




Australia? Have You stopped at

names?
Allan Cunningham was one of

Australia's foremost botanist-explorers'

ave you ever visited Point

Cunningham, Western
Hewas born in England in 1791 In1814'

under the direction of Sir Joseph Banks'

Cunningham was appointed as a

botanicai collector. After a successful

excursion to Brazil he was sent to New

South Wales and arrived in Sydney in

December 1816.

Tasmanta'

KING'S VOYAGES
Between 1818 and 1822 Cunningham

visited a number of coastal parts of

Western Australia. He accompanied

Lieutenant Phillip Parker King on.five

vovages undertnken to survey varlous

oarts of the Australian coastline John

Seotimus Roe, who later became the

first SurveYor Ceneral to Western

Australia in 1829, was also attached to

these voyages.
roui oi ttt" five voYages included

extensive surveying of the Western

Australian coastline. Much of

this work was concentrated in

the then unknown watels of our

northern shores (from King

Sound to Brunswick BaY)' but

o ther  v is i t s  inc luded K ing

Ceorge Sound, Rottnest lsland,

the DamPier ArchiPelago and

Dirk Hartog lsland.
As shiP 's  botanis t ,

Cunningham col lected

assiduouslY, acquiring between

300-400 sPecimens on each

voyage. He kept meticulous
journals which he wrote uP at

the close of each daY. lt was not

unusual for his day to begin at

sunrise and finish well after

sunset when he would be busY
pressing, drying and Packaging
his  co l lect ions '  l t  was a

remarkable feat considering the

cramped quarters in which he

lK' ! "Y*Kti; * o-eved wattle
| (Acacia cgcloPsl. The name is

based on Cunningham's collecrlon
made in January 1818 fYom King

George Sound.
Photo - Bruce R. Maslin

'iiXt;nun 
o, ottun cunningham.

from Point Cunningham'
Photo - Brian J. Carter

a lzft:
I Th" t*urnP daisY (Aclinodium

I cunninghamiil was coll€cted DY

Cunningham. The name was
published in 1836.
Photo - Greg KeigherY

1 8 ,r,vo"con r



worked: the Mermard for instance, was
a cutter of84 tonnes with a complement
of 19 crew.

Cunningham also gathered rnany
Iiving collections, bulbs and seeds that
were shipped to Kew Cardens, where
they were eagerly examined by Banrs
and the Superintendent of the Gardens,
William T. Aiton. Banks \,\,anted to keep
one step ahead ofthe collectors working
for Schrinbrunn Austria, the only garden
that rivalled Kew. A'Memorandum of
New Holland Plants ofyour introductron
to us, taken down on a turn around the
Carden this morning', appears In a
manuscript at Kew dated 6 April 1827
and signed by Allan's brother Richard. It
includes plants he knew as 'ptercstdis

gibbosa' and 'Pterostglis rufa', both of
which were probably collected lrom
Western Australia.

Cunningham would spend hours
preparing the wooden boxes containing
these valuable plants, which needeq ro
survive the six months or longerjourney
to London,

CUNNINGTIAM'S NAMES
Cunningham gave manuscipt names

to many plants that he collected that
were unfamiliarto him. Healso carefully
annotated each collection with important
details on the plant's distribution,
habitat, habit, flower shape and colour,
and so on. However, because he spent
most of his life as an active botanical
collector and explorer, he did not have
the time to publish the many ne\^, species
ofplants that he had discovered. Others,
such as English botanists Robert Brown
and Ceorge Bentham, took on this
task.

Cunningham collected numerous
species unknown to science. Many of
these have been named in his honour.
Some Western Australian examples
incfude the swamp daisy (Actinodium
cunninghomii), the Albany woollybush
(Admanthos cunninghamiil, the coast
angianthus (An g i o n t h us c unn ing h a m i il,
and the green bird flower lCrotolaria
cunninghamiil.

Because ofthe qualityand numberof
specimens Cunningham made from
previously uncollected areas of Western
Australia many subsequently became the
most important collection, known as the
'type'. Thetype collection is the specimen
on which the name ofa species is based.

The D€partment of Conservation and
Land Management's (CALM) Western
Australia Herbarium houses 16 of these
types, donated by Kew Gardens and the
British Museum in London. One ofthese
is Acacia idiomorph4 awattle originally
published in Flora Austroliensis by
George Bentham in 1854. The name is
based on Cunningham's collection made
inJanuary 1822 from Dirk Hartog Islano.

