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ohn Gould was born at Lynle,
England, on 14 September 1804. As a
child he moved with his parents to

Stoke Hill in Surrey, and in this rural
setting he .rcquired a keen interest in
plants and animals.

In 1818, the family n.roved to
Windsor, where Gould's father was
employed in the royal gardens, and
where young Gould was able to further
his already keen interest in plants and
wild creatures. At this tilne, he became
proficient as a taxidermist, a calling that
stood hiur in good stead throughout
his life.

Gould's expertise in taxiderny
undoubtedly contributed to his
intimate knowledge of bird anatomy,
and his skill in selecting the right pose
for his many bird subjects. Just before
his appointment to the Museun of the
Zoological Society, he set up a
taxidermy business in London, at a
tinle when the gentry liked to have
their trophies mounted for exhibition,
and when the Royal Menagerie of
King George [V was a constant source
ofexotic material.

Gor.rldt thirst for infomation was
insatiable. He recorded the habits of
birds he saw and, where possible,
collected their nests and eggs and
prepared skeletons for ftlture study.

Qtrire often, he kept l ive birds in
captivity to betrer study their habits

and perfect his sketches. He ftequently
checked the stomach contents of bird
specimens, and included any
undamaged insects in his ever-growing
collection.

Elizabeth Gould
It has been suggested that Gouldt

success was due mainly to his talented
wife, Elizabeth. Her artistic abiliry and
personal support in accompanying hin-r
abroad were of in'u'neasurable assisance,
and her early death in 18,11, aged 37,
left a void never to be filled. Gould was
the first to acknowledge his great
indebtedness to Elizabeth, and nan-red
the Gouldian frnch (Erythnta gorldiac)
in her memory:

'k is rvith feeling ofthe purest a6ection

thar 1... dedicaie this lovely bird to the

memory of my late wife, who for nrany

years hboriously rssisted me with her

pencil, accompaDicd n1c to Ausrralia, and

cheerfully interested berscif in a)l my

Pursurts.

Arlival in Australia
Before Gould finished T'!rc Birds of

Errrope, commenced in 1832, he turned
his attention to the birds ofAustralia. In
1837, he began .4 Sl,nopsk qf the Bids o.f
Australia and tlrc Adjarcnt ldands atd,
soon afterwards, The Birds of Anstralia
and thc Adjacent lsinads as a fully
illustrated folio work. However, Gould
found that material available to support
this project was totally inadequate and
went to Australia himself to accumulate
material for a completely new and
most ambitious work, TIrc Birds of
Alstmlia, in 36 parts and comprising
600 folio plates.

Gould was 33 when he, Elizabeth,
son Henry,John Gilbert, Henry Coxen
(Elizabethl nephew) and a servant,
Mary Watson, left London in the Parsee
on 16 May 1838. They arrived at
Hobart, Tasmania (known as Van
Diemen's Land) about four months
later, on 18 September 1838, where the
family stayed with the Governor of
Van Diemen's Land, Sir John Franklin.
ln mid-February 1839, Gould left hrs
family at Government House, and
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brathyuns [qto*al, as rhey are alweys
found together amidst the dense thickes
and nnJ< lcgetarion bordering swamps
and running slrearns.The natives capture
it by brcaking down a long, narrow
passage in rhe thicket, in which a number
of them rcmain stationed, while others,
particular\ old men and women, walk
though the thicket, and by bearing the
bushes and making a yelling noisg drive
the afiiighted animals before th€m, into
the cleared space, where they are
itnmediately speard by those on the
watch: in this way a t be of natives will
often kill an immense number of both
species in a few houn. I have not heard
of rhe Hwsiprynnus Cil,ertl being found
in any othet part ofthe colony than King
George's Sound. In dedicating ii ro rhe
late Mr Gilbert, who proceeded with me
to Australia to assist in the objecs ofmy
expedition,I embraced with pleasure rhe
opportunity aforded me of expresing
my sense of the gear zeal and assiduity
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he displayed in the objects ofhis mision;
and as science is indebted ro him for hrs
knowledge of this end several othel
interesring discoveries. I Eust thar... ir
will not be deemed inapprcpriare.'

