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by cathy trinca

Just before christmas, one of the Friends’ founding 

members, Lawrence cohn, passed away aged 93. those 

of you who knew Lawrence or worked with him will 

remember him as the backbone of the Friends. His 

intelligence, wise counsel and totally unflappable manner 

steered the Friends for nearly twenty years. He will be 

greatly missed by us all.

The Friends were also saddened by the death late last year 

of Dame Elisabeth Murdoch. Dame Elisabeth’s generosity and 

thoughtfulness affected the lives of many. She was Patron and 

wonderful supporter of the Royal Botanic Gardens and a member 

of the Friends for 24 years. We pay tribute to this distinguished 

Australian.

This month, we welcome the new Director and Chief Executive 

of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Professor Tim Entwisle. We look 

forward to working with him on the Council and at our executive 

meetings and wish him all the best when he takes up his position 

this month at the Gardens.

To honour Dr Philip Moors for his significant achievements 

while Director and Chief Executive of the Royal Botanic 

Gardens and to acknowledge and thank him for his support 

and involvement with the Friends, it gave us great pleasure 

to make him an Honorary Life Member of the Friends at the 

Annual General Meeting in November. Now our warmest 

congratulations go to him on being made an Officer (AO) in the 

Order of Australia in the awards announced on Australia Day 

for distinguished service to conservation and the environment 

through contributions to the botanical and scientific community 

and the promotion of Australian flora. 

Autumn is upon us and this means that the Growing Friends’ 

Nursery is stocked ready for the Autumn Plant Sale, to be held 

on Saturday 20 April 10 am to 4 pm and Sunday 21 April 10 am 

to 3 pm. Mark the dates in your diary and don’t forget to bring a 

market trolley to take your purchases home. Remember to carry 

your membership card for the 10% members’ discount on all 

plants (excluding Sunday afternoon specials) and look for the 

catalogue which will be available on the website a week before 

the sale.

Following the success of The Art of Botanical Illustration 

exhibition last November, everyone is talking about this artform 

as a popular pastime. The summer workshops were full, with 

waiting lists, the beginners’ workshops are always booked out 

early, and the regular classes, spread over seven days a week, 

are almost all full. The next beginners’ workshop is filling fast, 

so don’t delay if you are thinking of taking up this fascinating 

activity. All classes are on site in the Whirling Room studio at the 

RBG Melbourne. 

Enjoy the change of season, crisper cooler mornings and the 

autumnal tints beginning to show. Take one of our autumn walks 

or rambles to enjoy the changes around you. I am looking forward 

to meeting many of our newest members  later this month at the 

next Welcome to the Friends. Join me for a glass of wine, meet 

the conveners of all our groups and enjoy a twilight walk with one 

of the RBG’s voluntary guides. It will be a great evening.

Dame Elisabeth Murdoch with Dr Philip Moors on the RBG’s celebration of her 100th birthday.

from the president
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the Friends are delighted to welcome Professor tim 

entwisle, an internationally respected scientist and 

scientific communicator, who takes up his appointment 

as the new Director and chief executive of the Royal 

Botanic Gardens on 4 March.

Professor Entwisle is no stranger to Melbourne nor to many 

RBG staff members. He graduated from of the University of 

Melbourne and subsequently took his PhD from La Trobe 

University with a specialisation in freshwater algae. During the 

1990s at the RBG’s National Herbarium of Victoria he continued 

his research into algae and co-edited and contributed to the 

four-volume Flora of Victoria. He also wrote occasional pieces on 

science for The Age.

He moved to the Royal Botanic Gardens Sydney in 1998 

and became Executive Director of the Botanic Gardens Trust, a 

position that included responsibility for Sydney’s Royal Botanic 

Garden, Blue Mountains Botanic Garden at Mount Tomah and 

Australian Botanic Garden at Mount Annan near Camden. Under 

his leadership, the Trust raised over $25m in capital funds and 

built a number of major buildings and gardens. Tim contributed 

regularly to Sydney radio and television, including a popular 

ABC 702 AM segment linked to his blog talkingplants.blogspot.

com. 

In 2011 Professor Entwisle joined the Royal Botanic Gardens 

Kew as Director of Conservation, Living Collections and Estates, 

including horticulture and landscapes at Kew Gardens and 

Wakehurst Place, the Millennium Seed Bank, conservation policy 

and the care and maintenance of 50 heritage listed buildings. 

In announcing his appointment as Director and Chief 

Executive of the RBG, Elaine Canty, Chairman of the Board, 

said, – ‘We were determined to find an exceptional candidate 

to lead the Royal Botanic Gardens into the future and I have no 

doubt that Tim is the right person for the job. With his extensive 

experience in the management of some of the world’s most 

influential botanic gardens, his impressive scientific credentials, 

and his infectious enthusiasm for plants and the environment, 

I’m confident that Tim will enjoy significant successes at the 

Gardens.’

