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Woylies are relatively slow-moving animals
and are no match for foxes or dogs on
open ground.  (Darryl Blackshaw)

A sad day
for native fauna

P. E. S. CHRISTENSEN

Many of us have come to take for granted the comparative rarity of our
native fauna. If we consider the problem at all, we tend to blame agricultural
clearing and its destruction of the natural habitat for the extinction of some
species and the relative scarcity of others, and yet large areas of relatively
undisturbed natural habitat still exist, for example the area of state forest.
Why, then, are animals such as the numbat, possum, native cat, woylie,
quokka, tammar wallaby and other species of medium-sized marsupials

comparatively rare?

Some old-timers relate how they
once earned a living by selling
possum skins; others maintain that
they fed scraps to the woylies when
these animals came hopping into
the circle of light cast by their camp-
fires at night. Where are all these
animals now? Are the old-timers
exaggerating?

No, these tales are not exaggera-
tions. Both records of possum skin
sales and diaries giving accounts of
the woylie (Bettongia penicillata)
exist. Other evidence of the recent
abundance of many species of
medium-sized marsupials in the
South-West is available, to those
who care to seek it, in the form of
sub-fossil remains, the bones and
teeth of quokkas (Setonix brachyu-
rus), ringtail possums (Pseudo-
cheirus peregrinus), brush-tailed
possums (7richosurus vulpecula),
native cats (Dasyurus geoffroii),
short-nosed bandicoots (Isoodon
obesulus) and others in blowouts
and caves along the south coast. All
the evidence suggests that these
animals were common until recent
times. Why, then have they all but
disappeared?

Ecological studies of forest fauna
over the last decade shed some light
on this intriguing question. The story
that emerges is at once fascinating
and frightening: fascinating because

of the insight it provides into the
complex inter-relationships that exist
in ecological communities, and
frightening because some species of
native fauna are facing extinction,
among them our state’s fauna
emblem, the numbat (Myrmecobius
fasciatus).

The animal that provided us with
the essential clues that helped to
solve the mystery is the woylie or
rat-tailed kangaroo. This animal,
once widespread across the southern
part of the continent, has been on
the list of rare and endangered
species for some time now.

It was in 1970, while investigating
the presence of a colony of tammars
(Macropus eugenii) near the Perup
River east of Manjimup, that I
caught my first glimpse of this
animal. Only minutes after the start
of a night-time spotlight traverse,
we spotted a small kangaroo-like
animal hopping along the forest
track ahead of us, head held low
and back arched. None of us had
ever seen a woylie before, but it was
unmistakable from the descrip-
tions in reference books. That night,
over a period of just two hours,
we sighted three more woylies,
numerous possums, both brush-
tailed and ringtail, and other
animals as well. It was a fauna
bonanza!
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A The tammar wallaby. The restricted mainland distribution of this animal is largely due
to predation by the fox.

The native cat, once widespread throughout the South-West is becoming rare
because its prey species have been drastically reduced in numbers by foxes.
(Tom Leftwich)

SPOTLIGHT SIGHTINGS OF THREE SPECIES ALONG A 3:2 km
ROUTE IN THE NORTHERN PERUP FAUNA PRIORITY AREA
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The number of incidental sightings of the
numbat in the Perup F.P.A. has declined
markedly over the last few years.

As a result of further spotlight
traverses and a programme of
exploratory trapping, an area of
approximately 40000 ha between the
Perup and Tone Rivers was set aside
as a Fauna Priority Area within
state forest (see Forest Focus No.
10). Unique in the South-West, the
Perup Fauna Priority Area contains
populations of a wide range of
native animals, many of them now
present only in a few other isolated
areas.

Suddenly, in 1973 and 1974, the
numbers of ringtail possums in the
northern sector of the Perup area
dropped dramatically. At first this
was thought to be the result of an
epidemic disease and it was hoped
that numbers would soon recover.
Cyclic fluctuations, often due to
epidemic disease, are not uncommon
among animal populations, and
there seemed to be no cause for
undue alarm.

It was soon discovered, however,
that not only the ringtail possums
had dropped in numbers, but also
the woylies. By 1976 intensive
trappings had failed to locate a
single animal and none was seen on
spotlight surveys. Other species such
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as the native cat, the short-nosed
bandicoot and the numbat also
appear to have suffered a severe
decline in numbers. What kind of
epidemic disease would affect such
a wide range of native marsupials?

