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Message from the Editor: 

Greetings folks! Unbelievably, it is well into 
2013, which calls for a new edition of our 
prestigious flagship publication, 
BEER’N’BONES. The past 12 months have 
seen a lot of activity for FUPS (outside the 
publication sphere), especially in terms of field 
work, with several trips to Collinsville, and a 
welcome return to the Alcoota site after a 
seasons absence.  
 
Collinsville in particular has been a great 
success, both in terms of the new discoveries 
which seem to turn up after each visit, but also 
from the perspective of the strong support this 
work has received from FUPS members. This 
has contributed to the excavation of a largely 
complete Diprotodon skeleton, including the 
uncovering of a skull and jaws, and the 
reconstruction of the first complete 
Diprotodon tail. With this work has also come 
the recognition that the site constitutes a bone-
bed, with multiple individuals represented, and 
with dating of the site still to come, it may yet 
prove to be an important locality for better 
understanding the ‘megafauna’ extinction. The 
work is also getting wider attention, being 
recently featured on ABC’s Catalyst program 
(28/02), proving that in addition to the huge 
pay check every palaeontologist can expect for 
a new discovery, there is also television 
celebrity to be claimed. 
 
It was also great to be involved with the 
Alcoota excavations this year, under the 
guidance of Dr. Adam Yates, the new curator 
of Earth Sciences at the Museum of Central 
Australia. Adam brought a distinctly 
archosaurian ‘flavour’ to this year’s 
excavations, with a stronger focus on the 
crocodilians and birds than previous years 
have seen. After several decades of work, hints 
continue to emerge of the rarer beasties, like 
the crocodilian Quinkana, a diminutive 
Ongeva kangaroo, and potentially a giant 

monitor lizard, possible great-grand daddy of 
Varanus priscus aka 'Megalania’. For those of 
you that couldn’t make it this year, we’ve included 
a summary which we hope will leave you 
chomping at the bit for this seasons dig.  
 
At the heart of this edition is an interview 
with Professor Claudio Tuniz, a researcher in 
the Multidisciplinary Laboratory, The "Abdus 
Salam" International Centre for Theoretical 
Physics, in the beautiful coastal city of Trieste, 
Italy and also visiting professorial fellow at the 
Centre for Archaeological Science, University 
of Wollongong. Claudio's expertise centres on 
applications of nuclear physics to problems in 
palaeoanthropology and archaeology. In our 
interview he offers his perspectives on 
ongoing research into human origins, and the 
relationship of Australia’s prehistory to this 
effort. Claudio will also discuss how his own 
work, utilising applications from new 
techniques like X-ray scanning and nuclear 
dating, is resolving old problems and opening 
new research frontiers.  
 
We conclude the issue with some beer 
wisdom from James’ recent Belgian 
encounter, and I have some recommended 
reading for anyone weary of the lab. Alongside 
continued fieldwork activities, this year we are also 
looking forward to establishing a reinvigorated 
‘Masterclass Series’, riding on the coat-tails of the 
arrival of Professor Dr. John Long, Dr. Trevor 
Worthy, and several new research students. 
Members of FUPS who wish to be more directly 
involved in the organisation of our society should 
be aware that we anticipate holding an AGM in 
June, with dates to be announced. Finally, I hope 
you enjoy this instalment of BEER’N’BONES, 
and we look forward to your continuing support.   
 
Cheers,  
Aidan Couzens 
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Shining New Light on Old 
Bones: an interview with 
Professor Claudio Tuniz 1, 2 
 
1Multidisciplinary Laboratory, The "Abdus Salam" 
International Centre for Theoretical Physics, 
Trieste, Italy 
2Centre for Archaeological Science, University of 
Wollongong, NSW, Australia 
 
As an Italian scientist, what was your 
interest in coming to Australia originally?  
 
I spent the early part of my professional life in 
Italy doing experiments in basic nuclear 
physics, and later in the United States using 
particle accelerators to study cosmogenic 
geochronometers in moon rocks and meteorites. 
I always had a strong interest in archaeology. 
Hence, when I realized that particle 
accelerators, radioactivity and radiation could 
be applied to characterise materials related to 
human history and evolution, I switched to 
archaeological applications. In one of my first 
studies, in the 1980's, I applied synchrotron 
radiation X-ray fluorescence to measure trace 
elements in dental calculus from the remains 
of some Norman individuals, discovered in a 
necropolis near Naples. Our aim was to 
reconstruct their diet and detect possible 
pathologies of these people, who were living in 
Southern Italy around 1000 years ago.   
 
