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I am convinced that, not so long
ago, cassowaries strutted about
in Tallebudgera Valley, growing
plump upon these big fruits.

THE CASSOWARY’S
LAST MEAL

BY TIM LOW

~ T'S ONLY A SHORT DRIVE FROM THE

= hedonistic Gold Coast to tranquil
Tallebudgera Valley, but it's a big step
back in time. A dirt road winds over
foothills and along creek flats before
bringing vou to the door of Lyndria
Cook, a doctor whose parents and
grandparents farmed the surrounding
valley, converting lush rainforest and

wet sclerophyll into banana farms and
pastures.

Pockets of rainforest still linger in gul-
lies and on slopes, and Lyndria is an
expert on the plants they hold. Her val-
ley is a hot spot for rare species, and on
a very short walk with her daughter in
tow, she was able to show me a swag of
trees on the Queensland rare and threat-
ened list: Durobby (Syzygium moorei),
Red Lilly-pilly (S. hodgkinsoniae), Small-
leaved Tamarind (Diploglottis campbel-
li7), Black Walnut (Endiandra globosa)
and others.

Some of these trees were carrying
fruits, and [ was struck by their massive

dimensions. Black Walnut fruits are as
big as golf balls and Durobbies grow to
apple size—6.5 centimetres across.
They dwarf most other fruits and
berries found in the Australian bush. I
wondered what kinds of animals eat
them.

Succulent fruits are an adaptation to
dispersal by animals. The sweet {lesh
entices animals to disperse the seeds,
either by carrying the fruit to eat else-
where, or by swallowing it whole and
excreting the seeds far away. In
Australian forests, birds and flying-foxes
are the main dispersal agents.

The Durobby fruit (and its seed) is so
big that a flying-fox is the only local ani-
mal that could carry it off. But Lyndria
says flying-foxes do not visit the trees,
nor do Australian Brush-turkeys
(Alectura lathami) or any other fruit-eat-
ing animals. The huge crops of white
fruits fall and rot.

The same fate befalls the much small-
er fruits of the Small-leaved Tamarind.
They are bright red, a colour attractive
to birds, but upon ripening they imme-
diately fall to the ground where they lie
uneaten. The Red Bopple Nut
(Hicksbeachia pinnatifolia) is another
rare free in the valley with bright red
fruits, of large size, that nothing eats.

| have thought long and hard about
these strange [ruiting trees and I am
convinced that, not so long ago, cas-
sowaries strutted about in Tallebudgera
Valley, growing plump upon these big
fruits and dispersing the seeds.

Fruits of the Small-leaved Tamarind have a delicious, tangy taste, and Tallebudgera pioneers stewed them into jam.
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Today, cassowaries
species) survive only in the rainforests
of northern Queensland and New
Guinea, more than 1,100 kilometres to
the north. But it appears that cas-
sowaries did live in  southern
Queensland in the recent past—a hone
from a dwarf species is thought to have
come from late Pleistocene (40,000 to
one million-year-old) deposits in the
Darling Downs.

The Tallebudgera rainforest is an out-
lier of the Big Scrub, a huge block of
rainforest around Lismore that was
cleared by pioneers. This rainforest with
its big fruits would have been ideal for
cassowaries, Perhaps the big birds were
exterminated by Aborigines during a
dry climatic phase when the rainforest
had contracted, probably within the last
few thousand years.

Cassowaries must have roamed
heyond the Big Scrub. Fruits apparently
adapted for cassowary dispersal are
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found widely in northern New South
Wales and southern Queensland. They
include Davidson's Plum (Davidsonia
pruriens), Rusty Plum (Amorphosper-
mum whitei), Brown Pearwood (A. anti-
logum) and  Southern  Ochrosia
(Ochrosia moorei).

The largest number of species seem-
ingly adapted for cassowary dispersal is
found in the genus Endiandra. Northern
New South Wales has 11 Endiandra
species, with fruits of two types: elliptical
[ruits 1.3-3 centimetres long (five
species), and much bigger, mostly
spherical fruits, 5-10 centimetres long
(six species). Similar size classes occur
among northern Queensland Endiandra
species, where naturalists Wendy and
Bill Cooper have ohserved a range of
birds eating the smaller [ruits, but only
the Southern Cassowary (C. casuarius)
eating the bigger fruits. The same
dietary preferences would have pre-
vailed in New South Wales.

The giant among the southern
Endiandra (and among temperate
Australian) fruits is £. floydii from rem-
nants of the Big Scrub. Its massive pur-
plish-black fruits are 7-10 centimetres
long and carry seeds as big as plums, up
to 5.5 centimetres long.

Because the cassowary fruits of tem-
perate Australia lost their dispersal
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Davidson’s Plum tree is common in northern Queensland, where the Southern Cassowary eats
its big purple fruits, but in northern New South Wales, where cassowaries are extinct, it is

very rare.

agenl, we might expect them to be
scarce plants with a limited distribution.
For most of the species this is indeed the
case, although it is difficult to know how
much of their rarityv is due to recent rain-
forest clearing.

However, the loss of a dispersal agent
does not automatically lead to extinction.
Biologist Daniel Janzen deduced that a
horse-dispersed  fruit in  Central
America, the Guanacaste (Enferolobium
evelocarpum), survived for hundreds of
vears without a dispersal agent after
native American horses became extinct.
Its seeds are now dispersed by domestic
horses introduced from Europe. There
are no plans to reintroduce cassowaries

to temperate Australia, so we may need to
help the rarer cassowary trees by artificial-
ly disseminating their seeds. Considering
the amount of damage humans have inflict-
ed upon rainforests in Australia, we owe
them that much, at least.
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