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Abstract   

The Golden -shouldered Parrot (GSP) Psephotellus  chrysopterygius  (Gould, 1857) is a 

distinctive threatened species that is endemic to Cape York Peninsula (CYP), and a 

totem for First Nations Peoples. Its distribution has contracted since European 

occupation. We trawl the literature and public and private archives to provide a 

definitive set of historical records for the period 1845 to 1990 to help establish the 

species' former distribution and pattern of decline, and to compare these with the 

progression of pastoralism  across the peninsula. We assessed the positional accuracy 

and veracity of all records, and consolidated records that had been replicated in 

multiple sources. We eliminated records from outside CYP; with a positional 

uncertainty of more than 15  km; or with  errors that could not be corrected. This 

filtering process rejected 42% of records from BirdLife Australia, 62% of WildNet 

records and 37% of records from Atlas of Living Australia, and identified numerous 

others as duplicates, even though they had someti mes been allocated widely 

different coordinates. Hence, we advise close scrutiny of each individual record 

used for mapping and modelling speciesõ distributions. 

The GSPõs distribution has been obscured by confusion between the three antbed-

nesting parrot species; difficulty in differentiating GSP eggs from those of Varied 

Lorikeets; the anecdotal nature of most records; and attempts to massage 

qualitative locational information into a spatially -robust format. Addressing these 

issues, we accepted 212 unique  GSP records from 103 locations. Of these, 9.4% were 

verified with specimens, 64.2% were highly reliable, and 67.3% were accurate to 1  km 

or better.  

Until the early 20 th century, GSPs were abundant across CYP, breeding wherever 

grassland or open tea tree woodland contained suitable magnetic or conical 

antbeds for nesting, including across extensive alluvial and coastal plains. Nesting 

progressively contracted to the flat edges and seepage area in hills, where conical 

antbeds predominate. This decline followed the displacement of First Nations 

Peoples and the establishment of the cattle industry, and the resultant loss of food 

plants, vegetation thickening and deterioration  of the magnetic antbeds. The birds 

disappeared within 20 ð70 years of property development, remaining only in areas 

with access to rocky country with a lower level of disturbance (particularly grazing 

pressure), in which the birds can most easily find food  in the early wet season. 

Recovery will depend on excluding cattle grazing from the remnant areas of the 

species' distribution ð or carefully managing grazing pressure where this cannot be 

achieved ð along with feral animal control, and fire management to control 

woodland invasion of open vegetation. First Nations Peoples are the original 

custodians of the parrot and its habitat, shared their knowledge about them with the 

first scientific collectors, and will be essential to the speciesõ recovery. 
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Introduction  

The Golden-shouldered Parrot, Psephotellus 
chrysopterygius (Gould, 1857), is endemic to the 
tropical savannas on Cape York Peninsula (CYP) and 
is an important totem to First Nations Peoples 
(Garnett & Crowley 2002; Crowley et al. 2004; 
Golden-shouldered Parrot Recovery Team 2022). 
Indigenous Knowledge holds that the parrot had a 
continuous distribution through much of CYP, with 
at least four Indigenous Peoples having distinct 
language names for the species (Golden-
shouldered Parrot Recovery Team 2022). The 
ǇŀǊǊƻǘΩǎ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ 
species was first collected for science by Elsey, east 
of Normanton, in 1856 (Golden-shouldered Parrot 
Recovery Team 2020). Its population size and 
distribution have contracted so severely that it is 
recognised as an Endangered species at state, 
national and international levels (Golden-
shouldered Parrot Recovery Team 2020). 

Accurate knowledge of the parrot's former 
distribution should help us to understand the 
species' decline; identify the best places to 
undertake habitat restoration for its recovery; and 
find any unknown locations in which the parrots 
may persist (Ward et al. 2022). Historical records 
can also be used as a basis for modelling the 
species' habitat requirements and likely climate 
change response (von Takach et al. 2020). Such 
reconstructions require input of verified and 
geographically accurate records. 

Well known by the current generation of 
birdwatchers as being found in the Morehead 
district of central CYP, Golden-shouldered Parrots 
(GSPs) can be difficult to find and identify in the 
field. They were initially combined with Hooded 
Parrots Psephotellus dissimilis (Collett, 1898); are 
sometimes confused with Pale-headed Rosellas 
Platycercus adscitus (Latham, 1790); and their 
nests in termite mounds (antbeds) may be 
confused with those of a number of species, 
notably the Red-backed Kingfishers Todiramphus 

pyrrhopygius (Gould, 1840) (Hindwood 1959). It is 
therefore important to scrutinise all GSP obser-
vations to exclude unverifiable records before they 
ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻn. 