In 1990 I was offered to lead a project for 
building an accelerator mass spectrometry system 
at the Australian Nuclear Science and 
Technology Organisation (ANSTO). This 'atom 
counter' would have been used to measure 
radiocarbon and other advanced 
geochronometers in archaeological and 
palaeoanthropological programs. I could not 
resist the temptation. I packed all my belongings 
and moved ‘Down Under’ with my family. The 
AMS facility, that we named ANTARES, was 
used to solve many archaeological mysteries. Our 
studies included some chessmen found in the 
1920’s in a Roman necropolis, the Iron Crown of 
Charlemagne and secret documents revealing 
gory details on the conquest of Peru by Pizarro 
and the Conquistadores. We were also involved 
in an amazing discovery demonstrating that the 
15th century artist Donatello, had originally 
broken a statue of a baby angel in the kiln, and 

then carefully glued it together, hiding the cracks 
before presenting it to his customers who 
exposed it for centuries in the cathedral of Santa 
Croce in Florence. Our work was not related only 
to archaeology. In one of the experiments, we 
radiocarbon dated wines from the Barossa valley 
in a cooperative project with the Department of 
Viticulture and Oenology at the University of 
Adelaide, to develop methods that could identify 
unauthorized additives to wines.  
 
In the following years I became increasingly 
interested in Australian prehistory, collaborating 
with great archaeologists, including Rhys Jones, 
Bruno David, Mike Morwood and others. 
Occasionally I would also be involved in field 
work, with the opportunity of exploring the 
Australian Outback. I promoted the use of 
accelerator-based radiocarbon dating to improve 
the chronology of ancient aboriginal sites, like  
Ngarrabulgan in Cape York and to date rock art. I 
met fascinating characters like Grahame Walsh, 
who spent his life observing and recording the 
Bradshaw art, and George Chaloupka, who 
introduced me to the beauty of the Aboriginal 
imagery of the Northern Territory. 

 
Claudio, with Rhys Jones, and Ian Davidson, near the 
ANTARES AMS facility at ANSTO, in 1993.  

 
My group, at the Lucas Heights Research 
laboratories, supported projects aimed to 
establish the antiquity of rock art in the 
Kimberley and in other Australian sites, 
including Chillagoe and Laura in North 
Queensland, and the Olary district in South 
Australia. We analysed a variety of materials, 
from pigments to oxalate minerals, silica 
coatings, plant fibres, carbonised plant matter, 
beeswax resins and pollen from mud wasp nests. 
We also carried out comparisons between 
radiocarbon and other dating techniques such as 
OSL with Bert Roberts from the University of 
Wollongong.  
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I also collaborated with the Australian Institute 
of Aboriginal and Torres Island Studies on this 
topic. Prehistoric cultural heritage is of great 
significance to Australian indigenous people 
and it is important for their cultural identity. 
Records of their arrival and other 
archaeological findings are linked to issues of 
land rights and other  
civil claims, hence sometimes political issues 
influence work in Australian archaeology, an 
aspect discussed in our book 'The Bone 
Readers: Atoms, genes and the politics of 
Australia's deep past'.  
 
How did you become interested in the  
fossil record of human ancestors? From  
your perspective, what have been the most 
remarkable discoveries in recent years?  
 
My interest in this field grew during the 
preparation of the 'The Bone Readers', a book 
that kept me busy for several years, with co-
authors Richard Gillespie and Cheryl Jones. I 

interviewed eminent palaeoanthropologists - 
from Philip Tobias and Ron Clarke to Chris 
Stringer - to discuss the links between Australian 
prehistory and broader aspects of human origins. 
Eventually I caught the 'human origins bug'. 
This 'disease' became very serious causing me to 
visit the Cradle of Mankind, near Johannesburg, 
a real mecca for human evolution scholars. Here 
I had the thrilling experience of touching with 
my hands “Little Foot”, the bipedal creature 
cemented, for the last 3 million years, in the 
breccia of Sterkfontain's cave. My guide was 
Ron Clarke, who had spent many years to 
liberate the remains of this renowned 
Australopithecus specimen, the genus of which 
was first discovered by Australian expatriate 
Raymond Dart in 1925.  

