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_IN THE PILBARA

Self-described ‘geriatric herper’ Brian Bush has to
pit all of his experience, skills and tenacity against
the elements, simply to photograph a common
species in its natural environment.

t is fiva in tha moming and alraady twenty-5iz dagreas in the shade. A subtle breeze
blows from tha east, bul it is anly jusl perceptibly as a slight coalnass on your Dare
skin. At this time of the day, there i some refief from the previous evening'’s humidi-
ty, hut thera is no respite from the insecls. As soon as vou leave your swag and the
pritecticn of the mossie dome, swarms of miniscule sand fies altack yvour ankles,
resulting in & mudtitude of little pricks that itch immediataly. Foriunataly, this irntaton
does not kast too kong and once your baots are on, they can annoy you no maone...

Jairing this assemblage of flies each this debilitating assault, but fortunalely,
marmirg, aithough inmech smaller that's me!
numbers, 15 the ever-presant mosguito,

Ouch! A blocdsucking March fly The myriad of nsects have combined In anodher couple of hours, when the
drinks its full from an ares below your  forces and now, warking in unison temperature rises to the low forties,
shoulder blade, just out of reach of thair anslaught is complete. Unly a the: bloodsuckers will be gone and the
your hand, Two types of litle black truly resibant pesson could continue numbers of flies will have declined, but
bush fiy congregate on your bady working under these conditicns this job needs na.mg quickly while tha
whersver there i a liftle maissure axpasing thamsalves day aller day to temperaiure i3 shil ko,

just waiting for an opportunity to enter
your eyes and mouth, the places thay
appear to like best. The typical bush
fly Iz reasonabdy timid, but 8 slightly

smaller, “stick-fast’ cousin that is fa

mare difficult to discourage is equally

prodific In the area. So dumb is this
pest that when you run your hand
dawn the opposite arm, It does not

off In alarm a3 you would expect, bus
remalns an your skin to be squashed
in the nundreds. The hommible smell

left benlnd by their crushed bodies

causes you to involuntanly smff your

hand every few minutes to see if it

remains. Each time you o 5o, ITS Just

as disgusting as before

Lamn, wity da ! keen domng that
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The region, the work and the species.

It is February in the Pilbara region of
Western Australian, and | am on my
oW, 85 wsual, two hundred kilometres
2ast of Port Hedland, phoiographing
reptiles fourd during the previous
evening's spatlighting, It has been

a great season with tremendously
high rainfall here on Yarrie Pasioral
Station. The reptiles are all fat and
slow, making It easy for this wrinkled,
weather-beaten, garatric herpetalogist
b bag more than would usually be

the case. However, the more one
bags, the more ime |s consumed
photographing animals under
deplorable conditions. Although the
flies, mossies, heat, humidity and long
days of litle reptile activity can be
(understandably) very trying for most
people, this old codger has freguented
the regicn for over thify years mow,
and my expanenca, lenacily, [ong-
erm condilening ard loner persana
nonw alkows me to get on with my herp
business with rothing mare than minar
inconvenience. However, very now
ared then, even for me, the situation
suddenly deteriorates - like when a
March fly bites a tender spot on my
buttecks, |ust above the belt line, or

| breathe in a bush fly armd then have
great difficulty diskedging it from my
throat, where | can feel it cortinually
seratehing around,

Anyway, | have to continue the job

at hand if | am going o complete it
this maming, so | can liberate the
reptiles tonight. | have been camped
here for three days now, with my

[a3t right being this evening, = |
hawe o get everything photographed
because it s the last chance | have,
as | cannot take the animals with me
| have a Pilbara Smooth Knob-lailed
Gecko (Nephrrus fewis pibarensis),
a Coppertall Whigsnake {Demansta
peammaohis coprerceps), a Mulga
Snake (Pseugecins ausirals), thres
Westem Brown Snakes (Pseudonala
mengaen and a Rosen's Snake
{Suta fasciala) | bagged kst night o
get shots of, 50 | had betler ged on
with it

o bwo mdividual repliles ara

aver ”entcal, 5o it 15 important b

photegraph as many specimens

of each species as possible. The

Coppertail Whipsnaks usually has

a brown head, but the big individual

I nenw have (o photograph has a
black head, and you can
riavar gat bored with

| tha tramendouws calour

% variation axhibited by

tha Westan Brown

| Snake. Tha dozen or 50

| spacimens found on this

| trip hawe all baen guite

{ different. The belly of

|| many brown snakes

can be quite pale and washed out, but
is also often brlliant yedlow with bald
arange spots