Many GSP records have been collated in publicly 
available databases, which are an important source 
of data used for species' modelling (e.g. 
Vanderduys et al. 2016). However, these databases 
can include many erroneous or unverified records, 
and lack many bona fide records from obscure or 
unpublished sources (Martin et al. 2014; Crowley & 
Preece 2019). Many other records, especially those 
from private collections and unpublished accounts, 
may not have entered such databases. GSP records 
therefore need careful curation to produce a 
definitive list of unique observations and locations. 
We aim to provide such a list for the period 1845ς
1990 by examining each record in detail, and then 
use this list to examine patterns of GSP decline. We 
also assess the impact of cattle grazing on the 
species by reconstructing the progression of 
pastoralism across CYP, and comparing it with the 
ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǊƻǘΩǎ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜΦ 

Methods  

Nomenclature  

In order to identify GSP records, it is important to 
understand how P. chrysopterygius is defined, and 
how this has changed over the years (Appendix 1). 
To identify GSP specimens and observations of 
GSPs, we document its historical taxonomic 
classification, along with that of the Hooded 
Parrot, the Paradise Parrot Psephotellus 
pulcherrimus (Gould, 1845) and the Red-rumped 
Parrot Psephotus haematonotus (Gould, 1838), 
which are important for understanding the GSP's 
taxonomic classification. 

Soon after Gould described the Paradise Parrot as 
Platycercus pulcherrimus (Gould 1845), he erected 
the genus Psephotus Gould, 1845, seemingly on 
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the presence of a defined wishbone, a character-
istic lacking in Platycercus Vigors, 1825 (Gould 
1857). He first applied this genus to the Red-
rumped Parrot, then ς four pages later in the same 
document ς to the Paradise Parrot (Gould 1848). 
Eight years later, he described Psephotus 
chrysopterygius (Gould 1857). Although we now 
know that the GSP's closest relative was the 
Paradise Parrot (with a genetic distance of 1.77%; 
Irestedt et al. 2019), the two have always been 
considered separate species. However, the more-
distantly related Hooded Parrot (genetic distance: 
6.85%) has frequently been treated as a GSP 
subspecies. This would have been a reasonable 
conclusion when it was thought that their 
distribution was continuous across the Northern 
Territory (NT) and Queensland (Barnard 1914). 
However, the two species are separated by a 
substantial biogeographic barrier (Joseph et al. 
2011; Schweizer et al. 2013; Provost et al. 2018; 
Irestedt et al. 2019) formed by rivers flowing into 
the southern Gulf of Carpentaria and their adjacent 
treeless floodplains (Crowley & Preece 2019). This 
barrier also separates their commensal moth 
species, Queensland's Antbed Parrot Moth Trisyntopa 
scatophaga (White, 1922) and its Northern 
Territory relative T. neossophila Edwards, 2007 
(Edwards et al. 2007; Bowman et al. 2010), and 
disrupts genetic flow in the termites that build the 
antbeds in which the parrots nest (Ozeki et al. 2006). 

Yet, GSPs and Hooded Parrots have similar 
plumage. The most obvious distinctions are the 
ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ȅŜƭƭƻǿ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƭŜΩǎ ǿƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
extent of its black cap, with the GSP having a 
yellow band above the bill. However, the extent of 
yellow can vary, and ς as first observed by North 
(1898) ς some GSPs also have turquoise feathers 
between their yellow facial band and their black 
crown. Such plumage variations were considered 
taxonomically significant. Mathews (1918) 
described a new GSP subspecies (Psephotellus 
chrysopterygius nova Mathews, 1918) based on a 
bird from Watson River having a narrow yellow 
facial band, and a brown band between the crown 
and the nape. This subspecies was synonymised by 
Condon (1941), and is no longer recognised 
(Australian Biological Resources Study 2009; 
BirdLife Australia 2022). 

