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A Honey Possum (Tarsipes rostratus) inches its way across a vivid yellow banksia flower, 
a furry ball of quivering energy that flicks its long tongue into the blossom. It feasts on 
pollen grains and nectar and, in return, rewards the flower with the act of pollination.

Smaller than a mouse, this little marsupial lives nowhere 
else but in the southwest corner of Australia. It is so 
uniquely evolved that it is the only member of its own 
mammal genus Tarsipes and its own family Tarsipedidae.

The flowers that the Honey Possum relies on for food 
come in a multitude of species, but they too heavily favour 
this part of the world. Most banksia species in Australia – 
which number around 170 – are found in the southwest.

This tiny possum and the plant it relies upon are 
symbolic of biodiversity in Western Australia, where 
nature comes in strange and novel forms.

This book aims to give an inkling of the nature of the 
southwest, a land triangle in the bottom left-hand corner 

of our continent. Many people have a hazy grasp of the 
southwest as located somewhere around Margaret River and 
extending only into its famous forests.

Other visitors tend to focus on the beauty of its ‘tamed’ 
landscapes: green and gold vineyard slopes, pretty timber 
towns, and vast fields of grain.

But the southwest encompasses a far bigger area and 
a multitude of natural worlds. It might help to draw an 
imaginary line on a map, starting just above Kalbarri on the 
coast north of Perth and slanting it diagonally downward 
until it ends on the coastline west of Esperance, almost at the 
start of the Nullarbor Plain. Everything that lies below and 
inside that line constitutes the southwest of Western Australia.
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Each chapter in this book introduces a different area. 
On the Swan Coastal Plain lies Perth, the only capital 
city in the world swathed in banksia woodland. To the 
south and east are expanses of Jarrah forest and, in the 
wetter deep southwest, the honey-hued trunks of Karri 
forest. Along a wild southern coastline is heathland where 
cryptic creatures – even a few thought to have become 
extinct – have hung on in sheltered thickets.

Moving inland, the Wheatbelt features granite 
outcrops and remnant bush amid millions of hectares of 
grain crops; the drier inland Mallee region has stands of 
rare eucalypts, insect jewels and pearly strings of salt lakes. 
Rising from gently undulating country are two peaks 
of incredible plant diversity – the Stirling Range and 
Porongurup Range.

Heading north and east, the Great Western Woodlands 
form a temperate inland forest that is bigger and more 
intact than any on the planet. Swinging back toward Perth, 
you encounter sandplain country covered with prickly 
Kwongan heath, where botanical records are broken with 
every new find.

One third of all known Australian plant species is 
found growing in the southwest. It’s tempting to resort 
to superlatives – biggest, rarest, most cryptic – when 
describing half a million square kilometres of southwest 
flora and fauna. The region deserves many such descriptions, 
including the epithet ‘Australia’s Biodiversity Hotspot’.

This is because it has been designated a ‘global hotspot’ 
by Conservation International, one of only thirty-four 
such hotspots in the world and the only one in Australia.

The term was coined by British environmentalist 
Professor Norman Myers back in 1988 and refers to 
an internationally important place that has exceptional 
concentrations of local, or endemic, species. But ‘hotspot’ 
also denotes danger – it is a place where those species are 
‘undergoing exceptional loss of habitat’.

We will hear some of that story – turtles and frogs in 
wetlands that are drying out, marsupials fleeing the jaws of 
foxes and cats, and rare plants barely surviving in denuded 
farmland. As Western Australia’s most populated region, 

the southwest has endured heavy ecological losses.
But the region still holds many more species than most 

parts of Europe, in plants, insects, fungi and even coastal 
seaweeds. It has small yet unique suites of mammals, birds, 
frogs, freshwater fish and crustaceans. For every known 
species of vascular plant – and there are around 15,000 
identified so far – scientists think there may be ten types 
of insects.

Ecologist Andrew Burbidge says that, in their totality, 
individual life forms in the southwest may approach 
150,000 species. ‘Many experts would be amazed’, he says. 
‘They know these sorts of figures apply to tropical rainforest 
but they may not know they apply to the southwest.’

