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Dragons are those familiar lizards we often 
see, alert and upright, along our outback 
roads.  Being cold-blooded, they are great sun 
lovers that thrive in extreme environments.  
Their passion for bitumen basking sees many 
go to heaven early.

The DCQ region has 14 of the 28 species 
found in Queensland and all are active during 
the day or diurnal.  Their primary sense is 
eyesight so they have a habit of perching on a 
fence-post or rock to get the best view of their 
surroundings.  This helps them to find potential 
prey and mates, and to detect predators and 
rivals.

Most species feed on insects with many taking 
occasional herbage as well.  All lay eggs, 
usually depositing their clutch in sandy 
burrows.  You will often find these when 
shovelling sand from a stockpile.

The males, in particular, can show distinctive 
colouration.  The Painted Dragon (Ctenophorus 
pictus) is highly decorated with blue and red 
through the spring and summer season, the 
males often sitting in elevated positions, 
bobbing their heads up and down to attract a 
mate.  Females tend to be more obscure, 
bearing in mind they have to dig a nest site 
and lay eggs which would attract more 
predatory attention if they were brightly 
coloured.

Some of the more unusual species rely on 
matching their body shape and colour to their 
habitat.  The Pebble Dragon (Tympanocryptis 
cephalus) is a short, squat animal that looks 
like the stone covered landscape it prefers.  It 
relies on this camouflage to avoid predators 
and to stalk prey.

DCQ Dragons

Gilbert’s Dragons (Amphibolurus gilberti) are 
very common across the DCQ region.  These 
alert and often large dragons rely on keen 
eyesight and speed to escape danger and 
run down prey.

One thing many of these species have in 
common is their intimate knowledge of their 
territories.  If you have ever tried to catch 
one of these critters, you can be sure it will 
head for its nearest burrow or favourite tree, 
and it may have ten different escape routes 
in its area.

Some species love to stand on their hind 
legs and survey their surroundings; others 
will run away on their hind legs at great 
speed and are often referred to as ‘bicycle 
lizards’.

One of the most common species found 
across DCQ is the Central Netted Dragon 
(Ctenophorus nuchalis).  This animal is a 
generalist that thrives in a range of habitats 
from Channel Country to the Simpson 
Desert.  It is often seen basking along roads 
and is easily identified by the mosaic, 
criss-cross pattern along its back.

Another commonly seen dragon is the Inland 
Bearded Dragon (Pogona vitticeps), this is 
the bearded fellow that opens its mouth and 
inflates its body when threatened.  It loves 
high perches and is often seen on grids and 
fences.

Dragons are one of the most conspicuous 
reptiles you see when travelling the outback; 
the key thing to remember is they aren’t all 
the same!

Our resident ‘nature boy’, Steve Wilson,   
writes about real-life dragons …

Pictured from far left:

Central Netted Dragon 
Bedourie 2006;                  
Central Netted Dragon 
(Ctenophurus nuchalis); 
Defence posture Inland 
Bearded Dragon 
Longreach 2006;                   
Pebble Dragon 
Kooroorinya near                
Prairie 2005

Above:

Inland Bearded                                              
Dragon on fence                               
post Longreach 2005
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Salty was the cook. He drove the old Toyota 
pulling a heavy trailer made out of some 
relic of a truck, loaded with tucker boxes, 
billycans, camp ovens and swags.  

All young white fellas, no older mentors 
among them. Albert, the previous cook, was 
a repository of knowledge, from safe camps 
and station history to Shakespearian 
literature. The grog and a long binge got 
the better of Albie at the beginning of the 
season and he was off drying out and 
battling his demons somewhere in Darwin. I 
missed our yarns over a sugary cup of black 
tea and missed the regular loaf of yeasty 
golden camp bread he would hand me as I 
left.

Salty came to Legune as a stockman and 
had a leg broken by a cantankerous bull in 
the first weeks of the muster. To maintain 
income he took on the role of cook. What 
followed was a learn-on-the-job process of 
soddy dampers and stews either of 
stone-like toughness or so overcooked the 
components fractured into mush that tasted 
like the worst kind of canned soup. No 
sweets, no puddings, no yeast bread.

Salty was an oblong streak of limping 
misery, always complaining about this or 
that. The stockmen were too new to the 
Territory to expect much better in the 
culinary game than what Salty dished up. 
He was a nervous sort of a character, Salty. 
He was touchy of the horses, of bulls, of 
cattle in general. I was never really sure 
what he was doing in the Territory in the 
70s other than part of that wave of young 
white fellas brought in to support helicopter 
mustering following the break-up of the big 
stock camps with the introduction of equal 
wages for Aboriginal workers in the late 
60s.