Such variations possibly obscured the significance 
of plumage differences between GSPs and Hooded 
Parrots. Gould apparently considered the male 

Hooded Parrot's full black crown merely a GSP 
plumage variation (see Mistaken identities). Collett 
(1898) was the first to identify the Hooded Parrot 
as a species separate from the GSP, but added to 
the confusion by erroneously describing its crown 
as chestnut, rather than black. On finding a 
Hooded Parrot with a black crown, North (1909) 
erected an entirely new species (Psephotus 
cucullatus North, 1909) from that described by 
Collett. Seemingly unawaǊŜ ƻŦ bƻǊǘƘΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΣ 
van Oort (1910) similarly erected a new taxon for 
ǘƘŜ άōƭŀŎƪ-ŎǊƻǿƴŜŘ ŦƻǊƳέ ƻŦ IƻƻŘŜŘ tŀǊǊƻǘ 
(Psephotus chrysopterygius blaauwi van Oort, 1910), 
ōǳǘ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōƻǘƘ IƻƻŘŜŘ tŀǊǊƻǘ άŦƻǊƳǎέ ŀǎ D{t 
subspecies. This confusion was corrected by 
Mathews (1913b), who ς on examining the male 
on which Collett had based his description ς found 
it actually had a black crown, rather than a 
chestnut one.i He consequently lumped both 
bƻǊǘƘΩǎ ŀƴŘ Ǿŀƴ hƻǊǘΩǎ ǘŀȄŀ ōŀŎƪ ǳƴŘŜǊ /ƻƭƭŜǘǘΩǎ 
original concept. However, Mathews retained the 
Hooded Parrot as a GSP subspecies. The RAOU 
Checklist Committee (1913) disagreed, keeping 
them separate, and by 1920, Mathews had 
accepted this arrangement (Mathews & Iredale 
1920). Subsequent treatments have oscillated 
between combining the Hooded Parrot and GSP as 
a single species and separating them. 

Mathews (1913a) also split Psephotellus Mathews, 
1913 from Psephotus. He nominated the Paradise 
Parrot as its type, and later applied it to the GSP 
(Mathews 1915). He reserved Psephotus for the 
Red-rumped Parrot ς the first species to which 
Gould allocated this name ς and the Mulga Parrot 
(now Psephotellus varius (Clark, 1910)). He later 
described the distinctive features of Psephotellus 
ŀǎ ƛǘǎ άƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ǊŀƴƎŜ Χ ōƭŀŎƪ ŎŀǇ Χ ǎǘȅƭŜ of 
coloration and the longer broad-ŦŜŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ǘŀƛƭǎέΣ 
and sharply-hooked bill tip; as well as the relative 
length of its primary feathers (Mathews 1916ς
1917: 419). 

Initially, Psephotellus was not widely adopted at 
the species level. The RAOU Checklist Committee 
(1926) used it as a subgenus, but this was soon 
dropped until it was resurrected 24 years later by 
Alan Lendon (1950b), who later demoted it to a 
subgenus (Lendon 1968). Subsequent treatments 
have varied between recognising Psephotellus as a 
genus or a subgenus, and ignoring it altogether. 
One interesting anomaly is that Storr (1973, 1977) 
returned all Psephotus species to Platycercus, but 
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without explanation. It was not until genetic 
analysis confirming the distinctiveness of the Red-
rumped Parrot in 2011 that all the other Psephotus 
parrots were firmly cemented in the genus 
Psephotellus (Joseph et al. 2011; Schweizer et al. 
2013; Provost et al. 2018). This classification has 
now been almost universally accepted, notably by 
BirdLife Australia (2022; BA), and we adopt their 
classification in this article. However, at the start of 
our research for this article, GSP specimens in 
many museums were still curated under the genus 
Psephotus and ς in some cases ς Hooded Parrots as 
either GSPs or GSP subspecies. 

First Nations language names for the GSP include 
Alwal (Uw Olkola language), Arrmorral (Awu 
Alaya), Thaku (Lama Lama) and Minpin (Wakaman 
People; Golden-shouldered Parrot Recovery Team 
2022). The English common name has also been on 
ŀ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΣ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ DƻǳƭŘΩǎ DƻƭŘŜƴ-backed 
Parrakeet (Gould 1869) or Golden-shouldered 
Parrakeet (Gould 1865), which occasionally 
reappeared through to the 1950s (Lendon 1950a). 
Anthill Parrot (McLennan 1922c) and Antbed 
Parrot (Lendon 1950a) are commonly used on CYP. 
McLennan in White (1922b) appears to have been 
the first to call the species the Golden-winged 
Parrot; although he only used the scientific name 
in his diaries and notebooks. This common name 
was in use up until 1976 (RAOU Checklist 
Committee 1926; Storr 1973; Kikkawa 1976), but 
has since been supplanted by Golden-shouldered 
Parrot, which was adopted by the RAOU Checklist 
Committee (1913) and is the name currently 
accepted by BirdLife Australia (2022). Higgins 
(1999) also listed the Chestnut-crowned Parrot and 
Chestnut-crowned Parrakeet, but we could only 
find these two names applied to Collett's Hooded 
Parrot (Campbell 1901). 

