The Ecological History of the Bellarine Peninsula: Native Plant
Associations before 1835

Stephen Murphy

The Bellarine Hills contain about twenty thousand acres of land of the finest
description. They consist of hill and dale and although we did not see any water in the
valleys, | am satisfied water could be easily obtained. The land is thinly timbered; the
soil appeared very rich and fit for any purpose. The Kangaroo Grass was up to my
middle and with a thick bottom. It is as fine a tract of land as any | have yet passed
over.

Joseph Tice Gellibrand, February 1%, 1836 (Sayers, 1983).

The early settler’s diaries often described the Bellarine Peninsula as a land that was ideal for
grazing and cropping. They were delighted with its open woodlands, its extensive grasslands
and its fertile soils. John Batman, one of the founders of Melbourne, describes it as “softly
undulating hills and plains with the richest grass and verdure so delightful to the eyes of a
sheep farmer”. Batman and others also described it as being like a gentleman’s park
suggesting that it was an open landscape with established well-spaced trees and uniform
grassy plains. What they didn’t appreciate was that a unique geomorphology and over 2,000
generations of human occupation had shaped its living landscape.

The soil was varied as was the vegetation it supported. On the highest ground the
black ‘older volcanic’ clay loam was shaded by Drooping Sheoaks and other small trees. To
the west and south, fertile marine sandy loams, elevated by movement along the Bellarine
and Leopold faults, provided the perfect conditions for eucalypt grassy woodlands to thrive.
Open eucalypt woodlands also developed on the east side of the Bellarine Peninsula on the
gentler slopes bordering Swan Bay. On the most recent alluvial soils in low-lying areas at
Lake Connewarre wetlands complex and the numerous salt lakes on the south side of the
peninsula, there were unique and hardy plant communities. Examples of these are the
Moonah woodlands and White Mangroves. Remarkably they also support twelve types of salt
marsh vegetation, the glassworts and seablite being important foods for the critically
endangered Orange Bellied Parrot that has migrated in winter from Tasmania to the Bellarine
Peninsula for millennia.

The Wadawurrung people are the traditional owners and stewards of land that
extended from the Geelong-Lorne coastline inland to Ballarat and Werribee. They shaped its
vegetation with sophisticated management practices for more than 40,000 years (Stockton
1983). The people that lived on the Bellarine Peninsula were the Bangalit clan. They hunted
kangaroo, emu, wetland birds and fish, they gathered freshwater and marine mussels, they
harvested wild fruit and they cultivated a diverse variety of root vegetables. They used
medicinal plants to treat wounds and disease. They fashioned spears, boomerangs and bowls
from the woody plants and made baskets from sedges, grasses and lilies. They lived well and
sustainably on the diverse resources that the vegetation of the Bellarine Peninsula provided.



A diverse landscape

Events of geological and geomorphological history are fundamentally responsible for the
overall land topography, which in turn influences climate and vegetation (Costermans 1986).

The vegetation that grew on the Bellarine Peninsula before 1835 had evolved and adapted to
its unique coastal location, topography and soils. These soils and topography mostly
developed from sedimentary rocks, though the ancient volcanic rocks played an important
part in shaping the raised landscape (Rosengren 2009).

Fig 2.1 Map of the Bellarine Peninsula showing the 1835 vegetation

An open grassy woodland

An open grassy woodland is what the early explorers described on their exploratory visits to
the Bellarine Peninsula in the early 1800s.

James Fleming, the gardener on the Grimes survey team, explored the basalt hills
behind Portarlington in late summer of 1803. He wrote in his diary that ‘the land is good and
fine pasture from ten to eighteen inches deep, fine black earth with white sandy clay or gravel
bottom. The timber small and the same as before mentioned’.

Fleming frustratingly doesn’t clearly list the species on Mt Bellarine though in his
previous diary entry near Werribee he recorded ‘gum, banksia, oak and mimosa of sorts’. He
appears to be saying that the vegetation at the two locations was similar. The ‘oak and mimosa of
sorts’ would have been Drooping Sheoak, Allocasuarina verticillata and various wattles. It is
generally agreed that the banksia was Silver Banksia, Banksia marginata (Trengove 2018
pers. com). An interesting question is was there a mystery gum?

In 1803 Matthew Flinders described the vegetation on the northern side of the
Bellarine Peninsula and also mentions casuarina and eucalyptus. (Note: Flinders had named
the Bellarine Peninsula ‘Indented Head’.)

Indented Head, at the northern part of the western peninsula, had an appearance particularly
agreeable; the grass had been burned not long before and had sprung up green and tender.
The wood was so thinly scattered that one might see to a considerable distance and the hills
rose one over the other to a moderate elevation but so gently that a plough might everywhere
be used. The vegetable soil is a little mixed with sand, but good, though probably not deep, as
I judged by the small size of the trees......the most common kinds of wood are the casuarina
and eucalyptus.

The native grasses Flinders described are deep rooted perennials that thrive on fertile clay
soils. Kangaroo Grass, Themeda triandra was a significant grass on the Peninsula and is well
adapted to basalt clay soils as can be seen on the ‘newer volcanic’ plains west of Geelong.

