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Islands have long held a special and romantic appeal for people, being imagined
as places of untouched beauty with secluded white beaches fringed with palm
trees, populated only by shipwrecked sailors and native fauna. But for biologists
they represent more than that, At least since th€ time of A. R. Wallace and
Charles Darwin, whose studies in the Malay Archipelago and the Galapagos
provided the embryo for the rebirth of biology as a science, the evolutionary
significance of island biotas has been recognised.

W e s  t e r  n  A u s t r a l i a ' s  o f f s h o r e
islands provide a number of unique
opportunities for research biologists.
In  addi t ion to the evolut ionary
studies many islands are the last
repositories of plants and animals
now extinct on the mainland. They
p r o v i d e  I  a  n  d  i  n  g  /  r  o  o  s  t  i  n  g  a n d
breeding sites for seabirds and seals
and sealions, and breeding sites for
m a r i n e  t  u  r t  l e s .  M a n y  W e s t e r n
A u s t r a l i a n  i s l a n d s  h  a v e  b e e n
surveyed to provide the basis for
island biogeographical studies, the
results of which have been applied rn
a s s e s s i n g  o p t i m u m  s  i z e  f o r
conservation reserves. Some have
also been studies as s impl i f ied
natural laboratories, of which the
prime example is Rottnest Island.
Together these studies have provided
v a l u a b l e  i n s i g h t s  i n  t o  n a t u r a l
ecosystem processes which have been
used to better reserve and manage
the b io logica l  resources of  the
main land.

Recent studies on Middle Island
provide a good example of how the
integration of information from a
number of concurrent studies of the
ecosystem have contributed to a
clear understanding of the processes
of that biological system. These
studies began in 1973 after a severe
summer wildfire burnt about half the
i s l a n d .  M e m b e r s  o f  t h e  W . A .
W i  l d  l i f e  A u t h o r i t y  e x p r e s s e d
concern about the impact of this fire,
and staff from the W.A. Herbarium,
the W.A. Wildlife Research CEnrre
a n d  s e v e r a l  o t h e r  i n s t  i t  u t  i o r  s
collaborated to study the effects of
the fire on the island's flora and
fauna.

M  i d d l e  I  s l  a n d  ( 3 4 "  0 6 ' S ,
1 2 3 '  I  I ' E )  w i t h  a n  a r e a  o f

6

approximate ly  l l  square k i lometres
is the largest island in the Recherche
Archipeligo Nature Reserve and has
a more varied geology, topography
and coastline than any other island in
Lhe group. The island lies 9km to the
S.S.E.  of  Cape Ar id and is  about
1 3 0  k m  b y  s e a  t o  t h e  e a s t  o f
Esperance. At the western end of the
i s l a n d ,  g r a n i t e  r o c k s  f o r m  a n
elongate h i l l ,  F l inders Peak (174m).
Limestone, which overlies the granite
in the central part of the island,
forms 50m high cliffs around the
southern bays. These bays, and those
on the nor th coast  wi th  the i r  whi te
sandy beaches,  are a prominent
feature of the island. So too is Lake
Hi l l ier ,  a  p ink br ine lake on the
north-eastern part of Middle Island
and separated from the sea by a steep
narrow sand-dune.

As a result of the recent biological
work,  the l is t  o f  vascular  p lant
species recorded on the island now
exceeds 230 and 20 plant associations
have been recognised and mapped.
The fauna includes l2 species of
reptiles and amphibians, 37 bird
species (17 resident, l8 migratory)
and one terrestrial mammal, the
Tammar (Macropus eugenii), A
skul l  o f  the Southern Bush-Rat
(Rattus fuscipes) has also been
found. Seals and sea-lions probably
utilized Middle Island before the
place became a sealers camp but only
sea- l ions  have s ince  been seen in
nearby waters.