 
Another similar small creature, this time 
belonging to our genus, Homo, was discovered 
by another Australian, Mike Morwood, in 
2003. Holding the small skull of the ‘Hobbit’ 
in my hands, I felt overwhelmed by the 
existence of this relative of our human family. 

Claudio at the microCT beamline of the European Synchrotron Radia on Facility (Grenoble, France) in 2008, 
studying a Homo heidelbergensis tooth from the Visogliano site, near Trieste, dated to ca. 400‐500 ka. 
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Recently, other ‘sprouts’ have appeared on the 
branch that holds H. sapiens and 
Neanderthals: the Denisovians from Siberia 
and possibly the new Chinese humans from 
Red Deer cave recently discovered by Darren 
Curnoe (UNSW). Some people believe that 
this variety of different human species has 
religious and philosophical implications but 
that is another story.  
 
To me the scientific method remains the prime 
approach to understand the secrets of human 
origins: in particular novel imaging methods 
based on x-rays that allow non-invasive, high 
resolution analyses of the cranial cavity, which 
reflects the shape of the brain. Such 
measurements allow us to deduce how the re- 
organization of the human brain led to the 
development of the modern human mind. In 
addition, new advanced methods based on 
natural radioactivity can determine with 
extreme precision the chronology of events 
associated with different human behaviours, 
e.g. to infer when modern humans turned from  
'anatomically' modern to 'behaviourally' modern.  
 
Research in human evolution seems to be 
dictated by who can access the really key 
specimens. Which fossil hominin specimens 
would you love to work on and why?  
 
As we discuss in The Bone Readers, there is an 
international race to obtain samples from 
precious specimens to carry out ancient DNA 
sequencing or high-resolution X-ray CT 
scanning. Competition is mounting among those 
who are capable of getting detailed images using 
the new generation of X-ray CT scanners. A 
growing number of synchrotron radiation beam-
lines are being setup to analyse 
palaeoanthropological samples. When we built 
our microtomography system at ICTP, in 
Trieste, in collaboration with the synchrotron 
ELETTRA group, our main objective was to 
travel virtually inside the most important skull in 
Italy, that of the 450,000-year-old 'Ceprano 
man', possibly Homo. heidelbergensis, believed 
to be the ancestors of European Neanderthals. 
We are presently studying this skull in 
cooperation with the University la Sapienza of 
Rome and the Archaeological Superintendence 
of the Rome region.  
 

You've been associated with research in 
both 'megafauna' extinction and human 
evolution, both fields characterised by 
polarised debates and intense professional 
rivalries. How does the intensity of debate 
and perhaps politics behind the science 
compare?  
 
In the The Bone Readers we state that: 
"...megafauna extinction disputes take 
esoteric turns, run up blind alleys, and stir 
political and scientific passions, raising heat 
and bulldust in keeping with a large portion 
of Australia's landscape today". Some 
archaeologists have criticized 'The Bone 
Readers' for explicitly discussing the 'politics 
of Australia’s deep past'. I have always been 
fascinated by the interplay between politics 
and science in Australasian archaeology, 
including the topic of megafauna extinction. 
Current radiometric and luminescence dating 
results suggest that the extinctions were 
completed some 40-50,000 years ago during 
an interstadial when dramatic climate change 
was absent but coinciding with the first 
arrival of Homo sapiens in Australia. 
Different scholars favour either a human-
mediated or climate- habitat change as a 
cause for the megafauna extinction. 

 
"Megafauna extinction 

disputes take esoteric turns, 
run up blind alleys, and stir 

political and scientific 
passions, raising heat and 
bulldust in keeping with a 
large portion of Australia's 

landscape."  
 
There is unfortunately very little data on how 
the large animals died. My main interest 
concerns the exploitation of novel methods to 
solve the riddle of megafauna extinction in 
Australia which was probably due to the 
effect of long-term climatic change and 
sudden anthropogenic interventions. The 
refining of dating methods using radiocarbon 
dating at the molecular level, and advanced 
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optical methods using single grains, both have 
a key role in this respect. New information 
will also come from recent imaging methods 
based on synchrotron radiation and high-
resolution CT scanning via a study I'm 
developing with Richard Gillespie and Gavin 
Prideaux and his group.  
 

