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WHAT WOULD YOUR KOJONUP BUSHLAND GROW
. 40 MILLION YEARS AGO?

Penny Hussey

Fig 1: Afossil in the making - a kuraiong leaf fBrachychiton
gregorii) atthe edge of Lake Deborch, notth of Bu finch

Flg 2r Nothofagus plicala, a deciduous leaf, Koionup.
Laoer unid'entifled leaf also visible.

Pic 3; A Banksieaeformis leaf, very similar to modem Banksaa
menzi'esii, Walebing.

Suppose a time machine
deposited you back forty
millionyears or so and left you
on the edge of the Wheatbelt,
say at Kojonup. What would
your bushland grow?

Well, for a start, Australia
hadjust gained approximatelY
its modern shape, having
separated from Antarctica,
but was a lot fuither south.
It was cooler, and much
wetter. Most of the land was
fairly flat, with broad valleys
where rivers flowed south, into
whereAntarctica hadbeen- or
maybe the rivers werc in the
process of tuming around to
flow north (the Blackwood and
the Swan hadn't been invented
yet). The hills were granite
outcrops, poking through the
surrounding p1ain, which in
gereral was very poor soil
with few nutrients - all in all,
just like today but cooler and
wener.

But what about the plants?
Much ofthe land was covered
in temperate rain forest
but there were also areas
of sandplain and poor soil
where banksias, wattles and
sheoaks thrived, just as they
do today.

How do we know this? By
studying fossils.

The south-west of WA is,
in general, a poor place for
fossils, as there aren't many
opporhrnities forthem to form.
Dead animal orplant remains
needto collect somewhere, be
quickly covered so they don't

decay, then, over millions of
years, tumed to rock. Because
most of the south-west has
been land since land began,
that rules out sediment on the
sea bed, and we are pretty

short on lakes, too. Butwe did
- at least in the Eocene, forty
millionyears ago have plenty

of meandering streams.

As the stream wends its way
down, it picks up debris from
the plants around it; leaves,
twigs, cones and even whole
logs may be carried along and
deposited as the current slows,
on a bend, in a lake or a delta.
If there is not much oxygen,
andthe debris pile quickly gets

covered by a layer of sand or
mud brought in by the next
flood, so the shape ofthat plant

debris can be preserved in the
resulting rock as outlines in
the sandstone ormudstone (fig
1). The resulting trace fossils
can be found in many separate
areas of WA but especially
around the westem edge of
the Wheatbelt (including at
Kojonup, Tambellup, West
Dale, Calingiri and Walebing),
in sediments alongside some
palaeorivers and in the Kennedy
Range in the Gascoyne.

In a swamp or a flat alluvial
plain, of course, there are
also plant remains and, given

anaerobic conditions, plant

debris may form coal. Collie
coal contains a 1ot of plant
fossils, as do the Coalseamcoal
measures around Mullewa, but
they are Permian (290 million
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