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ex is ted .  He a lso  wro te  tha t  he  had
collected birds in the King Ceorge's
Sound area (now the town ofAlbany) of
the south coast of Western Australia.

Two Peoples Bay, where the birds
were  eventua l l y  found,  had been
earmarked fo r  deve lopment  as  a
townsh ip .  However ,  lobby ing  by
ornithologists and conservationists, as
well as the personal intervention of the
Duke of Edinburgh, helped save this
outstanding area. Since then, stafffrom
the Department of Conservation and
Land Management (CALM) have been
trapping and translocating individuals to
new sites-an arduous, frustrating and
time-consuming business. Gilbert's f ield
records were a kind of'treasure map',
providing clues to new places where
these birds may have the best chance of
fl ourishing-such as near Drakesbrook,
perhaps, where a monument now stands
to celebrate Gilbert's first discovery of
this bird on 3 November 1842.

But the story of great Cilbertian
discoveries at Two Peoples Bay does not
stop with the noisy scrub-bird. On his
first trip to Western Australia, in 1839,
Gilbert had been on b oard lhe Caledonia
when she dropped anchor  in  K ing
George's Sound for two weeks. During
this time he visited the Cordon Plains

almost a hundred kilometres inland-
and managed to collect some important
specimens at the Sound itself. One was
of a tiny kangaroo, which Gilbert found
to be:

"the constant companion of the l/
brcchgurus Ithe quokkal, inhabiting
wi th  them the  dense th icke ts  o f
spearwood and rank vegetation
suftounding swamps or small running
streams'.
Two years  la te r ,  John Cou ld

scientif ically described this animal as
H|psipfumnus gilbertii, giviDg it the
common name 'Gilbert's Rat Kangaroo';
it is now usually referred to as Cilbert's
potoroo. Again, Gould quoted Cilbert's
field notes extensively in the text for Tfre
Mammak of Australia, and in another
gloriously illustrated folio volume which
Gould produced in 1842, A monograph
of the Macropodidae, or family of
kangaroos ,  For  many years ,  more
modern naturalists considered Gilbert's
po toroo  to  be long to  an  iso la ted
population of the east coast long-nosed
poloroo (Potorous tridactUlusl, but as
only a few specimens of the former
existed and the animalhad not been seen
alive since the 1870s, it was difficult to
compare the two forms. As with the
noisy scrub-bird, naturalists never really

gave up hope offinding Gilbert's potoroo
again, and, armed with copies ofGilbert's
spec imen labe ls  and h is  no tes  and
observations on the kangaroo's habitat,
they searched extensively atvarious sites
around K ing  Ceorge Sound ( the
embayment adjacent to Albany).

In  November  1994,  a  C i lber t ' s
potoroo was found at Two Peoples Bay
in a trap set for a research project on
quokkas. This momentous occasion nas
been suitably celebrated (see 'Lost and
Folund' , LANDSCOPE, Autumn 1995).
Subsequent trapping studies suggest
that the population seems to be small
but stable. The potoroos taken into
captivity to provide a breeding nucleus
have endeared themselves (despite their
appalling table manners, as exemplified
by  an  as ton ish ing  food-  hur l ing
t e c h n i q u e l  t o  a l l  t h e i r  v i s i t o r s -
particularly those who have crossed the
world just to see them.

CLUES TO REDISCOVERY
Cilbert's specimens and manuscripts

are scattered in l ibraries or museums
throughout the world. They are now
be ing  ex tens ive ly  researched and
cata logued fo r  pub l i ca t ion ,  as  i t  i s
becoming increasingly obvious that they
conta in  in fo rmat ion  c ruc ia l  to  the
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throun up by the Boordees IBurro\r,ing
Bettongsl or Dalgytes IBilbies]; another
character is, this is not so destructiv.
in  s to res .  never  a l lempt ing  to  gnar .
bags or packs".
Very few specimens of the longlailed

hopprng mouse were  ever  co l lec ted ,
and it has not been seen since the turn
o f  the  century .  Gou ld  s  p la te  o f  the
animal in The Mammals of Australia
was drawn from specimens collected
by Cilbert at Moore River, and these are
sti l l  in the collections at the Natural
History Museum in London. Thankfully,
m o s t  o f  C i l b e r t  s  m a m m a l s  i n  t h i s
collection sti l l  have their original labels,
$,ith the exact localit ies where they were
collected. This is also true of Cilberts
specimens in the Liverpool Museum,
and the i l lustration in the book shorvs
the two long-tailed hopping-mice in the
collections there. One of these hvo was
collected by Cilbert near Toodyay, where
it might never otherwise have beerr
known to exist.

