showed a change in foliage
colour, and some colours were quite spectacular: reds,
yellows and browns. Observations after the winter rains
began showed that, although a number of plants died,
most tumed green and recommenced growing and
flowering.

The habitats where I saw 'autumn colour' include
eucalypt woodland, coastal heath ondunes and limestone,
inland heath on sandy, gravelly and granitic soil, winter-

wet clay-loam flats and granite outcrops. In some places

there was a general colourchange, whereas in others only
certain species and plants changed. One prominent area
was the Darling Scarp just east of Perth, where many
stuubs changed to tum large areas orange-brown. Small
areas on the Brand Highway between Cataby and Eneabba
also changed markedly.

Some changes were spectacular. A cushion sedge
common in the central wheatbelt, Schoenus calcatus,
normally dark green, tumed bright yellow or golden. The
coneflower Petrophile seminuda, widespread in parts of
the south-west, tumed deep red and glowed in the late-
aftemoon sunlight. Along the coast Cockies' Tongues,
Templetonia retusa, gradtsally changed to gold. Less
colourful but still striking was the Common Hibbertia,
Hibbertia hypericoides, which turned brown or yellow

and gave every appearance of being dead. A number of
sedges suchas Cczs tis dioica and Des mocladus Jlexuosus
tumedyellow. The very common ,sedge-llke Ecdeiocolea
became deep orange.

Other changes were more subtle. The honeymyrtle
Melaleuca platycalyx and the bell flowet Dar"winia
speciosa nsually have some red colouring in their leaves;
theyjust tumed a deeper red. Around Perth the hopbush
Dodonaea hackettiana simply went a dull, pale green.

Generally the leaves that changed colour showed no
or little change in orientation and texture. After all, many
are quite stiff in their structure which allows no 'give'.

Those that did alter include the bipinnate-leaved wattles
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