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Brace Yourself Sydney
Mark O’Shea

“How many people flying Sir?” asked the Heathrow check-in girl as she glanced up at the 
tall long-haired cameraman on the other side of the counter, and then down at the open 
passport in her left hand, the fingers of her right hand keying SEALD MR into the 
computer.

Des Seal: “Three”
BA girl: “and how many pieces of baggage do you have Sir?” Having checked the face 
across the counter with the first passport she looked down again, and opened the 
second passport, glancing across at sound-recordist Terry Meadowcroft and myself to 
determine which of us it belonged to.
Des: “Thirty-nine”
The girl paused, her fingers hovering over the keyboard having only got as far as MEAD.
BA: “Thirty-nine?”
Des: “Yes”
BA: “How many people did you say were flying?” she looked directly at Des for the first 
time.
Des: “Three”
BA: “and thirty-nine pieces of baggage?” she repeated slowly.
Des: “Yes”
There was another pause, as if the incredulity of the situation had just occurred to her 
and she was preparing to break some terrible news to the three naïve guys opposite her.
BA: (almost apologetically) “You will have to pay some excess baggage” 
Des: “Yes, we know, we do this all the time”

Map showing New South Wales and map showing herping and 
filming locations around Sydney and Royal National Park, NSW.



We were checking-in for the Qantas-BA code-share flight to Sydney, via Bangkok. This 
little pantomime charade over the baggage was always quite comical. It is almost as if 
the world’s major airlines have never checked-in film crews before, and it always played 
out the same way, the bags get weighed, we negotiate the cost down to an acceptable 
level, and then pay on the company credit card. Well that was how it worked until the 
flight to New Caledonia, but that is a different tale and one that can wait for a different 
time for its telling. 

I was especially looking forward to this flight as I would be flying the whole way in 
Business Class, courtesy of the film company (YTV), because a day or so earlier I had 
suffered a neck injury when I stood up under a metal beam in the Alligator House at 
WMSP and impacted my skull down into my neck with the result that I was in continual 
pain. Rather than delay the shoot while I sought treatment in the UK, the film company 
decided to fly me Business Class so that I could sleep in a position that did not cause me 
further suffering, and then if the injury persisted, we would consider a CT-scan in 
Sydney. 

We arrived in Sydney at 05:05 local time, on the last day of April 2000, to be met by David 
Wright, a Director with an enviable documentary film-making background, and Rob 
Pendlebury, an easy-going and professional associate producer (AP) who had also 
worked with on the first series of OBA. Dave and Rob had a box-van for the gear and a 
Nissan Patrol for the rest of us. We drove to the Radisson Suite Hotel in Liverpool Street 
and checked-in. Expeditions and film trips were usually tough, living in arduous 
conditions, sleeping in hammocks or on the ground, with boiled water to drink, 
dehydrated food to reconstitute, surrounded by blood-sucking insects.
 I’m a Celebrity !…. bring it on ! 

But the first film of this series was to be different, it was to be hotel-based, comfortable, all 
the things I did not associate with fieldwork expeditions: hot showers, drinkable water, 
comfortable beds, air-con, room service, maids in..., need I go on, what a start to the 
second series, wow, ow, my neck!

Once unpacked and organised David suggested we all go for breakfast at a little café in 
Hyde Park, ...no not that one, the Sydney version just up the road from our hotel. We 
walked across the remarkably quiet park, bathed in early morning Sydney sunshine, and 
settled down at one of the wrought-iron tables. We ordered coffee and pastries and 
prepared for a briefing about the three films. We three had read the ‘call-sheets’ on the 
flight but they contained only the bare bones of the day-by-day why’s and wherefore’s, 
so now David and Rob would be able to update us with much more information. Hyde 
Park was quite deserted and the café even more so. There were a couple of cyclists 
finishing their coffees, with their bikes propped against a table on the far side of the 
flagstone forecourt, but they left soon after our arrival, and while we were placing our 
orders a woman settled down at the next table and opened a newspaper, waiting for the 
waitress to take our orders before submitting her own. 

