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Day 1- Cradle Valley Boardwalk & Weindorfer Forest walk (2-2.5 hrs) 
 
The 5.5km boardwalk meanders beside Dove River, linking the 
Interpretation Centre with Ronny Creek, with lovely views of 
Cradle Mountain along the way. The vegetation changes several 
times with rainforest, mixed forest and button grass plains. There 
is some elevation on this trail but nothing to serious and it is duck 
boarded the whole way. Crossing over Dove creek towards the 
end of the walk is particularly beautiful. 

 
The Waldheim and Weindorfer Forest loop is a 20 minute circuit 
starting from the historic Waldheim Chalet. A glimpse into Gustav 
Weindorfers’s pioneering life at Cradle can be seen at Waldheim 
Chalet. This walk is sheltered amongst the rainforest and is usually 
wet and often muddy. Leeches can be prominent here.  
 
 
 
 

 
Talking Points 
 
- General History 
- Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area (TWWHA) 
- Gustav Weindorfer 
- Leeches 
 

 
 
Cradle Mountain National Park General History 
 
Cradle Mountain was named in 1827 by the explorer Joseph Fossey who decided it bore a 
remarkable similarity to a cradle. It was first climbed by a European in 1831 when the explorer Henry 
Hellyer successfully reached the summit. Surveyor General George Franklin passed through the 
area in 1835 and he was duly followed by prospectors, trappers and settlers. As early as the 1890s 



there was some tourism in the NP when governor Hamilton had a house and boat shed built for 
visitors on Lake St Clair. 
 
The man remembered as the founding father of tourism in the area was the Austrian born naturalist 
Gustaf Weindorfer who, in 1911, bought land in Cradle Valley where he built ‘Waldheim’ which he 
opened to guests who wanted to explore the region. When his wife died Weindorfer moved to Cradle 
Valley permanently. He died in 1932 and is buried near ‘Waldheim’. Weindorfer is credited with 
naming Lake Dove, Crater Lake and Hansons Lake.  
 
Thanks to the efforts of Gustav, reservation of land began in 1922 when an area from Cradle 
Mountain to Lake St Clair was set aside as a ‘scenic reserve and wildlife sanctuary’. By 1927 
approx.  63 000 ha, including Cradle Mountain, was set aside as a reserve. It was known as ‘The 
Reserve’ to generations of bushwalkers. Eventually it was enlarged to approx. 125 000 ha. It 
became a National Park in 1971. 
 
In 1978 the National Parks and Wildlife Service built a replica of ‘Waldheim’ and this, combined with 
the Cradle Mountain Lodge and the excellent new NPWS Information building, have made Cradle 
Mountain one of the most accessible and interesting attractions in Tasmania. 
 
Cradle Mountain-Lake St Clair National Park is one of the five national park areas which together form the Tasmanian 
Wilderness World Heritage Area, inscribed since 1982 on UNESCO’s World Heritage register. 
 

World Heritage Listed sites hold the highest level of natural and cultural significance across a broad range of criteria. They 

are among the world’s most famous natural wonders such as the Great Barrier Reef, Grand Canyon and Yellowstone 

National Parks;  as well as cultural and historical icons such as the Pyramids of Egypt,  China’s Great Wall; India’s Taj 

Mahal. They are universally acknowledged as the world’s most precious treasures to be protected and preserved for the 

benefit of all. 

While there are several hundred World Heritage sites throughout the globe, Tasmania’s Wilderness is one of very few 

which satisfy UNESCO’s criteria for both Natural as well as Cultural significance. We think that makes our park particularly 

special and you’ll enjoy discovering just how special when you spend some time admiring its immense natural beauty.  

 
 

Weindorfer, Gustav (1874–1932) 
 
Gustav Weindorfer was a naturalist and conservationist. Gustav was educated at Villach and at an 
agricultural school at Mödling, near Vienna. After compulsory military service, he worked in the wine 
industry and migrated to Australia in 1900. 
 
A mountaineer and an amateur botanist, he joined the Field Naturalists' Club of Victoria that year 
and the local branch of the Royal Geographical Society of Australasia in 1903; he gave public 
lectures and published in the Victorian Naturalist, the Leader and the Australasian. Weindorfer sent 
Australian plants and seeds to the Museum of Natural History, Vienna, and to other collectors, and 
organized holiday camps in the Victorian Alps for botanists. 
 
In 1910 Gustav and wife Kate bought 100 acres (40 ha) at Kindred, near Devonport, where Kate's 
family held land; Weindorfer proved an excellent farmer. Impressed by Cradle Mountain during his 
first climb in January 1909, he determined to make it a national park: with Kate, Gustav shared his 
dream of establishing a chalet for bushwalkers and 
mountaineers in the valley below. He named local 
features, wrote articles on the project in the Launceston 
Weekly Courier and in the Victorian Naturalist, and 
urged the government to build a road to the area. 
 
In 1912 Weindorfer began building Waldheim ('home in 
the forest'), using King Billy pine from the site. As a 
horse and cart could approach no closer than 14 km, 
Gustav carried baths and stoves on his back. First 



opened at Christmas 1912, Waldheim became a popular resort. Its courtly and jovial host often sang 
to his guests and had a mischievous sense of humour. Carved on the wall of the chalet was the 
motto: 'This is Waldheim, where there is no time and nothing matters'. 
 
After his wife died in April 1916, Weindorfer experienced isolation. Although he was a justice of the 
peace and had tried to join the Australian Imperial Force, he became a target for anti-German 
prejudice; selling his farm at Kindred in 1917, he ran Waldheim single-handed, while acting as 
ranger. He also travelled, lectured and kept official weather records. Weindorfer died of coronary 
vascular disease on 5 May 1932 in Cradle Valley and was buried there. A granite cairn over his 
grave was unveiled in 1938. 
 
Leeches 
 

Leeches are anneilds, and are closely related to earthworms. 
There are 650 known species of leeches. About one fifth of leech 
species live in the sea, where they feed on fish. The largest leech 
discovered measures nearly half a metre in length and, 
fortunately, does not live in Australia! Terrestrial leeches require 
damp environments as their skin must be kept moist to  allow 
oxygen to diffuse across it. 

About 100 species are known from Australia, and at least a dozen 
are found in Tasmania -most of which live in water. Among the 
common species in Tasmania are Philaemon pungens, reaching 
about 20mm, and the striped Tiger leech, which reaches  about  
56mm. 

Some feed on the blood of humans and other mammals, while others parasitise fish, frogs, turtles or 
birds. Some leeches will even take a meal from other sanguivorous leeches which may die after the 
attack. 

Sanguivorous leeches can ingest several times their own weight in blood at one meal. After feeding 
the leech retires to a dark spot to digest its meal. Digestion is slow and this enables the leech to 
survive during very long fasting periods (up to several months). 

Land leeches are common on the ground or in low foliage in wet rain forests. In drier forests they 
may be found on the ground in seepage moistened places. Most do not enter water and cannot 
swim, but can survive periods of immersion. 

In dry weather, some species burrow in the soil where they can survive for many months even in a 
total lack of environmental water. In these conditions the body is contracted dry and rigid, the 
suckers not distinguishable, and the skin completely dry. Within ten minutes of sprinkling with a few 
drops of water, these leeches emerge, fully active. 

Leeches are hermaphrodites, each individual having both male and females reproductive organs. In 
some species, eggs are layed in cocoons that ar left in damp places. The cocoon contains stored 
energy that sustains the developing eggs and hatchlings with no further investment from the 
parents. There is no larval stage - young leeches look like small adults.  

Leech Bites- The bite of a leech is painless, due to its own anaesthetic. An anti-coagulant serum is 
injected into the victim to prevent the blood clotting. The leech will gorge itself up to five times its 
body weigh until it has had its fill and then just fall off. A leech can survive several months to a year 
before feeding again. 
 
Leeches are best removed by breaking the seal between the skin and the mouth with a long 
fingernail. Other common remedies include applying salt to the leeches body, or a flame. Due to the 
anti-coagulant, a leech bite can bleed for several hours. 



Day 2- Kitchen Hut (6-7 hrs) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This walk is approx. 13.5 kms. Starting from Ronny Creek we will take the Lake Lilla Track up to 
Lake Lilla and then head onto Wombat Pool and Crater Lake. From here we make our way up to 
Marion’s Lookout, which includes a very steep climb and Kitchen Hut. We then head back via the 
Horse Track.  

Talking Points 
 
-Aboriginal History (Firestick farming of button grass plains) 
-Glaciation 
-Tannin 
-Overland Track 
 

Cradle Mountain Aboriginal History 

 

The first human settlement of the region occurred when the local Aborigines moved into the 

highlands as the glaciers began retreating. The extensive button grass plains are a legacy of their 

extensive use of fire to clear pathways through the rugged terrain and to aid hunting by attracting 

animals to the tender shoots of the new vegetation. Early reports of the Aborigines in the area tell of 

recently burnt vegetation and well constructed huts of bark some of which were still standing 25 

years after the last of the people had been removed. 

 

Prior to European settlement, Cradle Mountain was the territory of the Big River Tribe. 

Archaeological research in the Cradle Mountain-Lake St Clair National Park has revealed many 

Aboriginal sites consisting of stone tools and quarries which suggests that people moved mainly 

through the valleys with occasional visits to higher areas. When the glaciers retreated and sea levels 



rose around 12,000 years ago, Tasmanian Aboriginals became isolated from the mainland, 

developing a rich culture unlike any other on the planet. 

Aboriginal societies in Tasmania are recognised as the most southerly-dwelling people on the planet 

during the last ice age. These living areas carry enormous significance to the Tasmanian Aboriginal 

community. For the world, they demonstrate the incredible adaptability and resilience of the human 

beings who lived here in isolation during the planet’s most recent glacial period. 

The Aboriginal sites within Cradle Mountain-Lake St Clair National Park are evidence of tens of 

thousands of years of continuous history and connection with this land, and are wholly protected 

within the Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area. 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Glaciation 

 
The area around Cradle mountain along with many others areas in Tassie were a result of 
glaciation. A glacier's weight, combined with its gradual movement, can drastically reshape the 
landscape over hundreds or even thousands of years. The ice erodes the land surface and carries 
the broken rocks and soil debris far from their original places, resulting in some interesting glacial 
landforms. Cradle mountain was glaciated during the last ice age (about 10 000 years ago) when a 
huge 6 km ice cap formed and glaciers flowed from its edges carving the landscape into dramatic 
shapes with their inexorable erosive powers. Lake Lilla as well as the other lakes in the area are a 
direct result of that transformation. 
 