Study period and area  

The study period starts with Gilbert's first mention 
of "a new parrot" in the Queensland Gulf in 1845, 
which may have been the first European record of 
GSPs (see below). It ends in 1990, because 
intensive research on the species began in 1992 
(Garnett & Crowley 1993). The resultant records, 
primarily nest locations, are not publicly available, 
as the species is subject to trapping and egg 
collecting (Garnett & Crowley 2002). We limited 
the study area to the section of CYP that 
encompasses a 100 km buffer around all verified 
GSP specimens (12°S to 20°S and 140°E to 145°E). 

Data sources  

In order to produce a definitive list of historical 
GSP records, we examined:  

[1] Published accounts of GSPs in the wild by 
birdwatchers, explorers, expedition natural-
ists, field biologists, and their patrons or 
biographers (Macgillivray 1918; White 1922a, 
b; Thomson 1935; Veivers 1951; Macdonald & 
Colston 1966; Mattinson 1975; Bruce 1979; 
Weaver 1979, 1982; Redhead 1988; Britton 
1990, 1991; Ross 1990); and associated field 
notes, diaries and correspondence (Gilbert 
1844ς1845; Leichhardt 1847; Australian Joint 
Copying Project 1894ς1931; Kemp 1913ς
1914; McLennan 1922a, b, c; Turner 1923; 
Thomson 1929; Weaver 1970ς1982; Fisher 
2014). 

[2] Taxonomic descriptions (Gould 1857, 1869; 
Mathews 1916ς1917). 

[3] Descriptions of birds recently brought into 
captivity (Cresswell 1898; North 1898; Phillips 
1898, 1900; Seth-Smith 1899, 1901, 1910; Le 
Souëf 1902; Le Souëf & Kinghorn 1924). 

[4] Published checklists, field guides and species 
descriptions with distributional information 
based on first-hand experience, museum 
specimens and/or field notebooks (Cayley 
1938; Lendon 1950a, 1968, b; Storr 1953, 
1973, 1984; Roff 1967; Kikkawa 1976; Garnett 
& Bredl 1985). 

[5] Public databases: Atlas of Living Australia 
(2021a, 2022a,b,c; ALA), eBird (Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology 2021), WildNet (Department of 
Environment and Science 2021c), and Global 
Biodiversity Information Facility (2021; GBIF). 

[6] Private datasets: (Weaver 1970ς1982; Storr & 
Johnstone 1970ς2019); egg collection records 
of Ian Mason (personal communications Jan.ς
Oct. 2022); and the databases associated with 
.ƛǊŘ[ƛŦŜ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ !ǘƭŀǎ ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ .ƛǊŘǎ 
(Blakers et al. 1984; Barrett et al. 2003; 
BirdLife Australia undated; BA). 

[7] Collection records of museums that we 
identified as holding GSP specimens: Museums 
Victoria (2022b; NMV), Australian Museum 
(1897; AM), American Museum of Natural 
IƛǎǘƻǊȅ όнлнмΤ !abIύΣ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ bŀǘǳǊŀƭ 
IƛǎǘƻǊȅ aǳǎŜǳƳ όнлмпΤ .abIύΤ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ 
Museum of Vertebrate Zoology (2021; MVZ); 
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and the Kolichis Oological Collection (KOS) in 
the Western Australian Museum (WAM; 
Anon. 2019); and associated publications 
(North 1900; Warren 1966; Greenway 1978; 
O'Dowd 2018; McCarthy 2019; Online Archive 
of California 2021). 

[8] Published accounts (Turner 1923; Thomson 
1934; Hindwood 1951, 1959) and ALA and 
museum records of the Antbed Parrot Moth, 
whose breeding is restricted to GSP nests 
(White 1922a). 

