
























































































A HORT GUIDE TO THE ISLAND'S 
HIGHE R A lMALS 

Because of the diver ity of habitats and 
it large size, Kangaroo I land has remained 
a refuge for a selection of mainland specie 
that were cut off or marooned fo llowi ng 
the la t rise in sea-level. perhaps 8,000 to 
10.000 yea rs ago. Without doubt. a fev 
bird a nd o ther winged creawres have 
reached the i land ince that time, but there 
is no direct evidence of thi prior to human 
ettlement. A bout twenty pecie of 

migratory birds are annual visitors. 
A might be expected, there is a minor 

development of endemic forms, with a 
tendency towards melanism and/or large 
ize in o me ma mmal • birds reptile , and 

amphibian . 
There is also an unu ual admixture of 

fauna! types from ea t and west. One 
autho rity has tated that west of the South 
Au tralian gulf y tern the insects exhibit 
we tern affinitie wh ich are shared by 
Kangaroo lsland , a nd conchologist have 
detected a similar ituation in the land shell . 
On the o ther hand, the majority of bird 
pecie are southeastern open-fore t and 

woodland form . Among the mammal 
there are both western and ea tern type . 

Fo sil remain have been found , at Rocky 
River, of the Giant Wombat (Diprorodon 
australis), which wa la rger than a rhinoceros 
and roamed over much of Australia during 
Plei tocene and early Recent times. 

Mammals 
About a dozen specie have been recorded, 

excluding cetacean and tho e introduced 
fro m the mainland. In addition, dome tic 
pig and goats are early introductions which 
have become firmly e tabli hed, and feral 
cat are numerous. Also, the house mou e 
a nd brown and long-tailed hip rats are 
pre enL, but there a re no foxes o r rabbits. 

Kangaroo lsland Kangaroo (Macropus 
giganteus .fuliginosus): Matthew Flinder , 
the di coverer, landed o n Kangaroo I la nd 
o n 22nd May, 1802, and gave it the name 
it bears in con equence of findi ng large 
numbers of "kanguroos" of this species to 
the west of what is now Penneshaw, on the 
northea t coast: thirty-one were hot by 
his crew on the fir t day. Still numerou , 
but mainly on Flinder Chase, this large, 
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ooty-bro"' n a nimal i an in ular form of the 
Forester o r Grey Kangaroo of the adjacent 
mainland and ea tern Australia. 

Kangaroo Island Wallaby (Proremnodon 
eugenii decres): An in ular subspecie of 
the no longer common mainland Tammar 
o r Scrub Wallaby. lt i numerou a nd 
widespread a nd i a frequent victim of 
automobile on the recently-completed 
network of well-made roads. The pecie . 
which is extinct on other South Au tralian 
i lands, occur on Eyre Peninsula and in 
outhwest Austra lia. 

Broad-faced R at-ka ngaroo (Potorous 
platyops morgani): An extinct, endemic 
form. known on ly fro m bones in lime to ne 
caves. This mall and little-known member 
of the kangaroo family was originally 
thought to be confined to outhwest Australia, 
where it is extremely rare. 

Other mainland species which have been 
recorded include the Native Porcupine 
(Tachyglossus acu/eata), Brush-tailed Po urn 
( Trichosurus vulpecula ), Grey's Rat ( Rea/us 
greyi), Nati ve Cat (Dasyurus quo//) (po ibly 
extinct), Short-no ed Bandicoot (Jsoodon 
ohesulus) (an ea tern type), Dormou e 
Po urn (Cercartetus concinnus) ('-'e tern 
type), and Long-eared Bat (Nyctophilus 
geoffroyi pacificus) (common, a southea tern 
mainland form). 

Seals occur along the south coa l and at 
the western end . At the beginning of the 
I 9th century, the e animal attracted renegade 
seamen a:nd other adventurer , who 
laughtered countle number for their 
kin;. Until recen tly, the seal faced 

extinction, but legi lation a nd the proclama­
tion of sanctuarie have halted the decline 
in numbers. Two species a re pre ern­
the Hair Seal o r Sea Lion (Neoplwca cinerea), 
which occurs in mall numbers toward 
the we tern end of the i land, a nd the Fur 
Seal ( Gypsop!wca dor({era), which i now a 
great tourist attraction and can be een on the 
ea hore at Bale Beach, Seal Bay, and near 

Cape du Co uedic. 
The following have been introduced o n 

Flinders Cha e- from the mainland: 

Koala ( Phascolarctos cinereus): An 
introd uction from Victoria: it is well­
e tablished in the Manna Gums (Eucalyptus 

near Rocky River home read. 
Six individuals were liberated in December, 
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1923: tx patr . with cubs. were et free in 
April. 1925. 

Ring-tailed Possum ( Pseudocheirus 
perexrinus): O \\ fairly v. ide pread. Fifteen 
indi,idual · were et free in October. 1925. 

Platypu ( Ornillwrhy nc/111s an at in us): 
Three were liberated in January, 1928: 
ixin 1931: and · ixin 1946. 

Birds 
or the 428 species which ca n be li ted for 

South Au tralia, 167 ha' e now been recorded 
for Ka ngaroo Isla nd : the e included 50 
ea birds a nd water bird , 20 migra nts, and 

5 exotic pecic which have made thei r way 
from the main la nd. 
Kan~aroo Island Emu ( Dromaius 

diemenfanus): Exti nct. Live bird were een 
at the northeastern end by Flinder in 1802 
and in the outh. near Hawk's e t Station, 
by Ca ptain George Sutherland in 18 19. 
For long it wa belie,ed that Ba udin captured 
ome Ji ve peci men in 1803 and took them 

back to France, but lately it ha been 
ugge ted that these birds were obtained on 

King Island, in Bas Strait. The Kangaroo 
I land Emu, which wa probably a dwarf 
population of the mainland emu rather 
than a d istinct pecie , is known only from 
bone found in caves and sand dunes. ll 
died o ut before forma l white ettlement 
in 1836. 

So me mainland emus (D . novaehollandiae) 
were int roduced on Flinder Chase in 
1926, 1928, 1929. and later. 

Pelica n (Pelecanus conspicillatus): En­
countered by Flinder near American R iver. 
where it bred on an i land in Pelican Lagoon. 
l t i common. but there a re no breeding 
records ince about I 890. 

Cape Barren Goose ( Cereopsis nol'ae­
hollandiae): I ntroduced on the Cha e in 
1932, 1936. and later. Several hundred Jive 
in a emi-dome ticated tate at R ocky River. 

Mal lee Fowl (Leipoa ocel!ata): ot 
endemic. Seventeen birds from Eyre 
Peni n ula were liberated near Ca pe Borda 
in 191 I and others were et free in 1923, 
I 924. and I 936. There have been no reports 
or ne ting mounds for many yea rs. 

Burme ·e Spotted Dove (Srreptopelia 
chinensis tigri11a): This in troduction on the 
mai nland reached the i land abou t the year 
1953. 

Pti!!L' 41:! 

Glos y Black Cockatoo (Ca/ypwrhynclllis 
latlwmi): A outhea tern form, which doe · 
not occur on the South Au t ra lian mainland. 
lt i re·tricted to the western end : it 
number have been estima ted a t not more 
than fifly pair . 

Crim on Ro ella ( Piatycercus elegans 
melanoptera): An endemic. melani tic fo rm 
or an ea tern mainland specie . 

Galah ( Cacatua roseicapil/a): Common : 
it probably reached the island about 60 years 
ago. 