There would have been a rich diversity of grasses, herbs, lilies and orchids mixed with
the Kangaroo Grass. Batman described these in his next diary entry on the 29"" May 1835
travelling west from St Leonards towards Mt. Bellarine.



We passed into the country and at a distance of four miles, commenced travelling

over land a little sandy in places, but of the finest description for grazing purposes; nearly all
parts of its surface covered with Kangaroo and other grasses of the most nutritive character,
intermixed with herbs of various kinds (Batman 1835)

A few days later Batman anchored near Point Henry, walked about twenty miles (32 km) and
climbed the Bellarine Hills. His description focused on the grazing potential of the land but it
provides some startling insights into the vegetation.

....very rich light black soil covered in Kangaroo Grass two feet high and as thick as it could
stand, good hay could be made in any quantity. The trees were not more than six to the acre
and those small sheoak and wattle. | walked for a considerable extent and all of the same
description, this land forms an isthmus which is about 20 miles long and 10 across it. | could
see five or six miles in every direction and most of the high hill was covered with grass to the
summit and not a tree.

Batman was describing a very open and grassy environment with a small tree every 25 — 30
metres. He makes no mention of eucalypts which suggests that they were either absent or in
small numbers. Thirty two years before James Fleming supported his assessment that "the
timber was small’. Batman wrote that he was ‘never so astonished in my life’ when he saw
the open woodlands of the Bellarine Hills with their bald summits. What he and the other
explorers didn’t realise was they were seeing a designed and managed landscape.

A managed landscape

It was Major Thomas Mitchel who first understood why the Australian landscapes were so
open.

The native applies fire to the grass at certain seasons, in order that a young green crop may
subsequently spring up and so attract and enable him to Kill or take the kangaroo with nets.
In summer, the burning of the long grass also discloses vermin, birds’ nests, etc., on which
the females and the children, who chiefly burn the grass, feed. But for this simple process, the
Australian woods might have been as thick a jungle, like those of New Zealand or America,
instead of open forests.

Anthropologist Rhys Jones changed the way the world thought about Indigenous Australians
when he published ‘Fire Stick Farming’ in 1969. He began his article about Aboriginal use of
fire with a question. “We imagine that the country seen by the first colonists, before they ring-
barked their first tree, was natural. But was it?’

Jones went on to describe an Australian landscape that had been changed by burning
to produce a land full of wild vegetables and rich hunting grounds. He proposed that fire had
many uses to the First Australians and importantly it was used to alter the vegetation.

Bill Gammage argues that the whole of Australia was managed with strategically
planned cool fires designed to improve the efficiency and convenience of hunting and
gathering food.

Archaeologist Louis Lane believed that the Wadawurrung people had,

....developed a sophisticated and disciplined society that utilised every element of their
surroundings while practising conservation strategies in their own clans-land. Their yearly
calendar was marked by the flowering of different trees and shrubs and the movement of
birds.



Security too was important to the Bangalit Clan. William Buckley, who lived with the
Wadawurrung for thirty two years, described how different neighbouring tribes would seek
justice or revenge for perceived wrongdoing. This revenge could end in the death or injury of
clan members. Keeping the hills clear of vegetation enabled 360-degree views and adequate
warning of pending danger (Morgan 1857).

Trees and shrubs of Mt Bellarine
Portarlington

Mt Bellarine is a relic of an earlier volcanic age called the Oligocene. The basalt lava and
emissions of pyroclastic material lit up the night skies over 25 million years ago. The soil that
developed from the basalt is a fertile clay loam that shrinks and cracks in the dry seasons.

These basalt hills are 120m above sea level at their highest point which exposes trees
and shrubs to punishing winds. A tree that survives today and was most widespread and well
adapted to these local conditions is the Drooping Sheoak, Allocasuarina verticillata.

Another durable small tree that has adapted well to the clay soils is the broadleaf Sweet
Bursaria, Bursaria spinose var. macrophylla. Three contorted trees, which are likely to be
over 200 years old, grow in the Portarlington cemetery and represent a widespread
community in past years (Trengove 1992).

Fig 1 Ancient Sweet Bursaria in the Portarlington cemetery



The mimosa noted by early explorers would have been Black Wattle, Acacia mearnsii,
Golden Wattle, A. pycnantha and Hedge Wattle, A. paradoxa. All can still be seen on the
elevated dry roadsides and would have been widespread throughout the basalt hills.
Lightwood, A. implexa grows on the ‘newer basalt’ clay soils west of Geelong and is a
prominent small tree in the Point Richards Flora and Fauna Reserve at Portarlinton. It would
likely have been part of the original grassy woodland plant community on the heavier soils
(Kendell 2018 pers. com).

The River Red Gum, Eucalyptus camaldulensis, and Blackwood, Acacia melanoxylon
grow along drainage lines on the volcanic soils between Portarlington and Drysdale.
Examples of mature River Red Gums can be seen at Drakes Bushland Reserve east of
Drysdale. These majestic trees would have been widespread at the time of settlement.