Tannin 
 
The dark colour of the water, like so many lakes and 
streams throughout western Tasmania, is the result of 
tannins leached from buttongrass and tea tree vegetation. 
Peat is composed of organic material derived from these 
vegetation communities and forms in areas where there is 
high rainfall and low evaporation. When the tannin 
stained water tumbles over rapids and waterfalls a froth 
forms, often giving the appearance of a stream polluted 
by detergents. This is not the case, and the presence of 

https://nsidc.org/cgi-bin/words/word.pl?ice
https://www.parks.tas.gov.au/?base=3224


tannins has no effect on the purity of the water. Indeed, Tasmania is very fortunate in the abundance 
of clean freshwater streams that flow throughout the State. 
 
Overland Track 
 

The Overland Track is one of Australia's most famous bushwalking (hiking) tracks, situated in the Cradle 
Mountain-Lake St Clair National Park, Tasmania. More than nine thousand walkers each year complete 
the track. Officially, the track runs for 65 kilometres (40 mi) from Cradle Mountain to Lake St Clair. 
However, many choose to add the hike along Lake St Clair as a natural extension, bringing the length to 
82 kilometres (51 mi). The track winds through terrain ranging from sheer mountains, temperate 
rainforest, wild rivers and alpine plains all in the Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area. 

Aside from the main track there are also several alternative side tracks, including to the summits of 
Cradle Mountain and Mount Ossa, the tallest mountain in Tasmania. Also within reach are a group of 
tarns called The Labyrinth and Lake St Clair (the deepest lake in Australia).[2] World-renowned for its 
pristine environment and beauty, the walk is listed by Lonely Planet as one of the best in the world.  

There are six main public huts maintained by Tasmania Parks and Wildlife along the track and five 
private huts for commercial groups only.  

Walkers usually complete the track in five or six days. This is normally done from north to south, which is 
the mandatory direction between 1 October and 31 May. The record time is 7 hours and 25 minutes, 
achieved by Andy Kromar during the Cradle Mountain Run.  

Kitchen Hut 

The hut was commissioned in 1939 by the Cradle Mountain Reserve Board. 
It was built at the place commonly known as ‘the kitchen’ as it offered a 
reliable water supply just before the ascent up the face of Cradle where 
parties could stop for a rest and boil the billy. The second level was added 
in 1973 to provide access in times of deep snow cover. It is registered in the 
Tasmanian Heritage Places Inventory. 

Restoration work was much needed and was carried out in 2014. The 
works undertaken kept with the hut’s heritage value and have retained the 
integrity of the hut construction and its traditional appearance. 

 

Day 3- Twisted Lakes & Lake Rodway (8 hours) 

This walk is approx. 13kms and is moderate to hard with 
some steep ascending and descending. We begin this walk 
at Dove Lake heading up to Twisted Lakes and then up to 
Lake Rodway. On this walk we visit the Kilvert hut and head 
back via a very steep descent to our starting point. 

Talking points 

-Cradle mountain rock type and formation 

-Cradle mountain glacial erosion types(Cirques, Aretes, horns) 

-European Activities including naming of Hansons Peak 

-Scott Kilvert Hut 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Backpacking_(wilderness)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cradle_Mountain-Lake_St_Clair_National_Park
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cradle_Mountain-Lake_St_Clair_National_Park
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tasmania
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cradle_Mountain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lake_St_Clair,_Tasmania
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tasmanian_Wilderness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_heritage_site
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mount_Ossa_(Tasmania)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Overland_Track#cite_note-2
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lonely_Planet
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tasmania_Parks_and_Wildlife_Service
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cradle_Mountain_Run


Cradle Mountain rock type and formation 

Cradle Mountain has a 
distinctive appearance. This 
is caused by a number of 
steps. Firstly, igneous 
metamorphic rocks have 
been folded and pressurised 
as a base of the mountain. 
Then sedimentary rocks 
formed on top. A special type 
of rock by the name of 
dolerite was formed about 
170 million years ago in the 
Jurassic Age. Approximately, 
1500 cubic kilometres of 
dolerite magma intruded into 
the earths crust just below 
Tasmania. The dolerite 

cooled from incredibly hot temperatures, solidified and contracted, producing the columnar jointing 
so often apparent today forming dolerite cliffs. Erosion removed the sedimentary rocks covering the 
dolerite and this is how we can see the special shapes of the mountain tops today. 

Cradle mountain glacial erosion types 

• Cirques are created when glaciers 
erode the mountainside, scouring 
into it and creating rounded hollows 
with steep uphill faces, shaped like 
tilted bowls. A cirque is often more 
visible after the glacier melts away 
and leaves the bowl-shaped 
landform behind. 

 

• Arêtes are jagged, narrow ridges created where the back walls of two glaciers meet, eroding 
the ridge on both sides. 

• Horns are created when several cirque glaciers erode a mountain until all that is left is a 
steep, pointed peak with sharp, ridge-like arêtes leading up to the top. 

 

 

European Activities 

Little evidence survives of the early European activities of hunting, surveying and mineral 
exploration. By the 1860s logging was being carried out along Pencil Pine River. Some mining was 
carried out from about 1890 to 1920 between Cradle Mountain and the Pelion area. Several of the 
present-day walking tracks in this area are tracks that were originally blazed during this period. In 
about 1930, a small copper mine was worked along the Dove River. However, mining in the area 
proved uneconomic and was eventually abandoned. 

Trappers and hunters frequented the area. Snarers and prospectors constructed many huts in the 
area prior to the 1920s. The death from exposure of one such trapper, a sixteen year old boy, Bert 
Hanson, in 1906 was the first recorded death of a European in the area and the naming of Hanson's 
Peak, to the east of Cradle Mountain 

https://nsidc.org/cgi-bin/words/word.pl?cirque
https://nsidc.org/cgi-bin/words/word.pl?arete
https://nsidc.org/cgi-bin/words/word.pl?horn


Ewan Scott & David Kilvert 

 

 

 

 

 

The Scott - Kilvert Memorial Hut commemorates David Kilvert and Ewen Scott who perished in a 
blizzard in 1965. 

Student David Kilvert (13) and teacher, Ewen Scott (26) perished in blizzard conditions, at night, in 
what can only be described as tragic circumstances. The tragedy occurred when the group became 
separated in the dark in the poor conditions and Ewen Scott ended up carrying the exhausted David 
on his shoulders. 

According to the Search and Rescue team at the time, David fell and broke his back on Hanson`s 
Peak and though Ewen Scott tried to shelter him, he died of exposure. Although an extremely fit 
man, Ewen Scott, in an attempt to reach Waldheim Chalet to alert searchers, collapsed and died, 
just 200 metres from part of the group that was sheltering in a boat shed. After the events of 21 May, 
many people came to the conclusion that, had there been adequate shelter in the Lake Rodway 
area, the whole group would have been safe, and whilst this would not help those who had lost their 
lives, a similar tragedy need not occur ever again. To this end the Launceston Walking Club and the 
Riverside High School Parents & Friends set about building the Scott - Kilvert Memorial Hut. 

Day 4- Dove Lake circuit (2 hrs) 
 
Today we will wander through typical Tasmanian rainforest around Dove Lake. The Lake is one of 
the best-known walks in Tasmania, the Dove Lake Circuit is also the most easily accessible short 
walk in the Cradle Mountain region. 

At just 6 km, the flat, gravel and duckboard track is very easy going, leaving you to focus entirely on 
the jagged peak of Cradle Mountain, which looms above the track. Depending on the weather, 
Cradle Mountain can seem brooding or pastoral or inviting. 

Along the way, there is a great mix of terrain including scrubby button grass, sandy 
beaches, cascading streams and at the mid-point of the walk, a very special rainforest 
known as the Ballroom Forest. 

Talking points 
-Glacier Rock (Glacial Erratics) 
-Ballroom Forest 
-Boatshed 
 
Glacier Rock 
Glaciers leave behind anything they pick up along the way, and 
sometimes this includes huge rocks. Called glacial erratics or erratic 
boulders, these rocks might seem a little out of place, which is true, 
because glaciers have literally moved them far away from their source 
before melting out from underneath them. Glacier rock is one such 
erratic. Look carefully at the surface of Glacier Rock and you will see 
striations that run parallel to the length of Dove Lake. These were 
caused by rocky debris within the glacier that moved down from the 

https://nsidc.org/cgi-bin/words/word.pl?glacial%20erratic
http://monumentaustralia.org.au/themes/people/tragedy/display/70157-ewan-scott-and-david-kilvert/photo/0
http://monumentaustralia.org.au/themes/people/tragedy/display/70157-ewan-scott-and-david-kilvert/photo/1


slopes of Cradle Mountain gouging out the basin that would later contain the waters of Lake Dove. 
As the glacier passed over the hard quartzite of Glacier Rock, the debris left behind the scratches. 
 
 
Ballroom Forest 
 
Towards the southern end of Lake Dove you will enter a magnificent cool temperate rainforest 
known as the Ballroom Forest. Ancient myrtle-beech trees festooned in moss tower majestically 
from a moss strewn forest floor. The effect is stunning, and reminiscent of an ancient cathedral. 
 
Myrtle-beeches are a dominant species in Tasmania's cool temperate rainforests. These fire-
sensitive plant communities once grew extensively thoughout not only Australia, but also the 

southern continents of South America and Antarctica. 
It was part of the distinctive suite of plants that 
evolved on the supercontinent of Gondwana. Today 
the species finds its stronghold in Tasmania, but also 
occurs in Victoria, while its closest relatives are 
confined to New Zealand and South America - both 
once part of Gondwana. 
 

 
 
Boatshed  
 
The often-photographed boatshed that stands on the northwestern shores of Lake Dove was built in 
1940 by the first Ranger at Cradle Mountain, Lionell Connell. The shed was built largely of King Billy 
pine. Although some restoration work was completed in 1983, the shed remains substantially 
unaltered from its original form. Although the boatshed is 
now vacant, boating was popular on the lake up until the 
1960s. Indeed, during the 1920s Gustav Weindorfer 
used a very basic and somewhat perilous raft comprised 
of two pine logs connected by a pailing deck. He later 
used a more substantial punt to ferry  passengers 
around the lake. In 1938, the Cradle Mountain Reserve 
Board purchased three Huon pine boats, which 
remained in service until the 1960s. It was for these that 
the Lake Dove and the similar but smaller boatshed at 
Crater Lake were built.  
 