The woylie was of special con-
cern, because it was already on the
rare and endangered species list. As
it was still common in the south of
the Perup F.P.A., permission was
obtained from the Fisheries and
Wildlife Authority for an attempt
to re-introduce it to the northern
area.

Following the successful trial
release of an animal fitted with a
radio transmitter, 52 woylies from
the south were released into the
north in October, 1977. Six were
fitted with radio transmitters so as
to keep track of their movements.

After several months most of the
woylies had disappeared from the
area, including the six fitted with
radio transmitters. Where had they
all gone? One of the latter was
tracked to a fox’s den, where the
transmitter was discovered still
transmitting from among the grisly
remains of the animal. Bones and
other remains of at least three more
woylies, four young tammar walla-
bies, three brush-tailed possums and
a young kangaroo (Macropus fuligi-
nosus) were also located in the
vicinity of the den. In addition, we
had definite evidence that at least
two other animals fitted with radio
transmitters had been taken by
foxes. Foxes appeared to be the
problem.

Why should the foxes suddenly
become a problem? They have been
present in this area of the South-
West since at least the 1930s but
until now have not been a cause
for concern.

A three-year study of the woylie
and the tammar in the south Perup
had shown the fox to be a major
predator of both these species
(Table 1). However, foxes took only
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A Small radio transmitters attached to animals by means of a collar, enable researchers
to keep them under constant surveillance. (Tom Leftwich)

Radio recording station monitoring signals emitted from a transmitter attached to a
woylie. By this means it is possible to obtain a continuous record of an animal’s
V' movements.  (Tom Leftwich)
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young animals, surplus to the popu-
lation, and both the tammar and
the woylie lived in balance with the
introduced predator.

What happened to upset the
balance between the woylie and the
fox in the north of the Perup during
19737 And how was it that the woy-
lie could maintain a natural balance
with the fox in the south Perup
whereas it was unable to do so in
the north?

The answer to the first question
lies in the sudden and spectacular
increase in the fox population of
the south-west of the state. The
increase began in 1973 and since
then a high population has been
maintained. Evidence of the increase
and of the year when it started is
provided by data from two rabbit
studies carried out by the Agricul-
tural Protection Board, one at Cape
Naturaliste and the other near
Chidlow. The data clearly show a
big increase in the fox population in
both areas during this period.

While conclusive evidence is avail-
able only from these two areas, it
seems certain that the increase is
widespread throughout the South-
West. Anyone at all interested in
natural history cannot have failed
to notice the high numbers of foxes
killed on roads in the South-West in
recent years.

Together with the increase in fox
numbers, Table 2 also shows the
decrease that occurred in 1972 and
1973 in the broad-scale use of 1080
poison for rabbit control. These data

Top: Woylie wearing radio transmitter
collar. (Anon.)

Middle: Fox’s den in the Perup forest.
Rabbits on the nearby farms supply their
staple diet but native fauna are also taken
whenever possible. (Tom Leftwich)

Bottom: Skulls of native animals found
near fox’s den in the Perup area; top
row—tammar, centre—brushtail possum,
front—woylies.  (Tom Leftwich)



TABLE 1

MORTALITIES RECORDED DURING A THREE YEAR STUDY SHOW THAT THE
FOX IS A MAJOR PREDATOR OF BOTH THE WOYLIE AND THE TAMMAR
IN THE PERUP AREA

Probable cause of death
Source of data European fox Native cat Wedgetail eagle
Woylie | Tammar| Woylie | Tammar| Woylie | Tammar
_Animal.s with radio 9 1 4 ol - -
transmitters attached
g)l: ?iflrgdt;aet ls]tsurg)f o 6 . . - : i
TOTAL 15 7 i — 1 5

* Skulls found underneath an eagles nest.

TABLE 2

DATA SHOWING THE DRAMATIC INCREASE IN SPOTLIGHT SIGHTINGS OF
FOXES IN TWO AREAS FOLLOWING THE REDUCTION OF BROAD-SCALE
1080 RABBIT POISONING

Spotlight

Year Poisoning* Cape Naturaliste data i

Chidlow area
1968 8066 Nil —
1969 6800 Nil —
1970 4900 Nil —
1971 5500 - —
1972 4600 — -—
1973 2600 — 24
1974 700 49 172
1975 50 541 192
1976 93 87 311
1977 3-8 374
1978 82 349

* Packs of 1 shot 1080 poison laid in the Shires of Margaret River, Busselton and Capel. Similar
reductions have taken place in other South-West shires.