 
Claudio,  and  the  late  professor  Phillip  Tobias,  in 
Johannesburg  in  2007.  Tobias  was  a  well‐respected, 
South  African  palaeoanthropologist,  and  noted  an ‐
apartheid ac vist. 

One way we can investigate climatic impacts 
on megafauna is by looking for a lasting 
record of generic stress in teeth. These marks 
only remain if stress occurs during the period 
of amelgenesis (formation of enamel on teeth). 
Tooth enamel forms from cells, called 
ameloblasts, which in most animals have a 
limited life. A generic stress that results in a 
reduction of ameloblast metabolism can have 
an impact on these cells. If 'suffering' of these 
cells persists for a long period (at least 5 days) 
it translates into a reduction of tooth enamel 
growth and leaves a hypoplastic line in the 
enamel. These hypoplastic lines remain fixed 
until adulthood when ameloblastic activity 
ceases and enamel no longer changes. The 
position of the crown is related to the time of 
the stress event, i.e. to the age of the animal 
during the suffering conditions that affected 
the ameloblasts. Given that the growth rate of 
dental crowns in many animals, extant and 
extinct, is known, there is a direct correlation 
between location of hypoplastic lines and the 
animals age. Unfortunately, only ages during 
which the ameloblasts are active can be 
investigated. External morphological features 
of fossil teeth are not sufficient to extract all 
the information for a study of 'linear enamel 
hypoplasia'. Hypoplastic lines can be examined 

via histologic examination on a longitudinal 
section of the tooth crown, but this requires the 
partial destruction of the tooth which must be 
sawn for microscopy investigations.  
 
The best alternative is synchrotron radiation 
microtomography that can provide the  
three-dimensional microstructure of the  
enamel with micron spatial resolution. The  
synchrotron micro-CT currently provides the best 
image quality, due to the many advantages of 
this X-ray source with respect to conventional 
sources. Indeed, a monochromatic synchrotron 
radiation beam with parallel geometry is an 
ideal tool to perform quantitative studies about 
the sample mass density, morphology, phase 
mapping, in-situ imaging and dual-energy 
applications.  
 
What aspects of  Australian prehistory 
originally captured your interest?  
 
Australian rock art is one of the most 
peculiar aspect of Australian archaeology. 
At ICTP, in collaboration with the 
ELETTRA synchrotron group, we are also 
constructing a portable x-ray spectrometer 
that will allow us to produce elemental 
maps in situ, without collecting rock art 
samples, to understand the methods 
developed by the Pleistocene artists. The 
Aborigines, with whom I discussed this 
possibility, would be happy to collaborate 
with scientists. It is important to decipher, in 
a non-invasive way, the information carried 
in the rock art, and the connection to the 
culture and beliefs of the people who made 
them. UNESCO (of which ICTP is part) 
could play a role in this kind of project.  
 
Your lab at ICTP is closely involved with 
developing countries. What sort of 
research problems are you, and 
researchers from these countries, looking 
to address?  

 
We are planning to take our portable x-ray 
instruments to African museums for studies 
aimed at preserving and understanding materials 
relevant to human evolution and cultural 
heritage. This will open opportunities for young 
African scientists to learn new methodologies. 
Furthermore, the analysis will be done locally, 
without displacing precious, fragile human 
remains. This is a project in cooperation with 
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TWAS, the Academy of 
Sciences of the Developing 
World, another UNESCO 
institution on our campus 
in Trieste. In 2013 we will 
organise an international 
workshop (in cooperation 
with TWAS) on the use of 
advanced X-ray analytical 
tools, involving young 
scientists from developing 
countries, particularly 
where there are 
palaeontological sites of 
importance to human 
evolution (e.g. east Africa, 
southern Africa, China, 
Indonesia, etc.).  
 
Where do you think the 
future lies in 
archaeological and 
palaeontological 
research? What types of 
research approaches are you keen to 
engage with?  