[9] Anecdotal records and personal communi-
cations from Sue and Tom Shephard (personal 
communications 1992ς2022), Mark Weaver 
(personal communication 1992), Irene Taylor 
ƛƴ DŀǊƴŜǘǘ ŀƴŘ /ǊƻǿƭŜȅ όмффоύΣ tŜǘŜǊ hΩ{ƘŜŀ 
(personal communication 1993), Eileen Wassell 
(personal communication 15 July 1994), Sandy 
Hunt (personal communication 21 Jan. 1994), 
Ann Colman (personal communication 1992), 
Anne Creek (personal communication 1998), 
Keith and Lindsay Fisher (24 Dec. 2021), Ian 
Mason (personal communications Jan.ςOct. 
2022), Lana Little (personal communication  
8 Feb. 2022), Ron Johnstone (personal 
communication Feb.ςOct. 2022), and Mick 
Godwin (personal communication to Lana 
Little 26 Oct. 2022). 

[10] Other published attempts to reconcile 
unverified or spatially uncertain GSP or 
Paradise Parrot records (Chisholm 1918, 1919, 
1922a,b; Julian 1989; Garnett 1998; Olsen 2007). 

Explorers, expedition naturalists and field 

biologists  

Gilbert and Leichhardt  

John Gilbert (1810ς1845) was the naturalist on 
Ludwig Leichhardt's expedition from Moreton Bay 
to Port Essington (1844ς1845), which traversed 
inland Queensland and southwest CYP before 
entering the NT (Leichhardt 1847). Before 
embarking on this expedition, Gilbert had made 
the first scientific collection of Paradise Parrots on 
the Darling Downs. He considered these parrots to 
ƘŀǾŜ ŀ άŦƻǊƳ ƭƛƪŜ Platycercusέ όCƛǎƘŜǊ нлмпΥ мнύ 
and sent them to Gould for description. Gould 
(1845) initially concurred that they were 
Platycercus, and did not classify them as Psephotus 
until after Gilbert's death (Gould 1848). Gilbert 
ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ άƴŜǿ Platycercusέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ tƻǊǘ 
Essington expedition as far north as Comet Creek, 

just north of Rolleston in central Queensland (Fig. 
1; Appendix 2). On entering the Queensland Gulf 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΣ ƘŜ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ άƴŜǿ Platycercusέ 
in abundance. These birds must have been either 
Paradise Parrots or GSPs (Olsen 2007). To trace the 
ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ DƛƭōŜǊǘϥǎ άƴŜǿ Platycercusέ ǿŀǎ 
recorded, we cross-referenced the entries from 
Gilbert's (Gilbert 1844ς1845) and Leichhardt's 
diaries (Leichhardt 1847) with remapping of the 
Leichhardt expedition route (National Centre of 
Biography 2014). 

Elsey 

Joseph Ravenscroft Elsey (1834ς1857) was the 
ǎǳǊƎŜƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛǎǘ ƻƴ !ǳƎǳǎǘǳǎ DǊŜƎƻǊȅΩǎ 
άbƻǊǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ 9ȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ 9ȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴέΦ IŜ 
collected the three type specimens of GSPs on  
14 September 1856, as the expedition crossed the 
base of Cape York (Garnett 1998). 

McLennan  

William Rae McLennan (1882ς1935; Fig. 2) was 
among the most prolific collectors of scientific 
specimens on CYP in the early 20th century (White 
1922b). Between 1898 and 1925, he collected at 
least 2,665 specimens, 988 of them from CYP (Atlas 
of Living Australia 2022c). In his initial trips to CYP 
(1909ς1915), when he collected his first GSP 
specimen, McLennan was working for William 
David Kerr Macgillivray (Mathews 1917), and his 
field notebooks for these trips are held by 
Queensland MuseumΣ .ǊƛǎōŀƴŜΦ aŀŎƎƛƭƭƛǾŀǊȅΩǎ 
collection, including 315 clutches collected from a 
range of bird species by McLennan, was donated to 
the Australian Museum (AM) by his son Ian 
Macgillivray in 1937/8 (Australian Museum 
Trustees 1938). 