It was very restful in this Antipodean park, after our long journey, probably more so for my 
colleagues who had not been subjected to the comfort of Business Class, but for me the 
morning air bore a feeling of excitement, anticipation, of embarking on a new adventure, 
which of course we were, this being the first of the five Australasian and Pacific shoots, 
which would become O’Shea’s Big Adventure 2.



Our coffees and pastries arrived as loud applause erupted from across the Park, the 
front-runners of the 2000 Sydney Marathon where just turning the corner and striding out 
up the road besides the Park, clearly the reason for the peace and tranquillity, the roads 
must have been closed to regular traffic because of the Marathon, what bliss.

“We have a slight problem”, David’s remark snapped me out of my early morning reverie 
and it was clear we were now back in briefing mode, “with the third film, the Rough-
scaled python, Morelia carinata, story in the Kimberley”, he continued, “which we need 
to discuss now if we are to make changes to our itinerary”.

It seemed there was currently a serious tick epidemic in northern Western Australia and 
the ticks in question was capable of causing a particularly nasty and potentially fatal 
disease, an encephalitis (inflammation of the brain) caused by either a virus, bacteria or 
protozoan organism vectored by the haemophagous (blood-sucking) ticks. Living, 
sleeping and moving around in the bush out there was risky as it would be difficult to 
detect and avoid the ticks. 

Ticks are parasitic arachnids, not unlike mites, and they start out very small, 
microscopically small, often forming great clouds of tiny blood-suckers in the grass 
waiting to be picked up by any passing blood bank - one day I will tell the tale of the finger-
tip search that attractive Brazilian primatologist Alexia Celeste da Cunha conducted, 
upon my entire person to rid me of a cloud of Amazonian ticks in 1987, but maybe The 
Herptile is not quite the vehicle for that particular tale. With regards to the Western 
Australian tick problem, our Leeds-based film company (at that time YAP Films was still 
part YTV Factual) had received a warning from Vicki Krause, a tropical disease 
specialist in Darwin, and coincidentally the wife of Bart Currie the snakebite specialist, 
and a friend of mine. The film company were therefore concerned about sending us into 
a potentially dangerous area. Tick-born encephalitis is a serious disease and you may 
not know your have contracted it until it is too late. What David wanted to do was make us 
all aware of the risks and ask us whether we were prepared to go with the Kimberley film, 
go into the area to make the film, or whether we preferred to look for another story – a tall 
order at this stage of the game since the fourth potential story for this shoot, about the 
Oenpelli python, Morelia oepelliensis, in Arnhem Land, has already been scratched 
following the death of an aboriginal elder and the closing of the region to all outsiders 
during the prolonged period of mourning.

“Are you discussing my report?” said a female voice. 

We looked around to find that the woman seated at the only other occupied table in the 
entire park had put down her newspaper and was leaning towards us, “that is my report, 
I’m Vicki Krause”, she introduced herself.

As coincidences go this was a sizeable one. Here we were sitting in an almost deserted 
café, in an almost deserted park in Sydney, discussing a report written by a woman who 
lived and worked over 3,000kms away in Darwin but who, by pure chance, was seated at 
the next table from ours and the only other living sole, apart from the waitress, within 
speaking distance. It turned out that Vicki was returning to Darwin but had made a one-
night whistle-stop trip to Sydney to visit her student son who had been taken ill, and she 
was in the park café killing time before her flight. Another day, another time, another café, 
even another subject of conversation and we would never have met. Spooky!



Of course, Vicki Krause was the ideal person to update us on the tick-born encephalitis 
situation, it was serious but localised and chances were we would be in a different part of 
the Kimberley and avoid it, then again, going by the law of coincidence we would 
probably be camped in the middle of the only mutant strain of this brain-inflating parasite 
in the Kimberley’s 421,000kms¹ (no! let me get out of this freaky coincidence trip!!) In any 
case the vote to continue with the rough-scaled python story was unanimous. After this 
meeting we met up with cameraman Des’ son Matt, who was holidaying in Australia. Des 
was keen for Matt to join the crew as his camera-assistant and he set out to persuade 
David how useful Matt would be. Little did David know that when he said “Yes” he had 
just made one of the most, if not the most, important decision of his life. Quite why, you 
will have to wait to find out in the article about the rough-scaled python expedition, but 
that too will wait for another time.