Western Wh ipbird ( Psophodes nigrogularis) : 
A ·o uthwe tern Australian pecies, unt il 
recently only known in South Austra lia 
fro m the mallee north of Pinna roo. lt 
wa di ·covered on Flinder Chase in January, 
1967. During a visit by the writer in 
March. 1967, the Whipbird wa recorded 
at many place . from the we tern end at 
R ocky R iver and Cape Borda Road to 
Seal and D'Estree Bay on the south coa 1. 
The habitat varie from dry clerophyll 
fo re t to mallee woodland, a nd a primary 
req uirement i den e undergro\ th. In late 
I 965 and 1966 the Whip bird wa fo und for 
the nr t time on southern Yorke and Eyre 
Peninsula . 

Succe fu l introduction on the Cha e 
include the Peaceful Dove, the Common 
Bronzewing and Crested Pigeons, a nd the 
Kookaburra. 

Reptiles and Amphibians 

About eighteen specie of lizards ( kink , 
dragon . geckoes) and less than half tha t 
number of frogs have been li ted: there i 
o nly one nake. Se,eral melani tic fo rm 
have been de cribed. 

Common Goan na (V a ran us l'arius): Thi 
i the most frequently een reptile, which 
may attain a length of over 6 feet. It feed 
on o ther ma ll lizards, mall ma mmal 
and bird , includi ng young penguin . 

About fifty Sleepy Lizard (Ti/iqua rugosa) 
were et free o n Flinder Cha e in October. 
1925 ; they a re said to have died o ut. 

Black T iger Snake ( olechis scutatus 
niger) : Thi nake grows to a length of 
0' er 6 feet. lt is al o pre ent on other 

outh Au..,tralian i'lland-; and Eyre Pcnin~u la . 

.~u1rra/iau \mural H iHon 



HOUTMAN'S ABROLHOS 
By P. l\1. O'LOL GHLI' 

cience M a ter a t Aquinas, Chri tian Brother!>· College, Perth, \\'e tern Au tralia 

FROM the period of their di covery 
by Frederik de Ho utman in July. 1619. 

the Abrolho I land , We tern Australia, 
have been a rich field for the natural hi torian. 
and a cene of hipwreck and human tragedy. 
A fa cina ting fa una doe not eiTace memorie 
of men clai med by the ea or dying of thi rst, 
of women and children brutally killed, nnd 
of men punished on the gallow or marooned. 
Between 1844 and 1945 the i lands were 
exploited for their guano, and today they 
are the temporary winter home of fi hermen 
engaged in the crayfi h industry. 

The e cattered cora l i land and reef 
are 40 mile from the We tern Au tralian 
coa t, toward the edge of the cont inental 
helf. The four natural group lie roughly 

para llel to the coa l between latiwde 
28 15' S. and 29 S .. and tretch for 60 
mile fro m the Pel art Group, which i 
we t- outhwe t of Gerald ton, north through 
the Ea ter and Wallabi Groups, to orth 
I land . 

We t Wallabi I land is the large t, with 
an area of just over 2 square mile . The 
highest point is on Ea t Wa llabi, where the 
dunes attain a height of a lmost 50 feet. 
The numerous other islands a re small , 
low, flat, and confu ingly imi la r in 
appearance. Their ize i in contrast with 
the many quare mile of surrounding 
coral-reef lime tone o n which they ri e. 
The reefs are in place emergent at low tide, 
are made di con linuou by deep lagoon , 
and vary in texture fro m hard limestone lo 
bri ttle living coral. fact which combine 
to make many of the i lands very difficult 
of acces . Beache of calcareou a nd 
fringe ome of the i land . 

Apart from orth Island and Ea t and 
We L Wallabi , with their cappings of 
con olidated and unconsol idated dune sand, 
two other quite d ifferent types of i lands 
can be di tingui hed . The eastern island 
con ist of loo e heap of bleached coral 
rragments mas cd o n the fringes or the reer 
pla tform . In contrast, the coral of the 
we tern i land i consolidated into a hard 
lime tone which has undergone marine 
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The Ca rpct Snake (Python spilotus). largest and 
most placid o f the A brolhos reptiles. These 
snake have been known to swallow young 
wallabie . but rarely show signs of aggression 

when disturbed. 

planing to n urface about 8 feet above the 
pre ent reef, and i generally deeply undercut 
by olution. Contra ting forces of 
aggradat ion a nd degradation are e\ident 
in the e two i land types. Fre hwater 
cannot accumulate on the fo rmer, but doe 
collect and per i t in " ink-hole " in the 
lime tone of the latter type. 

Reptile dominant 
Reptile are the dominant terre trial 

vertebrate of the Abrolhos, and the pre ence 
or ab cnce or a variety of specie on a 
pa rticula r i la nd i a useful ind ication of its 
origin. That nineteen species occur on 
Ea t and We t Wallabi is trong evidence 
that both i land were once part of the 
Au tra lian continent. Such a reptile fauna 
cou ld only be a urvtvtng mainland one. 
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With some intere ting exceptions. the ea tern 
islands are de' oid of vertebrate resident . 
The e i land ha\e been built up more 
recentl) by the ·ea. and colonization must 
be tran murine. 

lt ha been a su med that orth bland 
and the ''e tern i land of the Wallabi 
Group arc the only remnants of the older 
coa-.tline. Howe\ er, an expedition to the 
Pel art Group in Augu t. 1966, e tabli. hed 
the presence of six reptile species on Middle 
!.land, induding the Large Spiny-tailed 
Skink (£gemia sto/\esi), and four diiTerent 
·pecics on Gun I land. lt . eems, then. 
that the ·c we tern island of the Pcl art 
Group are al ·o su rviving remnant from the 
mainland. The Ea ter Group ha yet to be 
thoroughly explored. 

A probable ea e of tran marine coloniLa­
tion by a reptile i that of Ableplwrus greyi. 
A population of thee smaJ I elu ·i,e skink 
wa found on Ea · tern I land of the Wallabi 
Group in 1965. Thi reptile ha not been 
recorded el e\\ here in the Abrolho : the 
mall i ·land of loo e coral i of recent 

origin from the ea. and ha never been 
occ-upied by fi hermen or guano worker 
who might ha\ e introduced the skink. 
In ome way it ha reached Ea tern I land 
from the mainland acro s 35 mile of ocean. 

Pcl aert' journals 

Franci. co Pel aert wa sen1or merchant 
of the Dutch Ea t India Company on the 
Batal'ia when it foundered on Morning Reef 
in the Wallabi Group on 4th J une. 1629. 
Hi:. journal chronicle in detail the e\ent of 
the ub equent 51 month - mutiny. murder . 

Wc~t W allabi 1 land. 
c;howing its natness, 
tunted crub vegetation. 

and the historic walls 
built bv lJarm•ia un ivors 

· in 1629. 
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rescue. trial , and execution The Dutch 
left behind on We t Wallabi, Long and 
Beacon I land · tone con truction which 
remain toda) after the pas~age of more than 
three centurie ·. Datin!! back to 1629 with 
the e hi · torica l tructure i the fir t "ritten 
account of our Au rralian fauna. Pcbacn 
\\a. fa cinated by the Tammar Wallaby 
(Macropus eugenii), and hi journal entry 
of I ~th November reveal that hi e amina­
tion of this mar upial was uffi.cicntly 
detailed for him to be able to de. cribc the 
young in the pouch: "nipple in mouth. 
only a~ large a a bean, but limb entirely 
in proportion". 