Data supplied by A.P.B.

provide the clue to the cause of the
increase in the fox population. It is
well established that the fox may
suffer secondary poisoning and die
after eating rabbits poisoned with
1080 bait. We cannot be certain
that this is the only reason for the
increase in foxes, but the correlation
between the two events, the phasing
out of the rabbit poisoning pro-
gramme and the increase in the fox
population, suggests that there is a
connection between them.

In any case, whatever the reason
for the increase in the fox popula-
tion might be, it seems certain that
it is this increase that has upset the
precarious balance between the fox
and the woylie as well as other
medium-sized marsupials.

We may now move on to our
second question: why have the
woylies and other species in the
south of the Perup not suffered the
same fate as those in the north?

The answer appears to be
relatively simple. Detailed studies
have shown that the woylie lives
only in areas where there is a reason-
ably dense ground cover of low
clumpy shrubs. In places where the
understorey is too open, or con-
versely where it is too dense, no
woylies are found. The few remain-
ing woylies in the north, the progeny
of those released in 1977, now
occupy the only area of reasonably
dense ground cover in the northern
Perup. The remainder of this area,
where there are no woylies, has a
more open understorey.

Woylies are comparatively slow-
moving animals, and in the open
are no match for a fox or a dog.
They rely on being able to outwit
their pursuer in dense cover where
they are familiar with every track
and hiding place.

This was brought home graphi-
cally when on one occasion a dog
put up a woylie only feet away and
immediately gave chase. But almost
at once the dog lost it from sight in
the dense cover and had to abandon
the chase.

The short-nosed bandicoot, an
even slower animal that requires
denser ground cover than the
woylie, is a similar example. Like
the woylie, it has now disappeared
from the north Perup but it is still
common in south coastal areas
where the understorey is very dense.
Unfortunately, it is too dense for
the woylie; otherwise it would pro-
vide a good refuge for this animal
also.

In short, the recent decline in
species of medium-sized native
animals may be attributed to an
unprecedented increase in the fox
population. Drastic  population
declines have occurred recently in
some of the best fauna areas of the
South-West, areas which all have a
fairly open understorey: the Perup
forest, Dryandra forest and Tutan-
ning reserve near Pingelly.



But why is it that until this recent
decline, many species of native fauna
were still abundant in these areas?
In other apparently suitable forest
habitats, native animals have been
rare since the introduction of the
fox in the 1930s. How could popu-
lations in these areas withstand the
impact of the fox when elsewhere
they could not?

One possible explanation provides
a fascinating insight into the com-
plexities of ecological relationships.

Sodium fluoroacetate, the active
constituent of the rabbit poison
1080, a poison originally developed
to poison rats in America, occurs
naturally as a toxic compound in
many species of Western Australian
plants of the genus Gastrolobium.
Dense and extensive thickets of
gastrolobium species are a feature
of the fauna-rich areas of Dryandra,
Perup and Tutanning.

Research being carried out by
scientists of the Agricultural Pro-
tection Board has shown that many
species of fauna native to the south-
west of Western Australia have a
very high degree of tolerance to this
poison compound. For example,
the Western Australian race of the
brush-tailed possum can tolerate
doses of sodium fluoroacetate over
one hundred times that which will
kill its otherwise identical counter-
part in eastern Australia. Other
animals such as the tammar and the
woylie appear to be even more
tolerant to the poison.

Top: Remains of fox killed by 1080
poisoning.  (Tom Leftwich)

Middle: Typical ground cover in good
woylie area, southern Perup area. Note
the clumped distribution of the vegetation.

(Tom Leftwich)

Bottom: Open understorey typical of
the northern Perup area. Since the
increase in foxes such open areas no
longer support woylie populations.

(Tom Leftwich)



In contrast, introduced mammals
are extremely sensitive to the
compound, minute doses being
sufficient to kill animals as large as
sheep and foxes. Introduced preda-
tors such as the fox may suffer
secondary poisoning after eating
native animals that have fed on the
leaves, seeds or flowers of these
plants. On record is the case of a
farmer who lost his pigs after
feeding them woylies accidentally
trapped in rabbit traps.