The mystery ‘gum’

Eucalypts appear to have been uncommon on the elevated basalt soils of the Bellarine Hills.
The mystery gum mentioned by Fleming and Flinders is unlikely to be Coast Manna Gum,
Eucalyptus viminalis subsp. pryoriana because it favours sandy soil elsewhere on the
Bellarine Peninsula. River Red Gum and Bellarine Yellow Gum, E. leucoxylon supsp
bellariensis grow on clay soils on the Peninsula, however they mature into large trees and
wouldn’t have been easily overlooked. The fourth local species Swamp Gum, E. ovata grows
in low swampy areas of the Peninsula and isn’t suited to the exposed drier soils of the hills.

Archaeologist James Rhoads argued that the fertile Bellarine Hills were an ‘open
forest of Messmate, Fucalyptus obliqua...with Manna Gum and Southern Blue Gum, E.
globulus comprising the forest canopy’. There are no Messmates or Blue Gums surviving on
the Bellarine Peninsula and the current opinion is that these species of eucalypt were never
part of the Peninsula ecology. (Trengove 2018 pers. com).

Fertile marine sandy loams
Drysdale

The elevated hills to the north, south and west of Drysdale are composed of an extensive thin
sheet of sands, silts, clays and gravels. They formed around five million years ago in the
Pliocene from marine sediments left behind as the sea retreated. These deposits became
fertile sandy loams that suited a more diverse mix of grassland plants, shrubs and trees. The
topography and quantity of clay in the soil determined which plants would thrive and where.

In January 1803 Surveyor Charles Grimes described the vegetation on hills between
Clifton Springs and Point Richards as ‘gentle rising hills of good land thinly wooded with
low and decayed timber’. This observation at the end of a dry summer was of vegetation
regularly exposed to hot north winds. There are only a few remnant plants still surviving
along the steep coastal cliffs that hint at what Grimes would have seen. These are Drooping
Sheoak, Golden Wattle, Moonah, Common Boobialla and Seaberry Saltbush, Rhagodia
candolleana. (BCN 2014)



Inland the protected gullies and ephemeral creeks would have supported River Red
Gums. For example McLeod’s Waterhole Reserve in Drysdale is fed by permanent springs.
Originally it consisted of bogs and marshes that fed a creek that flowed into Corio Bay. River
Red Gums and associated wetland species like Swamp Gum; Blackwood; Black Sheaok;
Allocasuarina littoralis; Moonah, Melaleuca lanceolata; Hop Goodenia, Goodenia ovata;
Prickly Tea-tree, Leptospermum continentale; Shrub Everlasting, Ozothamnus ferrugineus
and Golden Spray, Viminaria juncea would have thrived around this wetland environment
(Perry 2000). Only eleven River Red Gums remained in 1962 (Lane 1962).

The Bangalit Clan at Balla:we:in

McLeod’s Waterhole Reserve was called Neerim:bolac (the long lakes) by the Bangalit
people. The area which is now central Drysdale was called Balla:we:in (a place where we rest
upon our elbow by the fire after a good meal). Drysdale was their sheltered winter home
protected by sand ridges and low thick vegetation. Another place of significance in Drysdale
for the Bangalit people was Yerai:ee:00 (the place for rejoicing), which is located near the
High St/Murradoc Rd roundabout. This was where corroborees were regularly held (Lane
1991).

Louis Lane, a tireless researcher and Geelong archaeologist described Balla-
wein/yarai-oo as ‘a paradise for hunter and forager as well as bird and beast’. It was a place
with ample fresh water fed by permanent springs of ‘clear icy water’ that ran into deep ponds.
Lane’s archaeological studies of McLeod’s Waterhole suggest ‘both lake and marsh must
have been much bigger in the days before settlement, providing a permanently damp
environment conducive to the proliferation of flora and fauna’. Her historical research
showed that even after a long dry summer there was abundant water for ‘Swan, duck,
dabchick, water-hens, cranes and pelicans, the surrounding ridges thickly covered with
vegetation’.

The vegetation around Balla:we:in supplied important foodstuffs for the Bangalit
clan. Bull-rushes Typha orientalis provided energy from the starchy corms, leaf fibres for
making twine and fluff from the flower heads for packing open wounds and to stem bleeding.
They ate the starchy succulent roots of lilies and orchids. Kangaroo Grass grains were ground
and baked as a scone-loaf in the ashes. Bracken Fern fiddleheads, Pteridium aqulinum and
Murnong roots, Microcerus lanceolata were staple vegetables in their diet. Seeds harvested
from wattles could be steamed green or collected dry for a protein rich additive to Kangaroo
Grass scones. Acacia gum was eaten as a protein rich snack. Silver Banksia nectar was
washed from the flower spikes or tea-tree blossoms for a sweet nourishing drink for toddlers.
Juvenile cones from the Drooping Sheoak were a good source of ascorbate and the branchlets
(leaves) were eaten to suppress thirst during walks in the hot weather. The curved wood from
sheoaks was used for making boomerangs (Lane 1988)?.