The rest of the day was spent organising 
equipment and going from travelling mode to 
filming mode, charging batteries and picking 
up any equipment we were missing. We 
finished off the day with a meal in a traditional 
Mongolian restaurant; where the traditional 
Mongolian meal consisted of calamari, king 
prawn and other seafood. My geography 
must be failing me but I thought Mongolia was 
the huge land-locked country between 
Russia and China!

The flagship species of our first  Australian film   
was to be the Broad-headed snake, 
Hoplocephalus bungaroides, a highly 
venomous little serpent that inhabits the 
Hawkesbury Sandstone bluffs around 
Sydney, but we would also be including 
another famous Sydney resident, the 
infamous funnel-web spider. Our first outing 

stwas on May 1  when we journeyed to 
Gosford, to the Australian Reptile Park 
(ARP), formerly owned by Australian 
herpetological icon, the late Eric Worrell, and 
now owned and run by Australianized 
American John Weigel.
 
Although John had an impressive herp collection I was here to meet his spiders, and 
meet them I did. With the help of his spider keepers Bradley and Roz I, met some 
aggressive Sydney funnel-webs, Atrax robustus, arguably the most venomous spider in 
the world, although the even more impressive Blue Mountain funnel-web, Hadronyche 
versuta, might be more potent. Since it is found in remote locations out near the range of 
the broad-headed snake it was decided the two species would make complimentary 
quests. Whilst at  ARP I took a crash-course is spider milking. 

¹ The Kimberley region of northern Western Australian, covers 421,000sq.kms., which is slightly larger than 
Papua New Guinea, and 1.6x the size of the United Kingdom. The entire population is estimated at 15,000, most 
of that being centered around Broome, the main coastal town, which equates to 10% of the population of    
Blackpool, Lancashire.

Sydney funnel-web spider Atrax robustus, the 
world’s most venomous spider, at ARP

A giant frilled lizard guards the entrance to the 
Australian Reptile Park, Gosford, 

north of Sydney



Apparently the most venomous specimens are the males and to obtain their venom you 
make them angry, and to do that you touch them on the pedipalps (their swollen sex-
organs), and then pick the venom off the fangs with a pipette. ARP is responsible for 
providing most, if not all, the venom for the production of the funnel-web spider 
antivenom with the result that deaths from their bites are more historical than modern 
statistics. 

I also made the acquaintance of some 
cuddly-sounding, though not as cuddly-
looking, Red-headed mouse spiders, 
Missulena occatoria and M. insigne, which 
are basically Australian trapdoors spiders. 
Do they eat mice, or do they look like mice, I 
was not too sure. 

Later in the day we had a funnel-web spider 
hunt in a suburban garden but turned up a 
young Giant  Aust ra l ian cent ipede 
Ethmostigma rubripes and some Dark-flecked
garden skinks, Lampropholis delicata, a small 
brown lizard extremely common on paths and rockeries around Sydney homes.

The next day ‘rushes’ of the footage we had shot at ARP were sent back to YTV in Leeds, 
and Animal Planet in Washington DC, for them make decisions about series style and 
whether they wanted me to present directly to camera, or to the left or right of camera as 
in Series 1 (this might seem a minor issue but it isn’t, presenting directly ‘down the bottle’ 
to the lens, is proper presenting). That done we spent the morning in a garden belonging 
to the parents of the Radisson’s hotel manager, filming the ‘bushrock’ rockeries. It is the 
collection of bushrock, to enhance the gardens of Sydney-siders that may have resulted 
in the initial decline of broad-headed snake populations. 

These snakes live under flat exfoliated pieces of Hawkesbury Sandstone bushrock, 
often near the edge of the cliff-faces, and always in a rock on rock, rather than rock on 
soil, situation. Collection of bush-rock by builders and gardeners, on the scale it was 

th thcarried out during the 19  and 20  Centuries resulted in a massive loss of habitat for the 
snakes and other saxicolous creatures. Drive out of Sydney towards the Blue Mountains 
and you will see signs that clearly state: “Bushrock Collecting Prohibited”².  