Professor Entwisle said he could not miss the opportunity to 

lead an organisation that was so close to his heart. ‘I’m thrilled 

to be returning to Melbourne to head up one of the world’s great 

botanic gardens. The impeccably landscaped garden in South 

Yarra, now coupled with the inspirational Australian Garden 

at Cranbourne, is a potent mix. Add to this the rich botanical 

collections and world-class expertise, and the attraction is 

irresistible. 

‘While I have thoroughly enjoyed my two years at Kew as 

Director of Conservation, Living Collections and Estates – 

looking after more than half of the world’s most famous botanic 

gardens – I am keen to return to Australia and to “captain the 

ship”. I’m also keen to return to the home of the world’s second 

best coffee, after Italy.’

In his first few months Professor Entwisle wants to talk to 

as many members of staff, Friends and the wider community 

as possible to find out what is working well and what needs 

attention. ‘Our botanic gardens must be part of the cultural and 

scientific life of Melbourne’ he says ‘and whatever we do, it has 

to be firmly rooted in plants and their importance to our lives, 

from food and shelter to oxygen and inspiration’. 

The Friends wish Professor Entwisle well in his new role and 

look forward to working with him.

Janet Thomson

from the friends
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When he joined the Friends in 1983, Lawrence cohn, an 

actuary by profession, brought with him a wealth of 

experience and expertise. His career with the national 

Mutual Life Association of Australasia Ltd was long and 

very successful, and at the time of his retirement in 1982, 

he was a director and deputy general manager.

Frank Phillips first met Lawrence when they were both 

members of the inaugural steering committee of the Friends.    

As Secretary and a key member of the Friends’ Council 

Lawrence provided advice to Frank as the inaugural President 

from 1983–89. Frank says that at all times Lawrence carried out his 

responsibilities as a true gentleman, and proudly represented the 

Friends. David Wilkinson, President of the Friends from 1990–92, 

agrees, and says as a recently-arrived Melburnian his presidency 

could not have been operational without Lawrence Cohn at his side.

A man of sound commonsense and wisdom, Lawrence was 

called upon many times for advice that was given only after 

much careful thought. ‘Let’s ask Lawrence’ was a frequent cry 

when out of the ordinary situations arose or a matter needed 

clarifying. He played a leading role in drafting the original 

Statement of Purposes and Rules, steered the Friends through 

incorporation that necessitated many rule amendments, helped 

establish the Trust Fund and worked through all the complexities 

associated with the introduction of the Goods and Services Tax 

to ensure that the Friends complied with requirements. As well, 

he served on many committees and represented the Friends 

whenever necessary at meetings with the management of the 

Royal Botanic Gardens. Former Director and Chief Executive 

of the Gardens, Dr Philip Moors recalls ‘For almost 20 years 

Lawrence ensured the (Friends’) Council was properly advised, 

its decisions sound, and any tricky issues were flagged. His wry 

sense of humour lightened many discussions over the years.’

Lawrence called on Margaret Howes to record minutes of a 

Council meeting on her first day as office secretary in 1993. She 

quickly learned that he was meticulous! She remembers him as 

kind, sensitive, never grumpy and a fine example of one who 

lived a good life.

Heather Ironmonger, who edited Botanic News and the 

Botanic Magazine for more than 10 years, recalls Lawrence’s 

kind reassuring presence. Nothing escaped his actuarial eye 

as he reviewed articles and granted his seal of approval before 

publication. She remembers him as a calm and wise friend whose 

gentle smile illuminated his deceptively austere demeanour.

Duncan Ironmonger remembers how Lawrence worked 

behind the scenes at the Growing Friends’ plant sales. With 

great attention to detail he allocated notes and coins as change 

for the cash boxes at checkouts. Over two days, Lawrence’s 

graphs plotted the hourly sales against those of previous years 

to keep everyone informed of the progressive results.

Janet Thomson, Immediate Past President of both the Friends 

and the Association of Botanic Gardens, says ‘Founding the 

Association of Friends of Botanic Gardens (Victoria) Inc. (now 

known as the Association of Botanic Gardens Inc.) was another 

of Lawrence’s major achievements. The AFBG is an umbrella 

organisation for Friends’ groups of botanic gardens and 

arboreta; its membership now stands at 52 in Australia and one 

in New Zealand. As Secretary of the AFBG from 1993 until his 

retirement from the Committee in 2006, Lawrence drew up the 

Statement of Purposes and Rules, handled all the administrative 

work at the direction of the Committee of Management, edited 

and produced the newsletter and provided advice and expert 

counsel to members. At his urging the AFBG became an 

Australia-wide organisation in 2001.

Lawrence had a ‘second home’ at the Gardens apart from 

the Friends; he devoted more than ten years to the Mueller 

Correspondence Project at the National Herbarium. General 

Editor of the Project, Professor Rod Home, acknowledges 

Lawrence’s wonderful eye as a proofreader and his enormous 

help in tracing shipping details and constructing a biographical 

register of correspondents.

Lawrence, who died on 23 December 2012 at the age of 93, 

was always highly regarded and respected by his colleagues 

who valued and appreciated his support and friendship. Many 

have fond and happy memories of this special man. 

