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1921 

29 June 1921 

FINDING THE POLE  
News Received from Dr. Copeôs 

Expedition  

LETTER FROM CAPT. WILKINS 

MELBOURNE.  

Tuesday. 

A letter that was received in Melbourne 
yesterday from Captain G. H. Wilkins gives 

the latest news of the Cope Antarctic 

Expedition. 
The letter was posted on a whale catcher 

in the Andvord Bay, Antarctic Sea, south of 

Cape Flora last December, and it has taken 
over six months to reach Melbourne, 

coming via Falkland Islands. 

Captain Wilkins states that Dr. Copeôs 
expedition, which has been reduced to a 

party of four men, landed by whale catchers 

in Andvord Bay, latitude 64.50 south and 
longitude 62.40 west, Belgica Strait, 

Graham Land, not far from the first winter 

quarters of the French explorer, Charcot, on 
Wiencke Island. 

Captain Wilkins describes the land as 

mountainous but accessible. A hut had been 
erected in the midst of a penguinsô rockery, 

and the following stores have been landed: 

Eight tons of coal, two hundred gallons of 
kerosene, five tons of edibles, and outfits of 

clothes, scientific equipment, and eight 

dozen dogs. 
The plan of the expedition was to start as 

soon as possible across Graham Land and 
establish a base on the other side, near 

Nordenskjöldôs most southerly point at 

Richtofen Valley, and then next spring, or 
possibly late this winter, to go south 

carrying supplies: returning in the summer, 

and living on seals. 
The party consists of Dr. Cope (leader), 

Captain Wilkins (second-in-command), 

Bagshawe (geologist), and Lister 

(topographer). Lars Christensen, of 

Sandefjord, a Norwegian, who controls 

most of the whalers, has landed the party as 
arranged, and he will call for them between 

February 14 and 23, 1922. 

From this it will be seen that the very 
ambitious undertaking announced by Dr. 

Cope nearly two years ago has finally 

developed into a mere reconnaissance party 
for the exploration of Graham Land. 

Captain Wilkins, who was with 

Stefansson on his Canadian Arctic 
Expedition in 1914, and later was official 

photographer in France to the A.I.F., is the 

only Australian with the party. 
(Sunraysia Daily (Mildura, Vic.), 

Wednesday 29 June 1921, page 3.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
58614317 

21 July 1921 

UNCENSORED WAR FILMS. 

QUEENSLANDERS IN ACTION.  

Early in 1917 the Commonwealth 

Government appointed Captains G. H. 

Wilkins and Frank Hurley as official war 
photographers. Both these officers had 

previously been on expeditions to the South 

Pole. Their instructions were to take 

photographs and cinema pictures of the 
Australians in action in both France and 

Palestine so that the Australian nation 

would, for all time, possess a living record 
of the gallant part played by its troops 

during the war. 

Knowing the adventurous spirit of both 
of these officers and that they would not be 

satisfied to remain in the back areas when 

there was fighting ahead the authorities 
placed no restrictions on them and the trust 

was by no means misplaced. 

They lived in the front line almost 

permanently and were in direct 

communication with headquarters who kept 
them advised as to time and place of each 

likely attack; often it meant a hurried 

aeroplane trip to get within the vicinity and 
after landing a tedious tramp across fields 

of heavy mud and shell-holes filled with 

water half frozen, and then the risk of 
getting through the enemy barrage of shell-

fire. 

 
An advertisement from Queensland Times (Ipswich, Qld), 

Thursday 21 July 1921, page 3.). 

 

To them this was all part of the business 

and the result is that the Commonwealth 

Government now holds perhaps the most 
remarkable record of the war of any of the 

allied forces. 

This is contained in 20,000 photographs 
and 50,000 feet of cinema film which is 

carefully preserved by the Australian War 

Museum. One of the main duties of the War 
Museum is to keep green for ever the 

glorious memory of the A.I.F. and no better 

means could be devised than the exhibition 
of the official war films with accompanying 

lectures by A.I.F. Generals who led the 

A.I.F. and who are, therefore, in a position 
to speak from first-hand knowledge and 

give the public an authentic account of what 

actually did take place during the four years 
the A.I.F. served abroad.  

Seasons were arranged in Melbourne, 

Sydney, and Adelaide, and so great was the 
success that many thousands could not gain 

admission. 

Night after night the theatres were packed 
and it was not uncommon during the 

screening of the films to hear an 

enthusiastic shout as a member of the 
audience recognised himself and his old 

battalion mates in a front-line trench on the 

Somme or elsewhere. Many Queenslanders 

appear in the films and they will have an 
opportunity of seeing themselves in action 

during the coming week. 

The Commonwealth Government has 
taken over Westôs Olympia, Brisbane, for 

the purpose of conducting a Brisbane 

season of illustrated battle lectures. This 
season opens on Saturday evening next and 

is for one week only. 

Leading A.I.F. Generals will lecture on 
the various battles in which the A.I.F. took 

part and their story will be illustrated with 

the remarkable pictures and films taken 

during the fighting in both France and 

Palestine. 
It is regretted that no season can be 

arranged for Ipswich so that those who are 

interested in these films will have to make a 
trip to Brisbane. The box plan for the 

Brisbane season is now open at Palings, 

Brisbane, and full particulars of the weekôs 
programme will be found in our advertising 

columns. 

All proceeds will be devoted to war 
memorials. Special war film matinees will 

be given on Tuesday, Wednesday and 

Friday of battle picture week. Ipswich 
returned men and their relatives are advised 

to see their remarkable films. 

(Queensland Times (Ipswich, Qld), 

Thursday 21 July 1921, page 3.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/1

09980324 

29 September 1921 

Bound for Antarctic  
Capt. Wilkinsôs Enterprise 

EXPLORER OF UNKNOWN ZONES 

(By Harrison Owen) 

LONDON. Aug. 11. 
If ever there was a person entitled to the 

description ña man of the worldò it is  

G. H. Wilkins, who has just returned to 
London after spending four months in the 

Antarctic. 

 

 
Captain G. H. WILKINS. 

 
In a few weeks he will be leaving again 

for the Antarctic, this time as naturalist with 

the Shackleton-Rowett Expedition. We hear 
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much of ñmen of the world,ò and often find 

that their knowledge of the world is 

confined to the West End of London and a 
few fashionable resorts such as Cowes, 

Deauville and Monte Carlo. O. Henryôs 

Man of the World knew the principal 
European cities as well as he knew his own 

home town in America, and addressed the 

porters on the railway stations of Vienna, 
Petrograd and Constantinople by their 

Christian names. 

 

 
Photo from 1921-22 Shackleton Expedition. Photo from 

the OSU Polar Archive. 

 

Captain Wilkinsôs claim to the title is 
based upon a knowledge that is wider and 

more unique. He has friends among the 

Esquimeaux; he has hob-nobbed with the 
Jugo-Slavs. I do not know the name of the 

capital (if any) of Greenland, but I have not 

the slightest doubt that Capt. Wilkins is on 
terms of intimacy with the mayor of that 

place, if such a person exists. 

Nothing could be more demoralising to 
oneôs vanity than an hoursô talk with this 

clean-shaven, smooth faced, keen-eyed 

young man, still in his middle thirties. 
If one, having spent a few weeks in 

various European countries and ñdoneò a 

dozen of the principal continental cities, 
imagines one has acquired some slight 

knowledge of the world beyond Australia, 

any tendency toward conceit on this score 
must quickly vanish in the presence of 

George Wilkins. 

One prattles of a mere touristsô village 

such as Venice, and he tells you it would be 

shared by quite a number of people whom 

imagine that they are possessed of a fair 
average knowledge of geography. It was 

difficult to believe that this quiet-voiced 

young man, in his well-cut Bond Street suit, 
eating a highly civilised lunch in a West 

End restaurant, had just arrived from 

Antarctic climes and for months had lived 
with whalers, sharing their fare, and not 

even aware of the material discomforts of 

such a life. 
Nothing more emphatically stamps 

George Wilkins as a ñman of the worldò 

than the cheerfulness with which he 
ñroughs itò when in out-of-the-way corners 

of the globe and his insistence upon having 

the best that is available in the way of food, 
clothes, entertainment and so forth when 

among the fleshpots of London. The much-

abused phrase about having ñbeen 
everywhere and done everythingò can be 

more appropriately applied to Captain 

Wilkins than it frequently is to others. 
Born in Australia, he was for a time a 

professional cellist. His friends wanted him 

to devote himself permanently to music, but 
the wander lust was upon him. He studied 

photography and cinema-photography, and 

bought a cinema camera, which he used as 

a passport to the world. 
With it he went through the Balkans war, 

and later to the Arctic. He did not hear of 

the Great War until it was two years old, 
and at once joined the Australian Flying 

Corps. He made many flights, but a failure 

in an eye-test prevented him going to 
France as a member of the Flying Corps. 

He went instead as a military photographer, 

and later was in charge of the photographic 
section of the A.I.F. 

 

Took Part in Great Flight  

All who knew him in France speak of the 

absolute fearlessness which was at all times 
displayed by Captain Wilkins. This did not 

take the form of showy heroism: it was 

simply a calm indifference to any form of 
danger and an equally calm determination 

to go anywhere in pursuit of what he 

wanted. 
The result was that he was able to take a 

number of unique photographs, such as 

were obtained by no other man in any of the 
Allied armies. After the war Captain 

Wilkins was preparing to fly over Mt. 