Fosen's Snake s common throughoul
the Goldfields and Pilbara reglons

of Westem Australia, but | have only
found one at this site, This species

i often said 1o have elliptical pupils,
but that ks definitely not the caze.

s bulbous eyes and round pupils

are quite wnlgue amongst the loeal
snakes

| do most of the photography on the
shaded side of my vehicke in an opan
area devold of ants - once ey Know
something is goirg on, they lum up
an masse, making the job a whole
lot more difficull. My campsile s on
typical stony Filbara ground, but a
shiorl walk lakes me i an area whara
the substrabe consisls of coarse
sand. Thera | can phaotograph the
krsab-tad fiesl, before preparing for
the vanomaus snakes. Whan ana

is alone, bally down on the ground
and looking throwgh the viewfinder of
a camera at a large. mobile elapid,

it gets a bil hairy when the snake
dacides to do a runner, or takes
offence al being poked and prodded
and frants up to the photocgrapher in
a pugnacious fashion. | have had o
employ some nat-so-elegant movas
and extremaly fancy footwork on
nuMarous oocasions in an attempt to
gat that elusive perfect shat.
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The tools and technigue.

To provide the snake with a convenient refuge lo escape
into, | position one of my salf-manufactured, tiangula
framed hoop hags on either side of me, with the handie
propped up against a stick, dingcting the opening towards
where the snake is to ba pased. Yery close at hand on
my right is one of my standard {103cm) teperad-hook
manipulating tooks, along with a much shorter one (S0cm)
and a leng, thin stick of sufficient length to allow me o
poke and prod the subject inlo a reasonable parirail

noee without needing o gel oo close 1o the sharp and

| also have a third triangular-framed hoop Dag and hoo
within arm's reach on my right-hand side in case | haw
i chase the snake 2Cross open ground im arder 10 re-tat
t. Rather than lying directly an he ground, (o prowved
zome cushioning for my ageing body and protection for
my camera gear, | drag my swag inte positior
that. i also provides another ascape route for the =r

because the swag's leading edge is off the ground, many
anakes that have dona a runner have gone straight undar
i, giving me ampbe time o pul my camera down, get io
rmy feet and recapture my reluctant subject, Alhough | do
the pholography during the coolest part of the day, tha
lemperalure up here at this ime of the year i such that
the snakes are always nica and mobale
by camera gear comprises my mobile telephones, my
point and shoot’ utility digital Olympus CST40 and my
38mim digital SLR Olympus ES10 walh a S0mm macra
This leres provides me with considarable vergatility

iined with a twin flash. The mokbilz
nvenient to SMS to my males to keep
and maybe maka them a ke jealous,
st of thair ime warking in the
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I carry a few different-sized, flat
kide boxes with me to assist in
POsINg snakes In & CoOmpact manner
Onoa allowed to entar one of

these structures, most snakes will
settle down guite well, but if one
coentinues 1o give me a hard e
and won't pose, | will re-bag it after
sevaral mimutes and move on o the
raxt ragtile. Rarely do you find an
individual snake that is impossible
to pose, althaugh | exciude Blind
snakes fram that statement, as thay
shwaye give the photagrapher griaf,

When allempling (o phatograph

& bwitchy and highly-strung replile
that is proving Lo be a very difficult
subject, it is common for the
photographar i also bacoma
agitated. When this happans, da
what | do and take a braak, walk
away and bodl the billy. Othardsise, it
is self-parpetuating and increasas tha
difficulty of the task by heghlighting
evary olher annoyance that was
previously pushed to tha back of your
mind. Undar stressad canditions,

that mossie bite under the arm i
exframealy itchy and thoss fliss an
wouur faca ara driving you crazy!

nging snakes 10
y to show us!”

Presale
‘available now
direct from Neville

02 4759 1852
mevillebur
bigpond.com

Killing Time.

There is little diumal reptile activity
QUFInG the extreme lemparatunras up
here, z0 one has o kil the long days
coing something. It es far too hot e
sleap, 80 once the photography is
completed, | angoy sevaral colleas
while listening (o talkback radio lar

2 fesw howrs, By mid-io-lale moming,
| crank up the G0 and lslan (o
SOME Country music whale doswning

a coupla of cans af mid-strangth
bzeer, The haal rmust regularly get
th betlar of ma, because allar a few
baers | always do my daily exarcisa
b kesap Bl This invelves some graal
dance moves oul on Lhe llat, all the
lirma with iba sun bealing down on
my bara back.