Meg Miller and friends

lawrence cohn 
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from the gardens

RSVP foR EVEntS on ouR booking foRm oR download onE fRom thE EVEntS PagE on ouR 

wEbSitE: www.rbgfriendsmelbourne.org. For disabled access to onsite Events please contact the Friends’ office.

Photography 

Workshop
Glenn Guy, professional 

photographer and teacher

Saturday 13 & 20 April 

10 am – 4 pm

Mueller Hall, National 
Herbarium, Birdwood Avenue

COST $300     ($250 Friends)

Includes morning tea and 
lunch both days

RSVP by Friday April 5

Numbers strictly limited. 

This course will be held over 
two weekends and combines 
theory and practical outdoor 
photography.

 
Participants will be introduced 
to the beauty of our natural 
world and in-camera solutions 
for many of the technical 
problems associated 
with photographing the 
natural landscape. Basic 
to Intermediate theory is 
provided through stunning 
visuals, hands-on practical 
photography sessions and a 
group feedback session.

 

Glenn Guy is a professional 
photographer and teaches 
at several TAFE colleges 
in Melbourne. He runs a 
photography educational blog at  
www.travelphotographyguru.com

daY onE – Practical Photography Sessions 1, 2 and 3

Exposure 

Learn why your camera’s light meter often produces images that 

are either too light or dark. Take the stress out of photography 

by knowing what to do to override the camera and produce the 

best exposure possible. 

Lenses 

Understand the range of lenses best suited to landscape, nature 

and architectural photography. 

What factors need to be considered when purchasing a new 

lens. 

Learn how best to use the lens or lenses you currently own. 

Filters 

Gain an understanding of the major filters used in landscape 

and architectural photography. 

Light - Part 1 

Explore the wonder of light, its transforming qualities and how it 

affects the emotive outcome of your photographs. 

Light - Part 2 

Further exploration of the most fundamental component of the 

art of photography. 

 

daY two – Practical Photography Sessions 4 and 5 

Feedback 

Enjoy positive feedback from tutor and fellow participants alike 

that will help you identify your photographic strengths and gain 

information to help you make better photos in the future.  

B&W versus Colour 

Determine what scenes are ideal for rendering in colour versus 

black and white. 

Understand the difference between in-camera versus computer-

generated black and white photos. 

Composition 

A greatly misunderstood subject that goes far beyond where 

to place the horizon. Learn the fundamental elements of 

composition and be shown how to incorporate them into your 

own photography for dramatically improved results. Put these 

lessons learned into the following practical photography session. 

Course Review, Final Questions and the Road Ahead

Requirements

Please bring your camera, lenses, pencils and paper.

While this course is designed specifically for digital SLR 

cameras, those with a compact digital camera will also benefit 

from the course.

 

events
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RSVP foR EVEntS on ouR booking foRm oR download onE fRom thE EVEntS PagE on ouR 

wEbSitE: www.rbgfriendsmelbourne.org. For disabled access to onsite Events please contact the Friends’ office.

Autumn Splendour 

in the Yarra Valley
Self-drive visit to Alowyn 

Gardens, Yarra Glen

Thursday 18 April at 11 am

Cost $45         (Friends $40)

Take Melba Highway 
towards Yea just before Yarra 
Glen. Through the second 
roundabout Alowyn is 1 km 
on right hand side. Look for 
red flags. (Approximate travel 

time 1 hour). Melway 267 G9

Alowyn Gardens extends over four acres and is the passion 

of Prue and John Van de Linde. There are a number of clearly 

defined areas within the gardens. The formal parterre garden, 

which is built along 17th century design principles, leads through 

a series of small individual courtyards and garden spaces. 

After an introductory talk we will be free to explore at our 

leisure. The gardens will be open to us exclusively. A relaxing 

lunch in the courtyard café will complete our three-hour visit. 

Leaving Alowyn we will travel five minutes back down the 

highway for a private visit to Lubra Bend, one of the original 

properties in the area where a magnificent homestead presides 

over a vast garden including the dry garden designed by Phillip 

Johnson. Cost includes morning tea, lunch and admission fees 
to both gardens.

Heard Island: Ice, 

Fire and Penguins
Illustrated talk by Philip 

Moors, Former Director 

& chief executive Royal 

Botanic Gardens

Tuesday 16 April at 6 for 6.30 pm

Mueller Hall, National Herbarium

Cost: $25         (Friends $15)

RSVP by Friday 12 April 

Refreshments will be served 
before the talk.

Where is Australia’s highest mountain? Where is Australia’s 

only active volcano? The answer to both questions is Heard 

Island. Hidden away in the stormy seas of the Furious Fifties in 

the Southern Ocean 4,140 km southwest of Perth, Heard Island 

is an Australian territory and one of the remotest islands on 

the planet. It is a World Heritage Site recognised as a unique 

wilderness and a place of spectacular beauty in an essentially 

undisturbed environment.