Everest, but abandoned this idea to take 
part in the competition for the prize offered 

by the Commonwealth Government for a 

flight from England to Australia. He started 

off in a Kangaroo machine, which broke 

down shortly after he had left Suda Bay, 

compelling him to return to Crete. 
 

 
The óBlackburn Kangarooò after it had landed. Photo 

from the OSU Polar Archive. 

 

Then came his visit to the Antarctic, for 
which he is now about to leave again. 

About a year hence he expects to be in New 

Zealand. Where he will be a year after that 
Captain Wilkins does not pretend to know; 

but none of his friends will be surprised to 

learn that he has gone to visit some old 
acquaintances in the vicinity of the North 

Pole or is making new friends and enjoying 

new experiences in Tibet. 
(Herald (Melbourne, Vic.), Thursday 29 

September 1921, page 12.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
42428270 

1923 

15 February 1923 

FLORA AND FAUNA  

THE WI LKINS ADVENT URE 

Route of the Expedition  

LONDON, February 14. 
Mr. George Wilkins, the South 

Australian, who is in charge of the 

expedition which is being dispatched by the 

British Museum into tropical Australia, was 

interviewed by the Australian Press 
Association on the eve of his departure. 

He said that the expedition will be called 

the Wilkins Australian Expedition. It would 
be completely staffed by Australians, whom 

he would select in the Commonwealth, for 

which he will leave by the Largs Bay, on 
Tuesday. 

The expedition will have its headquarters in 

Brisbane, whence it will go inland on the 
west side of the Great Dividing Range, to a 

point in the neighbourhood of Roma. 

Thence it will work north to Torres Strait, 

stopping at suitable points en route. 

A complete survey of the flora and fauna, 
with particular attention to freshwater fish 

and mammals, would be made. The 

expedition had been prompted by the fact 
that those particular areas would soon be 

opened to cotton cultivation, and the native 

life would be driven to other areas, or 
exterminated. 

 

 
Weather map from the article in the (Journal (Adelaide, 

SA), Thursday 15 February 1923, page 1.). 

 

Going Over New Ground. 

Continuing, Mr. Wilkins said it is 

important that the British Museum should 
obtain a comprehensive collection of 

specimens of the distinct types south of the 

Wallace line, which divides the Polynesian 
flora and fauna from the Australian. The 

American museums are already engaged in 

efforts to procure such a record. 
The expedition expects to cover areas 

never before travelled by naturalists, 

systematically operating for the museum, 
and will probably obtain entirely new types 

of fish and small mammals, like rodents. 

The expeditionôs York Peninsula (Q.) 
station is expected to be at Cape Grenville, 

where the natives have been in contact with 

beche-de-mer collectors, and are not as 
hostile as in other places, although Mr. 

Wilkins was advised recently that two 

missionaries had been eaten by natives in 
that neighbourhood within the last few 

months. 

After an investigation of the mainland the 
smaller islands adjacent to the mainland 

will be explored for the study of mammals 

whose type have undergone a decided 
change during the years of isolation from 

about:blank
about:blank
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the mainland; marine biological work will 

be carried out on the shores of the islands, 

which are particularly rich in marine life, 
corals, brilliant seaweeds, fish, and 

tortoises. 

Mr. Wilkins will possibly undertake a 
reconnaissance survey of the interior by 

aeroplane before the expedition leaves 

Brisbane. He expects to be able to use 
motor cars over the greater part of the area 

for traveling and for transporting the 

specimens to the railhead. 
While all the specimens will go in the 

first instance to the British Museum, it is 

expected that duplicates will be given to the 

Australian Museums. 

 

  
MR. GEORGE H. WILKINS. M.C. who is shortly to lead 

an expedition of London scientists into tropical Australia. 

 

 
This is from the State Library Collection with Wilkinsôs 

grandfatherôs name on the passenger list of the Lady 

Emma. 

 

A Wonderful Career. 

Mr. Wilkins is 32 years old, and very few 

at his age have crowded their lives with 

such a wealth and variety of thrilling and 
picturesque experiences. 

He is a brother of Messrs. F. J. S. and T. W. 

Wilkins, of Angas Street, Adelaide, and 
Dulwich, respectively. His parents came to 

this State in the ship Lady Emma. 

It is interesting to note that the young 
explorerôs grandfather built the first bridge 

over the River Torrens, and presented it to 

the South Australian Government. The 

remains of that old wooden structure are 

still to be seen west of the present bridge at 

Hindmarsh. 
Mr. George Wilkins was educated at a 

public school in Adelaide, and later took a 

course in chemistry and electrical 
engineering at the School of Mines. During 

that period, he was employed by the firm of 

Bullock & Fulton, electricians, of 
Hindmarsh square. 

Subsequently Mr. Wilkins went to 

Sydney and identified himself with moving 
pictures. He undertook management duties 

for the Waddington firm, North Shore, and 

in 1912 left Australia for England. He 

secured an important engagement with the 

famous Gaumont Company. He had 
sensational experiences in various parts of 

England, taking pictures from flying 

machines. He so impressed the company by 
his bold and artistic achievements that he 

was commissioned to go through the 

Balkan war as a photographer of battle 
incidents. 

 

In the Arctic Regions. 

There Mr. Wilkins distinguished him not 

only for the bravery of his exploits, but for 

the wonderful series of delineations which 
he obtained of the events of the campaign. 

After that he went to the Trinidad Islands 

on a photographic mission, and on his 

return sailed for America to jean the 

Canadian Arctic Expedition under 

Stefansson. 
He was appointed official photographer 

for the Canadian Government, and also 

represented the Gaumont Company. During 
the Great War Mr. Wilkins distinguished 

himself and was subsequently awarded the 

Military Cross, with bar, for daring work as 
an Australian official photographer. 

His adventurous spirit kept him on the 

move after the conclusion of the war, and 
on November 21, 1919, he left England as 

commander of the crew of a Blackburn 

Kangaroo aeroplane in an attempt to fly to 
Australia. Misfortune dogged their efforts, 

however, and after months of strenuous 

endeavour they were obliged finally to 
abandon the project. 

Subsequently Mr. Wilkins took part in 

Antarctic exploration in the expedition 
under Dr. J. L. Cope. He recently returned 

to London after an extensive tour of 

Switzerland, Austria, Poland, Russia, and 
back home through Germany. 

 (Journal (Adelaide, SA), Thursday 15 

February 1923, page 1.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

09312206 

29 March 1923 

FLORA AND FAUNA.  

Australian Expedition. Captain 

Wilkinsôs Plans.  

Melbourne. March 28. 

Captain G. H. Wilkins, F.R.G.S., F.R., Met. 

S., M.B.O.U., who is a native of Adelaide, 
returned to Melbourne today after three 

adventurous years in the Antarctic and in 

the famine-stricken regions of Europe. He 
has come to arrange for a comprehensive 

expedition into various parts of Australia, 

the object being to collect specimens of 

Australian flora and fauna for the British 

Museum. 

 

 
Some of the fish specimens collected during the 

Expedition. Photo from the OSU Polar Archive. 

 
Discussing the plans for his Australian 

expedition, Captain Wilkins said that his 

headquarters would be in Brisbane, and a 
series of stations 300 miles apart would be 

established from Seymour, in Victoria, to 

Cape Grenville, near the apex of the Cape 
York Peninsula in Northern Queensland. 

The expedition would keep on the inside of 

the coastal range, and would pay particular 
attention to the head waters of the Mitchell 

River and the islands in the Gulf of 

Carpentaria. 
Most of the collecting previously had been 

done on the rivers which drained to the east. 

He would devote his attention to those 
flowing westwards. 

The members of the expedition would 

need to be either botanists or naturalists, 
and he was hopeful of obtaining the 

services of men who had completed 

university courses and who wished to gain 
field experience. 

Captain Wilkins had an interview with 

the Minister for Home and Territories 
(Senator Pearce) today, and permission was 

granted by the Minister for the collection of 

specimens in the Northern Territory. 
Captain Wilkins will leave for Sydney on 

the S.S. Largs Bay on Saturday, and will go 

thence to Queensland. 

(West Australian (Perth, WA), Thursday 29 

March 1923, page 6.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
2629757 

 

 
Aboriginal fishermen from the 1923-25 Expedition. Photo 

from the OSU Polar Archive. 

1923 

22 February 1923 

THE WILKINS EXPEDITION.  

There appears to be every indication that 

cotton growing in Queensland and in the 
Northern Territory will shortly prove itself 

to be a distinctly payable proposition, and 

that great stretches of now barren land will 

about:blank
about:blank
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yield their virgin state to the advancing 

settler. Arrangements are being made to 

send cotton seed to several cattle stations in 
the Northern Territory, where the owners or 

managers have agreed to conduct 

experiments on a small scale. 
Mr. G. E. Allen, the Superintendent of 

Agriculture, who, a few months back, 

toured the country as far south as Alice 
Springs, with Mr. H. F. Urquhart, the 

Administrator of the Northern Territory, 

stated in his report extracts from which we 
published last month, that along the 

Waterhouse River the country appeared 

adaptable to cotton growing, and on the 

banks of the Roper River the country was, 

in many places, white with cotton, growing 
wild. In view of the probability of the early 

opening up of the inland stretches of 

Queensland and the Northern Territory, an 
expedition is being formed under the 

auspices of the trustees of the British 

Museum, to penetrate tropical Australia and 
some of the adjacent islands before the 

opening of large areas of land will drive out 

or cause the extermination of much of the 
native life. It is important that the British 

Museum should possess a comprehensive 

collection of specimens of the distinct types 
south of the Wallace line, which divides 

Polynesian flora and fauna from Australian, 

and operating systematically, the expedition 

expects to obtain entirely new types of fish 

and small mammals from the coast, as well 

as specimens of the flora and fauna of the 
mainland. 