 
In the study of our origins and history there 
are still many open questions which can be 
answered by finding more fossils and 
archaeological remains. This is possible thanks 
to recent advancements in remote imagery 
based on satellites, geo-radars and laser 
scanning. Furthermore, existing fossils and 
artefacts can be probed with the new x-ray 
microscopes that allow new quantitative 
investigations in 'virtual' palaeontology and 
archaeology. It is also important to promote 
new holistic approaches, integrating 
palaeoclimate studies with 
palaeoanthropology, palaeogenetics, 
population genetics and archaeology. Using 
this integrated approach, our group in Trieste 
has recently made some exciting discoveries, 
including the first therapeutic dental filling 
during the Neolithic, and the finding near 
Trieste, of the oldest Roman military fort in 
Europe. These are relatively recent stories, but 
our x-rays are also illuminating the deep past, 
when Neanderthals and other more archaic 
hominids were roaming in Italy and in Europe. 
 
Interview by Aidan Couzens 

 

Alcoota Strikes Back 
 
At the close of July, members of the Flinders 
University Palaeontology Society travelled to 
the Late Miocene Alcoota fossil site, situated 1.5 
hours northeast of Alice Springs. This year we 
had only a small Adelaide contingent 
consisting of Dr. Gavin Prideaux, Sam Arman, 
Qam Nusrullah, Ben Arman, Mark Lawson, 
the Phillips clan, and yours truly. Sam and I 
left a week before the others to complete some 
PhD work at the Museum of Central Australia 
(MCA) and this prelude is I feel worthy of 
some coverage here. To begin with, Sam and I 
left our transport run a little late, missing a 
spot on the Adelaide to Alice train, the “Ghan”. 
Instead, we took the next cheapest option, 
(student trait) and hired a Toyota Yaris for one 
day, to make the 1600 km journey. Despite 
what you may have suspected, the Yaris was a 
surprisingly nifty beast, overtaking road trains 
and dodging the occasional dead roo with ease. 
Indeed, our venture was almost a wholly 
successful one until our delightful sojourn was 
interrupted 80km outside Pimba, when our 
digital fuel gauge transited from a quarter tank 
to flashing empty in an alarmingly rapid 
manner. Too far from civilisation to turn back,  

MicroCT‐based virtual sec ons (performed at the ELETRA synchrotron fa‐
cility) through a 6500‐year‐old human canine from Slovenia, which bears 
traces of a beeswax dental filling, perhaps the earliest evidence for pallia‐
ve dental care (Bernardini et al. PLoS ONE 7 (2012) 44904) 
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Barman demonstra ng the essen al stretches to 
avoid injury while excava ng. 

we headed onwards into the night, hopeful our 
reserve tank would carry us to the next fuel 
station. Alarmingly, the Yaris and its space-
ship like dashboard soon ‘powered down’, 
leaving us slow to a stop 30km outside Pimba. 
Convinced it was going to be a long night, we 
got ready to flag the next passing car for a lift 
to town. Minutes later, and much to our 
amazement - success!! The first vehicle we 
flagged stopped, followed shortly after by a 
road-train. Amazingly, the car was also 
carrying a spare drum of petrol! Fuelled up and 
incredulous at our luck, Sam and I rebooted the 
Yaris and continued onwards into the night. 
Just past the NT/SA border, and with the local 
wildlife unnervingly active on the highway and 
apparently unintimidated by the Yaris’s 
presence, we pulled over and swagged-up for 
the night. Continuing towards Alice in the 
morning, we passed some dramatic roadcuts, 
with huge faults bisecting the rocks. Both of 
us agreed we should have brought some 
geology maps and some extra time.  
 
For the next week Sam and I stayed in Alice, 
working at the MCA collections. Sam 
finished up his microwear casting mid-week 
and decided to earn a bit of cash as a stand 
attendant at the Alice Show. Sunday, the 
group from Adelaide combined with staff 
from the Northern Territory Museum, 
including technical officer Jared Archibald, 

his father and exceptional taxidermist Ian 
Archibald, botanist, storyteller and Alcoota 
regular, Peter Latz, and Dr. Adam Yates.  
 