Very few tourist voyages are permitted to land there, but in 

November 2012 Philip Moors was a member of one of those 

rare trips. He will describe the island’s fascinating human and 

natural history – and the 10,000 km voyage to get there and 

back – illustrated by his photographs of this remarkable island 

and its wildlife.

A Walk in the 

Darebin Parklands
Autumn Fit Friends 

Ramble

Tuesday 30 April

Cost:  $25      (Friends $20)

RSVP by 23 April.

Meet at 10 am in the car park 
next to the parklands to the 
left at the end of Separation 
Street. Melway 31, c9.

The Wurundjeri clan of the Woiwurrung people cared for the area 

of Darebin Parklands and used it for shelter and food. When 

European settlers arrived, they started dairy farming and market 

gardens. Later the land became a public reserve and a tip. 

But since 1975, after it was purchased by government authorities, 

the land has been a pioneer of urban land reclamation and 

revegetation. It is now beautiful bushland with vistas across water 

towards stark rock banks. There is a Spiritual Healing Trail along a 

fairly rough bush track down to Darebin Creek and around the park 

where visitors may walk along the creek with reflections of the bush, 

across a bridge and back over stepping stones.

The Chief Ranger will introduce us to the parklands and the 

trail. At the end of our walk we will be treated to morning tea in 

the bluestone picnic shelter. Please wear comfortable shoes and 

bring a bottle of water for this ramble. Be ready to spot birds, 

wildflowers and even exotic trees.

events



au tumn ‘13  /  Botan ic  News   7

RSVP foR EVEntS on ouR booking foRm oR download onE fRom thE EVEntS PagE on ouR 

wEbSitE: www.rbgfriendsmelbourne.org. For disabled access to onsite Events please contact the Friends’ office.

Autumn talking 

Plants
Australian native Plants 

– Landscaping in the 

‘natural Style’

Friday 3 May at 10 am

Domain House,  
Dallas Brooks Drive 
Cost $17          (Friends $12) 
RSVP by Monday 29 April  
Refreshments on arrival.

Our presenter was fortunate to train with renowned landscape 

gardener Ellis Stones, and this talk will focus on using native 

plants in a natural style. Native plants are generally evergreen, 

so leaf shape, colour, size and texture will be a major part of 

the talk. Discussion will focus on aromatic foliage to encourage 

planting of natives with diverse leaf form; these leaves are 

not only highly aromatic but have an unusual leaf surface. 

A wonderful sensory experience is created when leaves are 

touched or crushed. The overall result is a fragrant-leaved, multi- 

textured garden experience creating year-round interest.

Autumn Insiders’ 

Walk
Library of national 

Herbarium of Victoria

Thursday 9 May at 10 am

Meet at Gate Lodge

Cost: $20 MEMBERS ONLY

RSVP by Monday 6 May

Morning tea will be served 
before the walk.

We will meet first for morning tea then walk across to visit the 

Royal Botanic Gardens Library at the National Herbarium of 

Victoria to discover some of the many beautiful and important 

treasures that comprise the State Botanical Collection. This is an 

exclusive tour for members only.

This tour will provide insight into the extraordinary life of  

Baron Ferdinand von Mueller, whose personal book collection 

became the basis for the library we have today. Also on display 

will be one of the oldest types of botanical texts – a 16th Century 

German illustrated herbal and a selection of important botanical 

publications and exquisite paintings by some of Australia’s 

leading botanic artists.

Botany in Remote 

china
An illustrated talk by terry 

Smyth, curator, Southern 

china collection, RBGM

Wednesday 15 May at 6 for 

6.30 pm

Mueller Hall, National Herbarium 
Cost $25           (Friends $15) 
Refreshments will be served 
before the talk.

Xinjiang in China’s north-west is the Middle Kingdom’s biggest 

province. This region is home to famous fruit crops grown by 

the Uighur people renowned for their horticultural prowess.

Terry will talk about her trip to Xinjiang where she visited the 

world’s lowest altitude botanical garden. Turpan Eremophyte 

Botanical Garden has an average rainfall of 16mm per year. 

Deep karez (an ancient underground well and channeling 

system) provide essential water. Among the collections the 

garden has a section of wild fruit trees featuring apples and 

pears as well as many remarkable local species that grow in the 

extreme conditions.

Philosophy in the 

Garden
talk by Damon Young,  

Honorary Fellow in Philosophy 

at the University of Melbourne.

Thursday 6 June 6 for 6.30 pm

Mueller Hall, National Herbarium

Cost $25          (Friends $15)

Refreshments will be served 
before the talk.

Why did Marcel Proust have bonsai beside his bed? What was 

Jane Austen doing, coveting an apricot? How was Friedrich 

Nietzsche inspired by his ‘thought tree’?

In his new book Philosophy in the Garden, philosopher and 

writer Damon Young takes you on a scenic tour of the profound 

thoughts discovered in parks, backyards and even pot plants. 