2 The New South Wales Government takes bushrock removal seriously and list it as a Key Threatening Process – 
see: ttp://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/determinations/BushrockRemoveKTPListing.htm 

Red-headed mouse spider Missulena insigne, 
another dangerous species, at ARP - 

only the males have red heads

Giant Australian centipede 
Ethmostigmus rubripes, from a Sydney garden

Dark-flecked garden skink Lampropholis 
delicata, the commonest lizard in suburbia



Later that day we drove out to Waverley, one 
of the most populated boroughs of Australia, 
which used to have a broad-headed snake 
population in the days of herpetologist 
Gerard Krefft (1830-1881) but even he 
noticed it was in decline, as the rock was 
taken for other uses. At Waverley I visited the 
huge cliff-top graveyard, often a good place 
to look quietly for snakes, but I soon forgot the 
snakes as I walked amongst the great 
memorials, crypts and tombs, many 
constructed from localsandstone, the last 
resting places for over 250,000 departed 
colonists³. 

The following day we were back at ARP 
picking up establisher shots and GVs 
(general views) as Weigel’s establishment 
was to play an important role in both the first 
and third films of this shoot. We filmed with 
death adders, perenties and a broad-headed 
snake to illustrate the work of ARP, John 
demonstrated the milking of a tigersnake in 
his snake room, and we discussed some of 
the indigenous mammals in his care, which 
ranged from cuddly koalas to argumentative 
Tasmanian devils, both species suffering 
from epidemics, Chlamydia, in the case of the 
koalas, and DFTD (Devil Facial Tumour 

4Disease) in the devils
.  

3 Amongst the memorials was a huge Irish Republican monument to Wolfe Tone and his patriots from 1797, which 
had been expanded to include the names of the executed leaders of the Easter Rising of 1916, the Long Kesh 
hunger strikers of 1981, and the IRA trio shot dead by the SAS in Gibraltar in 1988.

4This last disease has really only come to the fore recently, with the devils facing extinction within 10-20 years, and 
John Weigel and ARP are at the front of the conservation efforts to save the species. Visit Devil's Ark 

 for more information.http://www.reptilepark.com.au/

The Good: Koala Phascolarctos cinerus, at ARP 
- population suffering from chlamydia

The Bad: Skippy blanks the author at ARP, and 
shows his true colours

A suburban Sydney garden decorated with 
bushrock, but at what cost?

The cliff-top cemetary at Waverley, once the 
home of a broad-headed snake population,

 but no more



We then went to a secret location where John 
kept his two rough-scaled pythons, at that 
time the only legal ones in captivity in the 
world, but more of them in a later article, 
whenever I get around to writing it! 

In the evening we went out to a brown-field 
site near the airport that had been singled out 
as a possible carpark or something similar for 
the upcoming Sydney Olympics. This was a 
worry since the pools on the site contain a 
population of the endangered Green and 
golden bell frog, Litoria aurea, but could a 
frog halt Olympic fever? Probably not!

We met with Arthur and Karen White who were studying the frogs on the site and we are 
also fortunate enough to meet with three of the attractive bell frogs themselves, as well 

as the Jervis Bay treefrog, L. jervisiensis, 
Striped marsh frog, Limnodynastes peronii, 
Spotted grass frog, L. tasmaniensis, and the 
diminutive Common froglet, Crinia signifera. 
Arthur implanted a pit-tag in the largest of the 
bell frogs as part of his mark and release 
program to assess population size.

The following day, Thursday, we got the go-
ahead from YTV, Channel 4 and Animal 
Planet for me to present directly to camera, 
they clearly liked the screen-test rushes, so 
we headed out to Taronga Park Zoo to film 
their broad-headed snake breeding program 
but in the absence of their head reptile 

keepers this is not possible, so we simply battled our way back through the traffic to our 
hotel, with a promise to return when they had a member of staff available to assist us. 

The next day we drove to Richmond to visit herpetologist Richard Wells, who seemed to 
collect books. Now I collect books too, but Richard had taken his collecting to the 
extremes. 