Under the leadership of Captain George 

Wilkins, the party will work their way from 
Roma to Cape York in motor cars, while a 

schooner is to be chartered for purposes of 

marine biological work. About two years 
are to be spent in the expedition, the staff 

including five Australian scientists, with the 

necessary assistants. 
The purpose of the undertaking being to 

collect specimens for the British Museum, 

it is more than likely that duplicates will be 
obtained for at least one of the Australian 

museums. But the interest attaching to the 

expedition will be the concern of professors 
and students of natural history, rather than 

the general populace of either Australia or 

Great Britain. Whatever the educative value 
of our museums, it is at least necessary that 

there should be prescribed a collection 

thoroughly representative of the main types 
of plant and animal life within the 

Commonwealth. Since no such collection at 

present exists, the value from this point of 
view of the results which Captain Wilkins 

is confident of achieving is apparent. The 

indirect results of the expedition in 
investigating systematically a large tract of 

country, the full resources of which are not 

yet definitely known, may also prove a 
decided stimulant to its further exploitation 

or development. The Wilkins expedition, 
when it leaves Brisbane, should have the 

moral support of the whole Australian 

populace. 
(Western Mail (Perth, WA), Thursday 22 

February 1923, page 28.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/4
4769679/3524108 

 
Aboriginal people from the 1923-25 Expedition. Photo 

from the OSU Polar Archive. 

28 March 1923 

OFF TO THE WILDS.  

Australian Explorers to Search for 

Fauna. 

SPECIMENS FOR MUSEUMS. 

Into the wild north-east of Australia, a 

party of intrepid Australians, led by Mr 
George H. Wilkins, will shortly venture. 

The party will seek specimens of Australian 

fauna and will be known as the British 
Museum Exploration Expedition. 

Mr Wilkins, who is a young South 

Australian, arrived in Melbourne today. He 
emphasised the fact that the expedition will 

be staffed entirely by Australians. Except 

for collecting boxes, the whole equipment 
of the expedition will be procured in 

Australia. All information obtained will be 

placed at the disposal of Australian 
museum authorities, and duplicate 

specimens will he likewise given to them. 

ñThis expedition can only be possible, of 
course,ò Mr. Wilkins explained, ñif 

permission is granted by the 

Commonwealth Government for fauna 
specimens taken to be exported to London. 

 

 
S. S. Largs Bay photo from the Australian National 

Maritime Museum collection. 

 

I do not expect, however, any difficulty 
in this direction, for the British Museum 

officials communicated with Sir Joseph 

Cook, and he, in turn, has put these requests 
before the Government here. ñMoreover, 

this is not an expedition with any 

commercial object. When Sir Sidney 
Harmer, the Director of the British 

Museum, invited me to take charge of the 

project, it was decided that, as we were to 
explore Australia, only Australians should 

be engaged, and that every item of 

equipment that could be secured here 
should be bought locally. I have 40 cases of 

collecting boxes on the Largs Bay, but 

these had to be specially constructed, and 
there was a doubt if they could have been 

made in time here to requirements.ò 

 

A Young Leader 

It speaks highly of Mr Wilkinsôs 

reputation that he should have been chosen 

to lead this expedition, but, though his years 

number only 34, his life has been full of 

adventure and exploration experience. He 
was second-in-command of the British 

Imperial Antarctic Expedition, 1920-21, 

and was also with the late Sir Ernest 
Shackleton on the Quest. 

He has in addition explored the West 

Indies and North Africa. His war service as 
official photographer was followed by an 

attempt to fly to Australia, and he actually 

proceeded as far as the Mediterranean, 
when his plane crashed on one of the 

islands, thus putting an end to the 

enterprise. He regards this latest venture as 

certain to succeed. ñI had advertisements 

put in the Australian papersò he said, 
ñcalling for scientific volunteers, and when 

I reached Fremantle I received no fewer 

than 130 applications for the posts 
available. I required men to take charge of 

the mammalogy and ornithological 

departments, and an assistant in 
mammalogy having a knowledge of fresh 

water zoology, and an assistant in 

ornithology with a knowledge of 
entomology. I also required an expert camp 

attendant experienced in geology and 

prospecting. These men will form the 
permanent staff of the expedition,ò 

 

 
A photo taken while in the West Indies. Photo from the 

OSU Polar Archive. 

 

Mr. Wilkins added, ñbut, when necessary, 

we shall procure local assistance. Out of the 
mass of applications I have found many 

suitable men, and for each post I have 

already interviewed some in Perth and 
Adelaide. Here in Melbourne I shall see a 

few more, and, after visiting Sydney and 
Brisbane ð which will be our headquarters 

ð I shall make my final selection.ò  

The British Museum, Mr. Wilkins 
explained, is poorly supplied with 

specimens of Australian fauna, and those 

that they have are from early expeditions, 
when it was not regarded necessary to label 

the exact spot where each was secured, as is 

required at the present time. 
For instance, in those days, anything 

from West Australia was marked merely 

West Australia, yet in a State of that size, 
covering 20 degrees of latitude, certain 

types vary greatly, according to climate. 

Mr. Wilkins believes in natural history 
collections being centralised. He points out 

that type specimens from the whole world, 

particularly from the British Empire, should 
be housed at some central place, and, as the 

British Museum, founded 173 years ago, is 

the oldest museum in the world, no better 
place could he found. 

about:blank
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He also thinks that, in addition to each 

State having its own museum, there should 

be some central Commonwealth Museum, 
where specimens of every Australian 

animal could be housed. He stated today 

that the duplicate specimens that would be 
made available by his expedition would 

form the nucleus of a museum of this nature 

at Canberra, if the Government favoured 
the idea. ñAt such a central museum,ò Mr 

Wilkins remarked, ñstudents from any part 

of the Commonwealth would be enabled to 
study and compare the animals of the whole 

continent. The same applies to Empire 

students at the British Museum.ò 

The area to be explored by Mr Wilkinsôs 

party lies principally to the north-east of 
Australia. He pointed out today that the 

country between the main mountain ranges 

and the coast, from north to south, had 
already been combed for fauna specimens, 

and his party would explore the country on 

the inland side of the range, from Seymour 
in Victoria to Cape, Grenville at Torres 

Strait. Collecting will begin in the Roma 

district, in Queensland. 
Thence a move by steamer would be 

made to the Gulf of Carpentaria, in the 

neighbourhood of Groote Island, and then 
back by boat to Brisbane. After that a 

survey of the country would follow, work 

being done at a series of stations 300 miles 

apart. From time to time specimens would 

be sent by rail to the Brisbane headquarters. 

Mr Wilkins expects to start from 
Brisbane about April 20. As the stop at each 

of the exploring stations in the series 

planned out will last from 6 to 8 weeks, he 
does not expect to complete his work for 

more than a year. 

(Herald (Melbourne, Vic.), Wednesday 28 

March 1923, page 1.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

43791614 

2 April 1923  

WILKINS ô SCIENTIFIC 

EXPEDITION.  

Mr G. H. Wilkins, in charge of the 

Wilkins Australia and Islands Expedition, 

which is to collect natural history 
specimens and information for the British 

Museum, will shortly be visiting the 

districts of Roma, Alpha, Hugbenden, 
Chillagoe, and the Cape York Peninsula. 

He would be glad to receive information 

from anyone within these districts as to the 
type, seasonal distribution, and breeding 

season of the birds and mammals and the 

most suitable localities in these districts for 
the study of the flora and fauna. 

All  communications should be addressed 

to Mr. Wilkins, c/o Queensland Museum, 
Brisbane 

(The Brisbane Courier, (Qld) 2 April 1923 

page 4.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

0611638 

 

14 April 1923 

ZOOLOGY.  

AUSTRALIAN FAUNA.  

BRITISH MUSEUM ôS EXPEDITION. 

CAPTAIN WILKINS IN BR ISBANE. 

PROJECT OUTLINED.  

LEADERôS EXTRAORDINARY 

CAREER. 

One of the most distinguished visitors to 

Queensland for a long time, a man of whom 

Australia may well feel proud, and who has 
probably crammed more varied adventures 

and thrilling experiences in his 37 years 

than any other person of his own age 

stepped from the Largs Bay on Sunday 

afternoon. 

 

 
An advertisement from the (Queenslander (Brisbane, 

Qld.), Saturday 14 April 1923, page 14.). 

 

He was Captain G. H. Wilkins, F.R.G.S., 

F.R. Met.S., M.B.O.U., who has been 
appointed by the Trustees of the British 

Museum to take charge of an expedition in 

this country in order to collect fauna among 
many other things. 