Philosophy in the Garden does not provide tips for mowing 

overgrown couch grass, or mulching a dry Japanese maple. It is 

a philosophical companion to the gardener’s labours and joys.

In a special event for Friends of the Royal Botanic Gardens, 

Damon Young will reveal one of literature’s most intimate 

relationships: great minds and their gardens. 

events
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from the president

Autumn Plant Sale
Saturday 20 April 10 am - 4 pm

Sunday 21 April 10 am - 3 pm

The Sale Catalogue will be available on our website:

www.rbgfriendsmelbourne.org approximately a week before the Sale.

Members are reminded to bring their membership cards in order to obtain 

10% discount at the Sale (excludes Sunday specials).

NurSery OpeN DAyS iN AuTuMN

Due to the Myrtle Rust Control Protocol the Growing Friends’ Nursery will be 

closed for Friday sales to members until further notice.

Please check the eNews or contact the Friends’ office for any updates to this 

information.

Plants We Grow – Future Stars
While there are many plants which the Growing Friends 

regularly propagate and so generally keep in stock, it 

is valuable to look at some of the more exciting plants 

which recently have been introduced into the nursery. 

Because of the Myrtle Rust control Protocol these are 

being produced from limited stock plants, consequently 

they will only ever be available in small numbers. However, 

all have a WoW factor and so are worth the efforts of the 

Growing Friends and the wait by customers.

Grevillea comutata is a native of south-west Western Australia. It 

is a vigorous spreading shrub which in good conditions can reach 

two metres high by three metres wide. The delicately perfumed 

flowers, which are borne at the ends of branches, are white with 

the faintest flush of pink. While this grevillea can be grown as a 

specimen shrub, it can also be used to make a magnificent hedge.

Brunfelsia undulata is a beautiful small tree or large shrub (it 

grows to two metres) from the West Indies where it is called the 

Rain Tree. Its large tubular flowers are very pale cream/white 

and are delicately perfumed. While flowering usually occurs in 

summer, in good conditions it will flower regularly throughout 

the year. It needs full sun or semishade in rich, moist, but well 

drained soil.

Rhododendron ‘Palamino’ and helwegii hybrids are two of a 

number of vireya hybrids which the Growing Friends have begun 

to propagate over the last couple of years. Both are sturdy 

upright plants with attractive dark green foliage. While neither is 

perfumed both have large showy blooms, as can be seen from 

the photos. These vireyas have been chosen for their ability to 

grow well in Melbourne.

Because these are new introductions the timing of their 

availability is not definite, although some should be available 

in the next 12 months, so check the catalogues of future sales, 

which will be online at the Friends’ website about a week prior to 

the regular Autumn and Spring Sales.

Michael Hare, Convener

growing friends
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The Growing 
Friends’ Super 
Autumn Plant Sale
SATurDAy 20 April 10 AM TO 4 pM

SuNDAy 21 April 10 AM TO 3 pM

iNSiDe GATe e

rOyAl BOTANic GArDeNS, MelBOurNe

MelWAy: MAp 2l reF c2

03 9650 6398

friends@frbgmelb.org.au

www.rbgfriendsmelbourne.org

FRBG  
Melbourne

by Alison Vaughan, Collections Information Officer, RBGM

the national Herbarium of Victoria’s collections database, 

MeLISR, holds over 800,000 herbarium specimen records, 

along with taxonomic and historical data, and information 

about herbarium loans and exchange. the database 

supports the research and curation work undertaken 

by the Plant Sciences and Biodiversity Division, and the 

specimen data is contributed to national and international 

biodiversity projects such as Australia’s Virtual Herbarium 

(AVH) and the Global Biodiversity Information Facility 

(GBIF). In order to ensure that this data remains accessible 

into the future and can be used to its full potential, it 

is important that it is stored in a modern and reliable 

database that can interact with other programs, such as 

mapping software and web applications.

MELISR had been running on the same database system 

since its inception in the early 1990s until February 2011, when a 

project to move the data into the Specify collections management 

system was completed. Specify is a comprehensive natural history 

database that is used by almost 400 museums and herbaria in 

23 countries. The transfer of the Herbarium’s collection data 

into Specify has resulted in a more comprehensive and robust 

database that can be further developed as needed.

Specify is written in the Java programming language, so the 

opportunity to undertake a course in Java allowed me to gain a 

better understanding of how the collections database works and 

to take a more active role in the development of MELISR. The 

course teaches skills that are also applied by other programming 

languages that we have used to develop our own applications, 

for instance label-printing programs, loans processing and 

quality-assurance tools. Accordingly, I applied for funding from 

the Friends’ Scholarship to assist me to undertake the course.

My completion of the training has expanded the in-house 

knowledge of Specify and improved our ability to resolve 

database issues locally. I am now better able to interpret the 

source code of our collections management system, and will be 

able to help write business rules to customise the application 

for our institution and for other Australasian herbaria that are 

implementing Specify.