The Tammar formerly occurred on onh 
I land bul i · n O\\ confined. within the 
Abrolho . . to Ea t and We t Wallabi , where 
it i~ abundant. ot as numerous, and 
collected for the fir t time early in this 
century, is a econd mammal. the indigenou 
nali\C rodent Ra11us g/aueni. This mammal 
i kno" n from Ea t and We t Wallabi only. 
lt ha none of the peed or agility o r it · 
dome tic counterpart. and i quite ea ily 
caught by hand if forced onto open ground. 
Fear i held for it ur\'ival if either the 
hip' rat or dome tic cat become e tabli hcd 

on the e islands. 

The types of even rept ile specie came 
from the Abrolho Island , collection 
begin ning with the vi it of H.M.S. Beagle 
in 1840. The ten species recently di covered 
in the Pelsart Group were all previo usly 
on record for Ea t and We t Wallabi, 
where a further nine pecie a re repre ·cnted. 
The placid Carpet Snake ( Py!lwn spilotus) 
i encountered frequently on the two main 
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Tammar Wallaby ( ,\/acropus eugenii) and low 
~crub \egctation on W est Wallabi Island. 
This mar upial wa described in 1629 by 
Francisco Pel aen, the fir 1 European to record 

the Abrolho fauna. 

Wallabi I land , a also is the very active 
We tern J ew Liza rd (Amphibolurus barbatus 
minimus). In view of Pelsaert's careful 
study of the Tammar, it is surprisi ng to 
And a comment in his journal that, apart 
from "grey turtledove ", there were "no 
other creature "on the i lands. The Bala1•ia 
survivor did not weie:h anchor to leave 
until 15t h November, ~ o that any winter 
inactivity of the repti le could not explain 
Pet aert's failure t·o note their conspicuou 
abundance. The other pecies, in addition 
to tho e already mentioned , are the gecko 
Diplodacty/us spinigerus and Heteronow 
bynoei, the pygopids Lialis burroni and 
Delma .fraseri, the kink Rhodona nigriceps 
a nd Ahleplwrus elegcms, and the Bandy 
Bandy ( R hynchoelaps hertho/di ). 

Unfo rtunately, the major names associated 
with the o uthcrn islands of Houtman' · 
Abro lhos are his to r ically misplaced . 
" Pet art G roup", " Pe l art Island", " Batavia 
Road", a nd ''Wreck Po int" were assigned 
by Commander Wickha m and Stoke , 
of the Beagle. Their mistaken assumption 
in 1840 that it wa in this group that t he 
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Batm•ia wreck lay was a source of confu ion 
until the actual wreck was confirmed on 
~th June, 1963, in the Walla bi Group. 
In retro pect it is of in terest that, in a paper 
o n the Abro lho read in 1917. Professor 
W. J. Da kin included evidence which 
ho uld have corrected the mistaken thought 

on the Bclfcn •ia wreck site. Profes o r Dakin 
actually quoted Pelsaert's description of the 
Tammar, which does not occur on the 
o uthern i lands, but fai led to as ociate 

it presence in the W allabi Group wi th 
Bata1•ia hi tory. 

Dutch wreck in Pelsart Group 

An historic Dutch wreck doe lie in the 
Pel a rt Group. The Z eewyk sailed o nto the 
we tern reef o n 9th June. 1727. almost a 
century after the Batavia. By a fa teful 
coincidence the watch on both hip ~aw 
the white urf o n the reef in ample time 
but tho ught that it wa moonlight re flectio n. 
The Zeell'_l'k urvivor were to pend 10 
month on Gun l land, and the second mate, 
Adriaen van der Graeff, kept a detailed log. 
The early part of hi journal reflects a na tural 
preoccupation with survival, but this i 
gradually replaced by interest in the building 
of a hip which finally carried the eighty-two 
survivor to Batavia. There i much of 
intere t LO the naturalist in the log. 

The Hair Seal (Neophoca cinerea) wa 
evidently abundan t on the beaches and wa 
a pr incipal ource of food. The early fear 
wa that it would beco me timid! Ln the 
fir t 3 month at least 147 were killed. 
The cene today in the Abrolhos is a de olate 
one by contra t. In four recent vi· its to 
the i la nd the a uthor has een thi eal 
on only two occa ion - a bull , cow. and 
two ca lve o n J ubilee Is land in the Pel art 
Group in Augu t, 1966, and a ingle eal 
near Pigeon l land in the Wallabi Group 
in 1964. 

B.irds of the islands 

Van der Graeff's log also contain an 
account of the Mutton Bird or Wedge­
tailed Shca rwate r ( PL~ffinus pacificus). Hi 
de cription in 1727 of the black colour, 
lo ng black bea k with curved tip, webbed 
feet, "bat-like'' nocturnal flight, and habit 
of ne ting in hollows or burrows from which 
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Characteristic deepl~­
undercut shoreline of 
o ne of the \\C!>LCrn 
islands o f the 
Abrolhos. The hard 
limestone ''as planed 
by an earlier cycle of 
e rosion. but uch 
islands ha ve probably 
been emergent since 
separation fro m the 

mainland. 

they were readi ly p ulled, leaves no doubt as 
to tbe identity. He observed it arr iva l 
on Gun I la nd in the evening of 20th Aug ust, 
The o ld unoccupied burrow had been 
no ticed but were a ltributed to the lizards 
een u ing them. More than 700 of these 

birds were killed for food in t he fir t week 
after their arrival. There i no indication 
today of decrea ing number . The soft 
dune and coral grit accumu lation thro ughout 
t he Abro lho are completely undermined 
by the burrows of Wedge-tailed Shearwaters 
and Little Shearwaters (Puffinus assimilis). 
Many thou a nd o f the former occupy 
extensive rookeries during the ummer 
month . 

A commo n ight a bove the i la nd is a 
soaring 0 prey ( Pcmdion ha/iaetus) o r Sea 
Eagle (Ha/iaeetus leucogas ter). The massive 
nests o f the former are often a dis tincti ve 
relief feature o n the flat is la nd . In an 
incomplete explo ration of the Pel art Gro up 
during late Augu l , 1966, ix 0 prey ne ts 
were found, fo ur w ith the c haracteri tic 
clutch of three c rea m and rus et egg , one 
with fledgling , and o ne where layi ng wa 
occurring. Two occupied nest of Sea 
Eagles were een wi th one and two white 
eggs. Othe r re ident ea bird fo und ne ting 
a early as A ug u t were a colony of Cre ted 
Tern (Sterna bergii), individual ne t of 
Paci fic Gull ( Larus pacificus) and Silver 
Gulls (L. llOI'ae-hollandiae), a nd ne t- crape 
of Pied Oyster-catchers ( Haemcu opus 
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ostralegus) and Sooty Oy ter-catcher (H. 
f u/iginosus). 

The mo t intriguing ight o n t he e i lands 
are the ne ting colonies of many thousa nds 
of Commo n eddies (Anous stolidus) a nd 
Le ser oddie (A. tenuirostris). The former 
is a northern tern who e mo t Ol:l therly 
ne ting ground i the Abrolho . Mo re than 
a million o nce ne ted on R at I land in the 
Easte r Gro up. The only colo ny now 
surviv ing ne ts duri ng the summer months 
on the a ltbu h (A rriplex cinerea) and nitre­
bush (Nitraria schoberi ) at the o uthern e nd 
of Pel a rt I la nd . The Le er oddy nests 
on the mangrove (A 1·icennia marina) which 
thri e in the coral mud in ha llow well-
heltered by reef a nd i land . A big 

colony o f the e terns breed o n the ma ngroves 
of Pe l art I la nd . Thi a me i land is the 
only known regular nest ing ta tio n of the 
R ed-tailed Tro pic-bird (Phae1hon rubricauda). 
Many other sea birds breed in colonies 
on the Abro lho during late pring and 
ummer- Pied C ormorant (Pha/acrocorax 

varius). Bridled T erns (Sterna anaetheta), 
Fai ry Tern (S. nereis). Ro eate T erns 
(S. dougallii), Sooty Tern (S. fuscata), and 
Ca pian Tern (Hydroprogne caspia). 

