




harles Austin Cardner was just 33
when he was appointed Western

Australia's Government Botanist tn

1929. Like the Covernment Geologist,

Covernment Entomologist and others

with similar t it les, he was expected to
provide a service to the Government in

his expert field. He was to sene for the
next 30 years, providing exped advice

on botanically related economic issues

confronting a developing State.
He described important t imber

trees, identif ied the range oI native
poison plants and provided a book on
native and alien grasses important in

the grazing industry. He was to

dominate WAs botanical scene until his
'retirement' in 1960 and his untimely
death from Parkinson's Disease in 1970.
An enigmatic and forceful f igure,

Gardner accomplished much, although
he died regretting that he had never

completed his prime aim-to publish a

Flora of Western Australia.
Charles Gardner grew uP in a

farming family of several children at
Yorkrakine, near Tammin in the

Wheatbeli. Despite having no formal

scientific training, Gardner became an
all-round expert on many subjects: he

was also a competent climatologist,
surveyor, plant geographer, soil
scientist, botanical historian, scientific
and popular writer and illustrator with

a vast knowledge of the flora of WA.

a PreDious page
I Mdin The shrublands around Middle
I Mount Barren, now in Fitzgerald River
National Park, were recognised by Charles
Gardner as a valuable conservation area.
Photo - Jiri Lochman
Insets from top: Charles Gardner
photographing a prostrate banksia.
Photo - Loaned by Waltet Cardner
Four-winged mallee \Eucalgptus
tetrqptera) .
Photo Bil lBachman

Gardner had a photographic memory
for plants, and was even able to picture

a plant in his mind after he had read a
botanical description of it. His

knowledge of soils and flowering times
was staggering. One of his favourite
pastimes was to guess where new WA
Herbarium specirnens came from-and
he was usually right!

l,46ouer The Gardner exhibit ion was
I opened by Lt General John Sanderson
I (centre right), Covernor of WA. The
display featured herbarium sheets of the
original specimens of material and
notebooks used by Cardner in his artwork.
Photo Michael James

lBelow: Kalbarri National Park. viewed

I from Hawks Head lookout.
I Photo - Jiri l ,ochman

A UNIQUE FLORA
South-western Australia is

intemationally recognised for its rich
flora, especially of shrubby plants and

their strange flower shapes. Charles
Gardner recognised that "...it is only rn

South-Western Australia...that the true
Australian flora is today most richly
developed". He estimated that 80 per cent
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native plants that were highly toxic to
their valuable, imported sheep, horses
and cattle. After many stock losses,
botanists such as James Drummond
(the first Covernment Botanist) found
that the major culprits were a number
ofshrubby species in the legume family.
European farmers were used to
legumes being nutrit ious and suitable
for grazing; yet in the new colony they
caused severe economic losses, which
continued well into the 1900s.

As Government Botanist, Gardner
was charged with confirming which of
the species were toxic, and with making
his findings known to the agricultural
community. In 1929, the year of his
appointment, he joined forces with Dr
H W Bennetts, a scientist at the
Department of Agriculture. In 1934, a
large scale trial of suspected poisonous
plants confirmed the toxicity of a
number of members of the genus
Gastrolobium and all of the Oxylobium
species (all of which are now
recognised as belonging to the genus
Gastrolobium). A number of poison
plant Ieaflets, covering legumes and
other native and introduced poison
p lan ts ,  were  pub l ished to  ass is t  in
identif ication. In 1937, Cardner joined
with bri l l iant botanicalartist Edgar Dell
to publish an i l lustrated guide, The
Poison Plants of Western Australia,

In 1956, Gardner and Bennerrs
published a definit ive account of
WAs poison plants-The Toxic Plonts
of Western Australia with many
excellent colour plates by Dell and some
by Cardner himself. Cardner aiso
prepared detailed botanical drawings rn
black and white, to i l lustrate the
distinguishing characters needed for
positive identif ication of poison plants.

lTop left: Like many WA blooms, the
I individual f lowers of the southern cross
I lXanthosia rotundifo1ral are small and
surrounded by white modified leaves.
The inflorescence is aranged in the
shape of a cross.
Photo - Marie Lochman

lCenlre left: Cardner named the rare
I Mogumber bell (Darwinia cameal.
I This is the very rare Narrogin variant

l ref. The ftuits of mottlecah
l(Eucolyplus macrccarpal arc the
I largest in the eucalypt family and can
be up to 15 centimetres across.
Photos Bert & Babs Wells
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C H A R L E S  A U S T I N  G A R D N E R

During his l i fet ime Gardner:
.  col leded 19,151 specimens of WA f lora;
. described eight new genera;
. described 286 species new to scien(e;
. rtudied and published on the botany of poisonous species o{ 6astrclobium;
. elucidated Kimberley Walkabout Disease after a study tr ip in l95l;
.  publ ished i l lustrat ions and detai ls oftoxic plants with Dr H W Bennetts;
.  publ ished a book on grasses of the State in 1952;
. collected 1454 specimens of Eucalyptus;
. described l5 species of Eucalyptus new to science; and
. publ ished numerous leaflets describing the eucalypts of WA.

