
Western Wildlife Vo1 l0 No. l

Across the drab sandplain, a
swirl of grey, bending, floating
back, ephemeral as a drift of
smoke , enigmatic, beautiful, alien;
Smokebush has always fascinated
newcomers to Australia - there's
nothing like this in Europe! But
not all smokebushes are grey and
furry some are smooth, and blue or
cream rather than white. All havc a
delicate beauty.

Smokebushes (Conospermum)
a r e  i n  t h e  B a n k s i a  F a m i l y
( P r o t e a c e a e ) .  T h e  n a m e
Conospermum (which means
'cone-shaped seed') was given to
the genus by Sir James Srnith, an
English botanist who had founded
the L innean Society  in  1788.
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He published the name in 1798,
in  the Society 's 'Transact ions ' ,
from material brought back from
explorations around Porl Jackson.
Eleven species of  th is  so le ly
Australian genus do occur in the
east, but the centre of distribution
is WA, where there are 42 species.
Most ofthem prefer sandplain, either
deep sand or an admixture ofgravel,
but some are confined to swamps.
They are mostly shrubs but, in the
absence offlre, some can grow into
small trees. Like all in their family
they have 4-lobed flowers.

Despite being widespread and
often common across the south-
west, there is no record of any use
by Aboriginal people - not even a
name. Cerlainly, most species grow
in sandplain country, areas which
tended to be low in exploitable
resources and so mostly ignored
by humans. The great nineteenth
century botanist, Baron Ferdinand
von Mueller, suggested that farmers
plant Common Smokebush, C.
stoechadis, on "the worst desert
country" as he asserted that "all

kinds of pasture animals browse
with avidity on the long tender and
downy flower-stalks and spikes,
without touching the foliage, thus
not destroying the plant by close
cropping". Was he correct, has
anyone noticed? My feeling is that
stock would eat the whole plant!

In recent years smokebushes
have become prized for theirbeauty
and so a trade in them as cutflowers
dcveloped. Twenty years or so
ago, when commercial picking of
wildflowers from the bush was
at its height, tens of thousands of
smokebush stems were harvested,
dried and often dyed before export
to fit in with the designer colour of
the year Nowadays there is very

little bush picking, and greater
concentration on cultivation and sale
as fresh fl owers. One species thatthe
Dept. ofAgriculture is working hard
on is the beautiful blue, salt-tolerant
Blue Lace, C. eatoniqe (for colour
pic see 'Managing Your Bushland'
p147) but it is not proving easy (see
Farmnote 110/99 'Smokebush for
cut  l lou erproducl  ion 'AgWA t .  Th is
plant is much in demand in Japan,
and commands a high price.

Smokebushes always attract
interest, wherever you see them.
One species I remcmber well rs
the Victoria Desefi Smokebush, C
toddii.Itis,asfar as I know, the only
specimenthat I have collected which
is cited as a reference in 'Flora of
Australia'! It came about this way.

C. acerosumC. brownii
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