Captain Wilkins, who was born in South 

Australia in 1888, has been on both Arctic 
and Antarctic Expeditions, was with the 

Australians in every battle after 1917, took 

part in the attempted flight with Lieut. 
Rendle from England to Australia (they 

came to grief at Crete), was with Sir Ernest 

Shackleton on the Quest when he died, and 

investigated, in an official capacity, the 
famine conditions in Central Europe after 

the war. 

A number of those who awaited the 
boatôs arrival at New Farm were attracted 

by the figure of a fine specimen of 

manhood leaning over the rails. He was 
both tall and broad, and a small beard on 

his strong, determined face added to him 

somewhat exceptional appearance. 
They little realised, however, that he was 

one of the rising young men in the scientific 

exploration world, and had come to 

Queensland on a mission of investigation 

for the British Museum. 
It was the work that was done on the 

Quest expedition that first brought Captain 

Wilkins to the notice of Sir Sydney Harmer, 
Director of the British Museum (Natural 

History), and soon after the return of 

Shackleton-Rowett Expedition the Trustees 
of the Museums invited him to take charge 

of an expedition to Australia, in order to 

make collections of Australian fauna. 
It had been recognised for a long time 

that this rapidly dwindling fauna would 

give most interesting additions to 
zoological knowledge if closely observed. 

Interviewed by a representative of their 

journal Captain Wilkins said to attempt to 

decipher the story of the early origin of this 

old and unique fauna by close study of the 

existing type was a task that had not been 
entirely neglected, for the early expeditions, 

under Wills and Burke, Mitchell, 

Leichhardt, McKinley, Macdonald, and 
others of more recent times, had brought 

back specimens and data of great interest 

and value, but with the modern introduction 
of systematic scientific study of natural 

history subjects, it was generally found that 

the data supplied with the specimens from 
early expeditions was not sufficient for 

modern requirements. 

 

 
CAPTAIN G. H. WILKINS 

Who has arrived in Brisbane to complete arrangements 

for his tour in Queensland to collect for the British 

Museum. 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


The Wilkins Chronicle 
(A selection of Trove Articles, Incorporating Advertisements and Cartoons from the day of the Wilkins Article) 

 

6 

 

 
CAPTAIN WILKINSôS ROUTE. 

Map showing (in black) the portion of Australia to be 

covered by the Wilkins expedition. 

 

 
Butterfly specimens taken during the 1923-25 Expedition. 

(Photo from the OSU Polar Archive.) 

 

Museums in Great Britain or elsewhere, 

he said, were not well supplied with 
Australian fauna, and most of the 

specimens were labelled so vaguely as to 

area that they were practically useless for 
comparative study until further collections 

were made. A number of skins, for 

instance, would be labelled ï 
ñQueensland,ò or ñWestern Australia,ò 

without indication as to the particular 

district, and, as everyone knew, there was 
room for a great variation in genus over a 

range of twenty degrees of latitude, and 

over conditions that varied from tropical 

jungle to high fertile plateaus and sandy 

below sea-level deserts. 

This broad principle of labelling had led 
to a great deal of confusion, particularly 

when results had been ñworked upò from 

small collections actually examined, 
together with notes from other workers on 

other small groups, and without an actual 

comparison of the specimens. 
A great variation might be found in the 

species of one genus, due to a good or a bad 

season, or the time of the year when it was 
collected, particularly in colour and size, 

and a modern collection must be 

accompanied with a great deal of matter 
dealing with those important conditions. 

For many years the naturalists of the 

world had realised that the opening up of 
the fertile areas of Australia for the purpose 

of grazing and agriculture would drive the 

fauna from its native haunts, and in a few 
years it might be impossible to fill the gap 

in the history of the development of 
mammals of the marsupial type. 

A few months ago, the Americans made a 

special effort to secure a representative 
collection and a fund of information, but 

owing to war conditions, and the lack of 

public funds, the British Museum had been 

unable, until recently, to subscribe its share 
to this important work. A great deal might 

be said and done for the preservation of the 

species in their native haunts, but that could 
not be done, and at the same time develop 

the country. 

Game preserves might, and should, be set 
apart, but the fertile areas where the game 

would naturally live were the most 

desirable for other purposes, and the birds 
and mammals must go, as had their more 

highly developed associates, primitive man, 

before the inroads of modern civilisation. 

Wholesale slaughter and capture for export 

in thousands, for sale as pets and to private 
collections, might well be stopped. 

A recent shipment of a thousand birds, of 

which less than twenty reached their 
destination alive, had been, brought to his 

notice. Nobody more than a naturalist 

regretted the killing of any bird or animal, 
but for the progress of science, and the 

actual detailed comparative study, it was 

necessary to have a representative 
collection in hand. 

While it was particularly desired that 

complete collections of Australian flora and 
fauna should be centrally housed in 

Australia for comparative scientific study 

by Australian scientists, that did not alter 

the fact that it would be of great advantage 

to have, in the British Museum, a complete 

set of type specimens from the whole of the 
world, and the British Empire in particular 

for the study of comparative geographical 

distribution. 
Because of its geographical situation, 

Great Britain must remain the centre of the 

greater part of the universe, and the 
established lines of communication now 

made it the most convenient rendezvous for 

Empire scientists and students. 
 

A scorpion specimen taken during the 1923-24 Expedition. 

(Photo from the OSU Polar Archive.) 

 

The British Museum had always 
encouraged the independent study of local 

conditions in various countries by local 

scientists, as well as contributing to the 

work in the field. Australia had had been 

altogether behind hand in fostering the 

study of its native life, and the result had 
been the accumulation of an extremely 

interesting collection of specimens and 

data. 
In order to obtain the greatest advantage 

from these, and for the broad study of 

geographical distribution, it would be a 
great help to have all the available data 

centralised. 

The British Museum had the advantage of 

housing many international and early 

collections, and it was hoped that the 
Australian authorities would help to 

complete these records. 

Captain Wilkins went on to say that he 
was invited to take charge three months 

ago, and the Museum authorities had 

consented to his proposal that he should 
engage a staff in Australia, and fully equip 

the expedition, with the exception of a few 

items that were Museum stock material. 
The general plan was to make a biological 

survey along the inland side o£ the 

mountain range that existed from Victoria 

to Torres Straits. 

Ten or twelve stations would be 
established and maintained for six or eight 

weeks, and each district would be 

thoroughly investigated for fauna, 
particularly ornithology, and any other 

natural history work that could be 

accomplished in the time. The order of 
visiting the stations would depend on 

seasonal conditions and transport 

conveniences. 
It was not expected that anything 

unknown to Australian scientists, in 

mammals or birds, would be found, but it 
was desired to have a complete collection 

for the British Museum, and those would be 

used for comparative study of geographical 

distribution in relation to the rest of the 

world.  

The expedition would consist of four 
others, selected from 150 applicants. 

Several Queenslanders appeared to be 

suitable, and these would be interviewed 
before the final choice was made. They 

would leave Brisbane in two or three 

weeks, and be expected to work in the 
Roma district for the first few weeks, and 

then proceed to the northern portion of 

Cape York Peninsula. 
 

 
Men on horseback during the1923-24 Expedition. (Photo 

from the OSU Polar Archive.)  

 

He would spend the winter season in the 
north of Queensland, and during the height 

of the summer he would return to New 

South Wales and Victoria, establish one 
station in each State, and revisit 

Queensland, and probably the Northern 

Territory, next year. 
Special attention would be paid in certain 

districts to fresh water zoology, and 

particularly in the limestone caves around 
the Chillagoe district. They also hoped to 

visit the site of the newly discovered lake. 

The expedition had been assisted by a 
grant from the British Treasury, and it was 
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hoped that Australia would afford help in 

the matter of travel facilities, and in the 

export of the specimens that were to be 
used for scientific purposes only, and not in 

any way to be used commercially. The 

Australian students at the Museum would 
make use of the exhibits. Several were there 

when he left. 

Captain Wilkins observed that he hoped 
the work would help to clear up the 

controversy in regard to the Queensland 

tiger, as, from a knowledge of biological 
conditions, it was not considered 

impossible that such an animal existed in 

the State. 

No special effort to investigate this would 

be made, but every advantage would be 
taken to inquire into marsupial development 

generally. ñThere is a lot of room in 

Queensland,ò he said, ñfor that type of 
animal to live.ò 

In a recent expedition to western Africa 

some most interesting animals and birds 
were discovered in an area that was 

considered to be fairly well populated and 

very well known. Queensland is not so 
thickly populated as the district referred to, 

and it is quite likely, especially in the north 

of the State, that there are animals and birds 
strange to science. 

There is undoubtedly room for 

discoveries in fresh water zoology and 

entomology. ñAlthough we will not have a 

specialist in entomology, considerable 

attention will be paid to economic 
entomology, particularly in the districts 

likely to prove of value for cotton growing. 

I was speaking to Mr. Compton Wood in 
London, and he said there appeared to be a 

great future for cotton growing in 

Queensland. 
At present there seems to be no insects or 

disease likely to seriously attack cotton, and 

throughout our travels we will make every 
investigation possible on this particularly 

interesting subject.ò 

One of the four men, said Captain 
Wilkins, would need to possess a fair 

knowledge of Australian ornithology, with 

experience in collecting; another must be 
well versed in mammalogy, and there 

would be an assistant with a knowledge of 

entomology and botany. The camp 
attendant would be acquainted with 

prospecting and geology, and he (the 

leader) would probably look after the 
mammalogical, or ornithological, 

collection. It all depended upon whether he 

could find a more suitable man for either of 
those subjects. 