Striped marsh frog Limnodynastes peronii, 
Sydney Airport

The Ugly: Tasmanian devil Sarcophilus harrisii, 
at ARP - population suffering from Devil Facial 

Tumour Disease

Green and golden bell frog Litoria aurea, on 
Sydney Airport brownfield site

Jervis Bay treefrog Litoria jervisiensis, 
Sydney Airport



His house was full of books, but not on shelves in the conventional way, rather in huge 
stacks on the floor, stacks and stacks of book stacks, so that to pass from one room to 
another you had to walk down aisles between waist-high book stacks. I looked hard but I 
could not find any herp books in these stacks, nor, to be honest, any order or 
organisation in their arrangement. 

Outside the house, in the front yard, were at least a dozen huge pallets covered by 
plastic sheeting. It turned out Richard, never one to pass up a bargain, had purchased 
entire pallets of books, 50,000 books, although to be truthful I believe they were 50,000 
copies of the same book! 

Richard, his friend Trevor Hawkesbury and I extricated ourselves from this librarian’s 
nightmare and set out to look for snakes in a location Richard knew well. 

We were shadowed on our herping trip, by 
the film crew, although they largely leave me 
to get on with it and rely on Des and Terry to 
capture any action, as and when it occurs 
(remember the byword of OBA – No Set-
ups!).

Because of Richard and Trevor’s local 
knowledge we are actually rather successful, 
despite the persistent rain that lasted the 
entire day and seemed to penetrate 
everything, despite at no time being heavy. 

Under the scattered debris on the site we found the startling coloured Red and black 
spider, Nicodamus bicolor, a relative of the  lethal Red-back spider, Latrodectus 
hasselti.

Common froglet Crinia signifera, 
Sydney Airport

Spotted grass frog Limnodynastes 
tasmaniensis, Sydney Airport

Herping location around Richmond, west of 
Sydney

Red and black spider Nicodamus bicolor, a 
relative of the red-back spider, under debris 

near Richmond



We also found two frogs: the 
Smooth  toad le t ,  Upero le ia  
laevigata, Ornate burrowing frog, 
Limnodynastes ornatus, and three 
skink species: the Eastern striped 
skink, Ctenotus robustus, one of the 
most widely distributed skinks of 
eastern and northern Australia, the 
Coppertail skink, C.taeniolatus, a 
more slightly-built species confined 
to the eastern coast, as well as 
more of the little ubiquitous garden 
skinks we had encountered in 
suburban Sydney. 

We also caught a few snakes, four 
fast-moving Eastern yellow-faced 
w h i p s n a k e s ,  D e m a n s i a  
psammophis psammophis, and two 
small but beautiful Red-bellied 
b l a c k s n a k e s ,  P s e u d e c h i s  
porphyriacus, and we found a 
hatched c lu tch  o f  Eastern  
brownsnake eggs, Pseudonaja 
textilis. Not bad for a wet Friday 
morning’s work.

Eastern striped skink Ctenotus robustus,
Richmond

Smooth toadlet Uperoleia laevigata, 
Richmond

Ornate burrowing frog Limnodynastes ornatus, 
Richmond



By the time we got back to the hotel I 
was suffering with my head and neck, 
the impact injury from the UK, and I was 
no better the next day, in fact I was 
considerably worse. 

There was a concern that I might be 
bleeding internally but the hotel doctor 
said my pupil reactions are normal, 
prescribed some anti-inflamatories 
and recommended a visit to a 
chiropractor where I underwent the 
neck-cracking treatment one normally 
associates with a British commando 
taking out German sentry, in an old 

black and white WWII movie, ouch, but the popping of the trapped nitrogen did seem to 
help and I felt a little better afterwards. This was a great relief as the next day we were 
due start in earnest, working on the first 
film of the second series of OBA.

In the next issue: On the Edge Part 2: I do like spiders and snakes.

Journey with the OBA crew into the Morton and Royal National Parks, NSW, in search of Blue 
Mountain funnel-web spiders (Hadronyche versuta) and Broad-headed snakes (Hoplocephalus 
bungaroides), and discover a few other interesting species along the way.

Copper-tailed skink Ctenotus taeniolatus, 
Richmond

Eastern yellow-cheeked whipsnake 
Demansia psammophis psammophis, 

Richmond

Red-bellied blacksnake 
Pseudechis porphyriacus, 

Richmond
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