


Cape Le Grand National Park

European heritage

Behmnd the
names of Mount
Le Grand, Thistle
Cove, Lucky Bay,

Feossiter Bay,
Frénchmans Peak
and Mississipp
Hill, all ' Cape

L Grangd
MNanenal Park,
are tales of

e |,11|.5r.ui!':||. of
whaling and of

discavery.

by Libby Sandiford




ild coastal scenery, rugged

granite peaks and sweeping
heachlands characterise Cape Le Grand
National Park, a park of around 32,000
hectares about 30 kilometres south-cast
of Esperance.

The French were among the first
Europeans to explore this coast, arriving
in December 1792, An expedition,
under the command of Admiral Bruny
1>'Entrecasteaus, had sailed east along
the western south coast of what was
known as ‘New Holland’. [Despite a
brief to explore the land for its water
supply and agricultural potendal, and to
report on its local inhabitants, the sailors
did not wenture ashore until they
reached what is now Esperance, where
they spent a few days.
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However, the French were far from
impressed by what they saw. The
expedition’s naturalist, Labillardiere,
noted that:

“the interior country was interspersed
with sandy downs which had the

appearance of great srerilicy”.

The ecolours and forms of the
sandplain  heaths  promised no
agricultural prospects to European eves
accustomed to bright greens. But the
wildflowers delighted  the naturalist,
and among Labillardicre’s discoveries
was creeping banksia {Banksia repens),
whose ground hugging flowers rely on
pollination by mammals such as the
honey possum.

The French names of many features
are a legacy from this period of
exploration. Labillardiere described the
events that led to the naming of the
southern cape:

*L' Lspérance was driving towards the land
so rapidly that she was on the point of
being stranded when Citizen Le Grand

. went to the masthead in the wery
midst of the tempest and  almost

immediately came down. explaining

with enthusiasm that che ship was ouc of
danger! He then pointed out the
anchoring place .. This discovery saved
botly the ships |IFspérance and  La
Recherche]
name of Citizen Le Grand',

We gave [the cape| . the

Flinders

The next mariner of note to arrive
was Englishman Captain  Matthew
Flinders in 1802. He was deternuned
te travel through the islands, which
1YEntrecasteaux had  named  the
Archipelago of the Recherche, but
skirted 1 1792, However, he
encountered a fairly severe summer
storm. With, according to Flinders:

‘no prospect of shelter under any of the
jslands, 1 found myself under the
necessity  of adepting  a hazardous
measure we steered directly before
the wind for the main coase, where the
appearance of some  beaches behind
other islands, gave a hope of finding
anchorage. At seven in the evening we
cotered a small sandy bay, and finding it
sheltered everywhere except from south
west . the anchor was dropped. The
critical circumstance under which this
place was discovered induced me to give

it the name of Lucky Bay”

Like 12’Entrecasteaux, Flinders was
unimpressed with the appearance of
the land, though astonished ac the
variety of wildflowers:

“The vegeration mdeed consisted of an
abundant variety of shrubs and small
plants and yiclded a delightful harvest to
the botanists, but to the herdsman and
cultivator promised nothing, not a blade
of grass, nor a square yard of soil from
which the seed delivered to it could be
expected back, was perceivalble to the eye

in its course over these arid plains’
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However, Flinders thought Thistle
Cove ‘o small bur useful find” and
named it afeer Mr Thistle, the cres
member who discovered ic With both
wood and water here, Flinders thought
it superior to Lucky Bay.

During the visit. Flinders gardener
Peter Good became one of the Airst
Europeans to scale Frenchmans Peak

He wrote that

on ascending near the summit and
arriving at the entrance we Tad supposed
1 eavern—ste were astonished to find e
through  the

natural  arch—uentirely

MOURGInN on the siwmmie we could
count the counuy seroon tire in 9
diticrent plices by the natives bur

what swe saw s barren, no lusiiant

vepenanion to be seen’”

The fires were used by Aboriginal
people to flush out animals and
promote new growth te attract game.

CGood also deseribed their attemipts
to sample the local bush tucker, in this
case the fruir of the zamia:

Iy this dav’s excursion we et with a
species of cyead with plenty of green
fruit—on cuttng it open wud tsting. the
seeds were very palatable and il of
Juices As Warer Wi sGiree we heartily
then made 4 Are and roasted them and
ate it in that form—Dhur very soon after
Pawere] taken aith apain in the stomach,
a headache and repeated retehing which

contnued all day’

[he seeds of this plant were a staple
food of the Aborigina people. but they

first removed the toxins and carcinogens

by a complex and lengthy method

involving leaching, burial and roasting,

Sealers and whalers

The next wave of visitors was the
were  fur
hunters from Van Dieman’s  Land
(Tasmania). The skins of New Zealand

fur seals were particulardy  valuable,

sealers, mamy of whom
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ferching 15 shillings at King George
Sound and more than two pounds in
London. However, by the 1840s,
Western Australia’s first industry had
collapsed with the decimation of the
seal populations. Today, though, both
Australian sea lions and New Zealand
fur seals are occasionally seen resting
on the shores of these bays.