Whilst Captain Wilkins would talk freely 

about the Queensland enterprise, it was like 
drawing teeth to try and get out of him a 

few details of his own remarkable career. 

 

 
Wilkins Homestead, Mt Bryan. (Photo from the OSU Polar 

Archive.)  

It was eventually elicited that he was 

born at Mount Bryan East, in South 

Australia, in 1888, his father being one of 
the first white children (if not the first) to be 

born in that State ð 1836. The young 

explorer received his first education at a 
State school, and then went to the Adelaide 

School of Mines. He was four years with 

the Stefansson Canadian Arctic expedition, 
and went with the British Imperial 

Antarctic Expedition to Graham Land. 

He was for a year with the late Sir Ernest 
Shackleton in the Antarctic, and was on the 

Quest when that famous and fearless leader 

of men died. Captain Wilkinsôs duties were 

as naturalist. Captain Wilkins said a 

comparison between the Arctic and 
Antarctic was an engrossing study. 

In the Arctic copper mine region, they 

found an Esquimau who was uninitiated 
into Western modern civilisation ñeven as 

the penguins in the South.ò That tribe, 

however, turned out to be the most 
hospitable he over met. 

 

 
Men and their dog-sled team in the Arctic 1913-15 

Expedition. (Photo from the OSU Polar Archive.) 

 

Between 1913 and 1915 he was with an 

expedition about 1200 miles north of 
Hudson Bay (about 700 miles from the 

North Pole). In three and a half years they 

averaged 1500 miles a year in sledge travel, 
mostly over rough sea ice, and his schooner 

penetrated further into the Arctic Sea than 

any other ship had done. 
It was 15 months after the Great War 

started before he received the news of the 

upheaval. His informant, who had all sorts 

of fantastic stories as to who were winning 

and what had happened, also told him that 
the expedition of which he (Captain 

Wilkins) was a member had met with 

disaster ten months before, and all had 
perished. When he (the captain) disclosed 

his identity, the surprise was great. 

Returning to civilisation, Captain Wilkins 
completed scientific reports for the 

Geological Survey Department of Canada, 

and then joined the Australian Flying 
Corps. He was next requested to assist 

Captain C. E. W. Bean in the military 

history of the war. From September, 1917, 
he was present at every battle fought by the 

Australians and was awarded the Military 

Cross and bar and was twice mentioned in 
despatches. 

He recalled with pleasure a visit to the 

trenches of the representatives of the 
Australian Press, among who was Mr. J. J. 

Knight, of this city. After the Armistice 

Captain Wilkins accompanied Captain 
Bean to Gallipoli, Palestine, and Egypt, and 

then entered for the Australian flight 

competition as navigator of the Blackburn 
Kangaroo. Lieutenant Rendle, of Brisbane, 

was pilot, and they were eventually forced 

to abandon the flight at Crete. 

 

 
Birdlife photo from the 1921-22 Shackleton Expedition. 

(Photo from the OSU Polar Archive.) 

 

Captain Wilkins was second-in-command 

of the British Imperial Antarctic 
Expedition, which proceeded South in 

September, 1920, and after returning to 

New York the following year he was 
requested by Sir Ernest Shackleton to join 

the Quest. ñThere was no greater leader of 

men than Sir Ernest,ò said Captain Wilkins, 
ñor a more sympathetic companion. 

Without his help we were like flint 
without steel ð we had no fire.ò Although 

the work carried out in the areas visited 

after the leaderôs death was fairly 
completely done, it was deemed inadvisable 

to continue the expedition for a second 

year, mostly because of the unsuitability of 

the boat. 

Back from the Antarctic, Captain Wilkins 

was invited by the various relief 
organisations working on behalf of Austria, 

Poland, and Russia to inspect and report on 

the famine conditions in those countries. He 
states that he found the Austrians in a worse 

plight than any others. They had actually 

been starving for years, and were too proud 
to ask for or accept assistance. In both 

Poland and Russia famine conditions 

appeared to be temporary, and would 
probably soon be overcome, but Austria, 

with its limited agricultural territory, was in 

a pitiable plight. 
Captain Wilkins stated that he made it his 

business to inquire into the truth of the 

story that many Russians were reduced to 
eating grass in the fields. He found this to 

be true in the sense that they ate many of 

the well-known edible plants, such as 
geraniums, stalks of potatoes, convolvulus, 

sisymbrium, wild oats, anthemis, artemisia, 

and a species of tea plant. These were 
mixed indiscriminately, pounded into flour, 

and cooked with a little rye flour. That 

formed about 50 per cent of the food in the 
Volga district. 

He had brought to Queensland exhibits of 

the plants in their various stages, before 
reaching the oven, and also a piece of the 

bread. If acceptable to the local museum, 

they would be handed over. 

Captain Wilkins concluded by saying that 

practically all woollen clothing worn in the 

famine areas of Russia and in Poland was 
manufactured from Australian wool, spun 

and woven with hand looms. The finished 

article was distributed by organisations to 
those in need. 

(Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld.), Saturday 

14 April 1923, page 14.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

2642251/2538789 
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28 April 1923 

ORNITHOLOGY.  

THE WI LKINS EXPEDITION 

PERSONNEL OF THE PARTY. 

PROPOSED ROUTE. 

Captain G. H. Wilkins, who is making a 
collecting tour in Queensland on behalf of 

the British Museum authorities, has 

definitely arranged the personnel of his 
party, and planned the route of the 

expedition. 

From 150-odd applicants he has selected 
three men of wide experience and ability to 

assist him. These are Mr. J. E. Young, 

Professor R. Kotoff, and Mr. P. Cornwell. 
Mr. J. Edgar Young, of Brisbane, has had a 

great deal of experience in the Queensland 
bush and back country, and is a keen 

collector and student of natural history life. 

He will act as assistant collector to the 
mammalogical section. Mr. Young is well 

known for his voluntary aid to the Boy 

Scout movement, and has acted as honorary 
secretary to the Queensland unit for some 

considerable time. 

 

 
PERSONNEL OF THE WILKINS EXPEDITION TO 

NORTH QUEENSLAND. Professor R. Kotoff, Captain G. 

H. Wilkins (leader), and Mr. J. G. Young. Absent: Mr. 

Cornwall who had not reached Brisbane from Sydney 

when the photograph was taken at the Queensland 

Museum yesterday. T. Whalley photo. (Brisbane Courier 

(Qld), Saturday 21 April 1923, page 7.). 

 

Professor R. Kotoff, a biologist with an 

international reputation and with a wide 

experience in collecting in all branches of 

natural history work, will be responsible for 

the collection of mammals. He has had 
previous experience in such work in 

Australia, and he has lived in this country 

for some considerable time. 
His experience in the forest and scrub 

areas in various parts of the world should 

enable him to work with success in the 
collection of the arboreal types that are the 

most interesting of the Australian 

mammals. 
Professor Kotoff has spent many months 

collecting along the Amur River, 

Kamchatka, and Japan and joins the British 
Museum expedition upon the strong 

recommendation of Dr. Anderson (director 

of the Australian Museum, Sydney). Mr. P. 
Cornwell, of Tygarah, N.S.W., who has had 

considerable experience in collecting 

natural history specimens, has been 
engaged to assist Captain Wilkins with the 

ornithological work, and his knowledge of 

Australian bird life should be of great 
advantage to the expedition. 

 

THE PROPOSED ROUTE. 

The general plans of the expedition have 

been definitely arranged for several months 
ahead, and the first camp to be established 

will be at Hollymount, Mr. Donald Gunnôs 

cattle station, some 40 miles north of 
Talwood, and near St. George. The 

expedition will return to Brisbane about the 

middle of June, and will leave by steamer 
for Thursday Island, at which place they 

will transfer to a 40ft. motor launch and 

carry out the work along the inshore islands 
of the Barrier Reef, and the coastal areas 

between Cape York and Cape Grenville. 

Towards the end of August, they will 

again go inland and visit the Torrens Creek 

area, near Hughenden, and maintain a camp 
in that district for two months, before 

returning to more southern areas. The 

purchase of stores and supplies for the first 
part of the journey has been complete, and 

the party has been busy arranging and 

packing them in the special room set apart 
in the Queensland Museum by the courtesy 

of the director (Mr. Longman). The party 

left Brisbane by the South-Western mail 
train on Monday afternoon. 

The Department of Agriculture and Stock 

and the Home and Territories Department 
have granted to Captain G. H. Wilkins, 

leader of the British Museum Expedition, 

permission to collect specimens of 

Australian fauna, with certain restrictions in 

relation to the rare species. The British 

Museum authorities and Captain Wilkins 
are in full sympathy with the Act protecting 

these rare birds and mammals, particularly 

the Paradise or ñAnt-hillò parrot, the golden 
winged parrot found on the York Peninsula, 

and the exclusively Australian type of 

mammals. 

(Queenslander (Brisbane, Qld.), Saturday 

28 April 1923, page 9.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
2642709 

7 June 1923 

RARE AUSTRALIAN FAUNA.  

THE WILKINS EXPEDITION.  

In Search of the Wombat. 

Effect of Drought on Animal and Bird 

Life. 

(By G. H. Wilkins, F.R.G.S.) 
In a series of articles, of which the 

following is the first, Captain G. H. 