 

Other Information 
  
Tasmania's Cool Temperate Rainforest Species 
 
The diversity of vascular plant species in cool temperate rainforests is considerably lower than that 
of the tropical rainforests of northern Queensland. It is usual for species richness to be lower in 
cooler climates or where other factors reduce plant growth rates. However the species richness in 
Tasmanian rainforests is considerably lower than areas with similar climate in Chile. Some scientists 
believe past glacial climates in Tasmania led to the extinctions of many forest species. Much of the 
current land area of Tasmania was alpine or subalpine at the height of the last glacial about 22,000 
years ago. Forests were largely restricted to the current coastal regions and lowland river valleys. Of 
course the land area of Tasmania extended further out into areas now below sea level and these 
areas were probably vegetated by forest. Some particularly cold tolerant trees probably survived in 
isolated patches further inland. The isolation of Tasmania from the Australian mainland during 
interglacial periods has reduced the ease at which species can reach Tasmania from elsewhere. 
 
Many of the rainforest tree species are endemic (ie restricted to the state). The reason for the high 
endemicity amongst woody rainforest plants is in part related to the isolation of Tasmania and in 



particular this cool wet habitat from similar areas on the mainland of Australia. It is also because 
many of these plants have very ancient origins and have evolved in Tasmania from plants of the 
ancient supercontinent of Gondwana more than 60 million years ago. The following account gives a 
description of the major species to be found in Tasmania's cool temperate rainforests. 
 
Myrtle-beech Nothofagus cunninghamii  

 
The dominant species of the cool temperate rainforest, the myrtle-
beech is representative of species that once grew extensively 
thoughout not only Australia, but also the southern continents of 
South America and Antarctica. It was part of the distinctive suite of 
plants that evolved on the supercontinent of Gondwana. Today 
the species finds its stronghold in Tasmania but also occurs in 
Victoria. 
 
Myrtle-beech can attain heights of up to 50m and ages in excess 
of 500 years. Although it is not as shade tolerant as sassafras and 
leatherwood it maintains its dominance in the forest by having a 
relatively fast growth rate, being larger and longer lived. When it 
dies it leaves a very large canopy gap which allows in sufficient 

light to enable young myrtle seedlings to grow. 
 
Sassafras Atherosperma moschatum 
 
A dominant species within the rainforest, the sassafras is able to reproduce 
vegetatively by growing stem suckers from the base of the trunk after the main 
trunk has died. This species has separate male and female flowers that can be 
seen from September to October. There are no other species in the genus 
Atherosperma so sassafras has no close relatives. Its closest relative is a plant 
species that grows in the rainforests of Chile suggesting that they have evolved 
from a common Gondwanan ancestor. 
 
Sassafras, is usually found in association with myrtle but on the east coast it 
may be found dominating remnant rainforest patches because it can survive in 
areas of lower rainfall. It is a plant with a beautiful aroma, which gives the 
rainforests they occupy a distinctive appeal. It is also the food plant for the 
Macleay’s swallowtail butterfly, which can be seen on the wing between November and March. It is 
a commercial timber often used for quality furniture. The black stain often seen in its heartwood is 
caused by a bacterial infection. 
 
Leatherwood Eucryphia lucida 
 

Found only in Tasmania, the large, delicate nectar-rich flowers of the 
leatherwood form the basis of Tasmania's leatherwood honey 
industry. The distinctive paddle-shaped leaves aid recognition 
outside the flowering period. Flowering period is December to 
January. This species is most common in the implicate and thamnic 
rainforests that are common in southwest Tasmania. It is restricted 
to areas of high rainfall. 
 
A second species of Eucryphia, dwarf leatherwood, (Eucryphia 

milliganii) is also endemic to Tasmania. It is typical of montane rainforests in southwest Tasmania. 
The genus Eucryphia is an ancient one, with other species also represented in temperate areas of 
New South Wales and Chile. Recent taxonomic work suggests that this genus should be placed in 
the ancient Gondwanan family Cunoniaceae. 
 
 



Native laurel Anopterus glandulosus 
 
Native laurel is found only in Tasmania, where it is commonly found as an understorey shrub in wet 
eucalypt forest and rainforest. Unlike most Tasmanian rainforest species, 
which have fairly small leaves, laurel has large (up to 17 cm long by 4 cm 
wide), glossy green leaves that may be confused with native plum. It is 
distinguished by the black oil glands found on the tip of each serration on the 
leaf margin. This plant flowers in October. This species is a member of the 
ancient Gondwanan plant family Escalloniaceae. 
 
Horizontal Anodopetalum biglandulosum 
 
Within implicate rainforests of southwest Tasmania the aptly-named horizontal 
forms tangled thickets. These are the result of its habit of bending over as it 

grows and sending up new vertical branches, which in turn bend over. The 
species is well known to bushwalkers as it is a nightmare to walk through! 
The genus Anodopetalum has only one species, horizontal, which is 
restricted to Tasmania. It is one of only 20 endemic genera in Tasmania. It is 
a member of the ancient Gondwanan plant family Cunoniaceae. 
 
 
 
 
Whitey wood Acradenia frankliniae 
 
This plant is restricted to rainforest understoreys by the 

margins of western Tasmanian rivers. Although locally common along the lower 
Gordon and Franklin Rivers and some others, the species is considered rare but 
not threatened so is not listed on the Threatened Species Protection Act. The 
genus Acradenia has only this one species representing it and occurs only in 
Tasmania. 
 
 
Native plum Cenarrhenes nitida 

 
 
This plant is restricted to rainforest understoreys by the margins of 
western Tasmanian rivers. Although locally common along the 
lower Gordon and Franklin Rivers and some others, the species is 
considered rare but not threatened so is not listed on the 
Threatened species Protection Act. The genus Acradenia has 
only this one species representing it and occurs only in Tasmania. 
 
 
Pandani Richea pandanifolia 

 
Found only in Tasmania, the pandani is the largest heath plant in the world. 
Although it resembles its near name-sake, the pandanus palms of tropical 
Australia and South-east Asia, the pandani is in no way related to it. Pandanis 
are not confined to rainforests, but can also occur in sub-alpine communities. 
The long, sharp-edged leaves are retained on the trunk to provide insulation. 
The water that collects in the axils of pandani leaves provides a special 
habitat for some distinctive invertebrates. Pandani occurs both in rainforests 
and in sub-alpine environments. Its leaves are sharp and serrated 
 
 
 
 



Climbing Heath Prionotes cerinthoides 
 

Climbing heath is common in the rainforests of the west and 
south-west particularly montane areas and also occurs in 
alpine vegetation. It is a climbing plant, often seen draped 
around the trunks of trees. It has relatively large and beautiful 
pink bell shaped flowers from November to April. The genus 
Prionotes is represented only by this species, and is distinct 
from most other members of the family Epacridaceae because 
it has divaricate leaf venation. It is sometimes referred to as 
the missing link between the family Epacridaceae (southern 

hemisphere heath family) and the Ericaceae (northern hemisphere heath family). The closest 
relative to Tasmania’s climbing heath is a species found in the rainforests of Chile. 
 
Batswing fern Histiopteris incisa 
 
The batswing fern is a close relative of bracken. Like bracken, it thrives on 
disturbance and is abundant in areas where trees have fallen after 
flooding. Batswing fern are not confined to rainforests, but occur in a 
variety of plant communities. It is widespread throughout the temperate 
regions of the southern hemisphere. 
 
 
 
Filmy fern Hymenophyllum sp. 
 

As its name suggests, this tiny fern has very thin leaves. In fact, they 
are just one cell thick. The filmy fern creeps along on rhizomes (hair-
like roots) at the base of tree trunks and on tree ferns. 
 
 
 
 
 

Hard water fern Blechnum wattsii 
 
This plant is one of the most common ferns in Tasmania's 
rainforests. It also occurs in wet scerophyll forests. It has thick 
leathery fronds which rattle when walked through -- hence the 
alternative common name of 'rattle fern'. It is common in 
forests throughout eastern Australia. 
 
Interestingly, the reproductive fronds of this species are quite 
different in appearance to the fronds which are involved in 
photosynthesis. 
 
 
 
 
Mother shield fern Polystichum proliferum 
 

This fern is most common in rainforests on fertile soils, rather than the 
poor soils that characterise the western rainforests. It resembles a tree 
fern without a trunk. 
 
 



Kangaroo fern Phymatosorus pustulatus 
 
A species found as far north as tropical Queensland, the kangaroo 
fern is typically seen decorating the mossy trunks of rainforest trees 
such as myrtle-beech and sassafras.  
 
 
Tree fern Dicksonia antarctica 

 
The trunk of the tree fern is greatly increased in diameter by the 
outgrowth of fibrous rootlets. This often forms a surface on which 
large forest trees such as sassafras can germinate and grow. 
The starchy pith found in the apex of the trunk was a food source 
for Tasmanian Aboriginal people. Treeferns are common in fertile 
callidendrous rainforests,wet sclerophyll forests and fern gullies. 
The genus Dicksonia was widespread on the ancient super-
continent of Gondwana but tree ferns are restricted to the 
southern hemisphere. 
 
 
 
 

Fish-bone water fern Blechnum nudum 
 
This species has its pinnules (leaflets) arranged like the bones 
joined to the spine of a fish. Like the hard water fern, it is 
distinguished from other fern families by fertile reproductive fronds, 
which look very different from the fronds used for photosynthesis. 
 

 

 

Alpine Plants  

Alpine plants are a hardy lot and despite the harsh conditions of the alpine zone, numerous plant 

species survive and thrive. While the alpine and subalpine areas occupy a small proportion of 

Tasmania’s land surface (about 3%), they support many species found nowhere else in the world 

with the proportion of these endemic species increasing as you go west. Much of the alpine zone 

can be found on mountains in the western half of the state. However, the most extensive area of 

true alpine vegetation is at Ben Lomond National Park in the north east.  

Climate 

Extreme cold, rain, ice and ferocious winds are features of the Tasmanian alpine zone. The 

southerly winds have the greatest influence on the vegetation as these strong winds bring the colder 

conditions. As a consequence plants are eroded away from their south western corners and grow to 

the northeast. The maritime climate of Tasmania limits snow cover to short periods so that feldmark 

(areas of masses of gravel and pebbles with small isolated plants, mosses and lichens), and 

snowpatch herbfields are uncommon. Snowpatch herbfields have a semipermanent snow cover in 

winter. The snow acts like a blanket allowing frost intolerant plants to survive.  

A rocky landscape  

Periodic scraping by glaciers has inhibited soil development over most of the western and central 

Tasmanian alpine zones. As most of the ice disappeared from Tasmania 10,000 years ago (not a 

long time in geological terms) there has been little opportunity for weathering to provide any depth of 

soil. The soils of the Tasmanian alpine zone therefore are usually either rocky or highly organic, and 



are extremely shallow. The highly organic soil is derived from plant remains and is known as peat. 