McLennan returned to CYP on 27 August 1921, this 
ǘƛƳŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ IŜƴǊȅ [ǳƪŜ ²ƘƛǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ά/ƻŜƴ 
5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘέΦ aƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ǘǊƛǇ ŀǊŜ 
held in NMV, and the related diaries and 
notebooks are held by BA in their Melbourne 
archive. McLennan left CYP on 23 May 1922, and 
had returned by September the same year to 
ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ƎƻƭŘΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ άǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀ 
show ŀǘ /ƻŜƴέ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ мфор 
(D'Ombrain 1936: 293) and did quite well on the 
Batavia River goldfield (Mason & Pfitzner 2021).ii 
He had continued collecting specimens (16 skins 
and seven clutches of a range of bird species in the 
H. L. White collection in NMV, and 40 specimens in 
AM) in the Coen District, with the last specimen 
being collected in December 1923. 
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On his collecting trips, McLennan juggled several 
notebooks covering his movements and obser-
vations, the details of specimens he collected, and 
his financial accounts (including the cost of posting 
specimen boxes); sometimes keeping dedicated 
notebooks for each of these topics, and sometimes 
mixing them up. However, the notes available in 
various collections appear to be incomplete. At one 
ǎǘŀƎŜΣ ƘŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƴƻǘŜōƻƻƪ ά[ƻǎǘ Ƴȅ 
notebook today. After lunch go back most of route 
ǘǊŀǾŜǊǎŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ŦƛƴŘ ƛǘέ όaŎ[Ŝƴƴŀƴ мфннōΥ 
11 Apr. 1922). Which of his notebooks it was that 
he had lost was not recorded. Some appear to 
have been ƭƻǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎǘΦ ά²ƛǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ IΦ [Φ ²ƘƛǘŜ 
stating that the boxes of specimens had arrived but 
ƴƻ Řŀǘŀ ƻǊ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎέ όaŎ[Ŝƴƴŀƴ мфннŎΥ млмΣ с Wŀƴ. 
1922). Efforts to track down the missing notes 

appear to have been unsuccessful. At intervals, 
entries in his fielŘ ƴƻǘŜōƻƻƪ όŜΦƎΦ άbƻǘŜǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǘƻ 
ŘŀǘŜέ aŎ[Ŝƴƴŀƴ мфннōΥ м aŀȅ мфннύ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
he later wrote up his findings from his notebooks, 
probably in his diary (McLennan 1922c). Some-
times information missing from his notebooks, 
where gaps had been left, was completed in the 
diaries. Sections of different versions of his diary 
have found their way into various publications (e.g. 
Macgillivray 1918; White 1922b; Turner 1923), as 
have excerpts from his letters, most of which have 
been lost. When he finally left CYP, he left his 
remaining notebooks with Herb Thompson at Silver 
Plains homestead. They were collected by Sandy 
Hunt, who intended to donate them to a public 
institution for safe-keeping (Eileen Wassell, personal 
communication 15 July 1994), and are now curated  

 

Figure 1. DƛƭōŜǊǘ ŀƴŘ [ŜƛŎƘŀǊŘǘΩǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ Platycercus and a new 
parrot on the expedition from Morton Bay to Port Essington (1844-
1845). Dates and details of sightings were extracted from the expedition 
journals of John Gilbert (1844-1845) and Ludwig Leichhardt (1847). 
Locations of camp sites associated with each sighting were extracted 
from National Centre of Biography (2014). 
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Figure 2. William McLennan (left) feeding Golden-
ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊŜŘ tŀǊǊƻǘǎ ŀǘ .ŜƭƭǘǊŜŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ IΦ[Φ ²ƘƛǘŜΩǎ 
nephew, Henry Hordern (right) in 1922. 
Photo: White (1922a). 

in the Queensland Museum. We used all available 
entries from McLŜƴƴŀƴΩǎ ƴƻǘŜōƻƻƪǎΣ ŘƛŀǊƛŜǎΣ 
papers and correspondence relating to GSPs 
(Appendix 3), along with museum specimen 
details, to plot the location of his GSP collections 
and observations. 

Anderson  

James Donald (Don) Young Anderson (1895ς1957) 
was the school-teacher at Coen between 1917 and 
1929 (Mason & Pfitzner 2021). He sometimes 
helped McLennan find nests. He first went out with 
McLennan on 1 October 1921 and later lent him his 
3A autographic camera for photographing the birds 
(McLennan 1922c). Anderson collected his first 
clutch for Macgillivray on 17 November 1921. He 
collected about 200 clutches of eggs from around 
Coen between 1922 and 1925 (Mason & Pfitzner 
2021), including one or two GSP clutches on 30 July 
1923, now held in a private collection (Ian Mason, 
personal communication 17 Jan. 2022). 