A MAN OF SCIENCE
Although Cunningham's position on

these voyages was that of Colonial
Botanist he was very much a man of

I Colourful flowers, sometimes called
I bachelors buttons lcomphretm
I cunninghamii't are another Westem
Australian plant bearing the name
Cunningham.
Photo - riri Lochman

I A sketch from Lieutenant phil l iD

I Parker King's journal ot the Mermaid
f at Careening Bay in 1820.

science with broad scientific interests,
as shown by his articulatejournals. As an
exampf €: in Septemb er 1820 the Mermaid
stopped in a small bay forming the
western bight of Port Nelson. There she
was careened or tipped on her side to be
cleaned and repaired. Nineteen days were
spent at this site, subsequently named
Careening Bay, which was revisited rn
Ju ly  1821.  Cunn in6 iham's  journa l
describes the pitching of tents, the
discovery of fresh water streams (his
attention to detail has allowed these
springs to be relocated), comments on
land recently burnt by Aboriginal people,
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lRisht:
I The green bird flower lcrotolaia
I cunninghamiil. Cunningham collected
this species at Goodenough Bay, King
Sound, in February 1822.
Photo - Bdan Carter

I Below isht:
I Cunningham noted the pYesence of
I the frilled lizard (Chlamvdosaurus
ftingri) at Careening Bay.
Photo - Marie Lochmar/lrchman
Transparencies

I Relow:
I The wattle.Acacra idiomorpha. lts
I name is based on Cunningham's
collection from Dirk Hartog Island
Photo - Bruce Maslin

their language and the construction of
their huts, the topography of the area,
and the collection of a'curious lizard of
extraordinary appearance' (the frilled
lizard Chlamgdosaurus kingiil aswdll as
many other remarks. He Paints a
remarkably clear picture of our country
at that time. On this visit the large boab
Iree lAdarconia gregorit) in the bay was
incr ibed 'HMC Mermaid 1820' .
Cunningham recorded its girth as 29
feet (8.8 metres). Today it measures 12.2
metres with the inscription still very
evident.

Cunningham was one of the first
Europeans to botanise on our shores.
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Indeed he appears to be the first person

to make botanical collections from the
Kimberley. These factors, combinedwith
the quality of his specimens and the

details of his observations, form much of

the basis for our current taxonomic
knowledge.

His observations are also used to

compare vegetation changes in an area
and to assess whether planti still exist in

these areas. They can help establish the

distribution range of some species. In

some cases, when plants are poorly

collected, collections can be actively
sought from areas mentioned bY
Cunnin{ham. These observations assist

in makin!sure that poorly knownplants
are adequately protected.

One of the major difficulties in
researching Cunningham is that his
journals and specimen listings have never
been publ ished.  One may [ ind,  in
numerous Publications, very small
portions of hisworktranscribed butthese
amount to only a fraction of the total.
The original journals are notavailable to
the public and are housed in part at the
British Museum in London and the
Mitchell Library and State Archives in
Sydney. Therefore the journals must be
examined using microfiche copies. Many
painstaking hours are spent interpreting



the old style ofwrit ing (including Laun1,
of England in the 1820s.

Another problem is determining the
currently accepted name of many of
Cunningham's collections. Many names
that he attribuled to plants have since
proven incorrect. This is understandable
given the vast knowledge of botany that
has been acquired since the 1820s.
Correct idenl if ication ofthese collections
requires close examination of the acLuar
collection and the relevant observations
in hisjournals. As most ofCunningham's
collections are not in Australia, research
is  needed to  ascer ta in  where  the
collection is and a formal request made
to borrow the relevant specimens.

Diff iculties can also arise when place
names used by Cunningham cannot be
found on today's maps. Research has
been conducted by the author and Bruce
Maslin, Principal Research Scientist in
the W.A. Herbarium, to establish each
collecting site visited by Cunningham
with Phil l ip Parker Kingand to establish
i ts  equ iva len t  con temporary  name.
Cop ies  o f  K ing 's  char ts  have been
forwarded from the Hydrographic Office
in London and are now kept in the
Herbarium. In Western Australia, for
example. Cunningham s Curlew River is
now known as the Ashburton River, and,
near Albany, French River is known as
the Kalgan River.