Alligator Hole  
By Lance Wood

I watch the croc. She’s a big one, the serrated 
outline of her tail as she moves through the 
waterlily pads, the upturned nose and an 
occasional glimmer of those dark eyes. Maybe 
15 feet long this ‘gator, a saltie was 
undoubtedly the boss of Alligator Hole on 
Legune Station, a Territory pastoral lease 
lying along the northernmost section of 
border between the Northern Territory and 
Western Australia – the East Kimberley.

I often watched. Undoubtedly she watched 
me many more times than I saw her. You 
could sense her watching, patrolling the 
pandanus banks of the big billabong. I fished 
most afternoons, picking a sandy stretch of 
narrow beach, tossing the lure on a handline 
no more than ten times. If no barra stumbled 
across my lure, then it was salt beef for 
supper. Often enough it was slabs of thick 
barra fillets cooked fresh and quivering on a 
camp oven lid. I never picked the same 
fishing spot twice in a row. That big girl would 
think she owned me if I did. She was over the 
season’s fish diet, her mouth watering for the 
musky taste of mammal, the section of the 
animal kingdom to which I belonged.

With all due respect to her capacity to kill and 
eat me whenever she wanted, she didn’t 
worry me. Simple precautions of fishing and 
collecting water at different places, avoiding 
any behaviour that set up a routine, placing 
my fencing and bull catching camp well back 
on a ridge that picked up a cooling breeze at 
night and we happily coexisted with mutual 
respect, this big salt water crocodile and me.

The station stock camp moved to Alligator 
Hole in the second half of the Dry. I knew the 
men, seven or eight of them. Led by Mick the 
head stockman, they were all young fellas, 
mostly from Queensland and, for most, their 
first season in the Top End. They were fast 
learning the difference in mustering the Top 
End savannah compared to the open plains of 
Queensland. Taken by the beauty and beach 
resort appearance of Alligator Hole, they set 
up camp right on the banks of the 
waterhole.

So Salty drove the camp vehicle right to the edge of 
Alligator Hole and proceeded to set up camp beside the 
small but pleasant crescent of white sand. He got his fire 
going, unloaded swags, set up his cyclone stretcher to the 
side of the campfire opposite the billabong. The camp was 
some hundred metres from my camp. Returning tired and 
a little mungerie from the fence line at sunset, I was 
quietly upset with the station camp’s choice of real estate, 
as the men in my camp had become accustomed to our 
quiet isolation after 12-hour days under an equatorial sun. 
However, we put up with the noisy empty talk and 
shyacking, Salty’s cursing over another flop in the kitchen, 
and the tinny noise of someone’s battery powered cassette 
player.

Mick the head stockman had a dog, a bitch of some 
indeterminate sheepdog breed, as out of place in the 
Territory as the rest of the camp. She, however, had 
crossed social boundaries either at the homestead or in 
Kununurra and now had the great belly of advanced 
pregnancy.

On the third night I wandered down to the camp. An apricot 
moon hung over the billabong and was reflected among the 
waterlilies. Dust drifted from the cattle yards on a stony 
ridge, colouring the moon, as it rose, an even deeper claret. 
My short fishing expeditions had been curtailed since the 
arrival of the stock camp. Three or four stockmen were 
splashing in the water creating so much noise that it made 
their presence in the billabong reasonably safe. 

I yarned to Mick and Salty about the site of the camp. They 
thought I was being a little possessive of Alligator Hole and 
they were probably at least partly right. I told them about 
the ‘gator and they answered with hollow bravado in terms 
of ‘blowing her out of the water’ should she appear near 
their camp. After politely refusing an offer to stay for tea - a 
meal of Salty’s Johnnycakes burnt to a carboniferous crisp 
and limp salt meat held little attraction - I walked back to 
my camp. Crossing a shallow gully, a dry creeklet, I heard 
a scraping noise. Along the gully, Mick’s dog was digging a 
hole in the soft earth of the bank with an industry that 
suggested pupping was close.

(continued overleaf) 
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A bit o'
Chistmas 
Cheer

Lisa’s Rum Balls
10 weetbix
1 cup coconut
1 tin condensed milk
½ cup mix dried fruit
4 tablespoons cocoa powder
Rum
Extra coconut for rolling
1. Cover the mixed dried fruit with rum and allow to sit.
2. Crush weetbix in a large bowl, add coconut and cocoa powder. Mix well then add condensed milk. Mix until well combined.
3. Add fruit and mix again, until well combined.
4. Roll tablespoonful lots of mixture into balls and roll in coconut.

Warning! Do not operate machinery after consumption.

Desert Channels Queensland
 is funded by

a myriad of artistic shapes. She 
passed between two stockmen 
who had their heads out of their 
swags to observe the commotion. 
The big croc hit the water with a 
splash, submerged, leaving 
Salty’s mosquito net floating 
like seaweed on the surface.