After about an hour driving we reached Gem 
Tree (basically just a service station), but 
were disappointed to find the store closed, 
seemingly robbing us of our last chance to 
indulge in a soft-drink or ice cream before 
we hit the trenches. However, the glint soon 
returned to our eyes when the store owner 
popped his head out to let everyone in. Back 
on the road, it wasn't long before the 
characteristic low, flat hill tops of Alcoota 
came into view against the darkening sky. 
Despite the cool temperatures most people 
were happy to just lay out a swag under the 
stars once we arrived.  
 
The morning greeted us cold and clear. Half 
the Adelaide crew made the decision to 
focus efforts on the low mesa which we 
affectionately call "Cowpat Hill”. Cowpat is 
the source of the Ongeva Local Fauna (LF), 
which is of special significance because it 
captures, uniquely amongst Australian sites, 
a time slice between 5-6 Ma, which 
probably just predates the major continental 
expansion of grasslands in Australia. 
Meanwhile, the NT museum team, Phillips 
family, Ben and Mark made a start on the 
Alcoota main pit - the source of the slightly 
older (7-8 million year) Alcoota Local 
Fauna. The main pit is probably the most 
exciting place to dig for fossils, just because 
it has so much more material than what we 
find up the hill, including some rather large 
toothy critters.  
 

Scumbags, warlords, and 20 litres of Port 
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Exposing the bone bed in the main pit 

By the close of the day the main pit team was 
down to the fossiliferous green clays which 
hold the best fossil specimens, but back up on 
the hill, things were moving slower. Previous 
years work had removed all the ‘easy’ access 
goodies, so we had been forced to begin 
clearing overburden - every palaeontologist’s 
favourite job. The four of us had succeeded in 
removing about 6 cubic metres of overburden 
and were just beginning to encounter the first 
fossil fragments, although they were nothing to 
right home about. Over dinner the ‘main-
pitters’ were already talking about the first 
finds they were uncovering, whilst those of us 
working up the hill had little to show for our 
efforts.  
 
On the second morning I briefly considered 
getting up before 8am, before deciding against 
such a radical move. Up on the hill, the four of 
us were beginning to stake a claim to our own 
territory. Sam and Gavin had already migrated 
away from the overburden excavation, and 
towards more profitable areas, while Qam and I 
virtuously continued onwards and downwards 
towards the fossiliferous sediments we hoped 

lay below us. Intriguingly, Qam was soon 
pulling out bits of odd-shaped bone from her 
wall, although it wasn't really clear to anyone 
what they belonged to. Sam and Gavin were also 
beginning to find bits, including a small kangaroo 
which for some reason we were calling ‘Darren’. 
I'd also found a giant bird vertebrae sitting up in 
the overburden pile, which buoyed my 
confidence. Now all of us were moving down 
towards the good stuff, but as the day wore on, 
all I was finding was more green clay. 
Appropriately, this had earned me the nickname 
'lab boy", to demarcate my failure as a field 
palaeontologist. With the day drawing to a close 
and without much to show for it, I joined Sam, 
Ben and Mark for a kick of the footy, a perilous 
venture in the setting sun, with spikey bushes, 
big spider holes and steel cap boots. 
 
Towards the close of the week, Adam Yates 
had a look at the material from Qam's wall, and 
concluded it was probably a dentary fragment 
from the mysterious crocodilian, Quinkana. 
Since Quinkana is only really known from a 
few scraps, it was a great find and maybe the  

All smiles a er hi ng 'pay dirt' 
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find of the trip! Sam had found more material 
from ‘Darren’ the fossil kangaroo including 
some parts of its foot, as well as some valuable 
diprotodontid teeth. I had been lucky also, and 
on the last day I found at the edge of the 
palaeochannel, paired left and right jaws of the 
diprotodontid, Koloposis. Unfortunately, time 
was drawing to a close for Gavin, Qam and 
myself, as the next day we would be heading 
back to Adelaide, leaving our finds to be 
plundered by Sam, Ben and Mark. And so, that 
along with the laws of Cope and Dollo, it 
seems the other great law of palaeontology is 
that something good will always turns up on the 
last day.  
 
Aidan 
  
Passing ages 
 

From cowpat hill just after dawn 
we see a cream rug of grasses – 
the thickest for a lifetime –  
over a rolling plain. 
Limbs of shadow reach westward  
from the odd bush or patch of gidgee. 
 