Because of the shallow soils, shallow rooting plants are better suited to the alpine environment. A 

mosaic of plant communities A feature of alpine areas is the great variation in the vegetation over 

short distances. Several distinct plant communities commonly occur together in a mosaic, including 

native pine shrubberies, short woody heath and very short herbfields or alpine moorlands.  

A splash of colour 

The diverse plants of the highland heaths offer a stunning display of summer flowers. They range 

from dense shrubberies up to 2 m tall in sheltered areas to sparse, open small shrubberies 

containing grassy species, sedges and small ferns. Plants you are likely to find in highland heath 

include the spectacular honey richea (Richea scoparia), pineapple grass (Astelia alpina), snow berry 

(Gaultheria hispeda) and mountain rocket (Bellendena montana). Snow gums (Eucalyptus coccifera) 

occur as shrubs on the margins of the alpine zone but are most common as a tree in subalpine 

forest. An abundance of white. Most of the flowers of the plants in the alpine zone are white. White 

flowers attract a large range of insects to assist pollination whereas coloured flowers often target 

specific species of insect or bird. Some plants, such as eyebrights have white flowers with purple 

lines running into them. These lines are referred to as ‘bee lines’ and insects follow them to find 

nectar. In the process they are covered in pollen, which they take to the next flower.  

Compact cushions  

A number of alpine shrub species from different plant families in Tasmania have evolved dense, 

‘bolster’ or ‘cushion’ like forms known as cushion plants. Most of these plants are endemic (only 

occurring in Tasmania). The compact form of cushion plants gives a smooth outer surface to the 

plant that protects them from severe cold winds and ice. Cushion plants grow in a variety of 

environments. They are at their most spectacular where they form extensive sheets on thin, peaty 

soils on the alpine plateau. At Newdegate Pass in Mt Field National Park they have modified the 

drainage by forming a series of stepped dams called ‘string bogs’.  

Ancient pines  

The conifers are very ancient plants that dominated the world’s landscape at the time of the 

dinosaurs. They pre-date the evolution of today’s flowering plants. Conifers are well adapted to the 

extremes of alpine conditions in Tasmania, but are restricted in distribution because many alpine 

areas have had a history of fire. Many species, especially conifers, are very slow to recover from 

fire. The alpine conifers are the most frost hardy species in Tasmania. They are also able to cope 

with heavy snowfall with less damage due to their more flexible branches. Tasmanian alpine 

conifers include the creeping pine (Microcachrys tetragona), the cheshunt pine (Diselma archeri), 

King Billy pine (Athrotaxis selaginoides) and the pencil pine (Athrotaxis cupressoides). Looking after 

alpine plants The greatest threat to alpine plants is fire. Most species take several decades or even 

centuries to recover from a burn. Some unfortunately are permanently removed. About one-third of 

the Tasmanian highlands have been damaged by fires in the last two centuries. One of the reasons 

there is a fuel stove only policy in place across the World Heritage Area is to protect the fragile 

alpine ecosystems from damage created by wood collection and open fires. Soil in the alpine zone is 

highly organic and fires often burn the peat itself.  

Step carefully  

Trampling is another threat, particularly to wet moorland, alpine shrublands and herbfields. In some 

situations fewer than 30 people walking over the same route through an alpine area can kill the 

plants and create a visible pathway through the vegetation. Recovery of the pads can take many 

years or even decades, and in some situations deep erosion gullies can be created where surface 

water begins to flow along these paths. It is recommended that bushwalkers stick to the tracks and 

camp in designated camping areas.  

 



Common Alpine Plants 

 

Richea scoparia 

Scoparia is a species of flowering plant in the 
family Ericaceae. It is endemic 
to Tasmania, Australia[1] where it is an 
abundant plant of mountains. 

Description 

R. scoparia is a compact, often rounded shrub 
branching mostly from the base and which can 
grow to 2 metres high. Branches are clothed 
with stiff, curved, sharp pointed, awl shaped 
leaves. The plant is spiny to touch and can 
make impenetrable thickets where it is 
common. The flowers are sought out by wallabies to eat.[2] The inflorescence is a dense terminal 
raceme of red or occasionally pink or creamy white flowers borne at the end of the branches in 
spring giving each bush the appearance of a candle covered plant.  

The Southern Snow Skink’s contribution The key role which the Southern Snow Skink plays in the 

pollination of the alpine scoparia (Richea scoparia) is another enthralling example of mutual benefits 

being received as part of the mating game. In order to protect its stamens and stigmas against torrid 

alpine conditions the flowers surrounds its delicate reproductive parts with a fused petal capsule. In 

doing so, it restricts access by seed dispersers and insect pollinators. During summer, the mature 

flowers produce large amounts of nectar which worryingly remains trapped within the capsule. 

Slithering to the rescue is the Southern Snow Skink which aggressively tears apart the capsule in 

order to satisfy its voracious appetite for the nectar. With the floral parts finally exposed, the 

opportunistic pollinating insects can do their job and its seeds can subsequently be dispersed. 

 

Tasmanian cushion plants  

Cushion plants are low growing, highly compact, woody, 
spreading mats that can grow up to 3 m in diameter, located 
mainly on the island of Tasmania. These mats are made up of 
tightly packed stems that grow at the same rate so that no 
apical rosettes protrude above the rest. Cushion plant sheets 
are usually a mosaic of three or four species The 
term cushion plant refers to a characteristic growth habit 
adopted by various species from a range of families in order 
to adapt to alpine and subalpine environments and areas of 
high latitude. They are adapted to grow in low nutrient areas and typically have deep taproots. 
Cushion plants are very slow growing and do not grow high above ground; mounds typically remain 
under 30 cm high. Underneath the living surface of the cushion, the plants either allow dead leaves 
to persist or produce non-photosynthetic material, resulting in an insulating effect. 

Floristics of Tasmanian cushion plant community 

Six families, including seven species, of cushion plants occur in Tasmania, and one additional family 
and species occur on Macquarie Island 

Evolution 

The cushion plant is an example of convergent evolution. Unrelated species from a number of 
different families on separate continents have evolved the cushion form in order to adapt to similarly 
harsh environments. 
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Pterygopappus lawrencei and Dracophyllum 
minimum growing together, Cradle Mountain Lake Saint 
Clair National Park,Tasmania. Photographer: Kinara 
Johnson. 

 

 

 

Azorella 
macquariensis cushion 

plant on Macquarie 
Island. 

Ecosystem function 

Cushion plants have been shown to be a keystone species in the ecosystem in which they occur. 
For example, Azorella macquariensis is the only cushion-forming plant that occurs on Macquarie 
Island and it plays a vital role in the ecosystem as it makes up the major structural component 
of feldmark vegetation on the island (Threatened Species Section, 2012). Cushion plants are also 
often considered "nurse species", as their presence is necessary in order for many other alpine 
species to become established. Cushion plants have been found to enhance species richness in 
areas with inherent impoverished local diversity (Cavieres et al. 2014). This effect is due to their low 
and compact growth form that alleviates severe alpine conditions (Cavieres et al. 2014). 

Several Tasmanian cushion species have been found to have a surface temperature up to 10 °C 
greater than the ambient temperatures (Gibson, 1988). The warmer temperatures allow the plants to 
continue to photosynthesize and grow in conditions that would otherwise inhibit such productivity. 
This substantially extends the growing season. In addition, a combination of the insulating properties 
of past growth under the surface of the cushion plants and the peaty soils in which they grow 
prevents temperatures around the roots dropping below -1 °C, which stops the roots from freezing 
(Gibson, 1988). Surrounding plants species have adapted to not only benefit, but rely on these 
conditions the cushion plants provide in order to survive and grow, and are restricted to habitats in 
which cushions are present. 

Threats 

Three Tasmanian cushion plant species are listed as "under threat":: Veronica 
ciliolata (subspecies fiordensis), Azorella macquariensis and Colobanthus pulvinatus. 

Tasmanian endemic species, Veronica ciliolata subspecies fiordensis, is listed as vulnerable under 
both the Threatened Species Protection Act 1995 and the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999.[2] The total population of mature individuals is estimated to be from 1500 to 
2000 (Threatened Species Section, 2009). Threats include: 

• Ski field expansion and other inappropriate development of the Ben Lomond plateau, in 
which the population is restricted, 

• Climate change and an increase in temperatures that may negatively affect this species if 
suitable alpine habitat within possible dispersal range diminishes 

• Stochastic events including landslides, drought, pathogens and inadvertent damage. The 
species' low range has made it particularly vulnerable if such events occur. 

Azorella macquariensis, which is endemic to Macquarie Island, is listed as endangered under the 
Threatened Species Protection Act 1995 and Critically Endangered under the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999.[3] Since 2008, this species has encountered 
substantial dieback and has had a catastrophic decline in population size (Threatened Species 
Section, 2012). The cause of the dieback is unknown and under investigation. Once dead, the 
cushions may erode and as a result could have adverse impacts on the rest of feldmark vegetation 
due to its vital structural role in the ecosystem. Potential factors that threaten Azorella 
macquariensis include: 
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• Feldmark vegetation has been identified to be at risk to a change in climate if temperatures 
increase, drier soil conditions, less rainfall and increased frosts occur (Pendlebury & Barnes- 
Keoghan, 2007). 

• The introduction of an alien species such as a plant, vertebrate, invertebrate or pathogen, could 
have detrimental effects on the species, either directly, through infection or competition, or 
indirectly, through habitat degradation (Threatened Species Section, 2012). 

Colobanthus pulvinatus is listed as rare under the Threatened Species Protection Act 1995. 