I’d like to express my thanks to the Friends for this valuable 

career-development opportunity.

scholarship report
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Where Are they? 
For a variety of reasons I was not able to visit the RBG 

Melbourne in 2012 as regularly as usual. Hence my bird 

records have not received their usual attention.

Fortunately, a number of the RGB staff, together with a few 

non-staff, keep watch and report unusual sightings, so I have 

been kept well-informed. In particular, staff members Sandra 

Hodge and Val Stajsic keep a keen eye on the bird life, and 

David Plant, who has conducted many Friends’ Bird Rambles, 

adds his considerable experience and knowledge. David has 

also been the ‘keeper’ of the bird records over the years. 

Several outstanding bird observers, as far back as Mueller 

(appointed the first Director in 1857), kept very fine records and 

these give us good comparative information about the changes 

in the bird life over more than 150 years. With the retirement 

of Phil Moors as Director we have sadly lost his significant 

expertise in the field of ornithology.

In the eighteen years or so that I have been visiting the 

Gardens on a regular basis there have been a number of 

changes in the patterns of the bird life.

The most notable of these has been the movement of the 

Bell Miners from outside D Gate to other areas of the Gardens, 

most especially to Long Island. These are aggressive and 

territorial birds and the result has been a sharp decline in the 

numbers of smaller birds on and around the Island, particularly 

the White-browed Scrubwren, the White-plumed Honeyeater, the 

Spotted Pardalote, Clamorous Reed-warbler and, possibly, the 

European Greenfinch.

Up to two or three years ago there were about six or seven 

families of Song Thrush, an introduced native of Eurasia, around 

the Gardens. However, I have not seen one in the last two years. 

This bird was introduced to the RBG and Royal Park in 1857, 

and Melbourne is the only city in Australia in which it flourished. 

Its disappearance from the Gardens coincided with the Working 

Wetlands Project and also when the numbers of Common Myna – 

a native of India and Southern China – expanded rapidly. This bird 

is a feral scavenger and, like the Bell Miner (no relation), forces 

out other birds. The reduction of Blackbird numbers may also be 

a result of the incursion of Mynas.

The Working Wetlands Project also had an impact on the five 

or six families of Purple Swamphen that were forced to relocate 

during the works. There was probably a similar impact on the 

numbers of other water birds, but as this project becomes fully 

developed there will most likely follow a significant increase in 

the number of wetland birds and species. It is already obvious 

that the Purple Swamphen numbers are on the increase again. 

The number of their young in early 2013 is the most I have seen. 

A very healthy sign!

Other birds whose numbers seem to have decreased are: 

Powerful Owl (once a regular visitor, not 

recorded for the last three years), Superb 

Fairy-wren (the beautiful ‘Blue Wren’, rarely 

seen now), Mistletoebird, Brown Goshawk 

and Australian Hobby.

December and January used to be 

the time for Little Pied and Little Black 

Cormorants to nest in large numbers (30 – 

50 birds of each species) on Ridoutt Island 

on the Ornamental Lake. In the last few years 

the nesting has almost vanished. I have seen 

only three or four Little Black and Little Pied 

Cormorant in early January this year.

In August 2010 perhaps the most 

extraordinary visitor in the last ten years, a 

Painted Button-quail, was present near the 

works area for a couple of weeks. Most likely 

this was an aviary escapee.

In February 2012 RBG staff member 

Jo Caruso sighted a Buff-banded Rail, an 

incredibly shy bird fond of dense foliage, 

around the margins of swamps and lakes. 

It usually appears out of the foliage early 

in the morning. David Plant also sighted 

one in September last, and Sandra Hodge 

Buff-banded Rail.  Photo: Bruce Sandie

birds in the gardens
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in early January this year. Before the 2012 sightings it had not 

been recorded in the Gardens for more than 50 years. Also, in 

September last year Val Stajsic sighted two other occasional 

visitors, the White-necked Heron and the Little Grassbird.

In 1984 the Common Koel, a large cuckoo which breeds in 

Asia, PNG, western Pacific islands and the north of Australia, 

was not recorded south of the Victoria/New South Wales border. 

In recent years, however, stray birds have come as far as 

Melbourne and Adelaide. There have been odd sightings in the 

RBG, usually in November, December and January for the last 

six or seven years. Generally it announces its presence by its 

loud, strong and persistent call. Last year it was reported in both 

January and November. Its presence around Melbourne always 

elicits a considerable response from Melbourne bird watchers.

In summary, 2012 was, for me, a ‘down’ year for the 

Gardens’ birds. But I still face this year with enthusiasm in 

the hope of more unusual and exciting visiting birds. Perhaps 

the Red-whiskered Bulbul will make a re-appearance after an 

absence of 11 years. Bird watching is never dull!

Tony Delves

Powerful Owl on the Oak Lawn.  Photo: Tony Delves

new Members’ Welcome
Thursday 14 March at 5.30 pm

Mueller Hall, National Herbarium, Birdwood Avenue, South Yarra

Please join us for the New Members’ Welcome. 