The first recorded visit to Middle
I  s l a n  d  w a s  m a d e  b y  M  a t h e w
Fl inders  in  the  Invesr iga tor  in
January, 1802 while he was en route

VBreeding colony ot Blacktaced Cormorants Phalacrccorcx tuscoscens
at the base of Flinders Peak (Cormoranl Cove).
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from England to Sydney. He was

l rcconrpan ied  by  the  no ted  bo tan is t
Robert Brown who explored the
is land and made co l lec t ions  over  a
per iod  o f27 :  days .  F l inders  rev is i ted
the  is land in  May,  1803 dur ing  h is

c i rcumnav iga t ion  o f  Aus t ra l ia ,  fo r

the  purposes  o f  "cu t t ing  wood,

bo i l ing  down sea l  o i l  and  k i l l i ng
geese". He also buried his boatswain,
C h a r l e s  D o u g l a s ,  a n d  s e a m a n ,
Wi l l iam Hi l l ie r .  and abandoned two
anchors which have only recentlY
b e e n  f o u n d  a n d  r e t r i e v e d .  A

s u b s e q u e n t  i m P o r t a n t  P l a n t
c o l l e c t i o n  w a s  m a d e  b Y  A l l a n

Cunn inghanr  in  l8 l8  wh i le  he  was

t r a v e l l i n g  w i t h  P .  P .  K  i n g  a n d

J .S.  Roe aboard  the  Mermaid .

The island was apparently not
visited again unti l the 1820 s when

seu lers  und uha lers  began opera t ing
throughout the archipelago. One of

the first boats to sail from SYdneY
was the brig Belirrda which was

wrecked on  Midd le  ts land in  Ju lY ,
1824, and her 26 surviving crew spent
5 months there before being rescued.

The island later became the centre of

sealing and whaling operations in the

a r c h i p e l a g o .  C r u i s e  b u i l t  s t o n e
houses and gardens and the island
became widely known as the "Right

Whale  s ta t ion  o f  the  b igh t " .

T h e  i n d u s t r y  d e c l i n e d  a n d
occupation of the island is thought to
have ceased by the 1850's. Between
1899 and 1905 the  p ink  lake  was

mined for salt and a number of
pastoral and agricultural ventures
were also proposed but there is no

evidence that these came to fruit ion.
The crew of the Fisheries Research
Vessel Pergaln which was blown

ashore in 1920, and later, the salvage
1eam, stayed for short periods but
otherwise the island has remained
re la t i ve ly  und is tu rbed un t i l  the
present .  The pas tora l  lease was

cance l led  in  1958 and Midd le  Is land
was inc luded in  the  Recherche
Archepilago Natuie Reserve later

tha t  year .

A conrprehensive biological survey

of 20 islands of the archiPelago
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including Middle lsland was made
an Australian GeograPhical
expedition team in 1950. This
inc luded J.  H.  wi l l is  (botanis t )
V. N. Serventy (zoologist).

made a particular point of
for the species first collected
Robert Brown but he failed to
them all. Among those he failed

MIODLE ISLAND-SHOWING CHANGES IN VEGETATIVE COVER AFTER FIRE IN 1972/73

huegeli, Scaevola aentula,
sintile and Villarsia parnassifolia.
Y E T  A L L  S I X  O F  T H E S E
S P E C I  E S  H A V E  B  E C O  M E
P R O M I N E N T  C O M P O N E N T S
OF THE FLORA ON MIDDLf,
I S L A N D  I N  T H E  P A S T  I ( )
Y E A R S .  W H Y  W E R E  T H E Y
MISSED?

The answer which has come from
the recent studies is thal these species
are fire ephemerals, species with very
durable seeds which persist in the soil

nd  germinate  in  g rea t  numbers  a f te r
a fire. The species are mostly short-
l i v  e d  h e r b a c e o u s  p e r e n n i a l s ,
growing to 2m tall in 2-4 Years,

EUCALYPTUS angulosa

ALYOGYNE hakeaelolia
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f ind were Al1'ogyne hake
C r ros lemon sheath i i ,  H ib
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