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oca l  Abor ig ina l  Peop le  lacked

watercraft and so did not venture

out into the Southern Ocean The cliffs

of TorndirruP National Park were
probably not seen from the sea until the

first European explorers arrived along

Western Australia's southern coast'

Dutchmen Pieter Nuyts and Frans

not have known that these rocky cliffs

contain a geological record of some of

the most significant events In tne

formation of our island continent'

ROCKY HISTORY
The TorndirruP Peninsula, 10

kilometres south ofAlbany, is composed

of three major rock types. The oldest of

these, which took its current form amid

high pressures and temperatures

between 1,300 and 1,600 million years

ago, pre-dates almost all life on Earth'

Despite their staggering age, these

Eneisses (rhymes with 'ices')' were

formed in the second half of our

planet's geological history, which began

4,500 million Years ago.

One of the best Places to see these

rocks is at The GaP. Gneisses can be

recognised by the stripey pattern within

them, caused bY laYers of different

coloured minerals. ln many cases, the

within the Earth's crust'
When the gneisses were formed'

Australia was separated from Antarctica'

as it is todaY. However, over many

millions of years, the two continents

moved together and began to collide'

ending their collision around 1,160

million years ago. This Process of

continental drift is more correctly known

as 'plate tectonics' and is still occurring

today. Australia is currently moving north

by as much as 10 centimetres every year'

Ai the time of the momentous

I Preuious Page
| ,rytarn JimmY Newells Harbour'
I TorndirruP National Park'
Photo - Jiri Lochman
.lnieL' Torndirrup's rugged coastline has

been mill ions of years in the making'
Photo - Michael Morcombe

coll ision, rocks at the base of the

Earth's crust, between the two

continents, began to melt and rise

slowly. This material then cooled'

forming a 'glue' between the

continents. The glue can still be seen

today-it is the granite of Torndiffup

National Park. StonY Hill is a good

olace to see granite, which is easily

recoqnised by its large crystals and by

the characteristic rounded shape of the

boulders, known as'tors' Granites can

also be seen at the Gap, where they are

mixed with the much older gneisses' in

a complex association formed when the

fising magma, which hardened into the

I Belotu. Vancouver Peninsula' an

I isthmus of sand connecting th€
I Torndirrup Peninsula to a granite

island, forms Albany s Princess Roya-

Harbour (left).
Photo - Jiri t ochman
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The family clearly evolved before
the separation of the Condnranan
supercontinent. Similar stories abound
in the animal rvorld. For example
marsupials, the mammal monarchs'
o l  Aus t . r i l i r .  h i  J  the i r  o r ig rns  in
Conduanan l imes.  Th is  <rp la ins  l l re i r
current distribution throuSh Australia,
Nerv Cuinea and South America.

SPLITTINC UP
Around 60 mill ion years ago, a

developing rift began to move Australia
and Antarctica apart once more. B1'the
time ofthis split. the face ofthe Darth had
been changed forever \\hen the h o
continents joined, I ife existed as
rudimentary single-celled organisms. At
the time these trvo landmasses broke
apart, the seas \!ere teemingwith fish and
marine plants, and the land had been
colonised by both animals and plants.
Around five mill ion years before the split,
the dinosaurs became extinct, possibl),
due to the impact of a comet or asteroid
crashing to Darth. The impact itself
would not have been suflicient to cause
such a catastrophe, but the huge amounts
of dust blown into the atmosphere would
have blocked out the sun, kil l ing much
p lan t  and an imr l  l i i e .  I l  th is  s ;en i r iu  i s
true, and there is a great deal of evidence
to support ii, these deaths would have set
off a chain reaction of extinctions in other
plants and animals.

Among the survivors of this mass
extinction was a small group of warm
blooded animals, which had coexisted
urith dinosaurs for 100 mill ion years.
These animals-the mammals were
able to exploit the absence of the
J inosaurs  anL l  d ivers i fy  ro  f i l l  eco log ica l
niches all over the planet. These
ancestors gave rise to marsupiais, such
as the western grey kangaroo, quenda
(southern brown bandicoot), ringtail
possum, honey possum, mardo (yellorv

footed antechinus) and dibbler, u,hich
inhabit Torndirrup today.

I Aboue left: The flectrcular corstal
I scenery of lorndirrup Natiunrl park is
I rennwned thr, 'ughuut Australir.
Photos - Michael florcombe

| /-el/ :  Honey-pnssum with babics

I feeding on r Banksir.
I  Phnto J ir i  Lochman

.  i "
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dissolved material, when redeposited
deeper down, acted as a cement. This
process formed the limestone cliffs of
Torndirrup.

Limestone can be seen along the
coast, from Bald Head to Sharp Point,
and can be recognised by its pale colour.
Its surface is jagged as a result of
weathering. In many places, you can see
the limestone resting on the granites
and gneisses, onto which the original
dunes were piled. Fossil shells can be
found in the limestone at some sites, a
reminder of its origin.

ln some places, where the limestone
has eroded, it leaves behind a 'forest' of
small cylinders protruding from the
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sand. These structures puzzled early
naturalists, who interureted them as
corals or petrified trees. one contributor
to this debate was none other than
Charles Darwin, who visited King George
Sound (Albany) in March 1836 on his
celebrated round-the-world voyage on the
Beagle. Darwin visited Bald Head with
Robert Fitzroy, the Captain of the Bmgle,
to view these structures. DaMin's journal
records his observations:

''According to our vieu the beds have
been formed by the wind having heaped
up fine sand. composed of minute
rounded particles of shells and corals
during which process branches and
roots of trees. Logether with many land-

l ref.' The relentless attack of the
I Southern Ocean will continue to
I change the shape of the South Coast.
Photo - Alex Bond

shells became enclosed. The whole ther,
became consolidated by the percolatiorr
of calcareous malLer;and the cylindrica.
cavities left by the decaying of the wood
were thus also filled up with a hard
pseudo-stalactit ical stone. The weather
is now wearing away the softer parts,
and in consequence the hard casts of
the roots and branches of the trees
project above the surface, and, in a
singularly deceptive manner, resemble
the stumps of a dead thicket."

This explanation is remarkably
similar to that of today. These structures
are now believed to form when plant
roots die and rot away, leaving a hollow,
which fills with calcareous cement like
that in limestone.

Darwin spent eight days at King
George Sound, near the end of the
Beagleb five-year voyage. He witnessed
a corroboree danced by local Aboriginal
people and the visiting White Cockatoo
Tribe.Overall, however, he was qurte
unimpressed by Albany. His journal

records one of his journeys into the
hinterland:

"ln the open parts there v\rere many
grass-trees-a plant which, in
appearance, has some affinity with the
palm; but, instead of being surmounted
by a crown of noble fronds, it can boast
merely a tuft of very coarse. grass like
Ieaves. Th€ general bright green colour
of the btushwood and oth€r plants,
viewed from a distance, seemed to
promise ferl i l i ty. A single walk
however, was enough to dispel such ar.
illusion; and he who thinks with me
will never wish to \^ralk again in so
uninviting a country"

Although, in Darwin's day, the sea
level was the same as it is ioday, it had
only risen to its current level 6,000 to
7,000 years ago. ln the process, it
flooded river valleys, which became
Albany's harbours, and created the
coastline we see today. Aboriginal
people were present throughout this
rise in the sea level.

BETWEEN SEATAND FEET
At the Blowholes, visitors can see all

the major rock types in close proximity.
Here, people often sit on a shelf of light-
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