Tracks told the story of the 
drama as plain as day when I 
wandered down to the camp on 
daylight. Salty sat by the fire 
still shaking, a nervous mess, 
bruised and gouged by the 
passing of the ‘gator. He had no 
doubt that the crocodile selected 
him personally for the evening 
menu, and he would have been 
such had he not screamed 
murder. Salty had given up 
cooking chores, given up on 
everything to do with the 
Territory really. He was 
demanding a lift to Kununurra.

“I’m going back to Queensland 
where the goannas don’t get 
much longer than your arm.” 

A flurry of activity before 
morning smoko saw the stock 
camp relocate on the other, 
landward side of our camp. By 
lunchtime the yarns and stories 
of close escapes were already 
turning into legend and myth. 

I watch the croc. She’s a big 
one, the serrated outline of her 
tail as she moves through the 
waterlily pads, the upturned 
nose and an occasional glimmer 
of those dark eyes carrying 
wisdom and instinct from the 
age of dinosaurs. Tomorrow a 
chopper will fly low over Alligator 
Hole, the dull black eye of a 
high-powered semi-auto military 
rifle will seek her out. The big 
crocodile will be no more.

His blood turned to ice as he His blood turned to ice as he 
made sense of the great made sense of the great 
hulking shape. Realisation that hulking shape. Realisation that 
it was a very large crocodile it was a very large crocodile 
came slowly, but once it came slowly, but once it 
penetrated the reasoning part penetrated the reasoning part 
of his brain, he erupted in of his brain, he erupted in 
panic, in screaming panic, in screaming 
larynx-shattering fear. The larynx-shattering fear. The 
stock camp came alive, swag stock camp came alive, swag 
covers tossed back. 

Salty’s night-splitting scream Salty’s night-splitting scream 
communicated panic across communicated panic across 
the billabong. Night herons the billabong. Night herons 
rose into the moonlight, ducks rose into the moonlight, ducks 
dove deep to safety. Whatever dove deep to safety. Whatever 
Salty was feared of, the ‘gator’s Salty was feared of, the ‘gator’s 
instinct told her she needed to instinct told her she needed to 
be in deep water. When be in deep water. When 
startled, a crocodile’s practice startled, a crocodile’s practice 
is always to run by the shortest is always to run by the shortest 
route to water so the old girl route to water so the old girl 
had no intention of following had no intention of following 
the circuitous gully back to the the circuitous gully back to the 
safety of the billabong. She She 
lifted her multiple tons up onto lifted her multiple tons up onto 
her tiptoes, as a croc is wont to her tiptoes, as a croc is wont to 
do, and ran at the speed of a do, and ran at the speed of a 
racehorse. Unfortunately for racehorse. Unfortunately for 
Salty, his stretcher, the campfire Salty, his stretcher, the campfire 
and his cooking utensils lay in a and his cooking utensils lay in a 
direct line between the croc and direct line between the croc and 
the water’s edge. His screaming the water’s edge. His screaming 
became continuous as the huge became continuous as the huge 
animal ran right over the top of animal ran right over the top of 
him, catching the mosquito net him, catching the mosquito net 
on her snout, bending the steel on her snout, bending the steel 
camp stretcher double with Salty camp stretcher double with Salty 
trapped inside.

She, like some military tank, She, like some military tank, 
ploughed through the coals of ploughed through the coals of 
the fires scattering glowing coals the fires scattering glowing coals 
into the air like a swarm of into the air like a swarm of 
fireflies that followed her in a fireflies that followed her in a 
swirl. The billycans and camp swirl. The billycans and camp 
ovens were tossed and bent ovens were tossed and bent 
into 

Now there’s nothing a saltwater 
croc enjoys more than a feed 
of dog, and pups are the big 
reptile’s idea of caviar. The 
strong and pungent scent of a 
whelping bitch drifted across 
the surface of the waterhole. 
While undoubtedly put out of 
sorts by the hoonish behaviour 
of the stock camp, the old girl, 
in some distant dark corner of 
the waterhole, picked up the 
scent and, in the silver 
moonlight, glided silently 
through the lily pads. The little 
gully from where the bitch was 
in labour ran a wide quarter 
circle around the camp and 
joined the waterhole.

Up she came, body low, walking 
slowly, silently, the auto 
hunting response tuned to the 
sweet smell and taste of puppy 
dog. 

The stock camp by this time 
was quiet, the near full moon was quiet, the near full moon 
high in the sky. Salty had 
completed his preparations for 
breakfast and crawled under 
his mosquito net to find the 
comfort of his swag on the 
cyclone stretcher. He must 
have lay there for a while, 
maybe planning the morrow, 
possibly thinking of some girl 
back in Queensland. He rolled 
away from the glimmering light 
of the dying campfires and, 
looking out, noticed something 
move.

Alligator Hole  (continued) 




