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by Barry Wilson 1
The map of Shark Bay shows the influence of early explorers. Many place-names in
the Bay ave French, devived from Bawdin’s expedition a quarter-century or 5o \
before British setlement. One of the scientists on that great journey was Pmngms : 2 ‘f
Pévan, whose name lives on in one of Shavk Bay'’s peninsulas.
What kind of man was Pévon? Barry Wilson belps us find out.

Hiustratioms from "-.fuyu\gn, de Deécouvertes aux Terres Australes (Pavis, 1807) and Zart 1 of the




icolas Baudin's expedition to

southern and western Australia,
initially with the two ships Naturaliste
and Geographe, was one of the great
events in the history of science. 1t was
sponsored by the Imperial Institute of
France, aimed at exploring the southern
and western coasts of the poorly known
Australian contiment and at providing
new muaterial to promote the standing of
French science in Europe. In spite of
controversy, mismanagement and
appalling casualties, the expedition was
successful. More than 100 000
specimensof animals were taken back to
France, most of them collected at King
George Sound and Shark Bay,

Dreath and desertion claimed the
majority of the scientific personnel of
the expedition. OF the 23 scientists who
ernbarked, only three returned to France.
Frangois Péron was the only one of the
original five zoologists to complete the
tripand to him fiell the Lask of writing up
the zoological results, His work was
illustrated by Charles Lesueur, who had
jnined the expedition originally as a
gunner.

Péron died i Paris hefore the task
was completed and it wis finished by his
ship-hoard colleague Louis Freveinet,
[Frevoinet laler commanded 1Lhe
Astrofabe vwn a second scientific
expedition in the region.) These works
have great importance for Western
Australian natural science, Very many of
the Tocal marine species, and some
terrestrial species, were described and
mamed in these publications and in the
works of other scientists using the
collections made by this expedition,

Writing: in the preface Lo Péron's
narrative (1809) Lhe great French
stlentist Cuvier said, 'Péronand Lesueur
along, have discovered maore new animals
tham all the naturalist voyagers of our
times,

MISGUIDED PROPHECY

Regrettably, only a handful of the
species names introduced by Péron
himseliare technically valid - these being
indicated in Lhe text by the letter N,
Cuvier also wrote:

"Owing b an rregular or false method

ol description which has been introduced
into science [referring to the binomial
Linnagan system), its progress has heen
ruch retarded. Travellers, and particularly

same of those
of the schoal of
Linnaews have adopted il as more
expeditions and easy, the consequence has
been. that they have only acquired refafive
descriptions, scarcely sufficient for seientific
explanationsal the epochwhen theystudied,
ard which become more useless in
proportion as new subjecls are discovered:
M. Péron knew how to get over this error.
His descriptions, according witha constant
and regular plan which las been formed,
embrace all the details of the exterior
organization of the animal, explain all its
characters inanabselute manner, and will,
Inconsequence, survive all the revolutions
of methods and aystems.” #

Sadly for Cuvier, this prophecy was
misguided. The Linnacan system has
since been universally adopted as the
standard, and works like that of Péron
which do not follow it have no standing
in the science of naming animals and
plants, Consequently, the names used by
Peron in his technical volumes are not
‘available’, although subsequently the
descriptions and illustrations have been
used by other authors who based valid
names on Lhem. Only & few names
inlroduced in the narrative follow the
binomial Linnaean svstem and are in
current use,

TWO VISITS

The Géagraphe, with Péron
aboard, aclually made two visits to
Shark Bay, the fivstin June, 1807 and
a relurn visit in March, 1803, Péron
himself went ashore at several
localities, most nolably
Bernjer Island
and Feron
Peninsula. His
narralive
is full of
entertaining
and informative
notes on his
thserations
there,

-

Un the 27th |June, 1801 in the
morning we ran an lefl of the continenl,
hawing on the right the isles Dorre and
Bernier: the appearance of the continent in
this part was as barren as that we had seen
on the preceding days.. theshore consisted
ofeitherwlale orred sand, and had no other
verdure than here and thereafew miserable
loeking shrubs To this dismal sterility of
Lthecontinentand the isles, may be pleasantly
contrasted the productions efthe sea, which
are astonishingly numerous and in very
great variely,

‘Arnong these numerows and harmless
animals, wete alsoa greal many venomaous
repliles....some of them are entirely of one
colour, either grey, or vellow, or green, or
blissh; others are striped in rings of blee;
white, red, green, black, &e; &e. some are
viried with large spots, more or less
regularly disposed: others again are
beautitully marked with small specks all
wver the hody. Oné species is particularly
remarkabie for the colour ofils head, which
is af a hright purplish red: this is the sea-
serpent with the red head, mentioned by
Dampier, who first discovered 11 in these
latitudes....”