Invitations will soon be sent to all recently-joined Friends to come 

to our next ‘Getting-to-know-you’ gathering. Drinks and nibbles 

will be served while you mingle and meet other new members. 

Learn about the Friends’ wide range of activities in a friendly and 

relaxed atmosphere, with conveners of all groups on hand to 

provide information. The evening finishes with a special tour of 

the Gardens with an expert voluntary guide.

All those who have joined the Friends since our last welcome, 

and those who have already requested an invitation to an 

evening welcome, will automatically receive one. If you have not 

been able to attend a previous New Members’ Welcome and 

would like to come this time, please call our office on 9650 6398 

and we’ll make sure you receive an invitation.

FrieNDS’ MeMBerShip prize

Congratulations to Mrs Mabs Topp who has won the Friends’ 

Membership Prize for the fourth quarter of 2012. Mabs lives in 

Camberwell and has been an Individual Member for two years. 

She is delighted with her success. The Prize is a year’s free 

membership.

At the end of each quarter in 2013, all members who have 

paid their fee by the date printed on their first renewal notice will be 

eligible to win a prize. The next draw will be at the end of March.

By renewing your membership, you give wonderful support 

to the Gardens through the Friends. You can also share your 

passion and extend your support for the Gardens by arranging 

Gift Memberships. Details can be found on the FRBG’s website.

members
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classes
Term 1 2013 will start in the 
week beginning Friday 1 
February. Classes will be held:

evenings: tuesday and 

Wednesday

Daytime: Mondays, 

Wednesdays and Saturdays

(two sessions each day 2.5hr) 

Thursdays and Sundays: 

one 2.5hr session each 
Fridays: one 3hr session.

2.5hr classes:  $295 inc GSt

 Friends:  $240 inc GSt

3hr classes:  $340 inc GSt

 Friends:  $285 inc GSt

We strongly recommend 
that students without prior 
experience in botanical 
illustration complete a 
Beginners’ Workshop before 
entering Term classes.

Workshops
All workshops will include 

morning and afternoon tea but 

not lunch.

beginners’ workshop 
with mali moir

tuesday 9 – Friday 12 April 

10 am to 4 pm 

cost: $349       Friends $295

This intensive four-day course 

is an introduction to botanical 

art via pencil and watercolour. 

Students will begin to develop 

skills in outline drawing, 

foreshortening, tonal work 

and rendering of surfaces, 

basic colour work and paint 

application.

The cost of the course 

includes equipment to be 

used during the workshop 

- drawing materials, paint, 

watercolour paper and 

brushes.

discover the Secrets 
of black backgrounds 
with kate nolan

Wednesday 3 – Friday 5 April

10am to 4pm

cost:  $349   Friends $295

Many of the world’s finest 

botanical artists have created 

works with black backgrounds 

and the results are always 

striking and original. In this 

three-day workshop, Kate aims 

to inspire each of her students 

to create one of these rare and 

wonderful works for themselves. 

She will show the class inspiring 

examples and some of the 

different techniques involved 

and will take the time to examine 

a couple of methods in depth. 

This workshop is suitable for 

students at an intermediate level 

to advanced level.

A materials list is available 

from the Friends’ office.

leaves in Colour 
Pencil and watercolour 
with Janet matthews

Wednesday 17 – Friday 19 

April

10am to 4pm

cost:  $349   Friends  $295

Popular teacher Janet 

Matthews returns to the 

Whirling Room for a three-day 

workshop in which she will 

show students how to combine 

colour pencil and watercolour 

to create realistic leaves of 

many types. Students will learn 

Janet’s techniques of layering 

colour to depict leaves ranging 

from soft grey-green Eucalypts 

to shiny dark green Camellias. 

This workshop is suitable for 

beginners as well as students 

at a more advanced level. 

A materials list is available 

from the Friends’ office.

all ClaSSES and woRkShoPS will bE hEld in thE whiRling Room Studio, obSERVatoRY gatE 

for bookings and further information, please contact the friends’ office on 9650 6398.

Above: Tulip and Below: Crab Pair, painted by Kate Nolan

illustrators
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Botanical 
Illustrators

Quarterly meeting

on tuesday 19 March

10 for 10.30 am

cost: $5.50

Pay on the Day

The speaker will be Professor 

David Cantrill, Chief Botanist, 

and Director, Plant Sciences 

and Biodiversity, National 

Herbarium of Victoria.

All botanical illustrators 

and students of botanical 

illustration who are members 

of the Friends are welcome in 

the Whirling Room.

Whirlybirds
Following the success of 

the Eucalypts of the RBG  

and Natures Small Wonders 

exhibition held in October 2011, 

Friends of the RBG Melbourne 

intend to hold a similar 

exhibition in October 2013.

If you are a member of 

the Friends you are invited 

to exhibit your work in From 

Forest to Seashore - Natural 

History: ferns, fungi and allies.

Please email your 

expressions of interest to 

sandras@tpg.com.au or 

phone 9598 9532 to ensure all 

information is forwarded to you.