The ·'grey turt ledoves" o f Pe lsaert' 
journal a re the Brush Bro nzewing (Phaps 
elegcms). Thi pigeon a nd the Painted 
Quail (Turnix raria) are freq uently di turbed 
on East and We t Wallabi . Other re idenl 
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The Large Spiny-tailed 
Skink (Egemia s tokesi), 
which is abundant on 
most of the western 
islands of the Abrolhos. 
The original types for 
this species were collected 
during the vi it of 
H.M.S. Beagle in 1840. 
The skink's name com­
memorates Commander 

Stokes, of the Beagle. 

land birds here are the Spotted Scrub-Wren 
(Sericornis maculatus), Grey-breasted 
Silvereye (Zosterops lateralis), and the 
Welcome Swallow (Hirundo neoxena). 

Unlike the avifauna, the vegeta tion of the 
Abrolhos is quite unspectacu lar. There a re 
no trees and in only a few areas do the stunted 
shrubs grow to a height of more than 3 feet. 
Extensive areas of hard limestone and recent 
coral shingle lack any form of plant cover. 
However, lthe vegetation does provide 
supporting evidence when the geological 
history of an island is being considered. 
As would be expected, a characteristic 
insular flora is established on the recent 
eastern islands. The very low, woody 
perennials are dominated by the saltbush 
(Atriplex cinerea). Other shrubs are Ni!raria 
schoberi, Myoporum insulare, Enchylaena 
tomentosa, and Threlkeldia diffusa, none 
reaching a height oo these islands of more 
than 3 feet. Other perennials are P ig-face 
(Carpobrotus aequilaterus), Spin(fex longi­
folius, and Saltwort (Sa/sola kali). The 
commo n annual herbs are the Crucifers 
Cakile manllma and Lepidium pseudo 
ruderale, Composite (Senecio lautus), 
Lavatera plebeia and Parietaria debilis. 
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In contrast with these few recurring species, 
114 vascular plants are listed for the western 
islands of the Wallabi Group. A recent 
collection on the smaller Gun a nd Middle 
Islands of the Pelsart Group revealed a 
similar pattern for the western islands of 
this group also. The dominant shrubs 
on Middle Tsland were Grevil/ea argyrophylla, 
Frankenia pauciflora, Pil!osporum phi!ly­
raeoides, Eremophila glabra, and Sarcostemma 
australe. All are represented on the Wallabi 
Islands also, where the shrubs are up to 
8 feet tall. Such plants undoubtedly 
represent a surviving mainland flora. 

The only method of travel to the Abrolbos 
is on the "carrier" or "scooter" boats of the 
fishermen who make the crossing regularly 
throughout the winter season. The danger 
of the reefs and the desolate appearance of 
these lonely islands do not attract the visitor, 
and it is not s urprisi ng that the historic 
fea tures, the good fi shing, the quaint 
unfrightened fauna, and the bea uty of the 
unruffled coral lagoons have not been 
exploited as tourist potential. 

[Photos in this article are by -Aquinas College 
expeditions.] 
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H ow the Abor iginal past is traced.-An Australian Museum party excavating a large rock shel ter 
in ea tern ew South Wales. Such shelters were favourite camping places of the Aborigi nes and 

often contain deep deposit , accumulated over thousands of year . [Photo : Author.] 

Island Clues to Aboriginal Prehistory 
By DA Y1D R. tOO R E 

Curator of Anthropology. Austra lian M u ·eum 

W HO are the Au tra lian A borigi nes? 
W here did they come from? When 

did they fir t reach Au tralia? These 
que tion have tantalized thinking people 
in all part of the world ever s ince the fi rs t 
di covery and ubsequent European 
settlement of the continent. Now at last 
there i a possibility of finding definite 
an wer to the e problems. 

We are at pre ent in a mo t exci ting period 
in Austral ia111 archaeology. becau e an 
inten ive programme of excavation of 
Aboriginal occupation sites in many parts 
of the Au tralian continent i producing 
ignificant Carbon 14 dates, together with 

an increa ing knowledge of changes in 
A boriginal technology and environment over 
a time-span of more than 20,000 year . 
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Through the correlation of these change , 
both temporally and patially, a defin ite 
pallern i beginning to emerge for the 
prehistory of the Aboriginal peoples of the 
Au tralasian region. 

The earliest carbon date o btained in 
definite a ociation wi th Aborigi na l 
occupation in outhern Au tralia is of the 
order of 18,000 B.C. from a ite in the va. t 
underground cave at Koonalda on the 

ullabor Plain. However, thi sample wa. 
obtained from a level 6 fee t fro m the top of 
a 24-foot dcpo it, and it i likely that carbon 
from the bottom layer, when p roce sed, 
will yield a date earlier than 20,000 n.c. 
In northern Au traJia a carbon date of 
about 20,000 n. c . has been obtained from 
a rock- helter occupatio n ite near Oen pelli 
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Mission, in weste rn Arnhem Land . It is 
unli kely that either of these date refers 
to anything like the period of initial entry 
into the continent, si nce a t the ti me in 
question the sites fro m which they were 
derived would have been far inland . Toe 
ancestors of the Australian Aborigines 
must surely ha\'e a rrived somewhere o n 
the northern coa t and gradually spread 
into the southern haLf of the conti nent. 
The pattern of date so far gained would 
seem to i ndicate that the east coast was 
occupied later than the centre a nd north, 
si nce the earliest date from the eastern ide 
of the Great Dividing Range is about 5,500 
B.c. from a rock shelter in Royal National 
Park, just south of Sydney. But it may be 
that o lder site have not been located in the 
eastern part of the continent. In the west 
a nd northwest no sites o f any a ntiqui ty 
have yet been d iscovered, but of course 
these regions have not been sea rched so 
intensively as the no rth and east of Australia. 

Fro m the historical point of view, the 
importance of these early carbon dates is 
that they place the time of a rrival of the first 
human groups in Austra lia well back into 
the last ice age, into a period when the whole 
human race was living in caves and subsisting 
by hunting and collecting food s as they 
occurred naturally. Archaeo logically, they 
are significant because we know that Australia 
in the late Pleistocene was a totally diffe rent 
sort of place fro m w hat it i now. The 
climate, flora, a nd fauna were quite unlike 
those of today and, even mo re importan t, 
the shape of the continent itself was very 
differen t. Fairbridge and Cotton have 
estimated that, due to the locking up of 
great masses of the earth's water in the 
~orthern ice-cap during the final glaciation, 
there would have been a eustatic lowering 
of sea-level of up to 250 feet in about 
14,000 13.C., and probably even lower sea­
levels, of the o rder of 400 feet below 
the present ma rk, before 16,000 B.C. They 
a lso thi nk it possible that there were 
land-bridges between New Guinea and 
Australia and between Tasmania and the 
mainland up to a late as 8,000 s.c. With 
a lowering of the sea by 400 feet the water 
ba rrier to the northwest of Austra lia, 
between the Kimberleys a nd Timor, would 
have been greatly Ted uced, while the 
lndo nes.ian island cha in would have been an 
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almost continuous land mass j oined to 
Malaya. The map on page 420 hows 
the sort o f shape these changes in land form 
might have taken with a lowering of sea-level 
of 400 feet below the present level; that is. 
it show how the outheast A sian reg:io n 
might have been a t the rime when~ the 
Abo rigi nes first m oved in to the conti nent 
o f Au~tra l ia. 