In areas where poisonous species
of gastrolobium grew, native
animals tolerant to the poison were
able to exist in reasonable numbers,
protected by the poison plants.
Foxes that strayed into these areas
soon died after eating native animals
and while the fox population re-
mained low the native animals in
these areas were safe. Since the
dramatic increase in the fox popu-
lation that began in 1973, however,
foxes that are poisoned in this way
may be replaced by an almost
inexhaustible supply of foxes from
surrounding areas. As a consequence
native species, even in these refuge
areas, have now declined drastically
in numbers and remain under con-
stant pressure from the foxes.

In summary we may now re-trace
events since the first settlement by
Europeans.

From the early days following the
arrival of European man until earlier
this century, species of native fauna

Top: Dense understorey typical of many
high-rainfall southern forest areas. Such
cover provides protection for the short-
nosed bandicoot but is too dense for the
woylie.  (Tom Leftwich)

Middle: Dense thickets of poisonous
gastrolobium species are a feature of
many good fauna areas of the South-
West, e.g. Dryandra and Perup forests.

(Tom Leftwich)

Bottom: Young fox killed on a road
through the forest. Increasing numbers of
dead foxes found on roads in recent years
provide evidence of the population
explosion.  (Tom Leftwich)




were common in the forest and even
in many of the settled areas of the
South-West. Then some time be-
tween the early 1930s and the mid-
1940s, depending on locality, there
occurred a widespread decline,
particularly of medium-sized native
mammals such as the woylie, the
quokka, the brush-tailed and ring-
tail possums, the tammar and the
numbat. This decline in the native
fauna follows closely on the advent
of the fox in the early 1930s, and
the evidence points to the fox as
the culprit.

It should be mentioned here that
prior to this time there had already
been two declines in native fauna.
The first of these, a widespread and
general decline, was recorded in the
late nineteenth century in the inland
areas to the north and east of the
forested South-West. The second, a
more localised decline in some
species only, appears to have
occurred in the South-West in about
1909 and was recorded in the Lake

A The ring-tailed possum moves slowly on the ground when crossing from one tree to Muir area.
another. It is easy prey for the fox. (Brian Stevenson)

A marasmus or wasting disease is

generally believed to have been
The echidna now relatively rare in the South-West, still flourishes in Tasmania in the responsible for the first decline. The

V absence of the fox.  (Brian Stevenson) pattern of spread of decline does

not, however, appear to be entirely
consistent with the disease theory.

An alternative explanation is that
the increase and spread of the
domestic cat played a dominant role
in both these early decreases in the
native fauna. The influence of the
cat on native fauna is often under-
rated. In the later years, following
the spread of the fox throughout
the South-West, the role of the cat
as a major predator of native fauna
may have diminished to some
extent, its numbers perhaps being
kept in check by fox predation on
young kittens.

The fox is thought to have spread
into Western Australia from Vic-
toria, following approximately the
same path of invasion as the rabbit.
It was first sighted 100 miles west

10



of the South Australian border in
1915 and by 1925 was reported to
be distributed around the coastline
as far north as Geraldton. After
1925 its spread was rapid, especially
in pastoral areas, and by 1931 foxes
were in every southern district.
Bonuses had been paid on fox scalps
throughout the South-West by 1934.

If the fox alone had been intro-
duced it would almost certainly have
reached a natural balance with the
native fauna, which would have
remained reasonably abundant.
However, the presence of other
introduced species, particularly the
rabbit, a species well adapted to
predation by foxes, enabled the fox
to survive in relatively high
numbers, which in turn kept the
native fauna in most places at very
low levels. The greatest numbers of
native fauna occurred in areas where
extensive thickets of poisonous
gastrolobium plants grew and on
offshore islands where, in the
absence of the fox, good popula-
tions of medium-sized animals still
survive today.

For example, the largest island,
Tasmania, which somehow escaped
the introduction of the fox, still has
a rich and varied fauna. The
woylie’s cousin, Bettongia gair-
mardii, and many other species of
medium-sized marsupials are still
numerous there. The brush-tailed
possum is so common that last year
alone a quarter of a million pelts
were taken for the fur trade by
commercial trappers and shooters.
Wallabies are a pest of major pro-
portions in forestry, and control
measures have to be used against
them.

