The Red Kangaroo in Central Australia
An Early Account by A. E. Newsome
Thomas Newsome & Alan Newsome
A unique insight into one of Australia’s most iconic land mammals.
The red kangaroo is at the heart of Australia’s ecological identity. It is Australia’s
largest terrestrial land mammal, the largest extant marsupial, and the only
kangaroo truly restricted to Australia’s arid interior. Almost nothing was known
about the ecology of the red kangaroo when Alan Newsome began to study it
in 1957. He discovered how droughts affect reproduction, why red kangaroos
favour different habitats during droughts from those after rains, and that
unprecedented explosions in red kangaroo numbers were caused by changes
to the landscape wrought by graziers. Most importantly, he realised the
possibilities of enriching western science with Indigenous knowledge, a feat
recognised today as one of the greatest achievements of his career.
First drafted in 1975 and now revised and prepared for publication by his son,
The Red Kangaroo in Central Australia captures Alan’s thoughts as a young
ecologist working in Central Australia in the 1950s and 1960s. It will inspire a
new generation of scientists to explore Australia’s vast interior and study the
extraordinary adaptations of its endemic mammals.
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Plate 1: Red kangaroo in Central Australia (c. 1960s).

When our red kangaroo studies began in 1958, almost
nothing was known of an important aspect of the species’
ecology, its reproductive biology. In fact, little was known
about breeding in any desert mammal in Australia at that
time. Studies in Australian mammalogy were in so early
a stage then that, incredibly, the only direct clues about
the red kangaroo’s breeding were over 30 years old.
What was worse, they contained apparent contradictions.
For example, Professor Wood Jones, a British scientist
and naturalist who spent considerable time in Australia
in the early 1900s, recorded some female red kangaroos
with pregnancies lasting 30 to 40 days, but some females
observed mating were found later with young so large
as to indicate a considerably shorter gestation period.

Plate 2: Aboriginal from Haast’s Bluff throwing a spear (August 1958).

139

July 2016
176 pages, Paperback
ISBN: 9781486301553
$39.95
Also available as an eBook upon publication

50

The Red Kangaroo in Central Australia

Two sampling areas were chosen each with open
plains and creek systems. The Burt Plain between the Burt
and Harry Creeks ~50 km north of Alice Springs up the
bitumen was one area. It lay on Yamba Station and was
~650 km2 in size. The other lay ~30 km to the south-west
on Hamilton Downs, Milton Park and Amburla Stations
and immediately north of the MacDonnell Range. This
area was ~1000 km2 in size, and was separated from the
broader Burt Plain by a dense band of mulga woodland
(Fig. 4.1).
Every six weeks or so, kangaroos were shot at night
along transects ~45 and 65 km long on the two sampling
areas respectively. The rifle used was a Hornet 0.22 fitted
with a Pixar ×4 telescopic sight, the rifle being accurate
and heavy enough without making too much noise and
the scope being good for night work. Kangaroos were
located with two spotlights from a Land Rover.

Figure 4.1: Sampling locations for red kangaroo reproductive studies.
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FEATURES
•

Provides an in-depth look at one of Australia’s
most iconic land mammals and the wonder of
red kangaroo biology

•

Details working life in Central Australia during
the 1950s and 1960s along with the unique link
that Alan established with Australia’s Indigenous
Aranda people

•

A rare insight into the experience of scientific
discovery, especially in the unforgiving
environment of Central Australia
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