“While the general attention was st
necupied on so many different obiects, we
discoverad allal once avast shoal ofwhales,
which came towards us with great rapidityv.
Never had we seen so extrpordinary &
spectacle. The amazing: numbeér of these
seamonsters. Lhetr giganticsize their quick
avilutions, and their spouting up thewater,
all appeared Lo me to be surpeizing, but less
sethan Lo see these mighly Colossispringing
perpendicularly above the waves, and
slanding, i I miay be allowed the expression,
an the extremity of their bals, spreading
their vast ling, and then falling again on the

bogsom of the waters, and thus sinking
bencath thewaves in the midst ol tarrents

G _mofﬁ:am and edidies. The evening wastid

Fast while we were observing these
© slupendous” objects; and night
compelivdusto let go the anchor,

L Pwhen every epe veas st fixed on
the whales sparting un the
ocean.’
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'‘On the #&Eth of June, we anchoved
opposite the [sle of Bernier, on which 1
fanded the following dav.._no country
prabably s morecurious than thatwhich is
pur present subject,,, These shores are
tetally uninhabiled, nor did we pereeive
any trace of a human heing ever having
been on this island.

U sirygdle species of Mammilerng wis
all that we remarked: this was the striped
kangarao (Ranguris fasclatus, N the
smablest and Lhe most beautifulamong the
speciesaf this extraordinary kind of animal
inNew Holiand; thisspeciesis characterized
more parbiculariy by he conicform of the
hody, by the disproportion of the feet, and
by the pouch inwihich the voung onesare
carried and suckled, The striped kangaroo
preeds ingreat numbers onthe three islands
of Bernier, Dorre, and Divck-Fartighs [ now
extinct on the latter], but we could nol
discover any of them on any part of the

continent or on the olher wlands

whichwesuccessivelyexplored....

SHELLS AND SNAILS
Péron was a greab shell
collector, and the specimens
he  gathered during the
expedition later hecamethe basis &

for descriptions of many new

species described and named by other

scientists like Lamarck and Ferossac.
Shark Bay was he source of a large
proportion of them. These specimens,
many of them types. may be studied
today in the collections of the natural
history museum in Paris.
Examples of the few wvalid

SpHECIes names

V
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introduced by Péron oceur in the
following gquotation frem his narrative
lindicated by the letter N):

Among Lhe curious wnivalves which

helong exclusively to this parl of Endracht

Land, Fought tomentionsbeaubifulspecies

of Trochus o Sabat rechus smaragdinus,
¥} of the deepest and most lively green:
also i kind. of Palelie |.-'!1 |i|'|'|pi.’1|. which
from its-sze, | named Gigantez, a very
peautiful Volute (Volute nwosal covered
wilh smallwhite spols; which ook like 5o
miany little flakes of snow s and particalarly
aCona or Bouleaw (Conys daireensis N
The first published reference to the
native land snails of Weslern Australia
was the following nate by Pérom in his
207 volume: “Two species of land shells
extremely numerous, bul all dead,
occupied great stretches of the interior
af the island [Bermier|, one was a small
species of Melir, Lhe other belonged to
the genus fulimus of M. de Lamarck.

Banded hare-wallaby
| Lagosirophus fascialus) i now
restricted to Bernder and Darre
Lslands,
Photo - M& Morcombe
Right: Aberiginal campsile on Lhe
Peron Peninsula, overlooking the
islands of Bernier and Dorre,

Bedoi: Striped kangaroo (Ramguras

fascradus, N as drawn by Lesueur, 15

today known as the handed hare-
wallaby,

LOST ON BERNIER

[t seems: that Péron was a Lypical
‘absent-munded professor’. He was
accident prone and kept getting himself
lost when hewent ashore, to the despair
and frustration of Nicolas Bawdin, the
expedition commander, Writing in his
o Jourmal Baudinreferred Lo hi
‘Citizen Péron, the most thoughtlessand
most wanting in foresight of anyone on
hoard’, Péron’s man account of ene such
incident follows:

‘Al these observalions, wilh Lhe

collectionswhich Thave here described, are

the fruits of many labours: and many

ey lifes T have menticned that on the 29th
of June, Inthe morning, | landed on the 15l

ol Berneer, with the cormmander and several

ol rowy frdends, While they were accupied on
the sea-shore, | went alone towards the
rnterior of the stand, Lo parsue my
résearehes for the divers prodoctions, and
on the nature of the soil, Impelled by my
getl and [he pleasure Thad i theimportant
discoverieswhich [was making. if Ll may be
allowed the expression, al every step, |
lengthened my eourse almost as far as the
southern pointof the island, The sunalready
began Lo sink beneath the

horizon. when |
perceived Lhe
necessity  of
returning to the

£ spot where our
lorgd-hoat was

muonred




Unfertunatiely night comes hastiv upon us
in these latitudes; and Lo add to the
misfartune, | missed my wiy among the
downs andbrambles, Although Lwas loaded
withdifferent subjects which [had collected,
Dwatked al a great pace till aboul eight
oeleckinthe evening: but instead of finding
miyseffat the eastern point, where 1 had set
rut, [discovered by the dashing and lwece
of the waves, that | was on the western
shore, | felt mysell exbausted by faligue,
and fell to the earth overpowered by
weariness and emiplingss, not having either
gaten or drunk-since the morning, and
having walked the whole of the day, The
extremity to which | was reduced, for an
instant re-animated imy courags and
strength; | roseand continued my course to
the east. by crossing the norlh poimt, and
again pursued my way until eleverra'cleck
atnight;whenentirehvovercome by fatigoe,
and perspiving at every pore, [again-sunk
on the ground. and, totally unahle Lo
proceed. [ reselved to pass the rest of the
night on the spot, even though | might
periskhin the midst of this frightful desert,
[ spon fell inta & sound sleep. and did ot
awake HIl three oclock in the morning,
whien Dwiss almast frozen with cold: the air
was extremely sharp, aml though it was
much as | could do te raise my benumbed
limbs from the garth, | determined to
continue my way.

The twilight began to appear. when |
heard the report of 2 gunat adistance. This
filled my beart with emetion and jov, and

renewed my hopes and my courage: and
ahaut 2% o'clock in the morming, | fouand
myselfl amang my friends, | then learnt,
that inding | did nat reture in the evening,
and expecting that | had lost my way, they
had reguested the commander to let some
ol them remain on the shore towaid for me:
and that M. Picguet, the ship's lieutenant,
had been ordered to stay on the land L the
rising of Lhe moon, which woulid he about
tenar eleveno'clockat night, and then they
were to repaie on board, whelher | had
returned o rok; that, notwithstanding Lhese
orders, M. Piequel could nob resolve to
abandon me; but had caused great fires to
e lighled in every direction, toshew me my
way. and that, asso0m as day broke, himselt
at the head of hismen, had sel off 10 seek
mie, alldetermined not to quit the istand 1]
they had bost-all hopes of ever seeing me
again,

Thiss particulars made me sensible,
how much Twas indebted to Lhe Senerous
seal and affection of my shiprates; and the
contrivances which their foresight had
sugdested, deserved my mosl drateful
scknowledgements.”

Péron had a similar misadventure on
Peron Peninsula when he went ashore
there on the return visit in March, 1803,
The mnaturalist had persvaded his
colleagues to cross the peninsula and
again they becameé lost. When they
evenlually returned to the ship inavery

stressed state Péron begged Baudin to
allow him to rest before he made his

report because he ‘could hardly Lalk and
remnain standing”. lnimpressed, Baudin
wraote In his journal that night;

‘Thisis the third escapade ot thiz natore

that our learned naturalist hasbeen cn, but
1 will b the last. for he shall molge ashore
again unless | mvaelfam in the same haat

Arud vet it was Frangois Péron who
lived to return to Paris and was given the
task of writing up the scienlific and
narrative accounts of the expedition. Poor
Baudin died of tuberculosis during the
relurn voyage,

The name Frangois Péron stands
mrominently in the history of Australian
natural science. Itisfitting that itshowld
be preserved as the name of one of
Western Australia’s newest national
parks where this indefatigable man had
explored and gathered specimens nearly
two hundred vears ago, @

= Bourees of quotations:

Péron, FB09. A Voyage of Discoverny o
Hhie Southern Hemisphere, Enplish
Editivn, Richaird Phillips, London

The dovrnal of Post Caplein Nicoles
Hawding Conmander-in-Chial ol the
Corveltes Cdographe ard Naluraliste.
Translated from the Freach by Christine
Cornell, Libraries Board of South
Australia, Adelaide, 1974,

Barry Wilson is Director far Nature
Conservation ol CALM, He can be
veached o (19) 386 881 1.

LANDBS U 2 3




Bernier Island

Cape Inscription

Shark Bay
Marine Park G

_ MONKEY MIA
Q Fauré fsland

MANGA
PENINSULA

Bluff

USELESS
LooP




The vibrant colours and ancienl shapes of Aboriginal
art. Shark Bay primary schoolchildren celebrate in
paint the abundant marine lite that surrounds them
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