This bring us to the significance of the 
off-shore is lands to Australian a rchaeology. 
Obviously, a t the time when human beings 
fir t reached Austra lia, such present-day 
isla nds as Melville and Bathurst, Ka ngaroo 
Island, T asmania, and most of the islands 
of T o rres Strai t would have been ra nges of 
hills and mountains ri sing f ro m coastal 
pla ins a nd peninsulas. They are, therefore, 
unlike ly to have been areas of perma nent 
occupa tion, but must surely have been 
traver ed by the pristine inhabitants in their 
ince ant search fo r food. A ssuming that 
these peo ple broug ht a stone techno logy 
of some sort with them, o ne would expect 
to fi nd traces at least of the earliest 
occupation hidden beneath the soi l of the 
islands a nd likely to be revealed b y erosion 
or the bulldozer at any time. The p roblem 
i that untrained people rarely can recognize 
such impo rtant remains, though several 
skeletons o f sign ificance have been discovered 
in this way. So me archaeological work 
has a lready been carried out o n o ff-sho re 
islands a nd it would be best to summa rize 
the knowled ge thus obtained before 
considering what might be d one in the 
future o n islands as yet un touched 
a rchaeologica lly. 

The southern coasts 

Strangely enough, we have a great deal 
more archaeological knowledge about 
Ka ngaroo Island, T asma nia, a nd the island 
of Bass Strait t ha n we have abou t the island 
of the north . Norma n B. Tindale and 
as ociate o f the South A ustralian Museum 
have made exam inations of a ll the e southern 
islands over a considera ble period . 
Ka ngaroo Island was unoccu pied when firs t 
inve t igated a nd the mai nland Abo rig ine 
asserted that they had never c rossed 
dangerous Backstairs Passage to visi t it. 
Nev'e rthele , an important ~stone industry 
has been fo und there a nd named the Kartan 
(from a mainland Aboriginal name for 
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Au!:>t ralasia and '>omhe:J'>t 
A\ia 1n the late 
P lei-;tocenc.-
In thi'> map the blad. 
area repre ... cnt the pre::.cnt 
landmas C!> and the grc~ 
areas how the additional 
dr)' land that would 
emerge if the ea-level 
was -lOO feet fo,,er than 
now, as was the case 
befo re 16,000 n.c. l t i 
likel y that something dose 
to this si tua tion existed at 
the time when the fir t 
group or group~ of 
Au tralian Aboriginal 
people reached the 
Australian continen t. 
Although land-bridges 
would then have occupied 
most of '-'hat is no" sea. 
there would ha\e been a 
number o f gap at the 
eastern end o f the 
Indonesian arch1pelago, 
a well a · a con 1derable 
-.1 retch of sea bet ,.,een 
T imor and northwestern 

U!>tralia and between 
the Cclcbes and \\eStern 

ew Guinea . [Map b) 
David Rae.] 

the i land) and it can only be assumed 
that Kangaroo I land was once occupied . 
probably before the floo ding o f Back lair 
Pa ·sage in about 8,000 B.C. Unfortunately, 
no tra tified exca' a tion ire ha been fo und. 
o that Ca rbon 14 date cannot be obtained. 

Tinda le con idered the Kanan implements 
to be similar to '.vhat he called the · 'old 
Ta manian erie .. . However. rh is statement 
wa made prior to any cientific excava tio n 
in Ta mania. Thi ha nm' been tarted 
by Rhy J one . o f the Univer ity of Sydney, 
and ha revealed a developing technology 
of . ome ·ophi tication in a midden al 
Rocky Cape, in northwe t Tasmania. The 
earlic t carbon da te from this ite i about 
6. 170 n.c ., but the ample in que ·tion wa 
obtained from a level l foot from the 
botto m o f the deposit a nd may be lightly 
later than the tart of the occupatio n. 
A dating of about 6.700 B.C. wa obtained 
ror cha;coal from the bottom of a hell 
midden o n the Carlto n River in southea. t 
Ta~mania. Currently. Rhy Jo ne 1:. 
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ime tiga ting a n undi turbeCii cave deposit 
in the Rock) Cape a rea, and thi may well 
provide importa nt ne"" info rmatio n. At 
present it doe no t eem that there is an) 
correla tio n ben,een the earlier Ta manian 
a e mblage a nd Tindale' · Kartan. H O\\ · 

ever. there d oe appear to be ome imilarity 
between the early Tasmanian material and 
that o btained from the lowest level o r 
in land ites in ew South W ales a nd outh­
we l Queensla nd. 

Unt il recently most a uthoritie cons id ered 
the his toric Tasmanian to have been a 
quite di tinc t race, differing markedly from 
the mainla nd Au tralian . However, 
Prole or W. G. rfacinto h, o f the 

niver ity o f Sydney. a wor ld a uthority 
o n Au tra lian keletal materia l, ha recently 
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expressed the vtew that the surviving 
Tasmanian skeletal remains are in all 
important respects very sim ilar to the 
Australian Aboriginal norm : he suggests 
that the Tasmanians were a smal l group 
of Aborigi nes isolated by the flooding of 
Bass Strait, also probably about 8,000 B.C., 
and that apparent differences may perhaps 
be due to the isolation of such a small 
breeding group over a period of some 
I 0,000 years. Jt would seem probable 
that the people who left the K artan-type 
stone implements o n Kangaroo fsland may 
have been a similar group, but so far there 
is no skeletal material from the island to 
s upport such a view. 

l t should be added that the T asma nians, 
accord.ing to the early observers, were lacking 
a number of important Australian artefacts, 
such as the spearthrower, the boomerang, 
and the ba rk canoe. Their technology, 
in fact , was con iderably more e lementary 
than that of the main la nde rs and may have 
been clo er to that which the A borigine 
brought with them to Aust ra lia in the 
first place. Obviously the people of the 
Australian m ainland were exposed to a 
number of outside influence in the north, 
and these influences may well have st imulated 
changes on the mainland which could not 
reach tho e isolated in the southern i lands. 

Islands of the north coast 
Turning now to the north coast of 

Australia, where one would expect to fi nd 
significant cl ues to help in an wering the 
questions with which this article commenced , 
we are faced with a blank archaeological 
sheet. 1t would seem a lmost certain that 
t he a nce tor of the present Australian 
Abo rigines must have reached the Austral ian 
continent either in the northwest, via T imor 
and into the Kimberleys or Arnhem Land, 
o r else via ourhwestern New Guinea and 
across what is now T orre Strait into north 
Queensland. 

The significant islands in the northwest 
would seem to be M elvi lle and Bath urst. 
There we fi nd a lso a population which, 
o n first contact, seemed to have had no 
commun icatio n with the mainland over a 
great period of time. Yet they were 
markedly Aboriginal in appearance and had 
many social a nd religious traits in commo n 
with the mainlanders. However, rhe 
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Melville and Ba thurst I landers, like the 
T asmanians, did not possess a number of 
ba ic Australian im plements, fo r example 
the spearthrower and the returning 
boomerang, though their general technology 
and their social a nd ritual inst itutions were 
considerably more advanced than those of 
the Tasmanians. For example, they had a 
well-developed form of wood-carving a nd 
painting a nd an economic and social ystem 
perhaps more sophist icated even than that 
of northeast Arnhem Land. However, it 
is likely that there had been exterior 
infl uences, for example Indonesian, over a 
considerable time, tho ugh this is denied by 
the islanders t hemselves. T o date no 
archaeologica l site worth excavati ng has 
been folllld o n Melvi lle or Bath ut st, and it 
m ay be that here and elsewhere archaeol­
ogists will have to go beneath the sea to 
find the req uisite prehis toric materia l. 