Gardner was also a friend to the Benedictine community
at New Norcia. He left  his col lect ion of botanical
specimens, gathered over 50 years, to the community,
which then olaced them on Dermanent loan to the WA
Herbarium. He also bequeathed 77 unique botaniGl
pen and ink drawings and del i(ate watercolours to the
community, which were restored and put on publi<
exhibition at New Norcia in winter 2002.

lef. A Cardner watercolour of strychnine bush
lStrgchnos lucidal, a toxic shrub or small tree
common in the Kimberley.

W E S T E B N

A U S T R A L I A

I Abouer Gardn<r colle(led \ '\, idely in wA
I  f rom lhe  1920s un l i l  h is  death  in  1970.
I All of his collections, nou' at thc
Department of Consenration and Land
Management, are databased. Ilach dot on
the map shows an individual collection
attrihutable to Cardner.

lBelow: An acacia and the lrunked zamra
I lMtcrozamia fraselr ) are common
I inhrbitrnts of areas north of Perth,
such as Mt Lesueur and Badgingarra,
recommended by Cardner as large reserves.
Photo David B€ttini

G A R D N  E R ' S  C O L L E C T I O N S

Neville Marchant is a Senior Principal
Research Scientist with th€ Department
of Conservation and Land Management,
and the Director of the W€stern Australian
Herbarium. As a new recruit in the 1960s
he worked with Charles Gardner, finding
him enigmatic, energetic and eclectic.

Neville can be contacted on (08) 9334 0500
or by email (nevillem@calm.wa.gov.au).
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WA species and that certain plants were
even dependent on fire for sut rival

ln recognition of his scientif ic
endeavour, the Royal Society of New
South Wales awarded Cardner the W B
Clarke Medal. In 1965, he gained a well-
earned MBE and, shortly before his
death in 1970, he received the 1969
Australian Natural History Medall ion.

Today. Gar'.lner's e\lensive specimen
collections form part of the holdings of
the Department of Conser.ration and
Land Management's Western Australian
Herbarium. His specimens have now
been databased and his label information
on where and when he collected them
are available to any researcher

CONSERVATION LEGACY
As a knowledgeable and colourful

lecturer, Charles Gardner eagerly
displayed his incredible knowledge of
WA flora. His many public lectures, as
well as his close involvement u,ith
scientif ic and naturalist study groups,
gave him an onnortuniiy to emphasise
the need for more effective
consenation of the State s flora.

From 1921,  when he  jo ined an
expedition to the Kimberley district,
he travelled widely in WA. Before
conservation was fashionable, he
argued the need for sound conservation
measures. An advocate for Iarge reseJ"res,
especially in the most biologically
diverse habitats of the State, Cardner
predicted that small reserves and road
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verges were not viable. He believed that
to conc€ntrate effort on these detracted
from recognition of the importance of
la rge  reserves .  Large ly  ih rough h is
influence, and through the presentation

of his own undisputed observations on
plant geography, his persistence on
large reserves was successful.

During the 1950s, Gardner made a
series of landmark recommendations
for protecting species-rich botanical
areas. These resulted in the reservation
of several ofWAs most valuable national
parks and nature reserves, including
Kalbarri National Park, Fitzgerald River
National Park, Cape Arid National Park,
and the Lake Cronin area east of Hyden.

These are now among the State's
most important biological conservation
areas. One of them, the Fitzgerald
River National Park, has become a
World Biosphere Reserue. Cardner
also recommended that the incredibly
botanically diverse Mount Lesueur area
should be reserved, but this did not
occur for some time.

It is a fitt ing tribute to Cardner that
a diverse sample of the Wheatbelt f lora,
close to Yorkrakine where he developed
his init ial interest and expertise in the
WA flora, was set aside and named the
Charles Cardner Reserve. This is an
excellent sample of remnant Wheatbelt
sandplain vegetation and the home of
the rare woolly sheoak (Allocasuarina

fibrosaJ, a species described as ne\^' to
science by Cardner himself.
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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.
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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!