Curlewis

Two kilometres west of McLeod’s Waterhole Reserve near Curlewis is Coriyule, the original
home of Anne Drysdale and Caroline Newcombe. This was a flat landscape of well-spaced
trees and grasslands. The low areas would have been dominated by River Red Gum and the
drier areas by Coast Manna Gum. The usual mix of co-dominant species would have included
Drooping Sheoak, Black Wattle, Lightwood, Golden Wattle and Silver Banksia.



Anne Drysdale wrote in her journal ‘there was an abundance of wildlife in the area in
the form of kangaroos, emus and scrub turkeys’. She also recalled acacias, sheoaks and
wildflowers; ‘the place is so beautiful, clean and fresh, it’s like a nobleman’s park’.

John Richardson who wrote ‘The Lady Squatters’ about the lives of Drysdale and
Newcombe recalls that ‘until in the early 1920s the Coriyule Estate was thickly covered with
gnarled old gums, most with hollow trunks or limbs housing countless possums, owls,
jackasses (kookaburras) and parrots in a veritable sanctuary for wildlife’. These gnarled old
gums would have been River Red Gums.

Eucalypt woodlands
Ocean Grove and Wallington

Eucalypts were an important canopy tree on the Pliocene sandy loams. In the protected areas
with rich soil they grow into substantial trees. The eucalypts usually had an understory of
Drooping Sheoak, Silver Banksia and four acacias; Golden Wattle, Black Wattle, Lightwood
and Blackwood in the low moist areas. Other tree species that are less common today are
Black Sheoak and Cherry Ballart, Exocarpos cupressiformis. All of these tree species are still
growing on roadsides and in reserves today.

In a plant survey conducted at Huchinson’s Bush Block, Wallington by the Geelong
Field Naturalists Club in August 1975, 22 species of orchid and 34 species of herb, lily and
sedge were identified. Also recorded were Austral Grass-tree, Xanthorrhoea australis; and
four shrubs, Hedge Wattle, Coast Tea-tree, Leptospermum laevigatum?; Prickley Tea-tree L.
continentale and Snowy Mint-bush, Prostanthera nivea.

The Bellarine Yellow Gum was wide spread. It thrived on the undulating landscapes of
Ocean Grove where the soil is a sandy loam with a clay subsoil. There is still a significant
stand north of Thacker Street that has been recognised by Ecology Australia as being a site of
National Conservation Significance (Trengove 1999). The Yellow Gum has also been
recorded on the higher north slopes of Lake Connewarre (Billows 2003).

The Bellarine Yellow Gum is an important food source for the endangered Swift Parrot.
These colourful birds breed in Tasmania and have migrated to the mainland in winter for
millennia to feed on the nectar of this flowering eucalypt species.

Usually associated with the Yellow Gums is the Coast Manna Gum in well drained areas
and Swamp Gums where the drainage is poor. The latter association can still be seen in the
Ocean Grove Nature Reserve where the Swamp Gum is the dominant eucalypt species. Other
species that are part of the ecological mix in the Nature Reserve are Black Sheoak, Austral
Grasstrees, Hedge Wattle, Golden Wattle and Coast Tea-tree.



Areas of the Nature Reserve haven’t been burnt for over ninety years which has
resulted in the Drooping Sheoaks becoming dominant. The deep sheoak leaf litter has
suppressed germination of the eucalypts, other understorey and shrub species. This site would
have been regularly burnt before 1835 by the Bangalit people, creating the more open grassy
landscape described by early explorers.

Koories regularly fired the bush to promote the growth of new shoots. This practice was
random enough to maintain a wide variety of plant species and to keep the woodlands of the
Bellarine Peninsula open and grassy (Ferrier, from Trengove 1992)

The Yellow Gum was likely widespread throughout the elevated Pliocene soils with a clay
base. This would give it a potential distribution from the raised areas of Leopold, round the
higher northern and eastern slopes of Lake Connewarre and then east to a line between
Marcus Hill and Curlewis. It is east of this line that the sandy soils become deeper and the
Manna Gum becomes the dominant eucalypt species

The Coastal Manna Gum usually has an understorey of Drooping Sheoak, Black
Sheoak, Black Wattle and Austral Grasstree. This ecological mix of species can be seen at
Basin Reserve east of Drysdale. This is a four hectare undulating remnant of indigenous
vegetation where Cherry Ballart; Kangaroo Apple, Solanum aviculare; Silky Teatree,
Leptospermum myrsenoides and Prickly Teatree also occur.

Mannerim sheoaks

Toward Mannerim the Drooping Sheoak once again becomes dominant as the Pliocene soil
becomes hard and gravelly (Kendell 2018 pers.com). The large trunks on some of the
Drooping Sheoaks in a private reserve suggest that they are very old trees.

Fig 2 Remnant Drooping Sheoaks on private land at Mannerim

L All of the above mentioned plants were available throughout the Bellarine Peninsula and
would have been harvested by the Bangalit people.