The second major episode
occurred during the early 1950s,
when the introduction of broad-scale
rabbit poisoning using 1080 baiting
appears to have resulted in a limited
revival of some species of fauna.
There are records of an increase in
native fauna in Dryandra forest at

1

this time, and brush-tailed and ring-
tail possums were reported to have
increased in numbers in several
areas. This appears to have been
due to the decrease in fox popu-
lations resulting from the broad-
scale poisoning programme.

The final chapter, a further
decline in native fauna, perhaps the
most drastic so far, has followed
the reduction in broad-scale rabbit
poisoning using 1080 during the
early 1970s. This followed the intro-
duction of the rabbit flea which
provided a more efficient method
of transmission of the rabbit disease
myxomatosis, so that poisoning is
no longer necessary. This decline is
most serious in the more open forest
types such as the jarrah and wandoo
forests where the animals are unable
to escape predation easily. The
formerly fauna-rich forest areas of
Dryandra and Perup are seriously
depleted, and populations of many
forest and woodland species includ-
ing the numbat and the woylie are
now at dangerously low levels.

If this summary of events is cor-
rect, and there is every indication
that it is since it fits all the known
facts, then many species of native
fauna are in danger.

Conditions have changed in the
South-West since the advent of
European man 150 years ago.
Animals that managed to survive in
conditions to which they had become

A The prush-tailed possum is vulnerable to
fox predation because it often leaves the
trees to forage on the ground.(Tom Leftwich)

perfectly adapted over millions of
years cannot cope with the present
situation. The state forests, reserves
and parks of the South-West form
a small area in comparison with the
vast areas once available to the
native fauna. These confined condi-
tions aggravate the threat of the
fox, and many native species can no
longer maintain themselves without
assistance from man. A programme
of active management based on
sound research data is essential.
However, such data are not yet
available. Furthermore, the prob-
lems associated with such a
programme would appear to be
considerable.

It is theoretically possible to re-
duce the number of foxes once
again by poisoning. This.may prove
to be more difficult than at first it
seems. A limited and localised
selective poisoning programme,
using 1080 to kill the foxes, has
been initiated in the Perup area in
conjunction with the Agricultural
Protection Board, but so far it has
shown little sign of success, for
foxes migrate into the areas as
quickly as those within them can be
eliminated.

There is the possibility of in-
creasing understorey density by the
use of intense fires in selected areas,



A The short-nosed bandicoot, formerly widespread, is now restricted to areas of dense undergrowth.

thereby creating a safer habitat for
the fauna. This may be possible in
some areas, but without some reduc-
tion in fox numbers first it seems
unlikely to provide the answer.
Finally, there remains the possi-
bility of some form of biological

control of the fox, similar to that
used so effectively against the rabbit.
This is an alternative fraught with
problems, but it may prove to
be the only practical long-term
solution.

Whatever the future may bring, it

(Lyndon Schick)

seems unlikely that any form of
management will ever restore the
jarrah and wandoo forest fauna to
their former levels of abundance.
At best, and if we are lucky, we
may manage to save most specie
from extinction. ()
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NEW PRODUCTIONS available from the Forests Department

A set of six full colour posters featuring jarrah, karri, W.A. blackbutt and red tingle
trees, Christmas tree flower and a group of four banksia flowers. The posters
measure about 810 mm deep and 560 mm wide and are printed on heavy art paper.

OVER THE COUNTER

1 POSTER—complete with tube $1.00
2 POSTERS—complete with tube $2.00
$2.50
$3.00
$3.50
$4.00
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POSTED—Destination within Australia

1 POSTER—complete with tube $1.50
2 POSTERS—complete with tube $2.50

i 1y G $30100
5,  $4.00
$4.50
$5.00
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Send cheque or money order in an
envelope addressed to:

POSTERS

Forests Department
54 Barrack Street
Perth, 6000

Don’t forget to clearly print your name
and address on the back of the envelope
for the return of the posters.

GUIDE to the

BIBBULMUN
BUSHWALKING

TRACK

This 120 page guide book includes a
complete map coverage of the main track
plus the alternative and circuit routes,
and gives brief stage by stage description
alongside each map.