 

Pineapple Grass Astelia alpina 

Astelia alpina called pineapple grass, silver astelia, 

or perching lily is a commonly found species in alpine and 

subalpine areas of Tasmania and the Australian Alps.[1] It is 

a perennial herb that typically dominates its environment by 

growing in dense clusters, called mats, in alpine bogs.[2] There 

are two subspecies: Astelia alpina var. novae 

hollandiae from New South Walesand Victoria and Astelia 

alpina var. alpina endemic to Tasmania.[3] Both subspecies 

appear very similar to each other.[4] The species was originally 

described by Robert Brown.[5] 

Description 

Pineapple grass has green leaves with silvery, hairy undersides, appearing similar to the vegetative 

leaves of a pineapple plant. The leaves up to 30 cm long, 2–3 cm wide, tapering to a point at the 

end.[6] Leaves are stiff and have recurved margins.[5] The lower surface is covered with many fine 

white hairs, called trichomes, while the upper surface is green with the occasional hair. When 

viewed under the microscope, each trichome has a base of two glandular cells that stains 

dark.[3] Flowers are small and white-green. When present at the base of the leaves, fruits are red 

ovals about 12mm long, fleshy, and edible.[5][6] The male panicle has 10-60 flowers, while the female 

panicle has a maximum of 30 flowers.[7] 

Taxonomy 

The word Astelia comes from Greek, where "a" means without and "stele" means trunk, referring to 

the very small stem and style. Alpinus comes from Latin, in reference to its preferred habitat. It is 

normally known as pineapple grass because its vegetative growth looks like pineapple leaves, but 

has also been called silver astelia, perching lily, and very rarely, artichoke.[8]Despite its common 

name, pineapple grass is not a grass, and is more closely related to the lilies.[2] Based on the current 

taxonomy for Asteliaceae, Astelia alpina's closest relatives include A. subulata, A. solandri, A. 

grandis, A. nervosa, A. chathamica, and A. fragrans.[3] More recent genetic studies, however, 

indicate that the current taxonomy is not monophyletic, and reclassification is required. This 

classification suggests that A. alpina var. alpina is as closely related to A. 

alpina var. novaehollandiaeas it is to A. papuana, A. linearis var. linearis, A. subulata, and A. 

linearis var. novae-zelandiae. It is also closely related to A. hemichrysa, but a major branch point 

exists separating it from the other species of Astelia.[9] 

Reproduction 

Flowers appear on pineapple grass in summer on structures called racemes.[2] The plant 

is dioecious, meaning it has separate male and female flowers. Like other species of Astelia, which 

grow in areas that are moist and humid, the ovary is full of mucilage, which is thought to function in 

pollen transmittance.[10] Humans can facilitate asexual reproduction by breaking apart mature 

clumps and planting them separately.[2] Males produce more flowers and inflorescences than 

females.[1] 

Distribution and habitat Astelia alpina at the summit of Mount Wellington, Tasmania. 
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Pineapple grass is commonly found in the subalpine and alpine areas of Tasmania and the 
Australian Alps.[2] In these habitats, plants must be tough to survive the harsh wind exposure, hot 
sun in summer, and freezing in winter.[4] The Tasmanian species typically dominates alpine 
sedgeland and is found on all mountains in Tasmania. It prefers moist soils, and often occurs 
together with the coral fern (Gleichenia alpina), and other alpine plants including Empodisma 
minus, Carpha alpina, and Restio australis.[11] 

Ecology 

Astelia alpina is often a pioneer species following fires in alpina areas.[12] Alpine herbland and 
sedgeland is typically dominated by Astelia alpina 10–20 years after a fire, a community that 
generally replaces deciduous and coniferous heath.[13] Western alpine sedgeland in Tasmania is 
less dependent on fire to exist than sedgelands in eastern Tasmania.[11] It has a variable form and 
dominance depending on location and habitat  

Conservation 

This species is not considered to be at risk in the wild.[2] The community it dominates, alpine 
sedgeland, is classified as Highland Treeless Vegetation, which is most threatened by fires, and 
pressures associated with bushwalkers.[14] 

Uses and cultivation 

Pineapple grass is not widely cultivated, but the berries are edible. It prefers high altitude conditions 
with wet soil and plenty of light. If it is being grown at low altitudes, it is more suited to colder 
climates.[2] Seed collection from native plants is possible.[4] The 1889 book 'The Useful Native Plants 
of Australia records that "The fruit is sweet, and the bases of the leaves are eaten". 

 

 

King Billy Pine Athrotaxis Selaginoides 

Description 

Trees to 30 m tall and 150 cm dbh, usually with a 

single straight trunk but often twisted and 

sometimes multistemmed in open sites; forms a 

krummholz at alpine elevations. Bark orange-red, 

slightly furrowed, exfoliating in long strips, soft and 

spongy. Crown in forest trees very onical, strongly 

resembling the crowns of young Sequoiadendron, 

which this species strongly resembles in 

architecture and in bark characters. Foliage-

bearing twigs numerous, mostly alternate, 

spreading, covered with stiff, spreading leaves; 

ultimate branchlets thick, variable in length, mostly persistent. Leaves helically arranged in ranks of 

5, 7-18 × 3-4 mm, decurrent at base but spreading abruptly from the twig, keeled, apex acute and 

incurved; yellow-green; stomata primarily in two bands on the adaxial face. Pollen cones terminal, 

the bases surrounded by dwarfed leaves, 4-5 mm long, yellow turning brown, comprised of ca. 15 

helically arranged narrow-triangular microsporophylls on short pedicels. Seed cones terminal, 

solitary, on a peduncle 2-3 mm. long, globose, 15-25 mm diameter, orange turning brown, opening 

widely at maturity; scales 20-30, helically arranged, thin-woody, triangular. Seeds 40-60 per cone, 

obovate, 2-3 mm long, with 2 narrow wings (Farjon 2010; pers. obs. in Tasmania, March 2015). 

Distribution 

Australia: Tasmania: in mountain regions of the central plateau, extending almost to the West coast 
(Newbury [no date]), at 400-1120 m elevation (Farjon 2010). Highly detailed maps of the species' 
distribution, including inventory of dieback areas, have been prepared by the Tasmania Parks & 
Wildlife Service, but appear not to have been published (on display at Cradle Mountain visitor 
center, March 2015). 
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A. selaginoides is usually found on wet, talus or peat soils from transitional forests at elevations 
above Eucalyptuswoodland, on up into the alpine; it generally has predominance at lower elevations 
compared to Athrotaxis cupressoides, with which it commonly shares subalpine habitat. Other 
common associates include Nothofagus cunninghamii, N. gunnii, Richea scoparia, R. 
pandanifolia, Diselma archeri, Pherosphaera hookeriana, Phyllocladus aspleniifolius, and various 
species of Eucalyptus, Atherosperma, Telopea, Orites, and Melaleuca (Farjon 2010). The species is 
primarily associated with the Athrotaxis selaginoides-Nothofagus gunnii short rainforest, Athrotaxis 
selaginoides rainforest, and Athrotaxis selaginoides subalpine scrub vegetation communities; it is 
also a component of the alpine coniferous heathland, Athrotaxis cupressoides rainforest, highland 
low rainforest and scrub, highland rainforest scrub with dead Athrotaxis selaginoides, Lagarostrobos 
franklinii rainforest and scrub, and Nothofagus gunnii rainforest and scrub vegetation communities 
(Kitchener and Harris 2013). 

King Billy Pine has been listed as endangered under Australia's Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act of 1999 (Porfirio et al. 2014), and is on the index of threatened 
Australian plant species. The species does not get along well with humans, as shown by its 
responses to fire and climate change. 

This is one of the least fire-adapted conifers and tends to disappear from the landscape in areas 
subject to fire. The fire regime during the early phases of European settlement of Tasmania (1897-
98 was a particularly extreme event) resulted in loss of large areas of rainforest and alpine 
vegetation within the species' range (Marsden-Smedley 1998; Kirkpatrick and Dickinson 1984a, 
1984b, as cited by Cullen 1991). It has been estimated that 30% of former A. selaginoides forest has 
been lost to fire (Brown 1988, cited by Kitchener and Harris 2013). As an example, Athrotaxis 
selaginoides–Nothofagus gunnii short rainforest once covered most of the east-facing slopes 
between Mount Dundas and Mount Read, but nearly half of these stands have been burnt 
(Kitchener and Harris 2013). 

How it got its name 

The species was named for King Billy, also known as William Lanne (c.1835-1869), commonly 

described as the last full-blooded male Tasmanian native (McFarlane 2006, Tasmania Parks & 

Wildlife Service 2008), although some living Tasmanian natives dispute this. The Tasmanian 

settlers, who were predominately from the British Isles, committed one of the earliest recorded 

intentional acts of genocide toward the Tasmanian natives, attempting to exterminate them utterly 

during the Black War (ca. 1825-1832), and arguably succeeding; all living Tasmanians are of mixed 

aboriginal and European descent, and much of their culture, including their native languages, have 

been lost. The people responsible for this war were in large measure convicts, sent to Tasmania by 

the British authorities for criminal acts, including in many cases the political crime of supporting Irish 

independence from Britain. "King Billy" was (and is) the disrespectful Irish Catholic name for William 

III of England, who did much to maintain the Protestant Ascendancy in Ireland, which for a long time 

was the principal instrument of British oppression of Irish Catholics. Thus the term "King Billy", 

applied to William Lanne, simultaneously conveyed the Tasmanian colonists' low opinion of both 

native Tasmanians and their British gaolers. I have not been able to find an explanation of why the 

name was applied to this species, but I have a suspicion that it was founded upon the lumber. 

Timber from King Billy pine superficially resembles that of Huon pine (Lagarostrobos franklinii), and 

the two species occur together. Huon pine has one of the most superior softwood lumbers in the 

world - beautiful, easily worked, strong, and highly decay-resistant. During the colonial period, 

logging of Huon pine was an important industry in Tasmania, continuing until it led to the commercial 

extirpation of the species. A tree of A. selaginoides in a Huon pine forest would have been an object 

of contempt due to its inferior timber, and thus the name "King Billy pine" may have been applied by 

the loggers to convey that feeling for the tree. 

Lanne died on 3 March 1869 from a combination of cholera and dysentery. Following his death, 
Lanne's body was dismembered and used for scientific purposes. An argument broke out between 
the Royal College of Surgeons of England and the Royal Society of Tasmania over who should 
possess his remains. A member of the English College of Surgeons named William Crowther, 
applied to the government for permission to send the skeleton to the Royal College of Surgeons in 
London, but his request was denied.[1] 
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Nonetheless, Crowther managed to break into the morgue where Lanne's body was kept and 
decapitated the corpse, removed the skin and inserted a skull from a white body into the black 
skin.[2] The Tasmanian Royal Society soon discovered Crowther's work, and decided to thwart any 
further attempts to collect "samples" by amputating the hands and feet. Lanne was then buried in 
this state. 

Because he was accused of the theft of Lanne's head (and the illicit use of another white person's 
head), Crowther's honorary appointment as surgeon at the Colonial Hospital was terminated. Yet in 
1869, the Council of the Royal College of Surgeons awarded him a gold medal and the first 
Fellowship of the College ever awarded to an Australian.[1] Crowther later became Premier of 
Tasmania. Crowther claimed that, because Lanne had lived much of his life within the European 
community, his brain had exhibited physical changes, demonstrating "the improvement that takes 
place in the lower race when subjected to the effects of education and civilisation. 

Oldest 

One tree-ring chronology collected in the Cradle Mountains, probably based on live tree material, is 
777 years long (International Tree-Ring Data Bank). Dendrochronological analyses have found, from 
cross sections of logged trees, establishment dates as early as 1695. Adjoining older trees are not 
datable due to rot (Ogden 1985). 