2 Coast Tea-tree is not considered to be indigenous to this area (Small 2018 pers.com).



This open woodland of Drooping Sheoaks may be a reflection of its original condition
as it provided the ideal habitat for the locally extinct Bush Stone-curlew. This shy ground
dwelling bird was a resident of the Mannerim Sheoaks until the 1950s (Pescott 2017). Known
for its eerie, high-pitched wailing call at night, it inhabits open woodlands with short or
scattered grass. The Bush Stone-curlew nests each year in the same location and pairs of
curlews occupy 10 — 20 ha when breeding. Loose flocks may range over 100 sq.km when not
breeding (Blakers 1985). These specific habitat requirements of the curlew suggest that a
large area of Drooping Sheoak open woodlands would have been essential to support a stable
curlew population.

In Bangalit language Mannerim means ‘long hand’. This perfectly describes the shape
of the land formation curled around Swan Bay. The incurved fingers being Edwards Point
and the curved thumb is Point Lonsdale and Swan Island. This curved protective hand
suggestive the importance of Swan Bay to the Bangalit clan as a place for hunting water birds
and foraging for fresh eggs.

Grass Trees were more widespread

John Batman recorded in his diary on the 29 May 1835 a description of the landscape and
trees west of St Leonards.

....as a relief to the landscape, the rising eminences were adorned with wattle, native
honeysuckle [banksia] and the sheoak whose short straight stumpy butts and round heads
resembled a number of pins sticking in a lady’s pincushion.

Batman’s colourful description of sheoaks sounds very unlike the usual form of the Drooping
Sheoak. He could have been describing Grass Trees which are still found on the sandy soils
near Drysdale at the Basin Reserve, Ocean Grove, north-east of Wallington and on the heaths
and heathy woodlands of the borough of Queenscliffe (Trengove 1992). As Batman was
standing eight kilometres inland on Mt Bellarine overlooking the land toward St Leonards
and Swan Bay, Grass Trees were likely far more widespread on the sandy soils than they are
today.

Fig 3 Grasstree (Xanthorrhoea australis) in a Coast Manna Gum woodland (Eucalyptus
pryoriana) at the Basin Reserve near Drysdale



The younger alluvial sands. A gentleman’s park Swan Bay, St
Leonards, Indented Head and Point Richards

More recent marine alluvial sand deposits and coastal calcium rich dunes were laid down
during a time of rapid and repeated climate change 10,000 years to 2.6 million years ago in
the Pleistocene. The softer alluvial sands formed flat plains and can be seen at St Leonards,
west of Swan Bay and at Portarlington’s Point Richards Flora and Fauna Reserve.

Calcium rich deposits also formed in the Pleistocene. These have hardened to a natural
cement that resists erosion, forming the higher ground west of Indented Head, at the Bluff at
Pt Lonsdale and the dune formations along Thirteenth Beach (Dunn 1949; Rosengren 2009).
James Fleming described the trees of the land near St Leonards in February 1803.

The land is light sand from the point of the hill and in some places swampy; the timber
something larger consisting of gum, oak, banksia and mimosa and some small pine, one half
of it dead by the country being lately burnt.

The low nutrient loams that developed from these alluvial sand deposits are well drained. On
the flat plains Bellarine Yellow Gums grew into very imposing trees. Healthy mature
examples of these can be seen on private property 100 meters east of Manifold Road near
Andersons Road. Some very significant trees still remain at the southern end of Grassy Point
Road. These trees are remnants of a much larger community of Yellow Gums that would
have occupied the higher ground across the eastern end of the Bellarine Peninsula (Small and
Kendell 2018 pers. com). A grassland shaded by well-spaced eucalypt giants clearly evokes
Batman’s image of ‘a gentleman’s park’.

Fig 4 Majestic relics of the past. A Bellarine Yellow Gum on Grassy Point Road.



On the flat plains west of Swan Bay, St Leonards and Indented Head, River Red
Gums occupied the moister drainage lines. Mature examples of these are growing on the
creek behind Indented Head. Where the soil is moister, Swamp Gum were co-dominant with
the River Red Gums (Small 2018 pers. com).

Other significant species that can be seen on the roadsides are Drooping Sheoak,
Cherry Ballart, Golden Wattle, Black Wattle, Sweet Bursaria and Seaberry Saltbush. These
would have formed the open woodland community, supported by Manna Gum, Silver
Banksia, Black Sheoak (likely to be the ‘small pine’ mentioned by Fleming), Common
Boobialla, Myoporum insulare and Hop Goodenia, Goodenia ovata. Kangaroo Grass,
orchids, lilies and herbs would have been prominent amongst the Grassland flora.

Sailing with Matthew Flinders in May 1802 were naturalist Robert Brown and
botanical artist Ferdinand Bauer. They explored the land behind St Leonards and recorded 95
plant species. Some of the specimens collected around Edwards Point and St Leonards were
Native Holly, Lomatia ilicifolia; Wirilda, A. retinodes; Moonah; Creeping Brookweed,
Samolus repens; Cherry Ballart; Sword Sedge, Lepidospermum congestum; Bidgee Widgee,
Acaena novae zelandiae; Native Pea, Glycine clandestine; Coast Beard Heath, Leucopogan
parviflorus; Bower Spinach, Tetragonia tetragonioides and Coast Tea-tree. A collection of
Bauer’s drawings is held at the Deakin University Waterfront Library.

