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Executive summary

In 2017 the Plomley Foundation allocated
funding to review holdings of the Tasmanian
emu (Dromaius novaehollandiae diemenensis) in
the collection of the Queen Victoria Museum
and Art Gallery, Launceston. The central
purpose of the project was to clarify the age
and provenance of the material, some of which
had been regarded as doubtfully Tasmanian.
In total, 27 lots of registered and unregistered
material, comprising approximately 250
bones and bone fragments, minor pieces

of eggshell and a dried tissue specimen,
were examined. Associated documentation,
including specimen labels, database entries,
published and unpublished references, was
consulted. Selected specimens were dated
using the radiocarbon method. The results of
this work are presented here as a descriptive
inventory of emu holdings at QVMAG, with
commentary on the condition, age and
provenance of the material.

Some 13 registered lots comprising 17 bones
in total are confirmed as Late Pleistocene

in age, or are considered likely to be of this
age. This material is older than 10 000 years
BP and some of it may exceed the limits of
radiocarbon dating (~50 000 years BP). Three
samples of bone were dated at 37 909-

33 764 calBC, 40 131-36 665 calBC and

40 799-37 138 calBC. These are the oldest
dates yet obtained for emu in Tasmania. They
sample the emu population at a time of colder
climatic conditions and lower sea levels, when
Bass Strait did not preclude mixing of emus in
Tasmania and Victoria. The Pleistocene age
material was collected in the Smithton area

of north west Tasmania, from swamps and
Scotchtown Cave.

In addition to bone, the Pleistocene age
material includes three small fragments of
emu eggshell. These were dated 15 839-

15 421 calBC, providing hitherto disregarded
evidence for the presence of emu on Flinders
Island.

Some eight registered and unregistered
lots comprising over 200 bones and bone
fragments are confirmed as dating to the

Holocene epoch, or are considered likely to

be of this age. This material is younger than

10 000 years BP. Three samples of bone

were dated 895-1021 calAD, 1021-1152 calAD
and 1043-1223 calAD. The dated bones are
from three partial emu skeletons collected in
caves around Mole Creek in central northern
Tasmania. These represent the most complete
skeletal assemblages of Tasmanian emu in any
public collection. A fourth, undated specimen
comprises a single weathered femur fragment
from Mt Cameron West on the far north west
coast.

The most recent emu specimen in the
collection is of broadly known age and dates
to the mid-19th century. This is the celebrated
dried emu leg from Ronald Campbell Gunn's
residence at Newstead House in Launceston.

A further four registered and unregistered
lots are confirmed as emu but may or may
not be Tasmanian. Possibly, some of these are
mainland emu material used for comparative
purposes. An additional unregistered
specimen was found not to be emu.

Summary details for the respective lots are
provided in the table below.



Summary details for the respective lots are provided in the table below.

fitem) [Locaiity)
Late Pleistocene
QVM.2007.GFV.5 Phalanges (2) Scotchtown Cave, |37 909-33 764
& Smithton calBC
(SANU-56324)
Late Pleistocene
. ) Scotchtown Cave, |40 799-37 138
Scotchtown QVM.2005.GFV.45 Tibiotarsi (2) <mithton alBC
Cave emu

(SANU-56326)

QVM.2006.GFV. 120

Tarsometatarsus

Scotchtown Cave,
Smithton

Late Pleistocene

40131-36 665
calBC

(SANU-56325)

QVM.2006.GFV. 121

Femur fragment

Scotchtown Cave,

Undated (probably

(@pprox. 70 total)

Mayberry

Smithton Pleistocene)
QVM.I990.GFV138 | Tibiotarsus Mowbray Swamp | ondated (probably
Pleistocene)
QVMI1990.GFV139 Femur Mowbray Swamp UnFjated (probably
Pleistocene)
QVM.I1990.GFV.140 Tarsometatarsus | Mowbray Swamp Unfjated (probably
Mowbray Pleistocene)
Swamp emu
P QVM.I1990.GFV.41 Tarsometatarsus | Mowbray Swamp Unfjated (probably
Pleistocene)
QVM.I990.GFV142 | Vertebra Mowbray Swamp | ondated (probably
Pleistocene)
Undated (probably
QVMI1990.GFV.143 Synsacrum Mowbray Swamp Pleistocene)
Irishtown | ) 11000 GFV144 | Tibiotarsus Irishtown Undated (probably
tibiotarsus Pleistocene)
Late Pleistocene
Eggshell . 15 839-15 421
Jacksonegg | QVM.1965.GFV.0006 fragments (3) Flinders Island alBC
(SANU-55616)
Mc?le Creek QVM.I991.GFV.54 Tibiotarsus Mole Creek Unfjated (probably
tibiotarsus Pleistocene)
Mole Creek Unknown
(fractured) | QVM.1489 Tibiotarsus (recorded as Mole Undate1d (probably
. recent)
tibiotarsus Creek)
. Dromaius Cave, Holocene (see
. QVM.2013.GFV11 Tibiotarsus
Dromaius Mayberry below)
Cave emu i ; -
OVM.2016.2.008 Partial skeleton Dromaius Cave, 1021-1152 calAD