Ethnobotany 

The Tasmania Regional Forest Agreement finds that the species is currently used primarily as 
"craftwood", noting that "King Billy pine is a slow-maturing species too scarce to allow sustained 
harvest of commercial quantities. Most demand is being met by substitutes. Salvaged timber is 
being used only for high-value products" (Commonwealth of Australia 1999). 

Those who can find it, will find the timber "very lightweight. The 
sapwood is yellow, heartwood is pink to reddish brown. It is very 
soft, fine textured with close prominent growth rings and is easily 
split. Seasons very readily with little shrinkage or distortion. It is 
very durable and rot resistant. It planes and cuts very well. 
Because of its softness it bruises easily. It has good bending 
properties. Uses: Boat building, joinery, shingles, sounding 
boards in musical instruments, vats. It can be turned, but 
because of its softness, it tears on end grain" (Newbury [no 
date]). 

Waldheim, a historically significant lodge at Cradle Mountain 
National Park, was built of A. selaginoides by Gustav 
Weindorfer, an Austrian immigrant who played a key role in the 
protection and preservation of Cradle Mountain. The original 
structure was built in phases in the 1920's and 1930's and was 
derelict when restoration efforts began in the 1980's; 
accordingly, an accurate replica was built on the site, and is 
shown here. 

 

Pencil Pine Athrotaxis cupressoides 

Taxonomic notes  

No synonyms. Type locale is simply "Van Diemen's Land" (Tasmania), as collected by Ronald 
Campbell Gunn (1808-1881), pioneering Tasmanian botanist. Gunn was a busy fellow in 1838, 
finding time for a visit to Flinders Island with Sir John Franklin (who had founded the Tasmanian 
Society for the Study of Natural Science during the previous year) while holding down a job as 
assistant police superintendent in Hobart, so it is difficult to say where this specimen was likely to 
have been collected; but in 1840 in the company of Joseph Dalton Hooker, both Gunn and Hooker 
collected it on the Pine River in the Central Highlands. At the time, this would have been the easiest 
place to find the species; with the exception of Mt. Field, another plausible type locality, the rest of 
the species' range appears as white space on an 1837 map of Tasmania. It may be that since the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Lanne#cite_note-times-2
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Lanne#cite_note-Davies-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Premier_of_Tasmania
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Premier_of_Tasmania
http://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/paleo/ftp-treering.html
https://www.conifers.org/refs/ogden85.htm
http://www.rfa.gov.au/rfa/tas/raa/soceco/ch6_4.html
https://www.conifers.org/refs/newbury_nd.htm
https://www.conifers.org/refs/newbury_nd.htm
http://www.parks.tas.gov.au/indeX.aspX?base=2862
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Tasmania#/media/File:1837_Dower_Map_of_Van_Dieman%27s_Land_or_Tasmania_-_Geographicus_-_Tazmania-dower-1837.jpg


visiting Hooker was the son of W. J. Hooker, one of the most prominent botanists of the day, Gunn 
was likely taking Hooker on a tour of Tasmanian botany and would have wanted to show him this, 
one of Gunn's more notable discoveries (inference based on Gunn's biography by Burns and Skemp 
[1966], and on collection records HO2846 and HO2849 at the Australia Virtual Herbarium). 

Description 

Trees to 20 m tall and 100 cm dbh, single or multi-
stemmed, with a conical crown that becomes 
irregular with age; may also form a krummholz or 
layer or sucker to form a multistemmed clone. Bark 
light brown, flaky, fibrous, becoming furrowed with 
age, exfoliating in long thin strips. Foliage 
branchlets numerous, mostly alternate, spreading, 
forming roughly globose foliar units 20-40 cm 
diameter. Leaves helically arranged on twigs in 5 
ranks, on terminal twigs 3-6 × 2-3 mm, fused at 
base, decurrent, imbricate, appressed, the visible 

part keeled, rhombic-oblong; margins thin hyaline, apex obtuse; usually with widely spaced stomata 
in two faint bands. Pollen cones terminal, solitary, othe base surrounded by shortened leaves 3-5 
mm long, yellowish turning brown, comprised of 10-15 helically arranged broad-triangular 
microsporophylls. Seed cones terminal, solitary, globose, 10-16 mm diameter, pale green turning 
brown, each composed of 10-15 helically arranged scales; opening slightly upon maturity, typically 
retained on the tree for about one additional year. Scales woody at maturity, each with a centrally-
depressed apex bearing a recurved, acute bract tip; lower surface rough and wrinkled, upper 
surface striated. Seeds 20-30 per cone, obovate, 1.5-2 mm long with 2 wings each ca. 1 mm wide 
(Farjon 2010 and field observations, 2015). Cotyledons 2, germination epigeal" (Silba 1986).  

Distribution and Ecology  

Australia: W. Tasmania, montane to subalpine (700-1,300 m 
elevation) on peaty or wet-rocky soils, commonly 
with Sphagnum cristatum, Gleichenia alpina, Leucopogon 
hookeri, Restio australis, Gymnoschoenus sphaerocephalus, 
Orites acicularis, Richea scoparia, Richea pandanifolia, 
Nothofagus gunnii, Astelia alpina, Diselma 
archeri, Pherosphaera hookeriana, Athrotaxis selaginoides, 
and Eucalyptus coccifera; at lower altitudes, often 
with Nothofagus cunninghamii and Phyllocladus 
aspleniifolius (Farjon 2010). The species is primarily 
associated with the Athrotaxis cupressoides open woodland, 
Athrotaxis cupressoides-Nothofagus gunnii short rainforest, 
and Athrotaxis cupressoides rainforest vegetation 
communities; it is also a component of the eastern alpine sedgeland, Athrotaxis selaginoides 
subalpine scrub, subalpine Leptospermum nitidum woodland, Athrotaxis selaginoides-Nothofagus 
gunnii short rainforest, Athrotaxis selaginoides rainforest, and Nothofagus gunnii rainforest and 
scrub vegetation communities (Kitchener and Harris 2013). Hardy to Zone 8 (cold hardiness limit 
between -12.1°C and -6.7°C) (Bannister and Neuner 2001). 

A. cupressoides regenerates from seed, and also vegetatively, through root suckers; this is most 
commonly seen in dense forest stands and in bogs. Exclosure experiments and field observations 
show that seedlings, suckers and adult foliage are heavily grazed by introduced placental and native 
marsupial mammals (Cullen and Kirkpatrick 1988). Native populations are also showing signs of a 
dieback likely caused by an introduced strain of Phytophthora (Farjon 2010). 

"At the upper limit of tree growth in western Tasmania, often above the 
regional Eucalyptus timberline, are scattered stands of the endemic pencil pine. The stands occur 
beside tarns and on the damp shady backwalls of cirques, where the ice lingered in the waning 
phases of the last glacial period, and snow accumulates each winter. The regional hazard, fire, 
rarely penetrates these cool rainy heights and some of the trees are over a thousand years old... 
The old trees carry poor cone crops, seedlings are almost absent, and the distribution and structure 
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of the populations suggest that regeneration is rare and periodic... I envisage pencil pine as a 
species expanding its range during the cold variable climate of Pleistocene Tasmania and currently 
'sitting out' the Holocene in scattered stands above timberline. Such stands have been present 
throughout their current range on Mount Field for the last thousand years, but the altitudinal locus of 
regeneration appears to have shifted. Gradual migrations have occurred and local 'even-aged' 
stands developed. Great longevity allows the species to track environmental variability on a scale of 
centuries, regenerating mainly in those periods when favourable combinations of circumstances 
permit" (Ogden 1985). 

The principal themes of Ogden's (1985) assessment have lately been reiterated with a new spin 
featuring climate change and more data-rich analyses. In 1960–1961, human-ignited wildfires during 
an extremely dry summer caused the loss of approximately ca. 10% of the geographic extent of A. 
cupressoides, with little regeneration in the aftermath. Work by Holz et al. (2014) has found that fire 
frequency did not vary following the arrival of European settlers, and that A. 
cupressoidespopulations were able to persist under a regime of low-to-mid severity fires prior to the 
1960 fires. However, the 1960 fires were of greater severity than previous fires, and the consequent 
loss of A. cupressoides has been largely irreversible due to high fuel loading in postfire vegetation 
communities that are dominated by resprouting shrubs; thus, a fundamental transition to a more fire-
prone community. Holz et al. (2014) suggest that the feedback between regeneration failure and 
increased flammability will be further exacerbated by a warmer and drier climate, restricting A. 
cupressoides to only the most fireproof environments. This prediction was validated in 2015-2016, 
which produced the driest year on record (about 80% of the previous minimum in 1960-1961), along 
with a spate of wildfires that were highly destructive of A. cupressoides, although less so than the 
1960-1961 fires (Turner 2016). 

This species forms the habitat of the pencil pine moth, Dirce aesiodora, the larvae of which feed only 
upon A. cupressoides foliage (and which closely resemble A. cupressoides twigs). 

Oldest 

Over 1000 years (cited in Ogden 1985). 

Ethnobotany 

Due to its high-elevation habitat and remote growth, it has always had negligible usage, and any use 
by aboriginal peoples is unrecorded. It is occasionally seen in craftwood, and occasionally (or rarely) 
in horticulture. 

Observations 

This species is uncommon even in botanical gardens and arboreta. It can be readily seen at the 
principal National Parks within its range, of which the most accessible and probably the most 
remarkable is Cradle Mountain National Park. The hike up Cradle Mountain will show you alpine 
settings of A. cupressoides and local individuals of A. x laxifolia. I also recommend a visit to Mount 
Field National Park, where the Shelf Tarns walk is one of the best places to see very old specimens 
of A. cupressoides, including a facinating old forest with many krummholz trees and evidence of 
major fires. The walk will also turn up occasional A. x laxifolia in various places. 

 

 

Fagus Nothofagus gunnii (also known as 
Deciduous Beech) 

Fagus is a small tree, usually growing up to 2 metres. 
It is Tasmania’s only deciduous tree, and has a superb 
autumn display. Best known as fagus (full name 
Nothofagus gunnii), the deciduous beech turns a 
spectacular range of autumn colours, from rust red 
through to brilliant gold, during late April and May. 
Some 100 million years ago, when the forerunners of 
Nothofagus first appeared, Tasmania was part of the 
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supercontinent of Gondwana. As Gondwana began to split, Nothofagus (or Southern Beech) was 
common in what would later become South America, New Zealand, Antarctica, Australia and their 
near neighbours. In fact it is the present distribution of Nothofagus that first suggested to scientists 
that these landmasses might once have been joined. The species of Nothofagus most closely 
related to fagus are found in South America and New Zealand, strongly supporting the suggestion 
that Tasmania was formerly linked to those landmasses. Losing leaves in autumn was a response to 
long dark winters. The leaves were unable to photosynthesise due to the lack of sunlight, so the 
trees shut down until spring. But as Gondwana split and Australia drifted northward on its own, the 
winters became lighter. Other groups of plants, including eucalypts, started to dominate a drier, 
sunnier Australia. Some of these plants tolerate winter cold by developing small, waxy leaves like 
those of snow gums and other alpine plants. Only in the remote, wet highland areas of Tasmania - 
where losing leaves is still a good defence against winter frosts and snow - has the fagus survived.  