No sites o f a ny significant antiquity 
have yet been found on any of the islands 
off the coasts of Arnhem Land, though 
important painted caves and ceremonial 
s ites o n the Wessel Islands, G roote Eylandt, 
a nd C ha m Island have been invest igated 
and recorded by F. D . McCarthy, former 
Curator of Anthro pology at the Australian 
Mu e um and now Principal of the Australian 
Inst itute of Aboriginal Studies. The islands 
of the Gulf o f Carpentaria, such as 
Mo rnington and Bentinck, also carried 
i olated Aboriginal populations when first 
visited, but again no sites of significance for 
Abo riginal a ntiquity have been d i co ered. 

However, the islands and coastline of 
Arnhem Land do contai n a number of Jivi ng 
a nd working areas of the M acassans, the 
1 ndonesian seafa rers who visited northern 
Australia fo r several centuries to collect 
trepang, or beche-de-mer, a sea-si ug 
considered a great delicacy by the Chine e. 
T he Macassans had considerable contact 
with the no rth-coast Aborigines, who helped 
in the collecting a nd drying of the trepang 
in return fo r trade goods, such as dugout 
canoes, tobacco, and liquor. 

These Macassan sites are currently under 
archaeological investigatio n by J . D . 
M ul vaney, of the Aust ra lian National Un i­
versity. We should before long have 
defin ite information as to the duration of 
the Macassan contact, as a result of wl1ich 
many innovations are k nown to h ave spread 
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throughout Aboriginal Au tralia long before 
European ettlement. 

ape York Penin uta and Torres trait 

In the area of Cape York, with it ea ) 
acce ~ from ew Guinea. we ha\e a prime 
archaeological query awaiti ng an an wer. 
For it i obviou that Cape York and 
Torre Strait mu t either ha e been an 
initial point o f entry inro Au rralia, or. 
alternatively. may wel l ha"e been the la t 
area of the whole continent to be occupied 
by the Aborigine . The earliest carbon 
date ·o far obtained from the peninsula 
i about 5.000 B.c. from an occupation ite 
near Laura, ornc 400 mile outh of the cape 
it elf. Thi wa. excavated by Richard 
Wright, of the University of Sydney, and the 
ample came from only 6 fee t below the 
urface of a depo it '' hich went down to 

14 feet. Unfortunately. no datable material 
wa found in the lower Je,el , but on the 
ba i of the rate of accumulation of the 
top 6 feet, it appear that the bottom might 
date back to omething of the order of 
12.000 B.C. ~ 

Study of the tribe of Cape York Peninsula 
ha revealed an exten ive Papuan influence 
in ritual and art. while many Aborigine 
of the urea bowed, on first contact, marked 
Papuan phy ical characteristics. We know 
that there was intermarriage between the 
tribe of northern Cape York and the Torre 
Strait i landers, whi le there were regular 
Papuan trading expeditions by canoe down 
the ea t coa t of the peninsula as far a 
Prince Charlotte Bay and down the we t 
coa t to the Bata\ ia River. AI o certain 
Torre trait influence and actual artefact 
(c ·peciall) poli hed axe and adze ) were 
pread far into the interior of the Au tralian 

continent before the arrival of any European . 
Ho, .. e, er, the indication are tha t the e 
contact with Papua may not have been 
of very great antiquity. We are left. 
therefore, \ ith pecific problem in the 
Cape York region which will probably 
be ·olved only by intensive work on the 
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mainland and i land , a well a on the 
adjacent coa ts of ew Guinea. Such 
tudy \ ould entail the interviewing of old 

people. a detailed analysi of the rock art 
of the area, and a erie of exca' ation of 
key ite . Here, again, the ultimate an wer 
may well lie beneath the water. of Torre 
Strait, and Au rralian archacologi t may 
in future have to u e the aqualung a. parl 
of their ba ic equipment. 

The ea t coa t 

The island of eastern Queen land and 
New South Wale . though almost all occupied 
by Aboriginal group when fi rst visi ted by 
Europeans, have not yet been found to yield 
anything of archaeological igniflcance. 
However, a we know that during the period 
of fir t Abori!!inal ettlement in Au tralia 
the coastline '~ould have been many miles 
farther out than at pre em, the ite that 
have been inve. tigated on the i land~ and 
along the coa t to the east or the Great 
Dividing Range may represent an inland 
occupation which took place con iderably 
later than that of a coastline now far out 
bencat h the Pacific Ocean. It eem 
rea onable to uppose that the coast might 
fir t have been fu lly occupied and that on ly 
when natural increase in population forced 
group to eek new living areas would the 
Aborigine have moved into the more difficul t 
inland environ ment. Nevcrthele , a 
already mentioned, the overall pattern of 
carbon date o fa r obtained would eem 
to indicate that the eastern coa tal region 
of ew South Wale and Queen land were 
probably the la t part of the continent to 
be occupied by the Aboriginal people, o 
that the general opinion of prehi~torian 
at pre ent i that the initial point or entry 
into Au tra lia \\a probably omewhere 
in the north or northwe t of the continent. 
A to \\here the fir t group of Aborigine 
o rigina ted, the answer to thi que -tion 
mu t await the carrying out of exten ive 
excavation in lndone ia and po · ibly 
mainland outh-ea t A ia. 
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Barrow I land, Western Austra lia, si te o f a developi ng oi lfield. was proclaimed an A etas fauna and 
no ra reserve in 1908. The effect of man's occupation o f t he island is already evident , and it i to be 
hoped that the exceptionally inte resting nati'e a nimals ' ill ~ urvive t.hi profound change in their 

ecology. [Photo by courte y of the We tern Au tralian Government T ouri t Bureau.] 

The Conservation of Animals 
and Plants 

By DO ALD F. McM l C HAEL 
Director, Australian Con ervation Foundatjon 

T H E Au tra lian off- hore i land a re o f 
specia l s ignificance to the conserva­

tio nist. Their ignificance i somewhat 
paradoxica l, ince on the one ha nd they 
have been the place where many intere ring 
a nim a l and plants have been e termina ted 
d uring the compa rati ve ly brief period of 
European occu pa ncy, yet o n the o the r ha nd 
they play a n impo rta nt part in the 
conservation programme of the va rio us 
State autho ritie , becau e they have 
frequently acted as refuge in which pecie 
have survived lo ng after di a ppeari ng fro m 
adjacent ma inla nd a rea . 
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When one loo k a t the li t of specie \\ hich 
have become ex.tinc t in historic time, a 
surpri ingly large percentage are found to 
be i land pecie . Pro fe o r Ern l Mayr, 
of Harva rd Univer ity' Mu eum of 
Comparative Zoology, ha esti ma ted that, 
although les t han 20 per cent of a ll bird a re 
i la nd bird . mo re than 90 per cent of the 
specie whic h have become ex.tinct in hi to r ic 
time a rc i land species. " As dead a the 
D odo" ha become a part of o ur language. 
This curiou , ungainly. flightless relative of 
the pigeon wa but o ne of severa l pecies 
of bird fo rmerly confined to the tiny 
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Indian Ocean i land of Mauritiu which 
have long · ince vani hed from the face of 
the earth . 

Kangaroo I land Emu 
Unfortu nate ly. there a re a number of 

similar exam ple from Australia' ofT- hore 
i land . Among them may be mentioned 
the Kangaroo I land Emu, fir t recorded 
by Baudin and hi. natural i t Pero n and 
Le ueur. of the French e ploration ship 
Geographe in I 02, a nd by Matthew Flinder 
abour the ame time. Even at that early 
date, ea ler were taking the Kangaroo 
J land Emu for food, and by I 836 the 
popula tion wa exterminated. 