(SANU-49415)

"Here, 'recent’ means post-European settlement of Australia. Strictly, this falls within the Holocene epoch (11,700 vyears BP to present).
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[QUMAG o [item) [Locality ‘Age
Caveside-Mole | Holocene (see

QVM1974.2.5 Synsacrum Creek below)
Caveside-Mole | Holocene (see

QVM.1974.2.6 Femur Creek below)

Caveside Emu A .

vesi u QVM 197427 Ischia (2) Caveside-Mole | Holocene (see

Creek below)

Skull and Caveside-Mole Holocene
QVM1974.29 postcranial bones 1043-1223 calAD

(approx. 66 total)

Creek

(SANU-56323)

Caveside Emu B

Unregistered
(associated with

Post cranial bones
(approx. 90 in

Caveside-Mole
Creek

Holocene
895-1021 CALAD

QVM.1974.29) total) (sanu-52431)

Mt Cameron West | QVM.1993. Fermur Mt Cameron Unknown (probably
femur GFV146 West Holocene)
Newstead House | /11500221 | Dried lower leg | 75t. Pauls Plains | 19th century
emuleg

Unknown
Anom:alous King Unregistered Fermur (;tored with Undated (probably
Island’ femur King Island emu | recent)

bones)

Unknown
Anomalous ‘King L (stored with Undated (probably
Island’ tibiotarsus QVMI1993 GFVI8 | Tibiotarsus King Island emu | recent)

bones)
Pre-1897 femur QVMI480 Femur Unknown Undated (probably

recent)

Sandy Cape
putative emu Unregistered Vertebra (not Sandy Cape Unknown (probably

vertebra

emu)

Holocene or recent)

vi
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1.0 Introduction

The Tasmanian emu (Dromaius novaehollandiae
diemenensis) is generally considered an island
sub-species of the Australian emu (Dromaius
novaehollandiae novaehollandiae). Dudley Le
Souef (1856-1923) examined Tasmanian emu
skins at the British Museum and then briefed
the British Ornithologists’ Club, which recorded
the following in its bulletin for 1907-08:

Mr D Le Souef informed the meeting that
he had recently examined the collection

of the skins of Dromaeus in the British
Museum, and that among them he had
discovered two specimens of the Tasmania
emu, presented to that Museum by the late
Ronald Gunn in 1838. These skins were

of great interest, as the species was now
extinct in Tasmania; and it was evident,
from the specimens in the British Museum,
that the emu of Tasmania was distinct
from that of the continent (Dromaeus
novae-hollandiae), having no black on the
throat and fore-neck, these parts being
entirely white. Mr Le Souef stated that the
discovery of these facts confirmed the
opinion which he had already expressed

as to the distinctness of the two species of
Dromaeus, based on a study of their eggs;
and that the name D. diemenensis, which he
had proposed for the Tasmanian emu, was
now established by the examination of the
skins above mentioned.

A century after this thrifty description, the
taxonomic status of the putative Tasmanian
species/sub-species is unresolved. Although
accepted as a valid taxon under the Tasmanian
Threatened Species Protection Act 1995, some
bird systematists have reserved their position
on this (Ridpath & Moreau 1966; Christidis

& Boles 2008). Recently, DNA evidence
suggests that Tasmanian emu genotype is
indistinguishable from that of other island and
mainland emu populations (Thomson et al.
2018). The degree of similarity or otherwise
of the morphology (phenotype) is yet to be
rigorously investigated.

A significant constraint on the discussion of
possible differences in the morphology of

the various emu populations is the dearth

of comparative material from Tasmania.

By comparison, King Island emu (Dromaius
ater) is relatively well represented in public
collections, chiefly because in the early years
of the 20th century a considerable quantity of
bones was collected from sandblows on the
island. The unfortunate lack of specimens of
Tasmanian emu was recognized by Le Souef's
contemporary, Colonel. WV Legge, who
expressed the view that ‘it is most desirable
that some search be instituted for the bones of
our Tasmanian species’ (Legge 1907). Little or
nothing seems to have been done at the time.