Why leaves change colour 

Deciduousness - the seasonal losing of leaves - is brought 
on by a combination of weather and plant chemistry. During 
warmer months chlorophyll in the leaves not only helps 
convert sunlight into sugar, it also gives the leaves their 
green colouring. But as days shorten, chlorophyll starts to 
break down and another pigment called anthocyanin takes 
over. It is this pigment which gives autumn leaves their 
colour. Eventually, as the leaves cease to take up any 
further nutrient, they fall to the ground, Fagus Nothofagus 
gunnii PLANTS returning precious minerals to the soil 

which will feed the new growth next spring. Anthocyanin affects some other Australian plants in a 
different way. Such as the autumn-like colours that occur in the bark of snow gums (Eucalyptus 
coccifera). The same pigment occurs in the bark of these snow gums as in the leaves of deciduous 
trees. 

Buttongrass Moorland - A unique habitat 

What is buttongrass moorland? 

 

Buttongrass moorland is low vegetation dominated by sedges 
(grass-like plants) and heaths and usually growing in poorly drained 
sites. The most typical species is commonly known as ‘buttongrass’ 
(Gymnoschoenus sphaerocephalus). Buttongrass is a member of 
the sedge family – Cyperaceae. Buttongrass moorlands occupy 
some of the most nutrient poor situations to be found in the world 
and are one of the most fire-adapted ecosystems to have evolved. 

Where does Buttongrass moorland grow? 

Buttongrass is very common in western Tasmania. It also occurs in 
other areas of south eastern Australia (South Australia, Victoria, 
New South Wales) though it is less common there than in 
Tasmania. In Tasmania buttongrass moorlands occupy more than 
one million hectares, approximately one seventh of the island. It is 

the most common vegetation type in many parts of the west and south west of the State where 
annual rainfall exceeds 1000 mm. While it does occur in eastern Tasmania it is confined to creek 
lines and depressions. 

Two easily accessible locations to see buttongrass moorlands are The Lyell Highway where it 
intersects Cradle Mountain - Lake St Clair National Park and the Strathgordon Road within 
the Southwest National Park. 
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Important habitat 

Hidden within the buttongrass moorlands are countless animals and insects busily finding food and 
shelter. Bennetts wallabies, wombats, ground parrots, burrowing crayfish, frogs, lizards and 
grasshoppers are just a few of the creatures that live here. Stop and take a close look and you may 
be surprised by what you find! 

A step back in time.... 

Many of the species of our modern day buttongrass moorlands have ancestors dating back at least 
to the late Cretaceous (up to 60 million years ago). The most primitive species in the flora include 
the club mosses Lycopodium (e.g. L. laterale), and Selaginella (S. uliginosa) and the fern Gleichenia 
(G. dicarpa and G. alpina). The club moss species are now tiny in comparison to their giant 
ancestors and no longer dominate the swampland flora in the way that they did 300 million years 
ago. 
Plants closely resembling the fern Gleichenia are present in fossil deposits dating back to the early 
Cretaceous. Interestingly the heaths and buttongrass moorlands have a close resemblance to those 
of the Fynbos in the Cape Province of South Africa. 

There was a land connection between South Africa and Australia until the mid-cretaceous, which 
meant that until that time the areas shared many of the same plant species. After the break up of 
these continents both retained a Mediterranean climate which helped to promote a parallel evolution 
of the flora. There is consequently still much similarity in the plants of both regions including the cord 
rushes (Restionaceae), the she-oaks (Casuarinaceae) and the proteas (Proteaceae). 

Surviving in a harsh environment 

Buttongrass moorland is most extensive in very wet situations with poor drainage on nutrient poor 
rock types such as quartzite. So, how do buttongrass moorland plants manage to survive such 
extremes? Moorland plants have a range of strategies. Some, like the cord rushes, are rhizomatous. 
The rhizomes (running stems) grow at the soil surface where they are close to the air and can be 
above the water table. 

The sedges, such as buttongrass, are tufted plants and over time develop quite dense and tall stools 
from which the leaves grow. These tufts are elevated above the water-table. The shrubby paper 
barks (Melaleuca) have a spongy-corky tissue at the base of the stem that maintains air close to the 
root system. Plants such as the sundews (Drosera) and fairy’s aprons (Utricularia) supplement their 
nutrients with nitrogen obtained by capturing and digesting tiny animals. 
Animals also contribute to the improvement of the nutrition and oxygenation of the soils. Of 
particular note are the burrowing crayfish that turn the soil and increase oxygen while digging their 
large burrows. 

The effect of fire 

 

The plants within buttongrass moorland are highly flammable 
and most sites have a frequent and relatively recent fire history. 
The leaves of moorlands plants are woody and sometimes 
contain oils. Dead leaves remain on the plants well above the 
wet ground. This fine, dead plant material dries very quickly. 
Therefore there are relatively few days in the year when 
buttongrass moorland is too wet to burn, despite high rainfall. 
Most often it is people who start moorland fires. Lighting is 
rarely the cause of large moorland fires as it is usually followed 
immediately by rain. 
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Bouncing back after a burn 

Most of the plant species in moorland recover very quickly after fire. Cord rushes, sedges and 
shrubs simply resprout from leaf bases, roots or the bases of the stems after fire. However a few 
species are killed by fire and rely on seed to regenerate. Burrowing crayfish aerate the soil in 
moorlands Wombats can be found in buttongrass moorlands Typically the seeds of moorland plants 
are protected from the fire in woody capsules on the plants or within the soil. The plants that rely on 
seed tend to be quick to reach maturity and flower within two or three years of the fire. Frequent fires 
maintain the vegetation as moorland as it kills any invading forest species. It also depletes the 
nutrients at the site and makes it difficult for trees to grow as they require more nutrients than many 
of the moorland plants.  

 

Wildlife 

Wombats are plentiful throughout the park. Walk on any of the boardwalks and you are likely to spot the 

tell tale sign of the cube-shaped dung. A visit to any of these places at dusk or dawn is probably going to 

lead to wombat sightings (they are nocturnal and crepuscular), but you will need to visit the meadows 

below Waldheim Cabins for 'guaranteed' viewing. 

Common Wombat 

Vombatus ursinus 
Also known as the course-haired wombat, the common wombat is the largest burrowing mammal and 
the second largest marsupial averaging 90-115 cm (35-45 in.) in length. Its solitary, nocturnal nature 
makes the wombat a rare sight for people in the wild. 

1. The common wombat’s hairless nose, smaller ears, rounder head, and longer fur distinguishes it from 
hairy-nosed species of wombats. Resembling a small bear, the common wombat has coarse, bristle-like 
fur that ranges in color from sandy hues to darker browns and blacks. Wombats walk with a 
waddle. Although they look pudgy and slow, wombats can run up to 25 miles per hour and maintain that 
speed for a minute and a half. 
 

Preferring wet, forested areas with slopes (for good burrow 
drainage), common wombats inhabit the southeastern coastal 
regions of Australia, including eastern New South Wales, 
eastern and southern Victoria, southeastern South Australia, 
and the whole of Tasmania. 

Wombats are territorial animals. They mark their home range 
by grunting at intruders, rubbing their scent on trees, and 
scattering cube-shaped droppings. The unique shape of their 
dung helps keep the markings in place around their territory. 

With a tough barrel-like body, short powerful legs, and long flat 
claws, the wombat walks with a shuffling gait but is extremely 
adept at tunneling. A common wombat may have up to twelve 
burrows in its home range with three to four main burrows. A 

main burrow will house a network of subtunnels, which include multiple entrances and sleeping quarters. 

 
4. Most of the time, wombats remain in their burrows to stay out of the heat. However, they venture out at 

night and in cooler mornings and evenings to graze. Their diet consists of grass, shrubs, roots, bark, and 
moss. To accommodate their fibrous diet, their teeth grow on a continual basis to balance out the 
constant wear.  

5.  
4. They have cube-shaped poop. Wombat poop is square. They mark their territories by defecating, and it's 

thought that the shape of their poop keeps it from rolling away. Special bones in their backsides allow 
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them to squeeze and form their feces into cubes. Wombats have slow metabolisms. It takes a wombat 
up to 14 days to digest a meal. This slow metabolism helps them out in their hot and dry habitat. 

6.  
Wombats breed on a seasonal basis. Their mating 
is timed so that the most vegetation is available 
when the offspring is ready to be weaned. In that 
sense, the latitude and altitude of a wombat’s 
territory will determine the best time to mate. 
However, mating generally occurs in the winter 
months. 

1. Wombats’ gestation period is 20-30 days. Like all 
marsupials, babies continue their development in 
their mothers’ pouches. Wombat pouches face 
backwards, with the opening located towards the 
hind end, so that that dirt doesn’t get inside when 
burrowing. When a joey is born, it will crawl into 
the pouch and attach itself to a teat. The teat will then expand in the baby’s mouth, locking the joey in 
place. They have a backwards-facing pouch. Like other marsupials, wombats give birth to a tiny, 
underdeveloped baby that crawls into its mother's pouch to grow and develop further. But wombats' 
pouches have a special difference — they are positioned backwards, opening toward the mother's rear 
rather than her head. This allows her to dig without getting dirt in her pouch. 
 

The joey will remain in the pouch for 6-8 months and will fully mature at 2 years old. In the wild, wombats 
generally live around 5 years, but in captivity, their lifespan can reach as much as 30 years. 

There used to be giant wombats. An ancestor of todays wombats was a giant the size of a rhinoceros 
that lived during the ice age. 
 
Wombats have tough rumps. One of the wombat's primary 
defenses is its toughened backside, which is mostly made of 
cartilage. When threatened, a wombat dives headfirst into a 
tunnel, blocking the entrance with its rump. This sturdy 
rump, and lack of a significant tail, make it difficult for a 
predator to grab on. They're not as helpless as they 
look. Wombats defend home territories around their 
burrows and can become aggressive to intruders. There are 
reports of human injuries from wombat attacks, including 
puncture wounds from their claws, deep bites, and injuries 
from being bowled over by charging wombats. 
 

