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Zombie tits, astronaut fish  
and other weird animals 

by Becky Crew 
NewSouth, 2012

This is an excellent book for getting people 
interested in the quirkier side of nature. 
Each chapter is a short, stand-alone story 
about an animal, or group of animals,  
with odd or unusual biology or behaviour. 
Some include a sketch of the animal and 
many have a short, humorous paragraph  
or two about what the animal’s life would 
be like if their world was like ours.

The style is informative, lively and 
entertaining, and it all seems well 
researched (there’s even a bibliography), 
but there’s an occasional lapse. For 
example, ‘Battle of the genitals’ starts: 
‘Most birds, amphibians, reptiles and 
monotremes don’t have one [a penis]’. 
Well, yes, most lizards and snakes have 
two, and of the other reptiles only New 
Zealand’s Tuatara lack penises, while 
monotremes notoriously have very strange 
multi-headed penises. 

Yep, it’s a strange world, and you’re sure  
to find plenty to intrigue you in this book.
Martyn Robinson

re VIEW
The Best Australian Science  
Writing 2012

edited by Elizabeth Finkel 
NewSouth, 2012

How does science impact your day? 
Astrophysics? Climate change? Killer 
viruses? Whatever strain of research you 
find Quite Interesting, there’s something  
for you in The Best Australian Science 
Writing 2012. Shortlisted from entries  
to the inaugural Bragg UNSW Press 
Prize for Science Writing, this anthology 
showcases the science of today. 

Journalist Jo Chandler is this year’s Bragg 
Prize winner with Storm front, which 
examines our collective inability to respond 
meaningfully to climate change. But not 
all contributors are professional writers. 
Epidemiologist Frank Bowden reveals 
just how close we came to a pandemic 
meltdown during the swine ‘flu epidemic 
of 2009, while oncologist Ranjana 
Srivastava writes about maintaining 
balance in her emotionally demanding job. 

All of these articles have appeared in print 
or online, but if you missed them first 
time around, here is your chance to digest 
the latest from Australia’s leading research 
communicators. 
Brendan Atkins

Weblink  

Look out for the 2013 anthology –  
entries close 31 March.  
Details newsouthpublishing.com/scienceprize

“you’re sure to find 
plenty to intrigue 
you in this book”

museum  
shop 
While stocks last  
Alexander the Great:  
2000 Years of Treasures.  
RRP $29.95

Members 
Receive 10% discount on all purchases from  
the Australian Museum Shop.

Page 18Explore 35(1) Autumn/Winter 2013



Food science 
Indigenous people have developed an intimate 
understanding of Australian plants, animals  
and ecology.

The land is not just the soil or rocks or minerals, but  

a whole environment that sustains, and is sustained by, 

people and culture. Indigenous people have accumulated 

a vast store of knowledge about using plants and animals 

for food and medicine. There is a huge variety all over 

Australia for people who know where to find it.

Traditionally, Aboriginal people live a hunter–gatherer 

lifestyle, eating a wide variety of foods for a healthy (and 

tasty) diet. The men hunt larger animals such as kangaroo, 

emu and turtle, and the women and children hunt smaller 

animals and collect seeds, fruits and plants. On the coast 

and waterways people caught fish and collected many 

types of shellfish including mussels and oysters. 

European colonisation brought very rapid changes to 

Aboriginal society and dramatically affected Aboriginal 

land and the ways people lived.

Just about every part of the animals and plants was eaten 

or used to make things such as clothing, baskets, tools and 

weapons. Groups would only stay in one area for a certain 

time before moving on. This prevented overharvesting 

and ensured there would be plenty of food for the 

following year. 

Each issue of Xplorer includes a collector’s  
card for you to cut out and keep!

collector’s card
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Talk to  
the animals 
Indigenous people have survived in the Australian 
landscape for as long as 60,000 years. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people use their 

knowledge of the land, plants and animals to find food  

and water, even in the harsh desert environment.

The Emu caller is a good example of Aboriginal technology 

that required knowledge of animal behaviour and ecology. 

It is a musical instrument and hunting tool made  

from a hollowed-out piece of wood, often decorated.  

In hunting, it was used by hitting one end with the flat part 

of the hand. The unusual sound it produced would attract 

the Emu away from its nest so that its eggs could  

be collected for food.