Across the soft glow of the plain 
flat-topped mesas and ridges, 
silcrete caps protecting silty red slopes 
like those below our feet, 
under these the pale green clays 
that hold the bones, 
 
from that era when 
lakes and swamps 
filled hollows in hard, 
iron-rich pavements 
on which dinosaurs 
had walked 
for at least a hundred 
million years. 
 
At the reedy lakes 
drank later giants –  
mostly mammals and 
birds this time –  
of the dry jungles and 
rainforest 
which still marked 
Australia 
when Africa was 
getting into grassland: 
 
 

gigantic wombats and tapirs, tree-eating 
kangaroos 
and the largest bird known, and only from here, 
Dromornis stirtoni, its back at my head-height, 
a ground-dweller evolved from magpie geese 
but with a beak like a toucan 
maybe part-scavenger. 
 
Crocodiles, marsupial lions and tigers 
feasted as after a few million years 
swamps and rivers became fewer 
and smaller, more and more animals 
came to drink near here. 
 
The neighbouring jungle was eaten out, 
it was a choice of food or water, 
then one year the swamp dried up, 
many hundreds of huge animals  
had nowhere to go, 
the predators had their last banquet, last meal, 
moved on if they could. 
 
Seven million years after this –  
maybe at the start of the decline of humans –  
I descend the hill 
get ready to pick slowly with a metal stylus 
around a leg bone ending in 3 prongs  
unearth a limb from where it staggered and fell 
at the beginning of the drying 

and the ending of the long age of browsers. 
 
By Meg Mooney 

Beers at sunset on Cowpat Hill 
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Beer Review: Prescription 12 
Brewery: Doctor's  Orders 
Brewing  
Style: Belgian Black IPA  
ABV: 7.6%  
Reviewer's Rating:  ****  
 
Doc's penchant for mixing and 
flipping styles might seem like 
a recipe for anarchy (with all this wanton rule 
breaking). This recipe, which sees a blend of 
Pilsner, Wheat, Munich and Roasted Barley 
malts mix with Columbus, Galaxy, Target and 
Sauvin hops, is fermented out with a high 
gravity Belgian yeast strain, to produce a 
bitter anarchist with a twisted dark streak (and 
a Belgian accent).  
 
Armed with all this information (thanks to the 
friendly bar staff), the prospect of sampling a 
pint was an exciting one. Indeed, all the 
malty, toasty flavours you expect in a dark 
beer are topped off with plenty of floral, fruity 
flavours (and bitterness) you expect in an 
IPA, making for a very delicious pint. 
Although, it is perhaps a little hard to for me 
to see when or where the Belgian joins the 
party... My conclusion at the bottom of the 
pint is that, perhaps it's not worth over-thinking 
it. Perhaps it can't be defined as to what 
flavour is coming from where. Perhaps I'll just 
nod and smile politely as I'm told what the 
colour is according to the Standard Reference 
Method (~40), while patiently waiting as they 
pour another one.  
 
James Moore 
 

Book Review:  
Attending Marvels: a Patagonian 
journal (1934), George. G. Simpson 
 
This intriguing little book is a product of a 
fascinating time, a wild and unexplored land, 
and a remarkable man. Attending Marvels: A 
Patagonian journal (1934)* was written by a 
29 year old George Simpson more than 10 
years before the publication of his most 
famous work, Tempo and Mode in Evolution. 
Simpson would eventually become arguably 
the most famous palaeontologist of his era, and 
together with Alfred S. Romer, help establish 

the Society of Vertebrate Paleontology. 
Attending Marvels is a very different work 
from what Simpson would produce in his later 
career, being not at all technical, but rather a 
collation of sociological and natural 
observations of Patagonia, gained during 
palaeontological field work there between 
1930-31 in the form of the Scarritt Expedition 
(named after the funding benefactor and 
supported by the American Museum of 
Natural History).  