ln Febluary 1842, Gilbert sailed
ftom England for the Swan River
Colony. He was determined to collect
specimens of the malleefowl, about
which he had heard so much. With

James Drummond and an Aboriginal
guide, he ravelled to Wongan Hills. On
28 September, Gilbert found what ne
was looking for, describing the
encounter in a lettet to Gould:

'This morning I hed the good forrune to
penetrate into the dense rhicket I hed
been so long arurious to visir in search ot

the Leipoat [malleefowl's] eggs, and had
not proceeded far before the native who

was with me told me to keep a good

look-out, x we were among the Ngou-ool

Above A malleefowl on its nest mound-
Photo - Kevin Coate/CALM

Left Gould's goanna (Varanus gouldil.
Photo - Brad Maryan

hillocks; and in half-an-hour after wc
found one... in my hasre I threw aside

the black fellow and began scnping of

the upper part ofthe mound... and he
became very indignant. . .  making me

understand "rhar a5 I had never seen rhc
nest before I had better trust him to get

out the eggs, or I should,in my haste and
impacience, certainly break th€m." I
therefore let him have hi! own way, and
he began scraping off the earth very
carefully ftom the c€ntre, rhrowing it

over the side, so thar the mound very
soon presented the appearance ofa huge

basin; about two feet in depth of earth

was in this way thrown oF, when the
large ends of two eggs met my anxious
gaze; both rhese eggs were resting on
their smaller apex, and the earth rcund
them had to be very carefully removed to

avoid breaking the shell, which is
extremely Fagile when 6rsr exposed ro
the atmosphere.'

Gilbert left Western Ausrralia for
Launceston and Sydney on 20
December 1843 on the schooner
Timbo. Lttet, he was ro join Ludwig
Leichhardtt ill-fated expedirion ro Port
Essington and was fatally speared
during an attack on the camp in June
1845 by Aboriginal people. Gilbertt
early death, at 33, meant he was given
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Hc returned ro Hobart in APril
1839 by the Sti-saaanl .4rtric, but in a

ruondr lvas ready to move orr to South
Austrrlir. He welt with the good
rvishes of the Hobart Tou'u Cowicr (21

May 1839), rvhich rccotde'd that Gould
had collected 'about 800 species of

birds, 70 qu;rdrupeds (severll ofrvhich
are new) xnd eggs of above 70 species

of birds, together with skeletons of ell

plincipal fornrs'.
( io r r ld  rc t t r r r red  co  Sydr teY i r r

February 18.10 to finalise his business
iD Arrqtr,rl i i l  brforc leturtt ing wirh his
rvife, their rwo children and servan! to
Enghnd.They sailed on the Kirr,,ctr, 'on
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9 April 1840 and reached London on
25 August. Elizabeth died within a year

of their return and, although John
worked relentlessly for anothell0
yeJrs. he never recovered fully lrottt lr is

loss.

Mammals of Austtalia
ln Austnlir, Gould became

fasciDated by the strange lnanlrtlals he

erlcountered. Soon after his return to
England he begat A il4onograph of tlrc
lvlauopodirlac, or Fanill, of Knngatoos.
After parts 1 and 2 appeared in 1U4l

and 18-12 respectively, the publication
was discontinued. Three years later he

Above A western grey kangaroo
(M acro p u s fu I i gi nos u s),
Photo - Tom Chvoika

Left The scarlet-chested parrot by John
Gould and Henry Constantine Richter
from The Birds of Austrclia, Gould
described this bird in 1841 from a
single specimen received from the Swan
River Colony. In 1845 he was sent
additional specimens collected by
Johnston Drummond from the Moore
River. Gould's text records that the bird
is figured on a specimen of Beaufortia
decussata fiom Western Australia.

began work on Thc Manntals of

lastralia, published in three volumes.
Conrnelting on his departure from

the study ofbirds Gould wrote:

'Tired by r long rnd laborious dayi wrlk
uncter  : r  burning sun.  I  f requent lY

cncamped for dre night by thc side of i

river, a nrtr:ral pond, or:r rvater-hole, rnd

before retiring to rest nor unfrequcndy

strctchecl rrly rvcary body on dte riveri

brnk.. lwherel rhe water w:ls oftcn

disrrr rbed by r l r t  l i r r lc  iorrcerr t r ic  < i rc le.

forDred b;  the Onir lmhyr 'ht :

(p l . ,cypus).  or  pcr l ' . rp.  . rn ecl rdnr ( tnt-

( . r (ct  . ' r r r re t IL, t l inu rrP torv.r rd.  nrc Wrt l

ruch sccrc.  : r< rhesc corrr in, r r l ly  r rourr .

r rc.  is  r r  ' , r rpnsrrg th.r r  I  JroLr ld h.ne

cnter t r i red thc ider of  col lect ing

exmplcs of the ildigcnoLrs Mrmnnls of

a country rvhose orni thologicr l

productions I had gonc otrt expresJy to

investie:lre?
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Above Nate Rice, collection manager,
ornitholo$i, The Academy of Natural
Sciences, Philadelphia, with a tray of
John Gould's Australian bird specimens.

Above right The Academy holds the
largest collection of Gould's Australian
bird specimens.
Photos - Kevin Kenneally

collections. The bird skins numbered
some 25,000, then the finest
assemblage in the world. They arrived
in Philadelphia in 1849, but were not
formally presented to The Academy of
Natural Sciences until 20 March 1860.

After Gould's death, his remaining
bird collection was bought by the
Brit ish Museum for d3000. The
'disgraceful spectacle' of Gouldt
'unrivalled' Australian collection sailing
offto the USA would noc be repeated.

Gould ult imately died on 3
February 1881, aged 76. He was buried
alongside Elizabeth in Kensal Green
Cemetery, London. The stone slab on
his grave carries the inscription: 'Sacrcd

to the Memory ofJohn Gould, ER.S.,
boro September 14, 1804, died
February 3, 1881'. His final wish was
for his epitaph to read 'Herc lies John
Gould, the "Bird Man"'.

40 LANDSooPE

As intercst in the study ofbirds and
natural history grew in Australia, there
was strong support for bird clubs to be
formed in schools.At frrst, these grouPs
were unoflicial, but the value of
formalising them soon becarte
apparent. The name of John Gould,
var ious ly  descr ibed as  the 'B i rd  Man '
and'Farher of Australian OrnithoJogy .
was the obvious choice for the newly-
formed enterprise. The Victorian
Gould League of Bird Lovers was
oliicially established in 1909 and the
6rst president was Prine Minister of
Australia, Alfred Deakin. New South
Wales formed a Could Lergue in

1910, Thsmania in 1920 and Western
Australia in 1939.

Today, Australian Gould Leagues are
among Australiat nost respected
and influential non-profit, nature
conservation education groups. They
enable people to undentand, appreciate
and protect the natural environment
(see 'A league of their own',
LANDSCOPE, Spring 2003). The
legacy ofJohn Gouldt fascination with
the natural world continues through the
League's education activities and the
enthusiasm for narure shown by the
generations of children who have been
membe$.

Kevin Kenneally is the sc entlf ic coordinator of CALIVI's IANDSCOPE Expeditions
program and President oi the WA Gou d League, He can be contacted on
(08)93340561 or by emal (kev nk@calm.wa.gov.au).

Kev n wou d l ike to thank Glenn Ferguson and l\,4atthew Stephens of the Australian
Museum, Sydney and Leo Joseph and Nate Rice of The Academy of Natural
Sciences, Phl adephia, USA, for providing access to Gould material in their
institutions. Rhianna [,4ooney is thanked for assistance n sourcng Gould
il lustrations, l,/aureen Lambourne lor her guidance on the Gould family and Ron
Johnstone, WA l,y'useum, for advice on orniihological matters.

ln preparing the article, Kevin reJerred to several books that wouLd make excellent
Juriher reading. They arc John Gould in Auslraila (T 997) by Ann Dalla, John Gould:
Bird Man (1W1) by Maureen Lambourne and TheBirdlvan (1991) by lsabe aTree
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