An e'en more depre ing tory i~ that of 
the bird of Lord Howe I land . At lea t 
eight pecie · have become extinct ince the 
i land "a ftr t euled in 1834. Of these 
only a ingle skin of the Wh ite Gallinule 
or Swamp Hen i known to exi ·t. and 
not any part of the Lord Howe I la nd Pigeo n, 
de pi te the fact that it wa once extremely 
com mon and very tame. One pecie which 
ha urvi\ ed, lucki ly. i the Bro' n-headed 
Petrel or Bird of Providence. Thi bird 
once bred in thou and on o rfolk I land 
and aved the penal colony from tarva tio n 
when food ran hort during the early day 
of ettlement. The Norfolk bi rds were 
oon exterminated. but fo rtunately a breeding 

colony exi · t · on the tops of the mo untains 
o n Lord Howe I land practically inacce ible 
to man and, therefore, afe. 

Araucal'ia fore t 

Plant communitie a re j u t a vu lnerable 
on i lands a arc the a nimal population ·. 
There i ~ much concern a t the present time 
that the very di tinctive Araucaria fore ts 
of Norfolk I ·land (original home of the 
tately orfolk Island Pine) may be reduced 

to a level from "hich they cannot recover. 
The efTect '' hich man ha had o n the e 
fore L i be t illu trated by the tory of 
Philip Island. which lie some 4 mile outh 
of King ton. orfolk I land. lt i a ma ll. 
precipitou island. a bout It mile long a nd 
ri ing to a height of 920 feet. When Lieut 
Philip Gidley King fi rst vi ited the island 
in 1788, he fo und it "wooded but not thick. 
I do not ~uppo e that there arc above 150 
pine trees on the whole i land. Mo t of 
the hill a re cm ered by a thick entangled 

T he e\tinct dodo ( Raphu\ cucullatus) a· 
illu tratcd 1n Piso's 1658 edition of Bontius· 
H istoriae aturalis et Aledicae lndiue Orientalis 
libri sex. This drawing is thousht to have 
been copied from a painting by Roelandt 
Saver), which was probably ba etl o n living 

dodos in a D utch menagerie of the da~. 

kind of reed." King relea ed pig on the 
i land, which eventually became wild, and 
later goat and rabbit were introduced. 
all thr'Ce being plentiful by the late 1830' . 
Be tween them the e animals denuded the 
hills, leaving the teep lope open to severe 
erosion. Today the urface of the island 
i dry wi thin a day of heavy rain, while 
the ea around a bout i ·tained red. The 
i land is ' irtually a de ert wi th a little 
remaining \egetation in ome of the valley 
and on the le teep eaward slope. Four 
pine tree were till li,ing in 1961, but their 
root were undermined by erosion a nd their 
folia ge sparse. The pig a nd goa t. have 
died out long ago, but a rew rabbit urvive 
on the lea e or the hrubby Whi te Oak 
::~.od other plants. 

G rim reminder 

With the J o~~ of the vegetation went most 
of the indigenou fa una, incl uding the 
Ph ilip !. land Pa rrot ( estor productus), 
which fed on grubs in the pine trees. Land 
nail which were once collected there in 

abundance appear now to be extinct. 
Ph ilip I la nd today. with it eroded lope 
hading from purple to red to apricot and 

yellow where hard but flak y weathered rock 
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bovc: The nch forl.!')h of orfolk Island. contaming lrtmctma and tree-fern. in the foreground cont rast 
with the barrcnne~ of Philip I land ome di tance off--.horc. The o;mall 1sland clo er to shore is cpean 
Island. Oelo\\: The eroded urface of Philip Island I'> the re<,uh of the introduction of pigs. goats, and 
rabbits, "hich denuded the hills of vegetation. Ero!:>ion IS so intcn-.e that the surrounding ea i~ iotaincd 

red ''ith the nc.;hl)-coloured 'ioil carried down by heavy ra1n. [ Photo!.: Loiseue Mar h.] 
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and tuff a re exposed, erves as a colourfu l 
but grim reminder of ma n's effects o n island 
communitie . A imilar story could be 
to ld for mammals, reptiles, insects, and 
o ther terrestrial group . Specie which are 
initially abundant rapidly decline in numbers 
until they reach exti nction o r survive on ly 
as rare individua l in isolated a reas. What 
is the reason for this? Obviously, the 
primary cause of these extinctions is the 
effect of man a nd the an imal which travel 
with him. In some cases, the numbers 
have been reduced a a direct consequence 
of hunt ing or forestry activities, while in 
others the reduction has been due to changes 
in the habitat. La nd has been cleared , 
forests and gra lands have been burnt, 
and exotic plants in troduced. The effects 
of ma n's d o mestic animals, especially dogs 
a nd cats, goats, pigs, and rabbi ts on island 
commun ities have often been devastating. 
Up to 1918, only three of the Lord H owe 
Island s pecies had been exterminated, but 
when rats were introduced to the island, 
apparently following the wreck of the 
Makambo, a nother five species disappea red , 
probably as a result of the depreda tion 
of rats on the eggs. 

However, this d oes not explain the 
disproportionate number of isla nd species 
which have become extinct, since similar 
threats to survival operate on mainla nd 
species. The size of mo t islands i a n 
important factor, as they are too small 
to provide areas which a lien species, fires, 
or man himself cannot reach. On the 
continents, such areas act as refuge in which 
fragment of the original population can 
s urvive. Another reason lies in the genet ic 
structure of island population . The e 
usually arise by the accidenta l introduction 
of a "founder" colony from the adjacent 
mainland. In the case of most plants, 
birds. and insects, these founders a re probably 
blown to the i land during terms, while 
mammals and other sedentary creatu re 
are probably rafted across on floating 
vegeta tion after fl ood . T he s mall initial 
colony, if it succeeds in establishing itself 
as a breeding population, wil l carry a more 
limited range o f gene than will the larger 
and more "idespread m ainla nd stock f rom 
which it originated. Furthermore, on the 
is land conditions will be different from the 
mainland- new ecological opportunitie wi ll 

present themselves, habitats wil l vary. 
predator and parasites may be absent, 
o that the selective effect of the new 

enviro nment will in a ll probability be 
di fferent. This change in selection pressure, 
acting o n a much maller gene-pool, is li kely 
to lead to rapid evolut ionary cha nge. 
It is for this reason that so many island 
populations di ffer marked ly from thei r 
mainland relative , often having evolved 
into distinct species. M ayr has shown that 
a probable conseq uence of this evolutionary 
cha nge i a reduction in genetic variabi lity, 
and thu the island populations a re less 
adaptable. He writes: ·•such populations 
are not very plas tic. I f they li ve on a n 
island ... they will probably be successful 
as long as cond it ions remain s tat ionary. 
H owever, such popula tions rarely have the 
capacity to adapt them e lves to environ­
men ta l shocks. The ar rival of a new 
competitor o r of a new enemy or a drastic 
change of vegetation o r of the physica l 
environment i apt to lead to extinction ." 

Islands save many species 

So much for the debit side of the sto ry. 
But there is also a credit s ide for islands 
in the conservationis t's account book. Were 
it not for the off-shore islands, especially 
those which man ha not occu pied, ma ny 
species of great interest would not have 
survived. The i elation of o me of them 
from such factors as fire, introduced predators 
(especially the fox), and the alte ration of 
habitat caused by rabbits and heep, have 
made them safe refuges for number of species 
which have become extremely ra re, if not 
ext inct, on the mainland . Thi is especially 
true in Western Au tralia , where many of the 
off-sho re islands remain virtually unto uched 
by man . 

