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Believed extinct for more
than i 00 years, Gilbert,s

potoroo has been
rediscovered alive and well
at Two Peoples Bay Nature
Reserve. CALM scientisrs

and the discoverers describe
the little that is known

about Western Australian
potoroos and outline some

of the research that the
rediscovery has triggered.

8Y TONY STANT,
ANDREW BURBIDGE.

EI.IZABETH SI CIAIN & ADRIAN WAYNE



s,u?lvur prxru? aql lng .tulaArp loJ laaJ
aro] aql uo sa pl? atr?l pm asou Auol
e p?q lr 'epuanb aql a{lr ,pue (lootlpu?q
u^ orq uraqlnos lo) €puanb e Jo azs
aql lnoq? s€rr^ ll .oololod ? a{I pelool
peapu! ll 'slsguarf,s Eu111s$ aq1 o;

.spu?rl s,u?lv ur padsuA
,,(lurj 'sleulureu tuals,{tu {la^rl dra^
aql Jo auo qllll suaur3ads runasnw
peap-Auol aql par?duroJ ,uplv pue
u?upv 'qlaqezllg qlr,r,\ laqlaBot ,UelS
,{uotr pup arzuallsw ruroN ,puauJ
/tuoJ'aaprqtng,ratpuv slsrluarf,s
],{'IVC'lq8Iu l? alel le^urp rraql uO
'par? aql ul pa^ll a^pq af,uo ,t?ru l€r.ll
sarq€llpM II?us raqlo auos Jo slln{s
se lla.r sp ,soorolod paJeJ-pporq aql
pup s,UaqlrC Jo slln{s aql pue oolotod
pasou-Auol upgolJr^ ? ,o ur{s aql
papnltrur strlJ 'uoll?rrJlluapr aql qlrM
dlaq ol Frral?u a^rlueduor lu?^al?r
raqla3ol palaqlp3,,(l{trrnb tunasnw
uPrlerlsnv uralsal{ aql Jo JJeis 'lunotrf,e olur ua{E aq ol
peqlrlnq '�s?aJ?plr€ alou ur pa^rtlllsql
slsaFAns uolleruroJur alqel?^€ pu? 6ggI
ul paProral lspl uaaq p?q 1l .prF4snv
uralsam-qlnos ul pa^rl aluo ,ootolod

paJ€J-peotq aql .oorolod laqlou? aJuls

'suarurf,ads unasnw qlrrr\ slpruru?
dralsfu aql aleduloJ ol luapnrd
paraprsuot s?Ar lr,ssalaqlraAaN 'rurrJuof, ol dspa {{la^rl?lal ,,(lrluapr
llaql tul{Pru'sleurureu u^{ou{
Suoue alqqelsluun al? qlaal tlaql
pue 'a^rltullslp alp ,,tpoq s,oololod
aql Jo salnleal lela^as .dpg saldoad
o.!{I .loJ llo las 01 pa.redard ^lpaulnq
uorsr^rq uorleuloJuJ pu? aJuarls
s,w.Ivc ruo4 slslluarf,s ]o uPal v

.paturuuor 
Pu!J aql

palue^\ ̂aql os ,6ZgI a3urs paploJar
,{lluJrJJo uaaq lou p?q soololod
s,Uaqllg tng .oololod s,Uaq C
Jo uorlduJsap aql palllJ lpurrue aql
leql asrl?al ol up8aq uaql Jo tnoJ aql
'uorl?u !rla Jo ssa3old e dq pue s{ooq
uorletrJrluapr l€rxupul tursn .llsr^
rraql dn tes padleq,{peall? p€q oq,r
'a^rasal aql teJJES (WIVC) luaulatpuew

|l

sdorsqtyr 0E

uEtltpol utf_ olor{d I
- isoorolod lqanpJ gnq,seplonb I

roJ sc?rl las rr?purs qlaqealx :no4ag I

uPuqtrdl glr _ oloqd
.^l!^rld?J

olur dHtlnb pal as oorolod aFut Aunod
aqt lprll punoJ .rr?puts qlaqezllfl .lasul

uquqtal ulf _ otoqd
.lrpruod 

I
? roj srsnpd oorolod s,gaqlrg .zrayg I

a6od monald I

puEI prr€ uotl€^lasuoJ Jo luau ?dac
'$lu?O u?lv pue uosslq^.\ qEIa,I ul
paJl?f, u?upvpu? qlaqezrrg,pauns,{w