Available from:

FORESTS DEPT. offices

THE SCOUT SHOP and

CENTRAL MAP AGENCY

(Lands & Surveys Dept.) for $4 each

Mail orders directed to the
FORESTS DEPT. $5 each
within Australia. $6 overseas.

The first edition is printed on waterproof paper



Tree lookouts—a unique chapter
in Western Australian history

The detection of fires in Western Australian forests these days is an
operation of almost military efficiency. Early each summer morning, forestry
officers in district headquarters throughout the South-West, study the weather
forecasts, calculate fire dangers, brief their pilots and then send them off,
each in a small and specially equipped light aircraft, to scan the skies for the
tell-tale wisps of smoke which could herald trouble in the forests below.

The aerial fire spotting system,
with its interlocking circuit patterns,
and predetermined flight sche-
dules for each aeroplane, carefully
tailored to particular forest types
and daily weather conditions, is

highly flexible, effective and econo-
mic. In the five years since it was
introduced, the spotter operation
has proven itself time and again,
under the most severe emergency
conditions. Similar systems are now

being introduced in forest areas else-
where in Australia.

In Western Australia, aerial fire
detection was developed in 1972 in
the Pemberton region. Ironically,
its success was a major factor in
bringing to a close another famous
and unique forest fire detection
system, developed by an earlier
generation of Western Australian
foresters. This was the use of fire
lookouts constructed on the tops of
giant karri trees in the tall timber
country of the lower South-West.

Nine lookout trees once stood in
the karri forest, and five of these
formed part of a dewection network
which operated almost daily each
summer, fora period of nearly thirty
years. Today, only one, the famous
Gloucester Tree at Pemberton,
remains in a condition which per-
mits it to be safely climbed, but it is
now more a tourist attraction than
a working lookout.

The great trees have come and
gone, and the story of their con-
struction and operation has passed
into the pages of history.

Early detection systems

Forestry in Western Australia
really only began after the passing
of the Forests Act in 1918. The first
foresters quickly realised that before
any form of fire control could be
introduced, an effective fire detec-
tion system was required.

Before long, the first lookouts
were installed. These were rough
wooden cabins or short towers
located on prominent natural high
points in the northern jarrah forest,
such as Mt. Gungin and Mt. Dale.
From these vantage points, an
uninterrupted panorama of sur-
rounding forests was available. In
the karri forests in the south, a
number of difficulties arose. For a

The original Mt. Gungin fire lookout tower
built in 1921 and situated some 65 km
south-east of Mundaring Weir. The towers
on Mt. Gungin and Mt. Dale (1921) were
the first built by the department. (Anon.)
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Alco tree gave a magnificent view of the p

surrounding forest. (Anon.)

start, the landscape is generally very
level and naturally outstanding high
points simply did not exist. To add
to this problem, southern forests
were tremendously tall—hundreds
of square kilometres of karri forest,
each tree up to 80 m in height, were
broken only by the scattered clear-
ings of the pioneer settlers. Huge
costly towers would have been
needed to provide effective lookouts
over such stands.

It was not until the mid-1930s
that a solution presented itself. A
young forest officer named Don
Stewart (later to become Conser-
vator of Forests), was watching the
exploits of Pemberton’s incredible
dare-devil axeman, Dick Sprogue,
whose particular specialty it was to
drive pegs into tall karri trees, climb
to the top and then chop through
the upper stem at heights of 50 or
60 m from the ground. Suddenly,
Stewart hit upon an ingenious idea.
Why not find a tall, sound karri
tree growing on a ridge or low hill,
clear the surrounding trees and then
build a lookout on the tree itself?

To test the theory, a large marri
growing in a natural clearing on the
Alco ridge, a few kilometres from
Manjimup, was selected. The tree
was pegged and a rough crowsnest
bolted into the upper limbs. The
result exceeded all expectations—a
magnificent view of the surrounding
forest was obtained. A solution of
surprising simplicity and economy
had been found.

Climbing the great
trees

Then began a task involving some
of the bravest and most skillful work
ever undertaken by individuals in
Australian forests—the climbing,
proving and construction of the
karri lookout trees. Stewart was
fortunate in having the assistance
of two remarkable foresters. The
first was Jack Watson, who was
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later to become Superintendent of
King’s Park, and who carried out
the survey work and actually climbed
the enormous trees (before they had

been pegged) to evaluate their suit-
ability as lookouts. The second was
George Reynolds, a highly skilled
and fearless axeman, whose job it



< Gardner tree during construction—note
the man up in the crown. (Anon.)