 
The book starts remarkably enough with 
Simpson caught in the 1930 Argentine coup, 
whilst in Buenos Aires awaiting approval of his 
fieldwork permits. After narrowly escaping with 
his life the gringo Simpson, and his field party, 
travel to the frontier town of Comodoro 
Rivadavia, and from there onto to the Pampa de 
Castillo in central Patagonia, to begin searching 
for the earliest chapters of mammalian evolution 
in South America. Simpson and his colleagues, 
who variously include: Coleman ‘Coley’ 
Williams (an American field assistant), various 
local field hands, and intermittently several 
petroleum geologists, travel north-eastwards 
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across the Pampa de Castillo and towards the 
northern half of the Golfo de San Jorgen. Along 
the way Simpson and Coley inspect and collect 
from various fossil localities including some 
worked by the famous Ameghino brothers and 

the American palaeontologist John Bell Hatcher. 
Almost immediately the reader encounters what 
makes this book so engaging (aside from the 
adventure itself) - the quirky personality of the 
author, and his candid approach to story-telling. 
I think it is also important to emphasise that the 
text must be viewed in the context of its time, 
because some passages are not by modern 
standards especially culturally sensitive and 
sometimes Simpson comes across as a little bit 
too eager to ‘dish out’ criticisms. However, the 
author’s frankness gives the text a lively quality 
and a charm. Indeed, I was favourably surprised 
by the humorous, witty character of the prose, 
because Simpson has often been described as a 

quiet, very private, even dour man (Olson, 
1991). It is clear that Simpson possessed an 
incisive intellect, a good sense of irony and 
tenacious character, which all served him well in 
the face of a thousand bogged tyres, murderous 

locals, curious frontier bureaucracy and of 
course, the omnipresent Patagonian wind. 
Indeed, despite the more than 80 years 
elapsed since the Scarritt Expedition, and 
despite the emergence of computers, GPS 
and remote sensing technology, it is 
remarkable how many aspects of 
palaeontological fieldwork captured in 
Attending Marvels remain fundamentally 
unchanged. 
 
Simpsons own perspectives on Patagonian 
life seem to shift from a somewhat dire first 
impression of both landscape, and 
inhabitants, towards a more esteemed, 
even admirative view in later passages. 
Simpson holds special respect for the 
sheep ranchers, who weather the 
abominable conditions with just a few 
possessions and their maté, a drink 
something like green tea and which 
Simpson comes to very much appreciate. 
However, the gringo leaves little doubt 
about his dislike for many of the 
foreigners left stranded in Patagonia by a 
collapse in wool prices, with the Boers, 
Criollos and odd American tourist 
especially catching a serve. Elements of the 
text also capture starkly a world perched 
between the conclusion of one war, and 
the seemingly inexorable pull towards 
another. One especially foreboding 
discussion, between Simpson and a 
German expatriate, captures well this 

feeling.  
  
There is only limited discussion about the 
palaeontological discoveries made by Simpson 
and his crew. Early on, one chapter is dedicated 
to discussing the palaeobiogeographic and 
evolutionary problems which made (make) 
South American early mammal faunas so 
enigmatic, especially in a time before plate 
tectonics had become accepted. New fossil 
discoveries are intermittently given attention in 
the text as they emerge and their importance is 
recognised. Simpson is  keen to emphasise how 
palaeontology gives his adventure a purpose, 
which I suppose he may have seen as important  

The sombre badlands at the great barranca, south of Cohgué‐
Huapí, central Patagonia and the corresponding fossil faunal levels 
Simpson recognised. The team focused their efforts on the lowest 
levels, when South America remained in ‘splendid isola on’. From 
A ending Marvels. 
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in an age before global travel was common 
place. I think one especially elegant passage 
captures nicely the import Simpson finds in 
fossil hunting:       
 
“Fossil hunting is by far the most fascinating 
of all sports. It has some dangers, enough to 
give it zest... it has uncertainty and 
excitement and all the thrills of gambling 
with none of the vicious features…it  requires 
knowledge, skill, and some degree of 
hardihood. And its results are so much more 
important, more worthwhile, and more 
enduring than those of any other sport!” 
 
In Attending Marvels George Simpson has 
produced a somewhat strange, but very unique 
book, not unlike many of the South American 
mammals he finds at the base of the great 
barranca. Simpson is able to successfully meld 
the intellectual aspects which make 
palaeontology a fascinating endeavour, 
together with the danger, discovery and 
humour which must underpin any worthwhile 
adventure.  
 
Aidan  
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*This review relates to the 1965 edition, published 
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