From the early days of the Swan River Colony – 
founded in 1829 and later named Perth – the scientific 
world was excited when specimens arrived from the 
southwest. In 1855, Joseph Dalton Hooker, head of 
the famous Royal Botanic Gardens in Kew, wrote to 
Charles Darwin that southwest flora ‘is really the most 
extraordinary thing in the world...[It] will I believe turn 
out to be the most peculiar on the Globe’.

But this remote landscape hasn’t always been 
understood by its non-indigenous inhabitants. In 
1972 academic George Seddon wrote Sense of Place , a 
revelatory book that inspired new pride in the unique 
physical nature of the southwest.

Yet even Seddon admitted that when he first arrived 
in Perth, he was irked by prickly local plants that scratched 
his legs. ‘Here I was stuck on the edge of a continent I 
knew next to nothing about, and didn’t like it.’

Today, new Western Australian plant species are being 
discovered at a rate unmatched by any of the world’s other 
temperate floras. Whenever skilled botanists go in search 
of new species, they are likely to find them. Similarly, 
spider experts and frog researchers may be rewarded with 
new discoveries.

A small vignette from colonial times highlights the 
region’s complexity-within-complexity. At the foot of the 
limestone scarp at Kings Park, Perth’s famous botanical 
garden, an early colonist collected a large trapdoor spider. 
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In 1864, the specimen found its way to England and into 
an Oxford University collection.

A quarter of a century later, a scientist re-examining 
the specimen noticed something hanging on to the inner 
part of its hairy leg. It was a tiny spider that had lived on 
the body of its bigger cousin, and had died there. The 
larger spider has since been identified; as yet, the tiny 
spider has not.

So why is this corner of the continent so rich in 
biodiversity, and what shaped it? Experts point to the fact 
that its organisms evolved in relative isolation. Put simply, 
the southwest is an island cut off from the rest of Australia 
by natural barriers – by desert to the east and north, 
and by sea to the south and west.

Western Australia is one of the most worn-down 
parts of a largely flat continent. Its relative flatness is 
the result of millions of years of erosion by ice sheets 
that ground down the surface of the Yilgarn Craton, an 
ancient rock platform underlying most of the southwest.

But then the southwest was spared the turbulent 
events – such as volcanic or glacial activity – that reshaped 
land surfaces and wiped out species in most parts of 
Europe and North America. It is one of the oldest and 
least disturbed land surfaces on Earth, one where living 
species have accumulated over time.

These species have also adapted to the ancient soils 
that characterise the southwest, soils deprived of nutrients 
that have leached out and washed down into valleys or 
out to sea.

Local plant varieties have ingeniously adapted to the 
relative sterility and great age of these soils, says eminent 
botanist Stephen Hopper. ‘And they’ve had nearly 300 
million years of continuous evolution to do it.’

The dazzling wildflowers that bring tourists westward 
are only a small part of the southwest’s complex story of 
biodiversity. The Honey Possum in its banksia habitat is a 
classic case of unique evolution – the possum has evolved 
to be so reliant on flower pollen and nectar that it has lost 
most of its teeth.

Understanding a little of Western Australia’s 

biodiversity inspires greater respect for it. There are 
splendid views to be had from the top of Perth’s city 
towers: the snaking outline of the Swan River, expanses 
of woodlands and sandplain heath and, in the distance, 
a low range of tree-covered hills. But to get down into 
such places, with a bit of knowledge of what they hold, 
is more rewarding.

George Seddon looked closely at his adopted 
landscape and grew to love it. ‘How and what we see 
depends on what we value, so to see differently is to 
behave differently’, he said. ‘Seeing is culture-laden, so 
it is hard for older people to see afresh what they have 
learned to ignore, reject, despise.’

As you peruse this book, I hope you will come to 
agree that despite the passage of time – or indeed, because 
of it – the southwest remains one of the most intriguing 
places on Earth.