Like sealers, whalers were among
the first non-Aboriginal people to
benefit from the ‘discovery’ of this
coastline. As the name implies, the
preferred target, in the days of open-
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boat whaling with hand harpoons, was
the southern right whale. This is
because it was slow swimming, floated
when dead and yielded large amounts
of valuable products, particularly oil
for illumination and lubrication, and
baleen (horny plates that hang from the
whale'’s upper jaw, used to filter food).
Fortunately, these whales have now
increased in numbers from near
extinction in the late 1800s and, in
winter and spring, right whales are
trequently sighted along this coastline

when females come close to shore to

give birth. A v-shaped blow, the lack of
a dorsal fin and squarish flippers
distinguish the right whale from
others. These mammals also have horny
light-coloured called
callosities around their heads, and the
pattern of these is unique to each
animal.

growths

Eyre overland

In 1841, while attempting to
become the first European to cross from
South Australia to Albany by land,
Edward John Eyre and his Aboriginal
guide Wylie approached Cape Le Grand
from the east. Exhausted and suffering
from the rigours of crossing the
Nullarbor, they were heading for Thistle
Cove where Flinders had previously
recorded fresh water and where Eyre

hoped to find food:

‘we commenced our journey without
breakfast. Being near Thistle Cove, where
[ intended o halt some time ... ] was
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anxious to husband our lite stock of
flour in the hope that at the little fresh
water lake deseribed by Flinders . we
should find abundance of flag 1ced for
our support’

This reed was a native bulrush

(Typha angustifolia), which  Eyre
thought:
‘[an] excellent and nutritious foed .. of

agreeable flavour and wholesome and
satisfying to the appetite’,

On reaching Rossiters Bay, Eyre
recorded that:

‘upon looking towards the sea I thoughr
[ had discovered a beat smling in the bay.
Having hastily made a fire .. we fired
shots, shouted, waved handkeichiefs and
made every signal we could to attract
attention, but in vain . we stood silently
and sullenly gazing after the boars as they
gradually receded from our view. Whilst

brooding over our disappointment we
were  surprised  to see both  boats
suddenly lower their sails . Poor Wylies
jov knew no bounds and he leapt and
skippered about wich delighe ., T was no
less pleased ... [soon] we were domiciled
on board the hospitable Mississippi—a
change of circumstance so great, so
sudden, so unexpected that it seemed
more like a dream than realiy’

The Captain of the Mississippi, a
whaling boat, was Mr Rossiter, after
whom Eyre named the bay. Nearby
Mississippi Hill, visible from Lucky Bay,
was named after the ship. The Mississippi
had arrived a few weeks earlier for the
whale season. One chase was made
while Eyre was on board, but was
abandoned when they realised the
whale was a humpback. Eyre noted that
the whaling life was ‘one of regularicy
but considerable hardship’. Once they
had recuperated and had been provided
with stores, Eyre and Wylie continued
their journey and reached Albany a
month later. Like those before him,
Eyre considered the whole south coast

‘arid and barren in the extreme’, which
no doubt delayed further interest in this
coastline. However, he noted the Cape
Le Grand area:

‘Altogether seemed a favourable place
and had we not met with the vessel ic
would have held out to us the prospect
of obtaining an abundant supply of food
tor curselves’

A party led by
prominent colonist John Forrest also
passed through the area in 1870, in

explorer and

search of good country for pasture.
During this expedition, Frenchmans
Peak was named by his brother,
surveyor Alexander Forrest, because its
shape was said to resemble a man
wearing  a cap. The
Aboriginal name for the peak is

Frenchman's

Mandoorbureup.
Today, the wild coastal scenery,

wide beaches set in sheltered bays,
rugged granite peaks and sweeping
heathlands continue to attract visitors
to Cape Le Grand National Park.
However, they are also encouraged to
reflect on the parks early history. A
two-kilometre return heritage trail
enables visitors to retrace the footsteps
of these early explorers.
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Floral trappings

While there are many carnivorous plants, the Albany pitcher plant is one

of a kind.

The tenuous tuart

What is causing the decline of tuarts? A State Government Taskforce is

working with local communities to find out.
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