Macropods. Tasmania has three macropod species, the 

Forester (or Eastern Grey), Bennett's (or red-necked) wallaby, 

and the Tasmanian (or rufous bellied) pademelon. The latter 

two species are common around Cradle Mountain and should 

be pretty easy to see. Again, evening and night-time are the 

best times, but on cooler days they can often be seen around 

the meadows near Waldheim cabins and around the Lodge. 

https://animalfactguide.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/commonwombat.jpg


Echidnas. This is s great place to see the 

Tasmanian form of the short-beaked echidna, 

whose fur is so long that it almost covers the 

spines. The more wooded areas are best, such as 

one of the paths leading from the lodge, or on the 

walk from Waldheim to Dove Lake. Just keep 

listening for the rustling of leaves and then stand 

still, and before you know it the little chap will be 

waddling over to you, unaware of your presence. 

  

 

 

The Echidna has spines like a porcupine, a beak like a bird, a pouch like a kangaroo, and lays eggs like 
a reptile. Also known as spiny anteaters, they're small, solitary mammals native to Australia, Tasmania, 
and New Guinea. They're usually between 12 and 17 inches long and weigh between 4 and 10 pounds. 
 
Their spines are actually modified hairs. Echidnas' bodies (with the exception of their undersides, faces, 
and legs) are covered with 2-inch long spines. Fur between the spines provides insulation. 
 
Echidnas live slow and long. Echidnas have the lowest body temperature of any mammal, 32°C (89°F). 
Their body temperatures are not controlled in the same way as that of other mammals, and can fluctuate 
by up 6–8°C over the course of the day. Their long life spans — up to 50 years in captivity, with 
anecdotal reports of wild animals reaching 45 years — are due to their low body temperature and slow 
metabolism. 
 

Male echidnas have a bizarre, four-headed penis. You might wonder how you mate with a four-headed 
penis. During sex, two of the heads shut down while the other two grow bigger to fit into the female's 
two-branched reproductive tract. Males alternate the heads they use between matings. This one-sided 
ejaculation may play a role in sperm competition, as many males attempt to fertilize the same female. In 
another possible adaptation for sperm competition, echidna sperm form bundles that swim faster than 
individual sperm cells. 
 
Echidnas form mating trains. A strange process marks the start of echidna breeding season. Males line 
up nose to tail behind a single female, forming a train of up to a dozen individuals. Trains can last more 
than a month, with males dropping out and rejoining. When the female is finally ready to mate, the males 
dig a trench in the ground around her. The males compete for mating honors by pushing each other out 
of the trench. The last one remaining gets to mate with the female. 
Male echidnas may also mate with hibernating females. Males sometimes wake up from hibernation 
early and sneak into the burrows of still-hibernating females. This can result in female echidnas waking 
up from hibernation and finding themselves pregnant. 

Echidnas are egg-laying mammals. Along with the platypus, the echidna is a member of the 
monotremes, an order of egg-laying mammals found in Australia. After mating, a female echidna lays a 
single, soft-shelled, leathery egg, about the size of a dime, into her pouch. Ten days later, the baby 
echidna (called a puggle and smaller than a jelly bean) hatches. 
 
Echidnas are mammals without nipples. Like all mammals, echidnas feed their young milk. But they do it 
without nipples. Instead, female echidnas have special glands in their pouches called milk patches that 
secrete milk, which the puggle laps up. 
 
They are electroreceptive. Like the platypus, the echidna has an electroreceptive system. While the 
platypus has 40,000 electroreceptors on its bill, echidnas have only 400-2,000 electroreceptors on their 
snouts. 
 
They're toothless but make up for it with their tongues. At the end of their slender snouts, echidnas have 
tiny mouths and toothless jaws. They use their long, sticky tongues to feed on ants, termites, worms, and 
insect larvae. (The short-beaked echidna earned its scientific name, *Tachyglossus, *meaning "fast 
tongue," from its way of rapidly darting its 6-inch tongue in and out of its mouth to slurp up insects). 



Since they have no teeth, echidnas break their food down with hard pads located on the roof of the 
mouth and back of the tongue.  
 

Echidnas have unusual brains. The echidna has a very large brain 

for its body size. Part of this might be due to their enlarged 

neocortex, which makes up half of the echidna's brain (compare 

this to about 30 percent in most other mammals and 80 percent in 

humans).* *** 

It was long thought that echidnas didn't enter rapid eye movement 
(REM) sleep at all, the type of sleep associated with dreaming in 
humans. But recently researchers found echidnas will experience 
REM sleep if they're at the right temperature. They enter REM 

sleep at around 25 °C (77 °F), but not at higher or lower temperatures. 

They host the world's largest flea. *Bradiopsylla echidnae, the echidna flea, is thought to be the world's 
largest flea at 4 mm (0.15 inches) long.  

  

 

Platypus. There are plenty of places around the area to see platypuses, just be sure to be looking at first 

or last light. The short boardwalk around the stream next to Cradle Mountain Lodge is good, as is Dove 

Lake itself. At the lodge you should be able to get quite close, but it is likely to be pretty dark. At the lake 

look out for the distinctive circular ripples. However, don't expect to get close here as these animals are 

extremely sensitive to vibrations and will hear your approach from a long way off. If you walk to the edge 

of the rock outcrop on the eastern side of the lake you get good views right across the lake and I have 

seen several platypuses down below on the eastern shore. 

 

Devils and other carnivores. Cradle Mountain National Park has now reported cases of devil facial 
tumour disease and so the future of the wild population here is uncertain. However, it is still possible to 
see devils anywhere in the park, but it is far from guaranteed. Try spotlighting along the link road to the 
park or along the last couple of kms before the lake. For guaranteed sightings you will need to visit 
devils@cradle, just before the Lodge, or venture further out to Trowuna at Mole Creek. 

The same applies to quolls. Both the large Spot-tailed and the Eastern are present but seeing one in the 
wild is extremely unlikely on a short trip. 

http://www.australian-wildlife.com/Tasmanian%20devil-information.html
http://www.australian-wildlife.com/Tasmanian%20devil-information.html
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Tasmanian devils have a tendency to bite and nip each other on the face and neck during feeding and 

mating creating puncture wounds. It is believed that the virus is transmitted from one devil to another in this 

manner. 

 

What Happens once Infected? 

Once infected the animal quickly grows huge hideous looking tumours on its face and jaw which prevents it 

from eating. The poor creature either starves to death, because it can't eat or dies from organ failure once 

the cancer metastasises. The typical survival rate, once infected, is less than six months. 

 

Are Other Animals Affected? 

Only Tasmanian devils are susceptible to this disease. The disease has not been detected in any other 

animals. 

 
Known transmissible cancers as of March 2018 

• 2 in Tasmanian devils (1 species) 
• 3 in bivalves (5 species) 
• 1 in dogs (1 species) 

DFTD is passed from devil to devil through contact, including biting associated with copulation and fighting. 

The live tumour cells aren't rejected by the devil’s immune system because of the cancer’s ability to ‘hide’ 

from the immune system. 

 

The identification of a second type of DFTD highlights the importance of ongoing monitoring of wild 

populations and disease investigations as part of assisting the ongoing survival of the Tasmanian devil in the 

wild.  

DFTD 1 specifics: 

• First recorded 1996  
• Female origin  
• Evolving different strains  
• Spread throughout the state.  



  

DFTD 2 specifics:  

• First recorded 2014 
• So far only found in the Channel area 
• Male origin 

While there are differences between the two types of cancer, both DFTD 1 and 2 are contagious and fatal. 

Once infected, devils usually die within a few months of the cancer becoming visible. Sometimes the tumours 

grow inside the mouth and can push out teeth. This makes it difficult for the devil to eat. Death results from 

starvation and the breakdown of body functions as a result of the cancer.   

 

What's being done to Save the Tasmanian devil? 

At present there is no cure or vaccine to prevent the disease. In order to prevent the animal from becoming 

extinct, approximately 500 healthy devils have been moved to nineteen zoos and wildlife parks on the 

Australian mainland and two zoos overseas. It is hoped that this will help save the Tasmanian devil from 

extinction. 

 

Latest Research 

A recent survey of Tasmanian devils found encouraging signs that some of these animals are actually 

fighting off the the facial tumour disease and recovering from it. Scientists believe that the animals produce 

chemicals called cytokines which help them defeat the tumours. 

Tasmanian Devil Conservation Status 

The Tasmanian devil, found only on the island of Tasmania today, has seen a drastic decline in its 
population. In the mid 1990's the population was estimated at around 150,000 animals by 2016 this number 
had declined to about 35,000. 

The major cause of their decline is the Tasmanian devil Facial Tumour Disease (TDFTD) which has wiped 

out large numbers of them. 
 

Birds 

The area in and around Cradle Mountain has approximately 78 species of birds, half of which are passerines. 
Look out for the endemic Green Rosella, the beautiful Scarlet Robin and the Swamp Harrier 

Green Rosella 

Platycercus caledonicus 

Psittacidae 

The Green Rosella is the only species of parrot to 

be confined to Tasmania. Other species, notably 

the Orange-bellied Parrot and Swift Parrot, breed 

only in Tasmania, but they migrate across Bass 

Strait to spend the cooler months on the Australian 

mainland. In contrast, Green Rosellas are resident 

or sedentary, even remaining in forests at high 



elevations during winter — if it snows and food in trees or shrubs becomes unavailable, rather than move 

they may search for seeds around feed boxes or haystacks in nearby farmland instead. 

Description 

  

The Green Rosella is Australia's largest rosella. It is a medium-sized parrot with a broad tail. The upperparts 

are dark, mottled green and black, in contrast with the yellow head, neck and underbody. When flying the 

bright yellow body is very obvious. There are distinct blue cheek patches, a red band across the forehead, 

and blue shoulder patches. Females are slightly duller, while juveniles are mainly green. Their flight is strong 

and swift with only slight undulations. Also called the Tasmanian Rosella, or Yellow-bellied, Mountain or 

Green Parrot.  

Feeding 

The Green Rosella eats mainly the seeds of grasses, shrubs and trees; fruits, buds and flowers; nectar; 

insects and larvae. It feeds both on the ground and in trees. It is inconspicuous when feeding on the ground, 

but noisy and prominent when disturbed. 

Breeding 

Breeding of the Green Rosella is not well known. They lay their eggs in a hollow of a trunk, limb or spout 

(broken dead limb) of a tree, usually an eucalypt. They may compete with Common Starlings for hollows. The 

nest hollow is lined with wood dust and the birds chew at the entrance to the hollow to widen it. The female 

may spend several weeks in the hollow before laying and she alone incubates, leaving the nest only to be fed 

by the male. 

 

   
 

 

 

 



 