Inset: Jack Watson in his climbing gear.

Watson climbed, using only a safety
rope, and iron spurs strapped to his
legs. It was a fearsome and arduous
task, for the trees were huge in both
girth and height, and karri bark
becomes dangerously slippery in
moist conditions. When he reached
the top, detailed surveys of the sur-
rounding countryside were made,
together with a thorough inspection
of the tree itself for such things as
configuration, strength and vitality
of the upper crown, where a cabin
would be built. Both Watson and
Stewart climbed dozens of trees
before the final selections were
made.

Building the tree
lookouts

For the construction job itself,
Reynolds and a small team of care-
fully chosen assistants were called
in. The first step was the pegging.
With a short shanked two-inch
augur, holes were bored through
the bark and deep into the solid
wood beneath. Into each hole was
hammered a carefully selected sawn
karri peg, each successive peg
slightly offset so that a gradually
spiralling ladderway was produced
up and around the tree.

When the first limbs were reached,
the real excitment began as
Reynolds hoisted up his axe and set
to work chopping them through. As
each great branch was severed it
would plummet off into the void,
and the tree would jerk and shudder
as its age-old balance was upset. On
one occasion a falling limb swept
out 12 metres of pegs, leaving
Reynolds (quite happily) marooned
up the tree for several hours, while
the missing section was re-pegged

from below.
was to construct the ladderways up Months of painstaking survey With pegging and lopping com-
the tree trunks, lop off the upper work through the forest followed, pleted, the final stage was the instal-
branches, and build the towerman’s and a number of potential lookout lation of the cabin and its special
cabin at the top. trees were selected. These trees equipment of maps, telephones and
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Gloucester Tree near Pemberton, with its p

cabin perched in the branches 61 m above
ground level.  (Dale Watkins)

direction finders. The cabins were
specially designed for each particular
tree, prefabricated on the ground
and then hoisted aloft in sections
on a flying fox, rigged to pulleys in
the crown of the tree. The final
result was a perfect little weather-
tight room—‘‘the ultimate tree-
cubby”’, as one visitor described it.

The nine tree lookouts con-
structed in the karri forest region
between 1936 and 1952 were Alco,
Diamond and Big Tree in the Man-
jimup district, and in the Pemberton
area, Gardner No. 1, Gardner
No. 2, Gloucester, Pemberton,
Beard and Boorara Trees.

After considerable testing over a
number of years, the key network
of Diamond, Gloucester, Gardner 2,
Boorara and Beard, was accepted
as giving the most effective coverage
and these trees were used constantly
throughout the 1950s and 1960s.

Although lookouts on trees were
used on occasions elsewhere in the
world, the complete tree-dependent
system used in Western Australia’s
karri region was a unique and highly
successful operation. Had not the
spotter aircraft system which
replaced it, proved so superior, it
might still be in operation today.
Almost certainly replacement trees
would have had to be found, for
like all living things, trees deteriorate
with age and in the case of the tree
lookouts, the deterioration would
have been inevitably accellerated by
their decapitation and the rot which
set in on their severed limbs. The
top of the old Gardner No. 1
snapped off in a winter storm a few
years ago, and shortly after, Beard
Tree became so dangerous it had to
be felled. Gardner No. 2, Diamond
and Boorara are all considered un-
safe today, and have had the bottom
few metres of ladder removed to
prevent people climbing them.

Today, only the famous Glou-
cester Tree remains. The era of the
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great tree lookouts has passed—but
for those who worked with them or
in the cabins, ‘‘the trees’’ will always
occupy a special place in the

memory, for they represent a spirit
of courage, ingenuity and skill in
our pioneer foresters, the like of
which is unlikely to be seen again.
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A Felling jarrah around the turn of the century.




A Cross-cutting karri log (working up from
the stump end) ready for snigging to log
landing.