Captain George Cole was a colonial entrepreneur. He purchased large areas of land
around St Leonards in 1857 that was described in the advertising as ‘thickly wooded with
gum, honeysuckle and wattle’ (Munster 2013). One of his many enterprises was selling
firewood into Melbourne where local supplies were already exhausted. Clearing started,

...and axes bit deep into the trees. Piles of wood stood awaiting transport. St
Leonards became noted for its timber trade. At one period it is said there were over
300 men employed in this work. Timber-cutting, as a big industry, lasted until the
1870s (McLeod 1962).

Herbs, orchids and lilies

The open areas on the sandy dry soils of Indented Head were a source of herbs, lilies and
orchid species. These plants have evolved succulent roots to store water and energy to sustain
them through drought and extreme heat (Smithyman & Longmaore 2006).

These succulent roots became an important food source for the Bangalit clan (Lane
1988). For example, in a few hours Bangalit women could harvest enough Murnong tubers,
to fill a large basket (Wedge 1835; Lane 1988).

The native women were spread out over the plain as far as the eye could see, collecting
Murnong, or in this language pannin, ... I inspected their bags and baskets on return and
each had a load a much as she could carry (Robinson from Pascoe 2014)

The Derwent Company started a large sheep run on the Bellarine Peninsula in 1836. The
sheep quickly developed a taste for the Murnong roots and by 1840 the Wadawurrung women
were distraught because ‘the ngamadjig (sheep) eat it all’. There was no Murnong left for
them to harvest anywhere near Geelong (Clarke 1990).
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Fig 5 Sketch women of harvesting Murnong at Indented Head (Wedge 1835)

Lieutenant James Tuckey surveyed Port Phillip Bay in October 1803 and walked over
2 km inland from near St Leonards. He described the natural environment as ‘beautiful
country, thickly wooded, but the soil sandy and without water’. He was interested in trees that
could be used to build battleships and wrote in some thought-provoking detail.

The Honeysuckle (banksia) is the largest tree found here; it grows near the shore and in

most dry and sandy places. The shaft seldom exceeds eight feet, the branches large and
straggling and if sound of sufficient growth for a line of battleships knees and timbers. The
grain of the wood resembles beech. The Red Gum grows to a large size and in its grain has a
nearer resemblance to pine than any other timber, the branches are large and straggling but
the wood appears porous and shaky, and the largest trees are commonly decayed, probably
from the native’s fires which are usually kindled near them. The sheoak or Beef Wood is the
most common tree and grows all over the country. Few of these trees grow to any
considerable size, and when they do are generally unsound in the heart. Boat’s timbers might
however be procured from them.

Tuckey confirms that the Drooping Sheoak had a wide distribution and that it had an association with
River Red Gums and a species of banksia. His description of the banksia sounds like Coast Banksia,
Banksia integrifolia. If it was shown to grow near St Leonards it would send ripples of controversy
through the community of plant ecologists.

The Banksia debate

John Currey, the editor of Tuckey’s journal suggests that the size and shoreline position of
the banksias makes them very likely to be Coast Banksia. This suggestion is at odds with the
most accepted view of ecologists which is that Coast Banskia isn’t indigenous to the
Bellarine Peninsula. Trengove suggests that its distribution was limited to the borough of
Queenscliffe (Trengove 1992).

It is generally agreed that the Tree form of Silver Banksia was ‘once very abundant on
the Bellarine Peninsula’ (Carr 2001) and that the Coast Banksia was restricted to the other
side of Port Phillip Bay (Trengove 2018 pers. com). However, James Tuckey’s description of
banksia trees with 2.5 metre long trunks, robust enough to make braces (knees) and other
structural timbers for battle ships, does sound more like Coast Banksia. So did they occur on



the Bellarine Peninsula before European settlement?

To muddy the debate Dr Steve Sinclair, an expert on the occurrence of Silver Banksia
in Victoria wrote in an email that ‘the almost extinct tree-form” was a very large tree. He
added Silver Banksia can also grow in the sand on the coast and that he knows a tree that is
larger than any Coast Banksia he has seen. However, he added that it is still possible James
Tukey could have been describing Coast Banksia considering that Port Phillip Bay was a
grassy plain only 12,000 years ago and the seeds could have been carried across from the
Mornington Peninsula by cockatoos. So it seems that this perplexing banksia question
remains unresolved.

Point Richards Flora and Fauna Reserve

Silver Banksias were part of the original flora at the Point Richards Flora and Fauna Reserve
(Kendell 2018 pers. com). This 62 ha reserve was set aside in the 1970s to protect a
population of Southern Brown Bandicoots that was surviving in the sheltered environment
created by extensive areas of Spiny-headed Mat-rush, Lomandra longifolia and Bracken.