Thomson 

Donald Finlay Fergusson Thomson (1901ς1970) 
was an anthropologist and zoologist who spent 
considerable time based at Port Stewart 
(Yintjingga), CYP, studying the customs of the 
Umpila people (Rigsby & Chase 1998). In 1928, he 
ǘǊŀǾŜǊǎŜŘ άмΣллл ƳƛƭŜǎέ ƻŦ /¸tΣ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪƛƴƎ 
zoological collections in order to understand the 
relationship between Aboriginal people and their 
environment (Thomson 1935: 7). He returned to 
Port Stewart in 1929, from where he visited Violet 
Vale specifically to look for GSPs. We were given 
copies of his field notes from this trip (Thomson 
1929) by his wife, Dorita Thomson, in 1993. He also 
summarised his findings from both expeditions in 
Thomson (1934, 1935). 

Databases  

Several databases of biological specimens and 
observations contain GSP records. Many of these 
records are held in more than one database, and 
periods of record collections overlap imprecisely. 
We found that no single database included a 
comprehensive collection. Wherever possible, we 
used these databases to locate original records in 
order to obtain further details and verify 
identification. Except for first-hand records that 
were specifically collected for inclusion in the 
database, and records derived from checklists in 
birdwatching newsletters that we could not access 
directly, we matched all database records to the 
original records in our definitive dataset (rather 
than including them as individual records). 

BirdLife Australia  

The First Atlas of Australian Birds (Blakers et al. 
1984) was a Royal Australasian Ornithologists 
Union (RAOU, now BA) project that ran between 
1977 and 1981, recording bird observations from 
five-minute or one-degree grids (resulting in 
uncertainties of 10 km and 70 km, respectively). 
Records were vetted by an expert panel before 
inclusion, and included seven GSP records. These 
were subsequently transferred to Atlas of Living 
Australia (2021a, 2022a,b). The Second Atlas of 
Australian Birds (Barrett et al. 2003) contained no 
GSP records within our study period. 

As an adjunct to the First Atlas of Australian Birds, 
the Historical Bird Atlas (BirdLife Australia undated) 
covered the period 1629 to 1976, and also listed 
bird species from ten-minute or one-degree grids 
based on museum collections, personal notebooks, 
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and published and unpublished literature. This list 
included 37 GSP records, including nine from 
outside our study area. It also included one 
purported Hooded Parrot record and three pur-
ported Paradise Parrot records in the BA dataset, 
included here on the assumption that they were 
GSPs based on their distribution.  

eBird 

Atlas of Living Australia (2021a) contained three 
GSP records from eBird for our study period. As of 
26 September 2022, only one of these records was 
still listed on Atlas of Living Australia (2022b), but 
another had been added. Two of the four were 
listed as being collected from 10-minute cells, and 
two had no positional uncertainty details, but 
could be located to within 9 km based on our 
knowledge of Artemis station. Three records were 
within the accepted breeding range at the time of 
their collection. However, one record was 90 km to 
the north. We contacted the original observers, 
and their memory was of seeing the birds, not at 
the listed location, but 100 km further south (Keith 
& Lindsay Fisher, personal communication 24 Dec. 
2021). We therefore excluded this record as having 
a likely transcription error. 

WildNet  

! ŘƻǿƴƭƻŀŘ ŦǊƻƳ vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 
WildNet database on 19 November 2021 contained  
58 GSP records that were dated between 1856 and 
1990 (Department of Environment and Science 
2021c). This dataset contained second-hand 
reports of original observers (e.g. McLennan 
(1922a,b and/or c) via Chisholm (1922b)); and 
compilations of checklists (e.g. Kikkawa 1976), but 
no first-hand observations. In some cases, a single 
observation had been extracted from multiple 
secondary sources, each with different coordi-
nates, thus appearing to be multiple distinct 
ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ 9ƭǎŜȅΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ 
from a single location (Garnett 1998) were 
reported at three separate locations, up to 59 km 
apart, as derived from Cayley (1938), Macdonald 
ŀƴŘ /ƻƭǎǘƻƴ όмфссύ ŀƴŘ άDŀǊƴŜǘǘ ŀƴŘ /ǊƻǿƭŜȅ 
όмффнύέΦ .ƛōƭƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ 
which many WildNet records were based include 
only the author and date (Dot Lim, personal 
communication 29 Nov. 2021). Hence, some were 
ŀƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ά²ƘƛǘŜ όмфннύέ ŀƴŘ ά/ƘƛǎƘƻƭƳ 
όмфннύέΣ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘǿƻ 
different publications. Several records were 

attributed to άDŀǊƴŜǘǘ ŀƴŘ /ǊƻǿƭŜȅ όмффнύέΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ 
have no record of this publication. The dataset also 
contained multiple GSP records attributed to 
ά²ŜŀǾŜǊ όмфтфΣ мфунύέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 
sketch maps in each of his publications. The 
coordinates of these WildNet records correspond 
poorly to those in Weaver's actual dataset. The 
only records that we sourced from WildNet alone 
were therefore those derived from checklists in 
birdwatching newsletters that we could not access 
directly (i.e. Queensland Ornithological Society 
1988, 1991; Redhead 1988; Britton 1990, 1991; 
Ross 1990). 