Severa l  peop le  in  Aus t ra l ia  a re
actively researching different aspects of
Cunningham's work. Kevin Kenneally,
Principal Research Scientist in the W.A.
Herbarium with botanical expedise on
the Kimberley area, is transcribing
Cunn in6 lham's  journa l  en t r ies  tha t
concern the Kimberley. The combined
work is a long-term project and will
eventually result in the transcription of
Cunningham's entire journals.

FINAL YEARS
In 1831, after 17 years in Australia,

Cunningham was instructed to relum to
England, where he arrived in i l l  healun.
He took up residence at Strand-on-the-
Creen near Kew and spent his time
arranging his collection ofspecimens rn
the herbarium and preparing papers for
publication.

In 1832 he was offered the post of
Superintendenl of the Sydney Botanic
Cardens. Cunningham declined but
recommended his brother Richard, who

took up the position in January 1833.
In April 1835 Richard was kil led oy

Aboriginal people and Cunningham
accepted the post, hoping the warmer
c l ima le  wou ld  improve h is  dec l in ing
health. He commenced duties in March
1837 but quickly became disenchanreq
with the gardens. They seemed to him
Iittle more than a pleasure ground for
ihe  pub l ic ,  and he  ob jec ted  to
super in tend ing  ' the  Cove rn  ment
Cabbage Garden' where, amongst oth€r
th ings ,  he  was expec ted  to  g row
vegetabl€s for the Covernor's table. He
resigned in late 1837 and left for New
Zealand to continue his own biological
investigations. Included in his collection
was a specimen of what Cunningham
regarded as'that rarest ofall the birds of
New Zealand, the Kiwi'.

Cunningham returned to Sydney in
October 1838 in extreme il l  health. His
plans to revisit Western Australia with
Captain John Wickham were abandoned
and on 27 June 1839, at the age of 48,
Allan Cunningham died. In 1844 an

obelisk to his memory was erected in the
Sydney Botan ic  Cardens .  In  1901
Cunningham's remains were placed rn
this obelisk and a grove of bangalow
pa lms (Archontophoenix
cunning homiana) was planted nearby.

Cunn ingham's  indus t ry  was
bound less .  He wou ld  take  every
opportunity either to look for something
new or to re-collect a more perfect
spec imen.  Many spec ies  tha t  he
recognised as new are still recognised as
distinct today. We can be thankful tnar
this remarkable man was able to pursue
his work in Western Australia.

I The bachelors button.
I Photo - Jiri Lochman
I
f Copy of Phitl ip Parker King's chart of
I the north-west coast of Western
I Australia from Montague Sound to
Cape Londonderry.
Photo, Court€sy Hydrographic Office, London

Suzanne Curry is a Technical Officer at
the CALM Heibarium, Science and
Information Division. Suzanne has
been researching Cunningham for the
last eight years and may be contacted
on (09) 367-0492.
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Once it was a traditional battleground
for Aboriginal people. Todag the
competition is befuieen sailboarders
while families of picnickers look on.
See page 23.

RATS OF THE TREE TOPS
GORDON FRIEND, CATH KEMPEB AND ANNE KERLE ....... 1O

CUNNINGHAM:
SUZANNE CURRY

A MAN OF SCIENCE

IUATILDA BAY RESERVE
JACQUELINE PONTRE

HUNTERS AND GATHERERS
PETER BTNDON ANo TREVoB WALLEY ....................... ... 28

Smoll and shg and quite unlike their
exotic, urban cousins, high climbing
rodenls liue throughout the Kimberle!.
See page 10.

His name is connected uith plants and
places around Austrolia. He was
inlerested in euergthing from
Aboriginal customs to the size of trces.
Read about A,Nlar\ of Science or?
page 16.

ORCHIDS OF THE STIRLING RANGE
ANDREW BROWN 36

KANGAROO HILLS TIMBER RESERVE
ANDY CHAPMAN AND ROB THOMAS €

LERPS, BUGS AND GUM-LEAVES
JANET FARR

The uarious groups of Aboiginal
people around the Swan Riuer lived in
harmong uith the seosons.
See page 28-

Leam about the inqedible uarietg of
orchids in the Stirling Ronge.
See page 36.
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The mang coloured orchid (Caledonia
polychtoina ) is uell ,o*nd. Asidn fro^
the rich pink there are clumps of lemon
gellow and pure white. The orchid is
fotmd in the low areas of the
Range, preferring uondoo and st
woodlands. While most lears its
llowers can be sem, it flouers best after
frrc. The illustration is bA Phillipa
NikulinskU.
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