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he term megafauna generally

applies to giant animals (weighing

more than 45 kilograms) that became

extinct around 50,000 years ago. Many
palaeontological sites in Western
Australia have already provided us with

a general picture of the kinds of

creatures that once roamed our forests

and open plains. But recent f inds of

well-preserued skeletons of megafauna
from caves on the Nullarbor Plain wil l
provide new insights into the l ives and

deaths of our ancient megafauna
Australia's largest land animals,

since the demise of the dinosaurs 65

mill ion years ago, l ived during the

Pleistocene epoch (from 10,000 years

ago to 1.75 mill ion years ago). In

Western  Aus t ra l ia ,  the  preh is to r ic

mammals from the last million years

included a variety of these giants, such

as the largest monotremes (€gg-laying

mammals) that ever l ived, huge

diprotodontoids (extinct diproto-

dontines and zygomaturines that were

the size ofrhinos), giant wombats up to
1.5 metres long, huge kangaroos three

metres high, leopard-sized predatory

marsupial l ions, Tasmanian tigers and

devils, koalas, possums, and a wlde

variety of smaller bandicoots,
phascogales and rodents.

At the turn of the last century, John

Sharp and Will iam Poynton collected

fossil mammal bones at a granite soak

near Balladonia, on the western edge of

the Nullarbor. They gave the specimens

to the Western Australian Museum,

where Ludwig Clauert described them
in 1912. Clauert recorded a number of

species of extinct large mammals, such

as the huge, lumbering Diprotodon and
the marsupiaf lion Thlrlacoleo, \\hich
had previously only been known from

the eastern half of Australia.

EARLY FINDS
However, the first truly significant

discoveries of prehistoric mammals in

WA were made in 1904, during the

construction of a path inside Mammoth

Cave, near Margaret River. Five years

later, Clauert began to excavate the site

and found a great diversitY of
prehistoric mammals. To his surprise,

the number of fossil sPecies far

exceeded the number of species of

mammals that currently inhabited the
region.

Clauert's f inds included a giant

marsupial, Zggomaturus trilobus,

which was the size of a small hiPPo.

Recent studies of this animal suggest
that it may have lived much like a

marsupial version of a hippopotamus,
inhabiting swampy regions and feeding

on plants. Glauert also discovered the
partial skeleton of a monotreme-a
giant echidna, which he compared to

the living New Cuinean form Zaglossus
and named Zaglossus hacketti. This

anteater was about a metre long and, to

date, is the largest known monotreme
ever discovered.

The fauna of Mammoth Cave was

later studied by Duncan Merri lees of

the WA Museum. He named tu,o new

species of the extinct short-faced

kangaroo, Sthenurus, from the

material found there. The complete
f : runa Prov ideL l  an  accura te
representation of the range of animals

that l ived in south-west environments
of WA from about 44,000 to 60,000
years ago. based on recent new dates
provided by Richard Roberts of the

University of Woolongong. Similar

dates obtained from a nearby cave,
called Devils' Lair, indicated that

human occupation in Western
Australia could be traced as far back as

50,000 years (see 'History from the

Caves', LANDSCOPE, Spring 2001).

Some of the giant kangaroo bones

found at Mammoth Cave bore notches

that appeared to be car'red by humans.
The small mammal fauna of

Mammoth Cave included a great variety

I Preuious pqe
I Reconstructive i l lustration of the
I marsupial lion Thglacolet' camifex
Illustration - Martin Thompson

1,46o,'e. l leconstructivr i l luslration oI a

I diprotodontid mirsupinl.
I l l lustYrtion - Annc Musstr/
NatuYefocus.com.au

I Riltj Skeleton of the short-frced
I kangaroo. St/renaras.
I Photo - Kris BrimmcllMA Mustum
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the Tasmanian tiger. A set of lower jaws

of Zugomaturus was also found near
the Ord River at Kununurra.

NULLARBOR DISCOVERIES
The Nullarbor Plain is a vast

l imestone f r l J teJu  J Iong the  Sta tes
south-east coast that is riddled wrth
many caves. During the last 30 years,
occasional f inds of prehistorrc

mammals had been made in some of
these caves. A mummified thylacine was
discovered at Thylacine Hole in 19tit i.
This specimen was dated at 4500 years
o ld  and is  s t i l l  the  on ly  comple te
example of the mainland thylacine
(with skin colouration and muscle
tissue preserved) known to science. A
cave near Madura, studied by Professor
Ernie Lundelius in the 1970s, yielded

the remains of extinct megafauna.
During the 1990s, a cave in the western
Nullarbor produced the fossil remains
of megafauna, which included a partial
skeleton of a marsupial l ion, bones of
the giant echidna, various extinct forms
of sthenurine kangaroos and other
animals. But it wasn't unti l last year
that really exciting discoveries-of
extremely well preserved fossil remarns
of mammals-were made in the
reglon.

In May 2002, members of the Cave
Exploration Group of South Australia
and the Victorian Speleological Group,
headed by Ken Boland, Ray Cibbons,
Peter Ackroyd and Paul Devine, used an
ultralight aircraft to discover a number
of new karst features on the western
Nullarbor. Some of these caves
contained very well-preserved
ar t i cu la ted  ske le tons  o f  ex t inc t

lAbooe: lJr Cwin Prideaux from
I Flintlcrs University exrmining ir fossil
I in ir clve in the Nullarhor Plain.

I lellr The fr-rssil of the Ai:rnt kanglroo.
I Procoptodon goliuh.
I l'h,)tos - Chy IlryceAVA Ilusenm
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PO|SON lN PARADISE: CANETOADS HOPWEST
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Cane toads are poisonous, prolific
breeders cnd are getting closer to the
WA border. Hop to page 10.

Discouer some of the prehistoric
megafauna that once rcamed the State
in 'Walking with WA giants' on page 23.

Lichens decorate Lake Mui, near
Manjimup, with varying colours and
shapes. Tum to page 43 to leam more
about these fascinating life forns.

Once thought to be extinct, Cilbefi s
potoroo has ouercome mong obstacles,
What is being done to improae its
chances of surubal! See page 28.

The tuart once twified the coastal strip
north cnd south of Perth. Wlry should we
cherish this majestic tree? See page 16.

CHERISH THE TUARTS
ROBERI POWETT AND BRONWEN KEIGHERY.............,..,..,..,..,.I6

WALKING WITH WA GIANTS
JOHN

GILBERT'S
IONY FRIEND

POTOROO-EIGHT YEARS ON

BOTANIC GUARDIAN
NEVILLE I\4ARCHANT

LICHENS-THE POOR LITTLE PEASANTS OF
TAKE MUIR NATURE RESERVE
RAY CMNFIELDAND RTCHARD R08tN50N.... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .43

IN SEARCH OF THE WESTERN FIAT
ANDREW WtLLtAtvl5 AND MATTHEW WtLLtAt\4S................,........,[3

ENDANGERED
WEsTERN GROUND PARROT

URBAN ANTICS
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Royal hakea rises aboue the surrounding
heath, straight and column-like. When
sunlit from aboae or below its unusuol
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as the Chinese lantem bush. Among the birds
that obtain nectar from its llouers (hidden at
the base of the leaues) is the westem spinebill.
Royal hakea grows almost exclusiuel! in
Fitzgerald Riuer National Park, an area that

larye uariegated leaaes appear to gtou $
like lantems, so the shrub is also knoum

uas reserued on the recommendation of
Gouemment Botankt Charles Gardner
(see 'Botanic Guardian' on page 36)-

Couer illustration bg Philiwa Nikulinsk!