The Whirlybirds meet on 

Tuesdays and Thursdays in 

the Whirling Room Studio. 

If you would like to enquire 

about joining, please contact 

Sandra (details above).
Above: Eastern Spinebills and Below: Zebra Finches by Janet Matthews

Butter flies by Sandra Sanger

illustrators
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What a marvellous experience many Melbourne plant-lovers 

had over the christmas break – the flowering of two of the RBG 

Melbourne’s Amorphophallus titanum: corpse Flower, or as David 

Attenborough named it, the titan Arum.

There was great excitement among Melbourne Gardens staff when 

the spike appeared early in December, but even they weren’t prepared 

for the amount of interest shown in the event by the general public.

Accordingly, six days before Christmas an urgent email called on 

many, including Friends, to volunteer to help protect the flower during 

public viewing times. In spite of their busy pre-Christmas lives, many 

Friends responded to this call to support the Gardens, and some of 

their experiences are detailed below.

During the viewings people asked a great many questions about 

the plant, and helpers were hard-pressed to have all the answers. 

One Friend, David Johnson, has an interest in Aroids, or the Arum 

family. He took along one of the textbooks he owned, and a folder of 

images that he had downloaded, and found them useful in answering 

questions such as, ‘What chemicals contribute to the smell given off 

when the plant is ready for pollinating?’ David said there was a great 

deal of information about the Titan Arum available on the internet, 

including a list of flowerings recorded in cultivation from 1889 to 2005. 

The list can be expanded up to 2012 by tracking the announcements 

from various sources since 2007. There are cultivation notes from 

Bonn Botanic Gardens (June 1998), height records, including those 

entered in Guinness World Records, and a time-lapse video from 

Cleveland University of the flower opening. There is an also an 

excellent diagram of the growth stages of a Corpse Flower from 

Wisconsin University.

The queue patiently waiting in the very small space inside the Glasshouse. 
Photo: Mary Ward

Very early in the flowering, and showing the leaf of the plant at the left hand side. Note the speckled 
stems of both flower and leaf.         Photo: Chris Trumble

glasshouse
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Another volunteer, Therese Tischler, was present during the 

measuring of the spadex, and was amazed to find that it regularly 

increased 10 centimetres per day during the growth cycle. During her 

shift, the measuring between morning and lunchtime showed a 2 cm 

increase in height. She said the temperature inside the glasshouse 

during her shift was 32˚C and about 85% humidity, so that volunteers 

worked shifts of a half hour on and half hour off.

Volunteers were very interested to hear that many viewers had 

visited the flower every day to watch its development, and office 

volunteer Chris Trumble said that, on Boxing Day, she was one of 

the queue who waited for two hours to have their chance to see the 

exhibit. We hear almost 20,000 visits were recorded.

For those who visited the second flower after Christmas, there 

was another surprise as a fifteen cm access window had been cut 

into the side of the flower to allow manual pollination to occur. It was 

interesting to see that the walls of the flower spathe were more than 

a centimetre thick, and to see the real flowering parts, which are 

entirely hidden otherwise.

The Gardens’ management is very grateful for the commitment 

shown by Public Programs Volunteers and Friends volunteers who 

worked collaboratively. RBGM Co-ordinator Volunteers, Jane Griffin, 

said she was amazed and overwhelmed by the large number of 

responses that flowed in as soon as the call for volunteers went out. 

She was appreciative of the co-operativeness of the Friends who 

made themselves available as needed at such short notice, and at 

such a busy time. Jane also noted that many of the visitors had said 

this was their first Gardens visit in many years.

Meg Milller and Rachel Maissan

Inside the spathe, looking down, but still unable to see the flowers. 
Photo: Mary Ward

The queue on Boxing Day, out of Gate E, and along the Tan in Birdwood Avenue.                                          
Photo: Jennifer Marshall

excitement
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and the national Herbarium and to support and assist 

them whenever possible.
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March 

 
1 Summer Talking Plants – Bromeliads

14 New Members’ Welcome

18 Government House Gardens Walk - booked out

19 Illustrators’ Quarterly Meeting

April

 
3 Black backgrounds Workshop  – Kate Nolan 

9 Beginners’ Workshop commences – Mali Moir

13 Photography Workshop – Glenn Guy

16 Talk – Dr Philip Moors

17 Colour Pencil and Watercolour Workshop – Janet Matthews

18 Self-Drive – Alowyn Gardens

20 Term 2 Classes commence

20 Autumn Plant Sale  10 am - 4 pm

21 Autumn Plant Sale  10 am - 3 pm

30 Fit Friends Ramble – Darebin Parklands

 
May

 
3 Talking Plants – Australian Natives

9 Insiders’ Walk – Herbarium Library

15 Talk – Terry Smyth 

June
 
6 Talk – Damon Young

Note: The Friends’ Inclement Weather Policy states that outdoor events may be 
cancelled and the Nursery will not be open for sales if the temperature is predicted 
to be 33ºC or above.

The Friends of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Melbourne, Inc. complies with the 
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