.sFrtru? atu?4s aql
Jo arout o,1 l paddell faqi ,raue fep aqJ
'aloJaq uaas p?q uaql Jo raqlrau lpr{l
,{qell?r,\ lleus ? pue looJrpupq ? uaarulaq
ssorl ? a{q palool leql leuru? u? ̂q lnq 'eri{onb p /q lou :pardnf,lo sde4 aql Jo
auo punoJ ̂aql 'Aururotu Fur,rolloJ aql
'uar{J'ssaDns 

lnoqll^^ slqt!u xls roJ sd?4
-at?r /I las ppq ,,(aql .W6e d?psanJ ,{g
'iuauuedaol(Aolooz s.?rp4snvualsa .\
Jo i{ sa^run aqJ le qJrpasal s.qlaqpzltg
qlrm dlaq ol sBI{onb qtl?J ol turdoq
aram ,{aqJ 'a^raseu arq?N deg saldoad

:fifi'd;uilTfiafi."'J"iT 
J



hands had long, soft fur quite unlike the
sleek, almost bristly hair of quendas,
and its tail was much Iongerand stouter.
Strikingly, it had the roundish face that
is characteristic of potoroos.

Cently the animal's Iips were parted
to examine its teeth. Then, the length
and width of its head was measured,
since the skull shape of Gilbert's and
broad-faced potoroos is quite different.
Now there was no doubt-it was a
Gilbert's potorool

EARLY HISTORY
Gilbert's potoroo was named as a

new species in 1841 by John Gould,
the famous nineteenth century artist
and naturalist. Gould used specimens
sent to him by the naturalist John
Gilbert who found the potoroos near
King George's Sound (as Albany was
then known) in 1840. Gilbert's missiorr
in Western Australia was to collect
mammals and birds for Gould, who
had spent some time in Australia but
never in the west. Many ofthe paintings
of Western Australian subjects rn
Could's classic works The Mammals
o f Aus t ra I i a andThe B ir ds o f Au s tre I ia
were made from the specimens that
Cilbert sent him. Mammal experts this
century think that Gilbert's potoroo rs
probably a subspecies of the long-
nosed potoroo, which occurs in the
south-east  of  Austra l ia .  Another
subspecies occurs in Tasmania.

While at Albany, Cilbert collecreq
many specimens, including a mammal
about the size of a quenda, but with
many of the anatomical features of
kangaroos. It was, in fact, a primitive
relation of kangaroos andwallabies, and
it had close relatives in the eastern
Colonies that were called potoroos.
Gilbert recorded that the local Nyoongar
Aboriginal name was Ngil-ggte. Gould
named the animal after Gilbert rrr
recognition of the 'great zeal and
assiduity he displayed in the objects of
h is  miss ion ' .  Gould proposed rne
common name'Gilbert's Rat Kangaroo,.

The next European to find Gilbert,s
potoroowas George Masters, whoworked
for the Museum of New South Wales
(now theAustralian Museum). He visited
the Swan River Colony in 1866 and 1869
to obtain sp€cimens for their collections,
and collected seven Cilbert's potoroos
from somewhere near King George's
Sound, but he left scant information
abouthis expeditionsand no information
about the potoroos.

Another collector, William Webb,
obtained a singte Gilbert's potoroo, again
from King George's Sound, sometime
between 1874 and 1879. This specimen
is in the Macleay Museum at the
University of Sydney. That was the Iast
time Gilbert's potoroo was officially
recorded and it was relegated to the
lamentable list of Australian animds that
are presumed to be extinct.

lAboae: The heathland on tvlt Cardener is
I seemingly impenetrable, but quokkas and
I potoroos have made a network of tunnels
that enables them to move about quickly
unoer tne canopy.
Photo - Marie Lochman

I Zeft fu potoroos are noctumal. Alan
I Dank and Adrian Wayne wait unti l dark
I to r€lease a male at the same place he was
caught.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

THE CONSTANT COMPANION
OF QUOKKAS?