By the way, if you hawve naver
experiencad tha sun on your bare
back. you should giva it 8 go - it is
nathing short of ‘organismic’ as it fills
one's body with enargy. Apart from
the axerciss, an additional benafit of

dancing violenthy is that the flies hawe
little opportunity to settle around your

eyas and mauth.

REPTILES &
AMPHIBIANS

ol AUsira | I

T; 1300 738 030

By late afternoon | am a little worn
aut from this strenuous activity. The
ghadow cast by my vehicle has
widened again, so | e down onomy
swag in the shade and have a nap
for a couple of hours in preparation
for the night's spotlighting.




Flat out.

Az mentioned previously, the saasan
has been good and this explains
why the hree local female Wastarn
Brown Snakes examined over the
lazt coupde of days were gravid in
February. Previous studies hawve
shawn that brown snakes can
multipba-ciutch fram a single mating.
| astimate that they are producing
their third clutch for this reproductive
year. Duning poor saasons, they
wolld ba unlikely to produca more
than one clutch, Maost of the othear
snakes saen during this trip ans
carrying considerable condition too.
Sevaral timas, | mistakenly balisved
oviparaus speces other than the
wastern browns to be gravid, but
found this not (o be the case after
feeling lor eggs.

Tha anly odhar member of genus
Feaudonaja that | collected on this
trip was the Ringed Brown Snake
(P modesta), but none were in 8
gravid condition. It is unlikely that this
snake produces mulliple clutchas,
unlika its larger cousing, becausa

of the high prapartion of enargy the
femake invasts in her clutch. | have
racorded an egg mass equivalent to
150% of the famale’s body weight,
as compared to commonly less than
7% for the westarn brown

One night | spatted a fnged
brown crossing the frack, heading
somewhera in a hurry, 30 | grabbed

my tonch and camera out of S8
the vehicke with the intant of
trying to photograph if in situ il
poasible, withowt bagging il. |
lowve the challenge of gatting the
perfect shof, but usually Fall wall
short of the mark. Hay, if il wara
gasy, it wouldn't be much of a
challengel

The area whera | was chasing
the ringed brown, from what |
could ses in the dark, was flat
spinifex sandplain and should
have been easy going. Howaver,
running fiat out through the bush at
night while concentrating all cne's
attention an @ small mobile snake
is probably something that a bloka

pushing saventy should nal be daing.

| suddenly stopped as if shot and
faund myself fiying through the air -
with the initial belief that | had bean
hit by a vehlcle, Foriunately, | had
the presence of mind to lead with
rry elbows, 50 my ulility camera and
twe-hundred-and-fifty-dollar Palican
torch would be somewhat protectad
whien | slammed into the ground,
which was whal happened next

Cocacamph! Bugger. that fur!

| lay there for several minutes
gatherirg my thoughts and 1o
ansura thara were no broken banas
before attempling to rise, which |
succassiully accomplished. | had

It all
intarest in the
snake, which was now long

gane anyway, and turned the tarch
light back In the direction | had just
come from. There, blocking my path
and almwost completely hidden by the
tall grass. was a small termita mound
about one metre high, it had taken
miy kags aut from under ma, causing
mae ta fly headiong over the top of it
As | walked back to the track, | falt
samething wet in my boots. With the
aid of the lorch, | discoverad thal
they ware filling with blood from my
flayed legs!
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Forlunateky, 1 did nat hit my head or break any bones that  environmentalist and old feller whao spends two-thirds of
could have seen me lying out there in the spinifax for | do each year parked up alone in the bush. | do so as well to

el kraw how long. | was lucky this time and recovered encourage olners lo have a crack at a similar lifestyle and

quickly after a few days of feeling stiff and sora. Howewver,  get out there, far away from the truly false and sanitised

i did rainforcs the need to be excepticnally caulicus routing of first-world suburbia.

when working alone in remote areas, Accidents can

happen so simply and quickly that my company’s | am extramely forlunate how things have turned out for

occupafional health and safety policy now prohibits its me, | know from the response of workers | meet visiting
&ote field emplo '&'F'F from moving across the ground, remate mining camps that many are envicus of my tough,

when on fool, any faster than can be achiaved with a ndependeant, foatlcose and fancy-free existance, There

brisk walk! is & little of the plonear in many of us, but faw will ever

get the opporiunity to experience this kind of Iife today. |

In this brief article, | have attampled o comvey a litile congider mysell 1o be ana of the very lucky ones, and am

about the enviranment | work In, and conditions that | fond of saying, in parting, to those wha will listen, that,

belizve can only be handled by tha truly committad in Mo you will be able fo tell your grandchiidren that you

madern times. | am a replile photographer, biodiversity have met the last of Australia’s hard men!”