Wilkins, F.R.G.S. will tell the story of his 
expedition into the heart of Australia in 

search of rare Australian fauna. Captain 

Wilkins has been sent out by the British 
Museum, and will make a biological survey 

along the inland side of the coastal range 

which extends from Victoria to Torres 
Strait. He will therefore traverse an 

intensely interesting part of Australia. The 

expedition will also visit the Wesley and 
Groot Islands situated in the Gulf of 

Carpentaria and the Great Barrier Reef. 

Captain Wilkinsôs articles will be non-
technical, and will deal with the human 

interest side of the expedition, and will 

recount the incidents, adventures and perils 
which are inseparable from an expedition of 

this sort. It is scarcely necessary to add that 

Captain Wilkins is of world repute as an 

explorer, writer and photographer. 

He was four years with the Stefansson 
Canadian Arctic expedition, with the 

British Imperial Antarctic Expedition to 

Graham Land, and, after serving in the war 
with distinction, he was for a year with the 

late Sir Ernest Shackleton in the Antarctic, 

and was on the Quest when that famous and 
fearless man died. He was also associated 

with Lieut. Val Rendle in the attempt to fly 

from Britain to Australia. 
 

 
A photo of Wilkins at the time of the Shackleton 

Expedition. (Photo from the OSU Polar Archive.) 

 

White Camp. 

On the Bank of the Boonie River. 

May 5. 
Twenty years ago, when as a small boy 

and totally ignorant of city life or even the 

ñfeelò of a large town, I left the backblocks 
of Australia. Since then I have visited most 

of the capitals, and have wandered around 

the world from east to west, and from 80 
degrees north to 70 south. 

Today, as I sit beneath a tall blue gum, 

whose wind-stirred leaves seem to whisper 
a friendly greeting, the bridge of years is 

crossed, and from the archives of memory, 

scenes and incidents that have lain dormant 
for years come flooding. The rustling of the 

trees and the crackling of the sticks as they 

burn with bright red flames that lick the 
smoke-blacked ñbilly,ò stirs one more 

deeply than the shouts of welcome that one 

hears from strangers when returning from 
some much talked of expedition. 

Here in the West the tall gum trees and 

the dry red dust beneath cry out for 
moisture, but moving above are the leaves 

still bravely green in spite of drought 

conditions. When I see the stout-hearted 
settler holding grimly on while the grass 

gets dry and withers and the stock get thin 

and die, I cannot but think that he must gain 
some courage and sympathy from the sight 

of these green-leaved trees. 

 

Rare Fauna. 

It is not only the settler that needs 

courage and tenacity of purpose in these 
parts, but also those who look for game. 

When the trustees of the British Museum 

decided that they must have a collection of 

about:blank
about:blank
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the fast-dwindling fauna of Australia, they 

were not wrong in surmising that it was 

rare, and in fact, that it is even too late now 
to get some of the species. 

One of the forms desired was the 

wombat, from the south-western plains of 
Queensland. It was known to be rare, but it 

had been found in the district between St. 

George and Talwood. It was decided that 
we should make an attempt to get one for 

the Museum, and at the same time make a 

collection of anything else of interest in the 
district. 

 

 
CAMP IN PRICKLY PEAR COUNTRY, SOUTH-

WESTERN QUEENSLAND. There are thousands of acres 

much more densely overgrown than the patch shown in 

illustration. (Daily Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), Friday 1 

June 1923, page 7.). 

 

Drought Conditions. 

The South-Western mail train carried our 
party of four keen and experienced 

collectors of natural history specimens, and 

as the train went west the country got drier 
and drier. The very emus and kangaroos 

that fled from the well-grassed but dry and 

protected railway track as we passed 
showed the effect of drought conditions. 

Talwood was to be our railhead, and our 

car was de-trained at the station. In an hour 
we were on our way to Hollymount, a cattle 

station some 40 miles away, where we had 

decided to establish our first camp with the 
kind permission of Mr. Donald Gunn, who 

is himself a keen collector with an interest 

in things pertaining to natural history. 

The way passed along the open scrub 

through which bore drains 3ft. wide and 

about 10in. deep ran like narrow silver 
ribbons from the artesian bores and carried 

streams of water, without which this 

country would be a barren waste in times of 
drought like these. 

 

Boiling Bore Water. 

Our car was doing its first long run, and 

owing to overheating the radiator needed 

filling, so just as dusk was falling, we 
stopped at a drain to get some water. A cry 

of surprise came from the man who dipped 

the bucket, for the water was scalding hot. 
We were crossing the drain within a few 

yards from the bore, and the water, rising at 

almost boiling point, had not had time to 
cool. 

We reached Hollymount by moonlight, 

and next morning set out to investigate the 
country and search for wombat holes. All 

marsupial life except the kangaroo seemed 

to be absent, and even the birds were 
scarce. The opossums have evidently been 

poisoned out long since, and the native 

bears and smaller rodents have gone. 

 
One of the vehicles used on the Northern Australian 1923-

24 Expedition. (Photo from the OSU Polar Archive.) 

 

Bird Life.  

The smart-looking butcher birds with 
their black and white aprons greeted us with 

their rasping call and whetted their beaks on 

a fallen tree in an extremely businesslike 
manner. The friendly soldier birds flew 

from tree to tree as we passed, and 

occasionally gathered together in flocks to 
screech at us as we went by. Now and then 

a brilliant flash of colour against a dark 

green background was seen as a Crimson 
Wing, or Rosella parrot passed with 

undulating flight and ñclinkingò cries. 
Little red-cupped robins and diamond 

birds flitted roundabout with marked 

curiosity, and the deep-throated call of the 

latter led the strangers to look for some 

other source for the noise, for few small 

birds have such a deep call as these little 
diamond birds, scarce three inches long. 

 

 
FIRST BATCH OF AUSTRALIAN BIRD-SPECIMENS 

TAKEN BY THE WILKINS EXPEDITION. (Daily 

Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), Friday 1 June 1923, page 7.). 

 

The emuôs booming note is more soft and 

low, and is more in keeping with what one 
would expect from such an inoffensive bird. 

We passed through scrub into fairly open 

country, with little or no undergrowth. 
Scattered here and there were a few 

drooping ñWilgaò trees that seem to 

maintain a continuous rustling movement, 
and beneath which, the story goes, one 

cannot sleep for eerie noises. Patches of 

Mulga scrub were met with and amongst 
these had once grown some stately pines. 

These pines, for some unknown cause, were 

long since dead, and many of their forms 
were prostrate and half decayed. In the 

evening light their wide-armed trunks 
spread out white against the grey green of 

the other trees, like spectres. 

ñHollymountò must have been named by 
a man with a warmth in his heart for other 

scenes, for there is no semblance of a 

mount for a hundred miles or more, and as 
far as we could see, no holly, but on a 

bright red ridge of powdery soil we 

discovered the ancient tunnellings of many 

wombats. Scores of holes were examined 

without a sign of life being seen, and then 
we came to a hole by the side of which 

there were the footprints of a fair-sized 

wombat. The tracks may have been several 
weeks old or more, and they seemed to be 

all of the same animal. 

The tunnelled ridge ran for miles, but 
there was just a chance that there might be a 

wombat in this neighbourhood, so we 

decided to establish camp by the nearest 
water and try our luck. 

 

 
WHERE BIRDS CONGREGATEðWATERHOLE, 

SOUTH-WESTERN QUEENSLAND. (Daily Telegraph 

(Sydney, NSW), Friday 1 June 1923, page 7.). 

 

Sparing the ôRoos. 

We had no chance for game that day: but 
in the evening I took my gun and strolled to 

a waterhole near to the station. As I 

approached the water two ducks wheeled 
past and it looked as if they would have 

settled had I not been there. I screened 

myself behind a tree and waited: but no 
ducks came. 

Presently a rustling at my side attracted 

my attention, and six beautifully furred 
kangaroos came hopping slowly to the 

water. Sitting perfectly still, I waited until 

they came within twenty yards from where 
I sat. 

Keen to begin my work of collecting 

specimens, I raised my gun, but as I did the 
biggest of the kangaroos turned, and a little 

ñJoeyò peeped out from his motherôs pouch 

in curiosity. I needed such a one for my 
collection, but anxious as I was to begin my 

work, I lowered my gun. I could not shoot 

these trustful things, and for twenty minutes 
I watched them drink and chase each other 

round the waterhole. The two wood ducks 

came and settled in the water, and some 
plovers screeched and ran around the 

banks; but while the kangaroos still played 

my gun was silent. 
The rattle of our car returning disturbed 

them, and as darkness fell I returned toward 

the station. I had missed a splendid chance 
of starting the collection, but even in the 

cause of science one cannot always over-

ride oneôs feelings. 

(West Australian (Perth, WA), Thursday 7 

June 1923, page 8.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2
2625389 

11 June 1923 

FAUNA SCARCE. 

DESOLATE WEST. 

CAPTAIN WILKINSô SEARCH. 