The ground flora in this reserve would have been much more diverse in the past
(Small 2018 pers. com). Formerly, tree and shrub species would have reduced the dominance
of the Mat-rush and Bracken. Coast Manna Gum, Lightwood, Black Wattle, Golden Wattle,
Wirilda, Hedge Wattle, and Tree Everlasting, Ozothamnus ferrugineus would have been part
of a heathy woodland which would have provided ideal bandicoot habitat. Hop Goodenia and
Blackwood would have sheltered the edges of the wetland areas.

The freshwater ephemeral wetlands in this reserve support the rare and endangered
Growling Grass Frog as well as other species of frog. Their deafening roar in November
(Small 2018 pers. com) would have been a familiar sound throughout the Bellarine
Peninsula’s freshwater wetlands before they were drained by the first settlers. These shallow
wetlands would have been an important ecological feature of the alluvial sands.

Indented Head, Barwon Heads Bluff, Thirteenth Beach

These calcium rich dune deposits have bonded into very hard landscape features that are
higher than the surrounding alluvial plains and jut into Port Phillip Bay. They can be seen at
Indented Head, the Bluff at Barwon Heads and as the coastal dunes that border Thirteenth
Beach.

The coastal dunes are covered with shrubby plants.... These areas represent the areas of least
change since settlement (McK. Wright 1973).

The original vegetation of the surrounding calcarenite dunes, including Barwon Heads golf
course, Thirteenth Beach residential estate and Macafee property was Coast Moonah
Woodland (McMahon & Quin 2009).

Only the toughest of plants can grow in these exposed dry coastal conditions and once again
Drooping Sheoak and Moonah were dominant species. They were supported by a rich suite of
hardy shrubs, grasses, herbs and groundcovers. Examples of these are Coast Wattle, Acacia
sophorae; Common Boobialla; Coast Wirilda, Acacia uncifolia; Sea Box, Alyxia buxifolia;
Coast Saltbush, Atriplex cineria; White Correa, Correa alba; Cushion Bush, Leucophyta
brownie; Coast Daisy-bush, Olearia axillaris; Thyme Rice-flower, Pimelea serpyllifolia
subsp. serpyllifolia; Running Postman, Kennedia prostrata and the remarkable Coast Beard
Heath, Leucopogan parviflorus (Carr 2007)3.



Today the Coast Beard Heath is a small to medium sized shrub to 1.5 meters tall.
Remarkably there is a very ancient Coast Beard Heath on the Swan Island army base that has
grown into a small tree over 4 meters tall (Kendell 2018 pers.com). It is likely that many of
these supersized ancient shrubs would have existed on the mainland before 1837.

The alluviums of the Holocene
Lake Connewarre

Less than 10,000 years old, these younger sediments are a combination of freshwater stream
deposits and saline marine sediments (Rosengren 2009). The 860 ha Lake Connewarre
Wetlands Complex receives fresh water from the Barwon River to the west and salty tidal
flows at Barwon Heads to the south. It is one of the largest estuarine systems on the central
Victorian coast covering 3,300 ha (Billows & Gwyther 2007). It consists of;

e The freshwater Reedy Lake, once an ephemeral wetland and part of the Barwon River
floodplain (Pescott 2017). Reedy Lake is regarded as an important link for the passage
of birds like Brolga and Lesser Yellowlegs between local wetlands (Gray 1934).

e The saline Lake Connewarre and lower Barwon River and Hospital Swamp. The latter
was ‘once a natural wetland.... that has been extensively modified to provide
improved waterfowl habitat for hunters’ (Pescott 2017).

e Salt Swamp on the south side of the main lake is a large saline marsh that extends to
Lake Murtnaghurt near Thirteenth Beach. The Wilsonia herbfield and Distichlis
grasslands are considered to be among the best examples of their kind in Australia
(Pescott 2017) and a likely indication of salt marsh plant communities of the past.

e Lake Murtnagurt which supports the best and largest remaining example of coastal
dry saltmarsh in Victoria. It provides an important storm shelter refuge for up to 20
‘threatened and vulnerable’ Hooded Plovers (McMahon 2009)

At the time of European settlement Lake Connewarre was larger and twice as deep as it is
today. The silt laden Salt Swamp to the south was then part of the deeper main lake. An
important feature of this larger saline wetland was its widespread seagrass, Zostera muelleri
and seaweed cover (Yugovic 1985).

This was an important fish nursery and provided food for thousands of water birds
including the Black Swan after which the lake was named by the Bangalit people
(Connewarren means swan water). Water birds were so numerous that in the early 1870s
commercial hunters using 30 swivel guns shot as many as 5000 ducks annually with each
gun. ‘Despite the enormous toll, birds remain abundant, with a species list of about 150,
including large numbers of shorebirds and waterfowl” (Pescott 2017).

3The Coast Tea-tree is not considered to be indigenous to the coastal dunes and the Bluff at
Barwon Heads (Carr 2007).



Bird species once prominent at Lake Connewarre that didn’t survive the hunters were
the Cape Barren Goose and migratory waders like the large flocks of Sharp-tailed Sandpipers
and Little Stints. The Sandpipers and Stints were sold at local markets for threepence a pair
until the 1950s. Many of the migratory waders are from the northern hemisphere and migrate
annually to the Lake Connewarre wetland complex for the southern spring and summer (Gray
1934).