C o nservation authoritie in every State 
have recognized that i lands are easier 
to protect from fi re and predators (includ ing 
man ) than mainland a reas, so that many 
islands have been dec lared a sanctuaries 
(either as flora and fauna reserves, or as 
national parks). Space precludes a 
description of all of them, bu t a few are of 
specia l interest. l n New South Wales, 
the fir t fauna re erve proclaimed under 
the Fauna Pro tection Act wa on Cabbage 
Tree I sland. off Port Stephens, which is 
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the only known breeding ground of the 
White-winged or Gould's Petrel. This 
species is one of the less common petrels 
a nd protection of its breeding colony is 
essential to its survival. The very important 
islands of Bass Strait are dealt with elsewhere 
in this issue by D. L. Serventy. A number 
of these are breeding sites for the Cape 
Barren Goose, of which about 5,000 or 6,000 
individuals are thought to exist, and it is 
hoped that some islands can be set aside 
as permanent sanctuaries for them. 

As an example of the way in which islands 
act as refuges for species exterminated 
elsewhere, the case of the Lord Howe Island 
phasmid is classic. This species, Dry ococelus 
australis, is the so le representative of its 
genus, which, like some other stick insects, 
has lost the ability to fly. lt was known 
on Lord Howe as the " land lobster" or " tree 
lobster" and, until rats reached the island, 
was quite common. However, following 
that tragic introduction, the species became 
increasingly uncommon and by the 1930's 
was considered to be extinct. lt has not 
been seen on Lord Howe l sJand in recent 
years. Happily, in November, 1964, a 
party of climbers visited Ball 's Pyramid, 
a precipitous rocky island some 14 miles 
south of Lo rd Howe, and a recently dead 
specimen of Dryococelus was photographed 
by Mr David R ootes. The photograph, 
from a colour transparency, is reproduced 
here, and provides encouraging evidence 

The Lord H owe Isla nd 
phasmid or ' ·tree 
lo bster" ' ( Dryococe!us 
australis), photo­
gra phed rece ntly on 
Ba ll's Pyramid . This 
specimen, though 
dead, indicates that 
the species is not 
extinct as had been 
thought previously. 
[Photo: D . Rootes.] 

December, 1967 

that the species stil l lives on Ball's Pyramid, 
where it has been safe from introduced 
predators. 

Permanency of reserves impor tant 
One of the great difficulties which face 

conservation everywhere is that of ensuring 
the permanency of reserves and other 
protective measures. It is for this reason 
that national parks and nature reserves 
should, once established, be revokable or 
alterable only by Parliament itself, and even 
then there should be very special reasons 
for making any alterations. Conservation 
battles, once fought and lost, are Jost fo r­
ever, but those which a re won are not 
necessari ly won forever, since the species 
or area conserved is a lways likely to be 
the target for future attempts at exploitation 
or development. Perhaps tli.e most 
unfortunate example of this in recent years 
has been that of Barrow Island, Western 
Australia. This is one of the oldest a nd 
most important island reserves, having been 
set aside in 1908 as a class A reserve for 
the protection of fauna and flora. Such 
reserve classification means that it " shalJ 
for ever remain dedicated to the purpose 
declared in such proclamation, until by an 
Act of Parl iament in which such lands are 
specified it is otherwise enacted" . However, 
these reserves, set up under the Lands Act, 
a re not exempted from the Mining Act, and , 
consequently, when oil was discovered on 
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Barrow Island the development of a major 
oilfield followed . Barrow I sla nd has been 
described as the most m ammal-rich island 
off the Australia n coast. No less than 
six s pecies of native ma mma ls have been 
collected the re, mo t of which a re weJI 
d ifferentiated from mainland relatives. J n 
additio n, eighteen species of bi rd s have 
been recorded, of which several a re of special 
interest. A gro up of ex perts reporting on 
this reserve some years ago sta ted that, 
in their opinion, Barrow lsland should remain 
a class A reserve and tha t it should be 
scheduled as a national na ture reserve, 
maintained as natura l bush without special 
facilities for the residence o f tourists, a nd 
that no wha rf or jetty should be built from 
the is land, to reduce the chance of rodents 
being introduced . 

BOO/( REVIE W 
THE GREAT BARRIER REEF AND ADJACENT 
I SLES, by Keith Gillett a nd Fra nk McNeill, former 
Curator of Crustaceans and Coelenterates at the 
Austral ian M useum. Cora l Press Pty Ltd, Sydney. 
Revised 3rd edition, 1967. Po. i-xiii, 1- 209, 2 
front ispieces, 168 plates, 5 charts, 3 tex t figs. 
Price, $7.50. 

T he third edition of this magnificent book­
the standard, modern guide to the flora and fauna 
of the Great Ba rrier Reef a nd Lord Howe Is land­
is a welcome addition to the slowly growing range 
of authoritative and adequately illustrated works 
o n the natural history of Australia. Since the 
first edition was reviewed at length in The 
Australian J'vfuseum Maga=ine, March, J 960, page 
157, new colour plates and numerous new black 
a nd white photographs have been added, and a 
new section (chapter 13), giving the firs t available 
popular account of the little-known Swain Reefs 
at the extreme sou theast of the Barrier Reef, 
increases tbe s ize of the book by fifteen pages. 

The add itional photographs are, to a large 
extent, in the section on the corals a nd their allies. 
There we are now able to see and directly compare, 
in a series of outstanding close-up photographs, 

Page 428 

The oil company developi ng t he field has 
been very co-o perat ive in impressing on its 
employees the need for careful conservation 
of the native fauna and flo ra, but it will 
be surprising if exotic plants a nd animals 
are no t in troduced to the island, and if t heir 
presence, together with the other changes 
which man's use of the island must p roduce, 
d oes not have a profound effect o n the 
na tive species. When the isla nd was first 
reserved, no one could have imagined the 
importance which oil has today in the 
national econom y. In a century o r two, 
it is likely that oil will no longer be of 
importance and the field may well be dry 
or abandoned. Meanwhile, the world may 
well have lost forever these a nima ls and 
plan ts of exceptiona l interest and we sha ll 
all be the poorer. 

the fundamentally different t ypes of polyps (or 
individual, sea-anemone-like cora l an imals) 
characteristic of a lcyonarian soft cora ls, organ­
p ipe coral, antipatharian black corals and true 
scleractinian stony corals. Other new photo­
graphs include reef fish in co lour, a group hardly 
dealt with otherwise in this work, a sea snake, 
a living sea wasp Chironex. a land hermit crab 
and several underwater scenes from the clea r 
shallow waters of the Swain R eefs. 1t is a pity 
that the dramatic, large-format aerial view of 
One T ree Island cay and encircling reef. attached 
as a foldout inside the front cover of the second 
edition. had to be dispensed wi th, but we have 
most attractive, coral·patterned endpapers and an 
extra frontispiece beach scene to partly make up 
for it. Perhaps the next edition will have an 
aerial view at the back as well. 

The numerous changed and additional scientific 
names appearing in this revised edition show the 
advance in our knowledge of tropical reef biology 
even since 1959. 1ndeed , they delt'onstrate how 
the earlier editions o f this book have illi themselves 
stimulated a nd challenged marine biologists to 
study and identify many of the previously unknown 
animals from Great Barrier Reef waters firs t 
illustrated in the superb pages of this boo k.­
!. C. Yaldwyn. 
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