Emus lay between 5 and 15 eggs, and the Aboriginal  

hunter would usually leave some eggs in the nest.  

Why do you think they did this?

Make your own  
emu caller 
You will need an empty cardboard tube, paint or pens.

Decorate your cardboard tube to tell a story, such as 

how your Emu caller will attract Emus.

Slap the end of the tube using the flat part of your 

hand to make a sound.

Try using different-sized tubes (wider or longer).  

Does the sound change?

MAKE BUSH  
DAMPER
This recipe uses self-raising flour so you won’t need  

to collect and grind your own seeds as Aboriginal people 

used to do! Use mountain pepper and macadamia oil  

for a real bush flavour.

Scientist for a day 
17 & 18 April Alexander the Warrior

23 & 24 April Alexander and the Animals

Come join in the fun and meet Museum 

scientists with behind-the-scenes tours and 

hands-on activities.Ages 8–12 years Bookings t 02 9320 6389 e scicom@austmus.gov.au 
For the complete school holiday program, visit 

www.australianmuseum.net.au/whatson

Fun fact

A woomera is a type of spear-thrower 

invented by Aboriginal people. The woomera 

acts as an extension of the thrower’s arm and 

as a simple lever to increase the speed of the 

spear and the distance it travels. 

You will need:

2 cups self-raising flour

1 teaspoon pepper 

250 ml buttermilk

1 tablespoon oil

milk for brushing

1	P reheat oven to 180°C.

2	S ift the flour and pepper into a large bowl and make  

a well in the centre. 

3 	S hake the buttermilk well, mix it with the oil and 

pour it into the well. 

4	M ix quickly and lightly into a soft dough. 

5	T urn the dough onto a clean, floured board and 

knead it until smooth (see below). 

6	S hape it into a ball and place it onto a lightly oiled 

baking tray. 

7	B rush it with milk and bake for 40–50 minutes. 

8	W hen baked, it should sound hollow when tapped.

9	A llow to cool slightly before serving.

How to knead dough

1 	P ress the heels of your hands firmly into the dough, 

pushing forward slightly. 

2 	F old the far edge of the dough upwards and towards 

you, and press it into the middle of the ball.

3 	R epeat steps 1 and 2, rotating the dough slightly each 

time, until dough feels firm. MENAGERIE
See how Indigenous artists  

view animals through  

their art, and discover  

their relationships to place,  

identity, culture and survival.

Menagerie now showing  

in the Indigenous  

Australians gallery,  

Level G.

Emu, 2007 by Laurie Nilsen, barbed wire, 
steel and aluminium, 158 x 72 x 148 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist and Fireworks Gallery.
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Send your query to the Search & Discover team, email sand@austmus.gov.au

search  DISCOVER

xplanations

Q. That is the biggest caterpillar I have ever 
seen! What is it?

The caterpillar of the White-stemmed 
Gum Moth, Chelepteryx collesi, can reach 
12 centimetres in length, one of the largest 
in the world. Banded in grey and black 
with yellow spots, it is covered with tufts  
of reddish-brown spiky bristles. 

Also known as the Prickly Gum Moth, its 
bristles are easily dislodged, yet are strong 
enough to penetrate human skin and cause 
painful irritations. It’s a good idea not to 
handle the caterpillar or their shed skins. 
The camouflaged cocoon is hazardous too, 
with bristles in the tough silk walls able to 
cause irritation years after the caterpillar 
has pupated.

The adult moths are sometimes mistaken for  
bats, with the female wingspan reaching 16 
centimetres and the male only slightly  
smaller. But, lacking functional mouthparts,  
they live for just two or three days after 
emerging around May each year – just 
enough time to mate and lay their eggs.
Lauren McDonald

 Q. What are these insects doing swarming  
in my garden? 

Many people contact us at this time of year 
about beetles swarming in gardens and 
around houses. The colourful, soft-bodied 
culprit is known as the Plague Soldier 
Beetle, Chauliognathus lugubris (family 
Cantharidae). The Plague Solider Beetle 
earned its common name not because 
it brings or spreads dangerous plagues, 
but because it forms huge swarms during 
mating season when vast numbers of 
beetles can appear on plants.