There is no doubt as to the wiseness of 

the action of the Queensland authorities in 

about:blank
about:blank


The Wilkins Chronicle 
(A selection of Trove Articles, Incorporating Advertisements and Cartoons from the day of the Wilkins Article) 

 

10 

 

placing restrictions on collectors of 

Queensland's native fauna in order to 

prevent extermination, but it seems that the 
matter does not lie altogether in the hands 

of human agencies. This is the view of 

Captain G. H. Wilkins, F.R.G.S., who was 
the head of the British Museum expedition 

which has come to collect fauna in 

Queensland. 
Captain Wilkins arrived in Brisbane last 

night. Captain Wilkins said that from the 

evidence collected in the South, Central, 
and the Western districts, it appears that 

diseases that have not been introduced by 

the settlers have been responsible for the 

extermination of many of the native 

animals in those places. 
ñThe opossums and native bears were a 

pest a few years ago, an old identity in the 

Talwood-Saint George area told me, but 
now they are practically extinct. The 

trappers and poisoners have no doubt killed 

a great number, for they worked ruthlessly 
with snares and poison; but there were 

times when the bears and the possums 

could be found dead in heaps under the 
trees, and no one knew what had killed 

them. 

The bears were usually found dead in a 
sitting position,ò he said, ñwith their front 

paws resting on the trunk of a tree as if in 

prayer. Part of their trouble seemed to be a 

disease similar to ómangeô, but this in itself 

was not enough to cause death.ò 

 

 
A Koala photo taken on the 1923-25 Expedition. 

Photo from the OSU Polar Archive. 

 

Few and Far Between 

ñWe hunted roughly,ò said Captain 
Wilkins, ñover an area of fifty miles square, 

and we did not see for certain any fresh 

signs of either opossum or native bear. 
One bear was reported to have been seen 

some thirty miles further on, and a 

boundary rider claimed to know where five 
or six opossums lived a few months ago, 

but no fresh traces were actually found. We 

were told that there were plenty to be found 
further up the Moonee River, but the 

district was too far away for us to visit 

during this trip. 
It is impossible, of course, to cover such 

an area thoroughly in a short time; but a 

very fair knowledge can be gained from the 
local stockmen and by the investigation of 

the most likely places, and it can safely be 

said that bears and opossums are practically 
extinct in the area he visited. 

The drought conditions may have had 

something to do with our failure to see 
signs of these animals; but the dryness of 

the season is not entirely responsible, and 

unless hunters and trappers for trade are 

entirely restricted, it is likely that the 
opossum will soon become extinct in other 

districts also. 

Wombats Scarce 

ñThe ridge of red soil in which the 

Wombat made their burrows extends for a 

distance of twenty-five miles or more, and 
averages at least a quarter of a mile wide. It 

is for the most part covered with fairly 

heavy timber. 
It is impossible to say that there are no 

wombats living on the ridge at this time; 

but all the evidence collected points to the 

probability of them being extinct. No one 

claims to have seen fresh traces of them for 
at least five years, and it is many more 

years ago since the last one was actually 

seen. The track we found near one of the 
wombat holes proved to be of some other 

animal. 

 

Pests and Others 

Foxes were found to be numerous, and it 

is thought in some quarters that they may at 
times capture a few opossums. There are a 

few rabbits about for them to prey on, and 

the bandicoot, field mice, and marsupial 
mice, are practically gone from this South-

western district also. 

Marsupial mice were apparently never 

more numerous, for a resident of fourteen 

yearsô standing had seen but one in his life. 

We found traces of the mice in a few 
scattered places, but were not able to secure 

specimens of these interesting creatures. 

The foxes are no doubt responsible, as 
ground-feeding birds and the brush turkey 

are now seldom found, where at one time 

they were numerous. Birds of all kinds 
were comparatively scarce, but we 

managed to secure a fairly representative 

collection. 
ñThe snakes and lizards had practically 

all gone to rest for the winter, but a few 

specimens of each were obtained. Insect life 
was generally restricted to very few 

varieties, and mosquitoes were scarce, but 

the absence of these pests was more than 

 
The Daily Telegraph header for the following article. 

 

made up for by the presence of numerous 
huge scorpions that came out at night to 

prey on the nocturnal beetles. 

ñThe water in the rivers and streams was 
exceptionally low, and this gave us an 

opportunity to secure some interesting 

specimens of fish and Crustacea, and many 
of the forms collected are likely to prove 

extremely interesting, because of their 

natural habitat being changed by the 
introduction of the elements in bore water.ò 

 

Adventures 

When asked about adventure, Captain 

Wilkins said; ñThere is a great deal in the 

theory held by Stefansson, the man with 
whom I first served on an expedition. He 

told me that adventures were usually the 

outcome of either inexperience or 

incompetence. 

Most of us on this expedition have had 
sufficient experience to know something 

about the Australian ñbushò, but cannot 

claim to have entirely avoided adventure. 
We had several bouts with ñold manò 

kangaroos, and once we narrowly escaped 

being lost in the bush. There are dense 
patches of timber in the districts we visited, 

and when these are still farther covered 

with a thick undergrowth of prickly pear it 
is impossible to walk anywhere except 

along the tracks made by the cattle. 

These tracks criss-cross in the manner of a 

most complicated maze, and they turn in 

every direction. 
ñWe were hunting one evening in such an 

area, and failed to notice a bank of clouds 

that arose and obscured the sun. Darkness 
fell with a suddenness equalled only by that 

in the tropics or that which inspired Robert 

W. Service to write of óValleys That Gulp 
the Sun.ô 

Expecting the glow of sunset to guide us 

on our way home we had failed to take 
particular notice of the route we had taken, 

and in the darkness we circled round and 

round, following one track, and then 
another, being startled every now and then 

by the half-wild cattle that we met face to 

face on the narrow truck, in the daylight 

those would have bolted without hesitation, 

but in the darkness they came on until close 

enough to know by their sense of smell that 
we were not of their kind. 

Kangaroos thumped and emus scattered 

as we stumbled along, and our legs and 
hands were soon smarting with the sting of 

many prickly pear thorns, the pear was too 

thick for us to light a fire, even if we had 
fallen across some dry timber on the track, 

so we had to persevere until by chance we 

found a winding road. We did not know 
which direction to take; our camp was not 

on a road, and it was probably thirty miles 

or more to the nearest house that this road 
might lead us. 

(Daily Mail (Brisbane, Qld), Monday 11 
June 1923, page 7.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

18230493  

16 June 1923 

FAILURE OF OUR FAUNA  

British Expedition Finds Evidence 

The unique nature of the fauna of 
Australia, notably the marsupials and 

certain birds, and the fact that many of our 

birds and animals are rapidly disappearing, 

have caused other countries to send 

expeditions to Australia in order to secure 
specimens for scientific purposes before it 

is too late. Two American expeditions have 

operated in Australia recently. 
At present one from Britain is in the field 

in Queensland. In each case the Queensland 

Government, acting on the advice of 
naturalists, placed restrictions on the 

collectors. To some students, however, it 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/218230493?
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/218230493?
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seems that the matter is not altogether 

within the control of human agencies. This 

is the view of Captain G. H. Wilkins, 
F.R.G.S., head of the British Museum 

expedition which has come to collect fauna 

in Queensland. 
The dryness of the season no doubt 

accounts for the absence of many birds that 

are usually, found in the district, and even 
some of those that are here, and that usually 

build nests and rear their young, have not 

commenced to mate, as yet this year. 
Animals, however, are much more 

plentiful here than at any other inland 

district we had visited, and it did not take us 

long to get a fair collection of the 

commoner species, such as red, grey, and 
blue kangaroos, wallaroos, opossums, and 

native bears, although the latter, were, by 

no means plentiful. 
We were pleased to capture several 

native cats in this district, and one of them 

was found to have eight young ones in its 
pouch. It is seldom that this number are 

found together with a mother. 

 

 
Local wildlife up a tree, photo taken on the 1923-25 

Expedition. Photo from the OSU Polar Archive. 

 

Captain Wilkins arrived in Brisbane from 

the south-west of Queensland a few days 

ago, and is shortly to go north. Captain 

Wilkins said that from the evidence 
collected in the south, central, and the 

western districts, it appears that diseases 

that have not been introduced by the settlers 
have been responsible for the extermination 

of many of the native animals in those 

places. 
ñThe opossums and native bears were a 

pest a few years ago, an old identity, in the 
Talwood-Saint George area told me,ò he 

said, ñbut now they are practically extinct. 

The trappers and poisoners have, no doubt, 
killed a great number, for they worked 

ruthlessly with snares and poison; but there 

were times when the bears and the possums 

could be found dead in heaps under the 

trees, and no one knew what had killed 

themò. 
The bears were usually found dead in a 

sitting position, he said, with their front 

paws resting on the trunk of a tree, as if in 
prayer. Part of their trouble seemed to be a 

disease similar to ómangeô, but this in itself 

was not enough to cause death. 

 

FEW AND FAR BETWEEN.  

ñWe hunted, roughly,ò said Captain 

Wilkins, ñover an area of fifty miles square, 
and we did not see for certain any fresh 

signs of either opossum or native bear. One 

bear was reported to have been seen some 
thirty miles further on, and a boundary rider 

claimed to know where five or six 

opossums lived a few months ago, but no 
fresh traces were actually found. We were 

told that there were plenty to be found 

further up the Moonie River, but the district 
was too far away for us to visit during this 

trip. 

It is impossible, of course, to cover such 

an area thoroughly in a short time, but a 

very fair knowledge can be gained from the 
local stockmen and by the investigation of 

the most likely places, and it can safely be 

said that bears and opossums are practically 
extinct in the area we visited. The drought 

conditions may have had something to do 

with our failure to see signs of these 
animals; but the dryness of the season is not 

entirely responsible, and unless hunters and 

trappers for trade are entirely restricted, it is 
likely that the opossum will soon become 

extinct in other districts also. 