Gilbert concentrated on collecting
birds and mammals, but, in those days,
any collections from unknown lands
were rvorth money as well as scientif ic
prestige. Could encouraged Cilbert to
co l lec t  o ther  ver tebra tes ,  as  we l l  as
i n s e c t s  a n d  s h e l l s ,  f o r  c u s t o m e r s  i n
Britain. The gurnard scorpionfish, from
the collections at the Natural History
Museum in London, was the first of its
kind ever collected-again from King
George s Sound (Albany), where Cilbert
discovered many fish new to science.
Many o f  h is  lower  ver tebra te  and
lnvertebrate specimens have yet to be
proper)y assessed, and it is probable that
these lv i l l  p rov ide  as  many c lues  to
researchers as his bird and mammal
specimens have.

PIECING THEPUZZLE
Gilbert died in Queensland in 1845,

w h i l e  a  m e m b e r  o f  t h e  s e c o n d
Leichhardt expedition; he was only 33.
H is  ear ly  death ,  be fore  he  had any
poss ib i l i t y  o f  acqu i r ing  pro fess iona l
clout among the usually upper-class
m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  s c i e n t i f r c
fraternity, meant that he was given very
litt le credit for his discoveries. In fact, it
has  taken near ly  twenty  years  o f
painstaking research in museums all
overthe world to put the record straight.
We now know that nearly eight per cent

I Rrgil. Very few specimens
I of the long-tailed hopping-
I mouse were ever collected-
This plate in Could! nle
Mammals of Australia \^tas
drawn from Moore River
specimens collected by
Gilbert.
Photo - Liverpool Mus€um

I Below right: Some ol John
f Gilbert s Australian birds
I and mammals at Liverpool
Museum. These specirnens,
collected between 1838 and
1845, were in many cases
(those with red labels) the
first known individuals of
species new to science. The
Liverpool specimens are in
generally good condition,
and most still have cilbert's
original field labels.
Photo - Liverpool Museum

of all Australia's mammals and birds
were first collected by John Cilbert, but
much further research needs to be done
on th is  s t i l l -en igmat ic  f igure  o f  an
Englishman.

It should be mentioned that many
of Cilbert's specimens of taxonomic or
ecological importance may have Iost
their labels, and, therefore, may not
immediately appear to be ofsignificance.
Using curatorial clues, such as cross-
referencing against his notes, looking at
the style of taxidermy and even at the
way the knot from the missing label was
tied, curators can put the j igsaw-puzzle
back together again. [n this way, maDy
an o ld  spec imen o f  ou tward
insignificance has actually been provec
to be of great consequence.

I t  i s  impera t ive  tha t  museur r r
collections are Iooked after properly. In
the  case o f  L iverpoo l ,  i t  seems very
fitt ing that one of the latest Trustees
elected to look after the well-being ofthe
Liverpool Museum, as part of National
Museums & Ca l le r ies  on  Merseys ide
(NMCM), is the XIXth Earl of Derby-
great-great-great-great grandson of the
XI I I th  Ear l ,  who founded the  who le
affair. The Countess of Derby, a trained
conserva to  r ,  s i t s  on  NMGM's
Deve lopment  Trus t  Commi t tee .  Th is
committee is helping to raise funds to
greatly improve the Liveryool Museum

I
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and the storage of its unique collections
in the 21st century.

H o w e v e r ,  s o m e  o f  C i l b e r t ' s
s p e c i m e n s  e x i s t  i n  m a n y  o t h e r
museums.  A  subsequent  a r t i c le  w i l l  g ive
an account  o f  some o f  the  most
important of these, and how to find
them;  f rom p ig - loo ted  band icoots  in
Victoria, to Leichhardt's rat-kangaroos
in Sydney, fat,tailed dunnarts (caught by
Ci lber t ' s  then ass is tan t ,  a  mi l i ta ry
station cat) in London, rufous songlarks
in Dublin, splendid fairy-wrens in Oxford
and C i lber t  s  lh ickheads in  Ph i lade lph ia .

Clemency Fisher is Curator of Birds
& Mammals, Liverpool Museum,
National Museums & Calleries on
Merseyside, William Brown St.,
Liverpool L3 8EN, UK. As part of her
research into tracing John Gilbert's
collections, she has visit€d Tho
Peoples Bay in th€ south-west ofWA,
and has been assisted by CALM staff,
notably Alan Danks, in her search.
Clemency can be contacted at the
above address.
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Get dotL,n on the ground,
scramble through the leaf
litter and compost in your
gorden, and discouer the
fascinoting world of insects.
'lnsects in the Carden', on
page 28, shows how these
s e e m ing I U ins i gn i lic an t
creatures help keep the
ecosustetn runmng
smoothlg and how they are
a uital part ofnatureb life-cycle.
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This lear, The Hills Foresl celebrates its
fifth birthday. Find out ahqt\ been
happening there in our stor[ on
page 10.

The Kimberleg region ofWestem
Australiq has some ueird and uonderful
landforms. Read all about them on
page 16.

The northem guoll is just one of WA3
marsupiak that haue been part ofa
recent conseruation stqtus reuieu.
See page 22.
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