The larval beetles live on the ground where 
they prey on other insects. The adults are 
omnivorous, feeding on both other insects 
and plants, and can release poisonous 
chemicals to deter predators when handled 
or threatened. But don’t be too concerned 
if you have a swarm in your garden: the 
beetles are more interested in mating than 
eating plants and will tend to disperse 
afterwards.
Jayme-Ann Demeny

Q. I have found a lizard in my backyard that 
appears injured. Can I take care of it and 
keep it as a pet?

Many native animals (including all reptiles) 
are protected in New South Wales,  
so it is illegal to remove a wild lizard from 
its habitat, even if the habitat is your 
backyard! 

You should contact a wildlife rescue group 
if the animal is injured or sick. Most wild 
animals do not adjust to captivity as well 
as captive-bred animals and so taking the 
animal out of the wild can often stress  
the injury further. 

Most vets will not charge you to treat 
wildlife in need and they can pass the 
injured animal on to a licensed carer.  
You can legally keep reptiles such as lizards 
by first obtaining a wildlife keeper’s licence 
and researching what the species needs. 
Chris Hosking

Weblink  

Find out more about keeping reptiles as pets  
at australianmuseum.net.au/Reptiles-as-Pets

MORE TO LEARN

SCIENCE REPORTER FOR A DAY

Bella: What’s the worst thing about working here?

Charlotte: Hmm … that most five year olds seem to know 

more about dinosaurs than I do! [laughs] No – that there’s 

always more to learn – no, wait, that’s a positive thing …

Bella: If I were to do your job, what tips would you 
give me?

Charlotte: My job is really suited to enthusiastic, outgoing 

people. So perhaps if you were thinking about wanting to be 

a teacher and you really love museums, this would be a good 

job. When you’re a schoolteacher you have the class for  

a year, but at the Museum, you only have them for an hour. 

So every class is a new class here, and you need to be 

adaptable. But it doesn’t matter where they’re from,  

all young children like to play and engage and learn!

  

Museum educator Charlotte Galleguillos tells Bella 
Bushby, a Year 10 student at Randwick Girls, that 
there’s always more to learn.

Bella: What would a typical day be like here  
in your job?

Charlotte: We have a lot of schoolchildren come through 

and we teach them in our dedicated learning spaces. 

So, sometimes we’ll have a workshop on Aboriginal art 

where we’ll paint boomerangs, talk about symbols and tell 

stories. Or I might take a science class, where it’s primary 

schoolchildren learning all about mini beasts – insects and 

spiders – or dinosaurs, so it’s pretty varied. 

Bella: How long have you worked here and what’s 
your favourite thing about working in the Museum?

Charlotte: I’ve been here for two years, and my favourite 

thing is that initial reaction the children have when we tell 

them all about what their day will entail and they get really 

excited. 

Bella: How does what you’ve learnt at school and uni 
help you with your job here?

Charlotte: I think the social science I did for my Bachelor 

of Arts degree has really helped me understand people from 

different backgrounds and engage with the range of children 

who come here. 

Charlotte and Bella in the Members lounge. 
Photo by Chanele Moss.

Dingo 
The Dingo, Canis lupus dingo, arrived in Australia at least 

4000 years ago from South-East Asia, probably through 

trading between Aboriginal people and Indonesian 

seafarers. 

Aboriginal people across mainland Australia kept dingoes 

as companions, hunting aids and bed-warmers and, 

sometimes, for food. The dingo never became established 

in Tasmania and was eradicated from many parts of 

south-eastern Australia by European settlers to protect 

their sheep.
Dingoes rarely bark but they howl at night to keep the 

family group together and warn others to stay away.  

They also hunt mainly at night, either alone or in packs. 

Dingoes breed once a year and produce litters of around 

four to six pups.

Photo © Lyn Watson.
Answers from previous page

Talk to the animals 
Aboriginal hunters would leave some eggs in the nest so that there would always 
be Emus for the future.

This edition of Xplorer compiled by Charlotte Galleguillos

Plague Soldier Beetles form huge swarms.  
Photo by Dave Britton.

Eastern Water Dragon, Intellagama lesueurii lesueurii.  
Photo by Steve Vogel.

The caterpillar of the White-stemmed Gum Moth is one 
very prickly customer. Photo by Melissa Murray. 
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