The Remarkable Whim

The whim, or more correctly whimwham-arch, seems to have been intro- and long wedges. These fallers
duced into the karri forests very soon after sawmilling began, in the usually carried a set of saws ranging
mid-1800s. Almost certainly, initial sawmilling took place at the stump, from 1'5 to 27 m in length.
using saw-pits of which the Brockman saw-pit, in the Pemberton area,

: o . \ ) Onc h
is an example. Similar pits were dug in King’s Park after 1829, for the I e otk s

sawing of jarrah.

With the establishment of saw-
mills in the southern forests, huge
karri logs had to be moved from
their stump to the mill and steam
hauling hecame established. Not all
sawmillers were large enough to
afford steam haulers and their
associated railways, and not all
steam haulers could reach all of the
cutting concession, hence the intro-
duction of the whim.

An ingenious device, the whim
was able to lift huge karri logs clear
of the ground and then move them
with the aid of a bullock or horse

19

team, to landings. From here they
could be hauled by horse drawn
jinkers and rail to the mill.

Using a whim required team work
and the operation to retrieve a log
went something like this:

The fallers, generally working in
pairs, would erect their scaffold
around the butt of a tree—the alter-
native method of tree pegging was
simpler and quicker and used in the
smaller jarrah and wandoo forests.
A scarf was axe cut and the tree
backed down using cross-cut saw

be de-limbed, crowned and cut into
lengths.

Each length would then be
dragged into an accessible position,
“broken out and a whim would
be hauled backwards over it by a
bullock team.

During this part of the operation
the bullocky came into his own with
an ever widening vocabulary.

The swamper’s job involved judg-
ing a point on each log that was just
behind centre so that a slung log
would be slightly ‘‘heavy on’’. He
would spoon a hole under the log
and sling the “‘belly chain’’ around
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A To load the log, some of the horses were used to drag the whim backwards over the log.




A Bullock-drawn whim and karri logs.

W Horse team in action. Note the leading right-hand horse shying away from the apparently irate team driver who is about to throw a
stick or rock at them.

—
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it. To enable this, the lead pair of
bullocks would haul the whim pole
backwards into an upright position.

Once the belly chain was secured
in place the bullocky moved his team
forward to haul down the pole, with
the aid of block and tackle, and lift
the log off the ground. The pole
was then lashed to the log, the team
hitched up and away they would go.

Having each log ‘‘heavy on”’
meant that whenever tension was off
the hauling chains the log would
nose into the ground with a braking
effect. In addition, the swamper
rode the whim and applied its wheel
brake if needed. Despite these pre-
cautions, teams would often have
to gallop to stay ahead of the log
on the down-hill hauls, but generally
the whim and log would be nursed
slowly along, the log gently touching

V Logging karri with a bulldozer and rubber-tyred arch in the late 1960s.
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the ground and rising again, to the
sound of the bullocky coaxing and
cursing his team.

Bullocks seemed to attract more
colourful language than their
counterpart, the horse, which is
more intelligent and easier to work.
One can almost hear the bullocky
cursing and blaspheming his way
through a bog or over a hill, and
see his team, straining in harness,
bellies touching the ground, legs out
and back, and quivering for more
push, and tongues almost dragging
on the ground—Iliterally ‘‘tonguing
152,

From the 1930s to the early 1940s
crawler tractors replaced bullocks
and horses for pulling the whims.
The whims were later replaced by
various aids such as ‘‘sulkies”’,
jinkers and finally logging arches
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Crawler-tractor drawn jinker. Note the
tracked rear bogies.

drawn by tracked dozers often fitted
with loading forks.

The most commonly used
machines today are the rubber-tyred
articulated logging tractors with
either a built-in or trailing logging
arch and usually with loading forks
at the front. However, as always,
there is a variety of equipment
in operation.

Tearing chain-saws and scream-
ing, high-powered diesels have
replaced the ring and swish of axe
and crosscut saw and the colourful
language of the bullocky. Despite
this, the bush is still a great place,
the bushman a great bloke and the
whim a reminder of gentler, mor
innovative times. @
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Repairing and manufacturing of wheels
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drive sprockets on the foreground wheel.

The “Harry Stephens” mechanical log
haulerin the Yarloop bush. Built by George
W. Kelly, Melbourne, it was the first of its
kind in Australia. A vertical boiler steam
engine was used to power chain-driven
3'5 m diameter rear wheels. The “‘Harry
Stephens” ceased working in about 1913.