Just as Gould depended on Cilbert
for specimens to describe and paint, he
depended on him to provide information
aboutthe habitat and biology ofWestern
Australian mammals for the text in his
book. In fact everything that has been
written on the life of Gilbert's potoroo
until now has been derived from Gilbert's
original notes.

Gilbert wrote:

This little animal may be said to be the
constant companion of the H. b rachg urus
IHalmatutus brachyurus is an old
scientifi c name forthe quokkal, inhabiting
with them the dense thickets ofspearwood
and rank vegetation surrounding swamps
or small running streams; the natives
capture it by treading down the sticksand
forming a long, narrow passage through
the thicket, a portion ofthem remaining
in the clear space \^rith theirspears, while
others ofthe natives particularly the old
men andwomen, go backandwalkthrough
the thicket, and by beating the bush and
rnakingayelling noise, drive theaffrighted
animals before them, and as they runover
the clearedspace, the natives in readiness
spear them. In this way a large tribe of
natives will often kill immense numbers
in a few hours. I can not learn that this
species has ever been seen in any other
part of the Colony but King Ceorge's
Sound.
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that have been implemented by the
reserve 's  managers.  The draf t
management plan for Two peoples Bay
maintains the long-standing policy of
fire exclusion at Mount Cardner. Fire
exposes vulnerable prey to foxes and
other predators until dense vegetation
re-grows, and the densely vegetated
gullies at Two Peoples Bay have provided
a continuing cover for easily predated
specles.

WHAT NEXT?
It is not known if there are other

populations of Gilbert,s potoroos at Two
Peoples Bay or elsewhere. Until other
populations are found, itmustbeassumed
there are none, Despite the constanl
presence of CALM staff at Two peoples
Bay, there is always a risk ofwildfire from
lightning, if not from other causes.
Therefore it is prudentto keepa few ofthe
potoroos in captivity, safe from that risk.
In Victoria, the closely related long-nosed
potoroo has adapted readily to captivity
and breeds well.

Ahigh priorityfor CALM scientists rs
a search for more populations-a task
that is already under way. Now that w€
can observewild potoroos and learnwhat
signs may indicate their presence, this
task will be easier. If we do find them rn

other places, we may be able to release
the captive colony. If not, plans will be
developed to establish new populations.

Other tasks will include learning
more about the population that Elizabeth
andAdrian found. What is the size ofthe
population? What area do the animals
occupy? Are they gregarious? What do
they eat? What range ofhabitats do they
use? What dangers may threaten them?
The list of 'whats' is almost endless.

CALM will also carefully review rne
strategies that are already in place to
safeguard the many species of
endangered animals that occur at Two
Peoples Bay. A recovery team, now berng
set up, willaddress these important issues
and keep abreast of research results to
try to ensure that Gilbert,s potoroo rs
never 'lost' again,

lAboue: The potoroo's ears are almost
I buried in long soft fur; but its eyes
I provide clear vision of thin{s above
and in front, and its front feet are armed
with powerful claws for diqgino.
Photo -Jiri Lochman
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Salinitg is a problem in the State's
south-west, but famers, communitia
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to frnd solutions. See page 39.

The thick-bilbd grasswren is one of
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A giant dragonlly lites in the south-
west of Westem Australia. You csn
lind out more about this ancient
relict of the jaffah forest in 'Westem

Petalura' on page 52.
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Urceen for more than 100 gears and
belieued to haue bem extinct, Gilbert's
potoroo tumed up quite unexpectedlg,
See page 28.

F low e r arr ang ements fea t uing
eucolgptus foliage are becoming
popular uith florists. Find out uh! on

The sttmning rogal roDe (Scaevola
striat is one ofa host of fabulous
fanflowers found in Westem Australia.
Suzanne Curry discusses this and other

Goodeniaceae on page 10.
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