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Some things are just a little baffling. But we love a mystery! 

If you take a short stroll from the camping area at the end of Thompsons Road, Tyrendarra, 

along the eastrn edge of the Fitzory River, and at low tide, you will see some unusual 

structures.The Fitzroy River has cut a narrow channel on its way to the ocean, but on the 

eastern side of the main channel, where the sand has been eroded away by the fast flowing 

river, the remains of a former flat, clayey land surface can be seen.  

The Fitzroy River channel east bank.  The old poc-marked clay land surface. 

A closer 

inspection of the 

clay surface will 

reveal the 

presence of 

circular tubes 

about 3cm in 

diameter. Where 

the bank has 

been washed away you can see cemented tubes, often 

longer than 20cm, going vertically downwards into the 

clay. 
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The first thought is maybe 

old tree roots but a closer 

inspection of the tubes 

reveals that they are really 

quite smooth inside and 

rough with small nodules 

on the outside. This is not 

really like the usual 

rhizomorphs we see in the 

“petrified forests” along 

the limestone coast which 

are not hollow or have just 

a very small hollow 

section. This is something 

else. It looks much more 

like the burrow of some 

animal, maybe a yabby or similar ground burrowing critter. 

 

I could not find any fresh burrows or live animals to confirm my suspicions, so I was 

stumped. 

I contacted Jarred at the Glenelg Hopkins CMA. He was aware of the clay tubes but was 

also unsure as to what they might be. So I contacted the Marine Research Group of the 

Victorian Field Naturalists Club. A few unconvincing suggestions came back but then I got a 

response from Phil Bock which I reckon goes a long way to sorting it out. 

He suggested it could be a trace fossil (a 

fossilised trace of an animal such as a footprint, 

trail or burrow but not the actual animal) 

collectivelly referred to as Ophiomorpha. 

Ophiomorpha are believed to be the burrows of 

the ghost-shrimp Callianassa (or related groups of 

burrowing crustaceans) that indicate previous 

intertidal conditions at the site. Similar Omphimorpha, dating from the Pliocene (around 2-5 

million years ago) are known from the Sandringham Sandstone at Black Rock on the 

Mornington Penninsular. A quick Google indicates that these could indeed be the culprits. 

I guess it may also be possible that the burrows are the work of the Marine Yabby Trypaea 

australiensis, also known as a One-armed Bandit, that are still present along our coast – but 

they would have to be a whoppas. Or, it may be another species altogether that is yet to be 

discovered. 

So it seems fairly clear that the tubes are burrows of some sort of crustacean. However, the 

mystery has not been fully solved yet, and probably won’t be until we either capture a live 

specimen, if indeed there is one, or get a definitive identification from an expert (whoever 

that might be).  

Maybe you have some thoughts or ideas as to what makes the burrows? But, whatever the 

case, when are walking along the Fitzroy estuary keep an eye out for the tubes and if you 

find what appears to be an active burrow I would love to hear about it. 