The ridge of red soil in which the 
wombats make their burrows extends for a 

distance of 25 miles or more, and averages 

at least a quarter of a mile wide. It is for the 

most part covered with fairly heavy timber. 

It is impossible to say that there are no 

wombats living on the ridge at this time, but 
all the evidence collected points to the 

probability of their being extinct. 

No one claims to have seen fresh traces 
of them for at least five years, and it is 

many more years ago since the last one was 

actually seen. The track we found near one 
of the wombat holes proved, to be of some 

other animalò. 

 

 
BUSHMAN'S QUEER DWELLING, WEST 

QUEENSLAND. 

ð Photo; by Sid W. Jackson. (Photo in article.) 

 

PESTS AND OTHERS. 

ñFoxes were found to be numerous and it 
is thought in some quarters that they may at 

times capture a few opossums. There are 

few rabbits about for them to prey on, and 
the bandicoots, field mice, and marsupial 

mice are practically gone from this south-

western district also. Marsupial mice were, 
apparently, never more numerous, for a 

resident of 14 yearsô standing had seen but 

one in his life. We found traces of the mice 
in a few scattered places, but were not able 

to secure specimens of these interesting 

creatures. 
The foxes are no doubt responsible, as 

ground-feeding birds and the brush turkey 

are now seldom found where at one time 

they were numerous; birds of all kinds were 

comparatively scarce, but we managed to 

secure a fairly representative collection. 
The snakes and lizards had practically all 

gone to rest for the winter, but a few 

specimens of each were obtainedò. 
Insect life was generally restricted to very 

few varieties, and mosquitoes were scarce, 

but the absence of these pests was more 
than made up for by the presence of 

numerous huge scorpions, that came out at 

night to prey on the nocturnal beetles. ñThe 
water in the rivers and streams was 

exceptionally low, and this gave us an 

opportunity to secure some interesting 

specimens of fish and crustacea. Many of 

the forms collected are likely to prove 
extremely interesting, because of their, 

natural habitat being changed by the 

introduction of the elements in bore water.ò 

 

ADVENTURES. 

When asked about adventure, Captain 
Wilkins said: ñThere is a great deal in a 

certain theory held by Stefansson, the man 

with whom I first served on an expedition. 
He told me that adventures were usually the 

outcome of either inexperience or 

incompetence. 
Most of us on this expedition have had 

sufficient experience to know something 

about the Australian bush, but we cannot 

claim to have entirely avoided adventure. 

We had several bouts with óold manô 

kangaroos, and once we narrowly escaped 
being lost in the bush. There are dense 

patches of timber in the districts we visited, 

and when these are still further covered 
with a thick undergrowth of prickly pear it 

is impossible to walk anywhere except 

along the tracks made by the cattle. These 
tracks criss-cross in the manner of a most 

complicated maze, and turn in every 

directionò. 
ñWe were hunting one evening in such an 

area, and failed to notice a bank of clouds 

that arose and obscured the sun. Darkness 
fell with a suddenness equalled only by that 

in the tropics, or that which inspired Robert 

W. Service to write of óValleys That Gulp 
the Sun.ô Expecting the glow of sunset to 

guide us on our way home we had failed to 

take particular notice of the route we had 
taken, and in the darkness we circled round 

and round, following one track, and then 

another, being startled every now and then 
by the half-wild cattle that we met face to 

face on the narrow track. 

In the daylight those would have bolted 
without hesitation, but in the darkness, they 

came on until close enough to know by 

their sense of smell that we were not of 
their kind. Kangaroos thumped, and emus 

scattered as we stumbled along, and our 

legs and hands were soon smarting with the 
sting of many prickly pear thorns. The pear 

was too thick for us to light a fire, even if 
we had fallen across some dry timber on the 

track, so we had to persevere until by 

chance we found a winding road. 
We did not know which direction to take; 

our camp was not on a road, and it was 

probably thirty miles or more to the nearest 
house that this road might lead usò. 
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Holding one of the Lizard specimens, photo taken on the 

1923-25 Expedition. Photo from the OSU Polar Archive 

 

TABBY RUN WILD.  

ñWe were parched with thirst, and 
although we knew there was water in the 

holes in the river nearby, we did not know 

in which direction they lay. We tramped a 
few miles in one direction, and decided to 

turn back. Then, not far from where we had 

come to the road, we found a spot that we 
recognised, and at last found our way back 

to camp. 

At the camp they had had their share of 

adventure too, for they had been 

successfully stalked by a large striped 
animal that had frequented the place for 

several nights past, and which had been 

reported as many things ð from the 
offspring of the Tantanoola tiger to the 

marsupial feline that Kendall is looking for 

in the north. It had sneaked on them 
unawares as they were preparing a huge 

bonfire to guide us home. 

Mr. Young, one of our best hunters, 
seized his gun and fired. The dreaded beast 

proved to be nothing but a huge grey tabby 

cat that had run wild. His skin was 
beautifully marked, and he was the largest 

cat I ever saw.ò 

(Daily Telegraph (Sydney, NSW), Saturday 
16 June 1923, page 13.). 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/2

45806241 

2 July 1923  

QUEST FOR FAUNA. 

ELUSIVE WESTERN DISTRICTS. 

BRITISH MUSEUM EXPEDITION. 

MORE HARD WORK THAN 

ADVENTURE.  

(SPECIAL TO ñTHE EXAMINERò 

RIGHTS RESERVED.) 

The Examiner has secured the Tasmanian 

newspaper rights over the articles by 
Captain G. H. Wilkins, the famous Arctic 

explorer and head of the scientific 

expedition sent by the British Museum to 
collect specimens in Queensland. 

In this article Captain Wilkins details his 

experiences of the elusive West, which 
beckoned him on and on in quest of 

specimens. He chats interestingly on birds. 

 

TALWOOD STATION.  

ñGo West, young man, go West!ò seems 

to be the advice that has been given and 

followed throughout the ages since early 

civilisation moved from Palestine to 

Greece, and then to Rome, and on to that 
little group of islands on the fringe of the 

Atlantic. Even in Australia we gatherers of 

specimens for the British Museum of 
Natural History hear the same advice. óIt is 

no use looking here for specimens,ô we 

were told in several districts. óYou should 
go about 25 or 30 miles further west, and 

there you will find all sorts of interesting 

things.ô We had followed this advice for 
three stages, and came to a stop at Thomby 

station, near St. George, and where a bore 

drain fills a natural watercourse and 

maintains small lagoons the whole year 

throughò. 

 

 
An advertisement from the (Examiner (Launceston, Tas.), 

Monday 2 July 1923, page 7.). 

 

RARE SPECIMENS. 

ñAt the Moonie River we had found that 

birds and fish were fairly plentiful, but not a 
trace of animal life could we find, except 

the mysterious midnight visitor and the 

kangaroos. The mystery of the late, visitor 

was solved when Young shot it by the 

firelight, and it proved to be a huge great 

cat that had run wild. These cats have 
become an addition to Australiaôs native 

fauna, for they are found in numbers in 

many districts, and no doubt they prey 
heavily on the small birds and rodents. 

Our collection was swelling, and we had 

been able to add to it a rare specimen in the 
beautiful Turquoisine, or chestnut-

shouldered parrot (Euphema pulchella). So 

far as we have been able to find out this is 
the only one of its type that has been 

collected for museum purposes for the last 

60 years, and it was thought to be extinct 
until last year a small group was reported to 

have been seen in New South Walesò. 

 

THE TWELVE APOSTLES.  

ñAt Thomby the few types of common 

birds were much more numerous than in 
most districts, and soon after we had 

established our camp two groups, one of 

grey-crowned babblers and the other of 
Apostle birds, came and made their home 

with us. The babblers showed very little 

breeding, for when their gizzards were full 

of foodstuff from our table they screeched 

and fought with vigour, and as long as they 

had an appetite they gulped and swallowed 
rapidly, without a sound. No time was lost 

in talking when the food was there. 

The Apostle birds were much better 
mannered, and they chirped and chattered at 

their meals, and sometimes one would take 

a crumb or a scrap of meat and give it to a 
smaller bird. When their meal was over, 

they would fly to a long slim branch and 

snuggle up to one another and preen each 
otherôs feathers. Sometimes the twelve of 

them would sit in a row and nestle up 

together. They took no thought of the 

morrow, for there was One higher that 

would provide; but the grey-crowned 
babblers stole out tufts of cotton wool and 

built themselves a nest nearby. 

 

 
A photo of the Grey-crowned Babblers from ebird.com 

 

ôROOS AND EMUS. 

ñThere were scores of kangaroos and 

emus on Thomby station, and a ôroo-

shooter and his son had sold over 500 skins 
during the first five months of this year. It 

seems a shame that so many of these great 

marsupials should be killed, but when there 
are so many, they become a serious menace 

to the station owner, and soon deplete the 

food in the home paddock that is needed for 
the boundary ridersô horses. The emus 

made several visits to our camp, and some 

of them paid dearly for their 
inquisitiveness, for we needed them for 

specimensò. 

 

 
ONE OF THE CAPTURES An emu taken and held as a 

specimen? 

about:blank
about:blank