Whereas the extinction of the thylacine

was anticipated by zoos and museums,
which responded by collecting and trading
thylacine material, this had no direct parallel
for Tasmanian emu. Tasmanian emus appear
to have disappeared from the wild by the
1860s and it has been suggested that the last
captive bird died in 1873 (Le Souef 1904).
Apparent similarity of Tasmanian emu and
mainland emu may be partly to blame for the
lack of early interest in collecting specimens
of the former. Gunn (1852) had commented
on possibly subtle differences in external
morphology, but it is possible that the general
perception at that time was that the respective
emu populations were essentially the same
animal. An unknown number of mainland
emus were imported to Tasmania for use as
pets or ornamental birds in the early to mid-
19th century.

Fortuitously, in the years leading up to and
following the First World War, skeletal
remains of emus were discovered during
drainage works in the Smithton district of
north west Tasmania. Some of these were
deposited at QVMAG, thanks to the interest
and enthusiasm of Museum director Herbert
Hedley Scott. In the 1940s, additional emu
bones were collected by Scott's son Eric from
Scotchtown Cave near Smithton. Later again,
QVMAG curator RH Green recovered two
partial emu skeletons from a cave at Mole
Creek in the 1970s. Over following decades



a few other dribs and drabs trickled in,
including, notably, a third partial emu skeleton
discovered by Ross McNeill and Paul Flood in
a cave at Mole Creek in about 2005.

The net result of these episodic acquisitions
by QVMAG is that no other public collection
in Australia holds a comparable number of
specimens of Tasmanian emu. A review of
this material was considered timely because
certain specimens had been considered
dubiously Tasmanian, due to the possibility
that they post-dated the importation of
mainland birds to Tasmania and might be
mainland escapees or hybrids. This issue was
addressed during this study by radiocarbon
dating relevant bones. The material is
exclusively from northern Tasmania and
Flinders Island (Figure 1).

One of the main challenges encountered
during the project was to verify, as far as
practicable, the provenance of items collected
over a period of about 170 years, during
which time collecting practices and museum
protocols have changed profoundly. Whilst it
was not possible to verify the provenance of
all specimens, some progress was made. It is
hoped that the results of this work will be a
useful foundation for more informed scientific
research and presentation of Tasmanian emu,
this island’s only representative of the ratite
group of birds.

Locality data for Tasmanian emu material held
by QVMAG is plotted in Figure 1. Note: This
project did not address QVMAG holdings of
King Island emu (Dromaius ater).

2.0 Methods and reporting
protocol

The bulk of the work for this project was
undertaken at the QVMAG Royal Park
precinct over a five-day period in October
2017. All confirmed and potential Tasmanian
emu specimens and associated card labels
were examined and photographed. Relevant
records from QVMAG specimen databases,

including scanned copies of HH Scott's
acquisitions ledger for the period 1911-1930
(henceforth referred to as the ‘old register”),
were provided by Natural Science Collection
Officer Tammy Gordon.

In this report, direct transcriptions of
handwritten card labels, letters, ledger entries
and similar sources are identified by indented
italic text or, for short quotes, by enclosing
them in inverted commas. Occasional editorial
insertions and clarifications are provided in
regular text (not italics) in square brackets.
For example, [blank] means no original entry.
Transcriptions of printed card labels and
headings are provided in regular text with
original abbreviations and capitalisations.

Measurements quoted in the text were taken
using digital display vernier calipers, where
the measurement is 150 mm or less. These
results are reported to the nearest 0.1 mm.
Measurements in excess of 150 mm (e.g. long
bones) were made by resting the bone on a
steel rule on a flat surface. A carpenter’s steel
square placed upright against the respective
ends of the bone was used to align one end
with the zero and to determine its length on
the rule. The results are reported to 0.5 mm,
corresponding to the gradations on the rule.

Samples for radiocarbon dating of bone were
removed using a ‘Dremel’ tool. For larger
bones, a small portion of bone (500 mg)
was excised using a cutting disk, whereas

for smaller bones a hole was drilled into the
bone whilst collecting the resultant powder.
Eggshell was sampled by breaking off a small
portion (~20 mg) after scoring the cuticle with
a scalpel blade.

Radiocarbon dating was undertaken at the
Australian National University radiocarbon
dating laboratory, Canberra. The dating
procedure for bone (Fallon et al. 2010)
includes chemical pretreatment to extract and
clean collagen according to an ultrafiltration
protocol.” Acid is then used to remove the
bone mineral and any exogenous carbonates,

2 Source: http:/rses.anu.edu.au/services/anu-radiocarbon-laboratory/laboratory-methods (downloaded 10/7/2018).




































































































