The Orange-bellied Parrot

The critically endangered Orange-bellied Parrot (now only 50 pairs in the wild - Zoos
Victoria website 2018) and its close relative the Blue-winged Parrot spend the winter in the
coastal saltmarsh vegetation at Lake Connewarre, Swan Bay, Freshwater Lake, Lake Victoria
and a number of other sites.

Their most important food plants are Beaded Glasswort, Sclerostegia quinqueflora;
Southern Sea-heath, Frankenia pauciflora; Austral Seablite, Suaeda australis; Shrubby
Glasswort, Sclerostegia arbuscular and Grey Glasswort, Halosarcia halocnemoides. The
latter providing an important backup food source for the parrot between the seeding periods
for beaded glasswort and shrubby glasswort at a time of the year when there is a general
shortage for food (Yugovic, 1984).

Fig 6 Salt marsh and Tangled Lignum at Lake Connewarre

A study of Lake Connewarre recorded a total of 137 native plant species that included
the very salt tolerant salt marsh species, Chaffy Saw-sedge sedgelands, Coast Tussock Grass
grasslands, Tangled Lignum shrubland and Moonah wooldands which is now localised to
Barwon Heads at ‘The Sheepwash’ (Yugovic 1985). Though Billows (2003) did record two
ancient very large Moonah on the southern shores of Hospital Swamp suggesting a much
wider distribution at the time of European settlement.

Majestic trees near Lake Connewarre
Subdivision surveys by Smythe in 1841 & 1852 from the Bellarine Highway, 2 km east of

Leopold and south to Lake Connewarre and Reedy Lake recorded large gums, Drooping
sheoak and Silver Banksia.



The large gum would likely have been the Bellarine Yellow Gum later recorded by Billows
on the northern and eastern slopes of Lake Connewarre in 2003. This suggests that the
Yellow Gum Woodlands would have extended at least as far as the Portarlington Rd where
the River Red Gum became the dominant eucalypt. Other species recorded by Smythe were
Box (Yellow Gum?), Blackwood and Black Wattle.

In 1855 Skene surveyed south of Lake Connewarre, He recorded, ‘moderately to
thickly timbered with sheaok and gum .... other blocks were considerably encumbered by
stumps of sheoak which have been used for firewood, the gum trees still remain’.

In 2017 Trengove recorded one Bellarine Yellow Gum on Winklers Lane, 1.5 km
south of Hospital Swamp. There is a small remnant patch of River Red Gum on private
property south of this lone Yellow Gum (Ashton-Smith 2018 pers. com). This may indicate
that both the Yellow Gum and River Red Gum shared the canopy on these low flat plains, the
Yellow Gum occupying the higher ground with Drooping Sheoak and acacias.

The Barwon River estuary

At the coastal end of the Lake Connewarre Wetlands Complex is the Barwon River estuary.
A significant feature of the estuary is the White Mangrove, Avicennia marina that grows on
mudflats in the littoral zone between high and low tides. The pneumatophores of the
mangroves provide a protected nursery environment for many fish species and crustaceans
that feed on the diverse macroalgae. The Barwon Heads mangroves appear to be a healthy
stable population that may have been more widespread before settlement (Yugovic 1985).

Learning from the past

When Batman’s party arrived at St Leonards on June 8" 1835 on the Bellarine Peninsula, he
was surprised at the lightly timbered grasslands that he found. Except for inland areas, around
St. Leonards, Drysdale and north of Lake Connewarre that were more densely wooded and
dominated by large eucalypt species, the more elevated areas of the Peninsula were open and
parklike. This was no ‘chance occurrence’ but a landscape created by the Bangalit people.
Using fire as a tool to manage the vegetaton, they had developed a sustainable and productive
Country that they had cared for more than 40,000 years.

The Bellarine Peninsula has a rich undulating landscape because of the geomorphology
that shaped it. The evolving soils combined with its unique coastal environments gave birth
to a diverse array of well adapted plant species. Plants evolved for protected and harsh windy
environments, for extreme salinity and crystal clear fresh water springs, for droughts, for mild
winters and for extreme heat. The wildlife that lived and migrated there were just as diverse
and remarkable. They adapted and thrived on the extraordinary range of foods and habitats
the Peninsula provided.

The European settlers quickly made their mark on this remarkable but fragile landscape. They
introduced sheep, cleared native trees, planted crops, drained and filled many wetlands. It
took only eighteen months for the Wadawurrung to be dispossessed from their land within a
25 mile radius of Geelong, four years for agriculture and sheep to remove all the Murnong,
(Clarke 1990) and forty years for the Peninsular to be cleared of most of its native vegetation
(McLeod 1962).

It’s time to learn from the past and accept that this remarkable ecology of wild plants
and animals was sustainably managed by the Bangalit people who had a spiritual connection
with this their Country. Their land care is unmatched and could show us the way forward in
our efforts to restore the Bellarine Peninsula to an ecological balance.
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