Atlas of Living Australia  

ALA records for our period of interest were derived 
from several other sources, including museum 
collections, the first and historical Australian bird 
atlases, eBird and WildNet. We used two 
downloads. The first (Atlas of Living Australia 
2021a; extracted 19 Nov. 2021) contained all 
άPsephotus (Psephotellus) chrysopterygiusέ 
records. It included 904 records, of which 86 were 
dated within our period of interest. In later 
downloads of this dataset from the same URL, 
some records or their dates had been removed; 
and the Record ID of others ς particularly those 
sourced from WildNet ς had changed. To find any 
GSPs that might have been misidentified, we later 
ŘƻǿƴƭƻŀŘŜŘ ŀƭƭ άPsephotusέ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƴƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ 
20° S and east of 138° E (Atlas of Living Australia 
2022b; extracted 27 Sep. 2022). Our final ALA 
dataset included 174 records, two of which were 
not present in the second download; and a further 
30 for which the unique records number had 
changed between extraction dates, and so were 
simply duplicates. Hence, the dataset had 144 
unique records. In both downloads, we requested 
all available records, including those tagged as 
άǎǇŀǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘέ ƻǊ άǎǇŀǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǳƴ-ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘέ ό!ǘƭŀs 
of Living Australia 2021b). A further download of 
GSP records was undertaken on 9 November 2022 
ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǘŀƎƎŜŘ ŀǎ άǎǇŀǘƛŀƭƭȅ-ǾŀƭƛŘέ 
(Atlas of Living Australia 2022a). Of the 142 ALA 
records current at this time, 83 (58.5%) were 
tagged aǎ άǎǇŀǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǾŀƭƛŘέΦ 

Global Biodiversity Information Facility  

A download from GBIF (Global Biodiversity 
Information Facility 2021) on 17 December 2021 
listed 21 non-captive GSP collections from 
Queensland that are held in Australian Museums; 
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18 in NMV and three in AM. These records are all 
duplicates of records in ALA, so we have not re-
added them to our dataset. GBIF also listed  
15 specimen collections held in museums outside 
Australia and curated as GSPs that were possibly 
collected in Queensland up until 1990. Again, we 
primarily used GBIF to identify overseas collections 
that contain GSP specimens, and obtained 
specimen details directly from these institutions. 

Storr-Johnstone Bird Data Bank  

The Storr-Johnstone Bird Data Bank was compiled 
by Glenn Milton Storr and Ron Eric Johnstone 
between 1970 and 2019, and includes information 
{ǘƻǊǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ά.ƛǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
/ƻƻƪǘƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ [ŀǳǊŀ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎΣ ƴƻǊǘƘ vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘέ 
(Storr 1953) and two checklists of Queensland 
birds (Storr 1973, 1984). This collection provided 
information from personal manuscripts unavailable 
from other sources. 

Weaver dataset  

Mark Weaver worked on CYP in the Queensland 
National Parks and Wildlife Service (QNPWS) in the 
1970s and 1980s, and developed a keen interest in 
GSPs. He surveyed suitable GSP habitat around 
Musgrave between May 1975 and 1982, and 
compiled a list of parrot and nest sightings from 
local residents and visiting birdwatchers (Weaver 
1979, 1982). When we commenced working on the 
GSPs in 1992, he gave us a copy of this list (Weaver 
1970ς1982). We included all records from this list 
in our definitive dataset. 

Museum and private collections  

Most Australian Museum collections can be accessed 
through the Online Zoological Collections of Australian 
Museums (OZCAM; https://ozcam.ala.org.au). 
OZCAM is an offshoot of ALA, so the same 
specimen details are available through both portals. 
We accessed the further details of specimens 
identified through ALA/OZCAM either from the 
source mǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜ ƻǊ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
correspondence with museum staff, as listed in the 
acknowledgements. KOS, which was acquired by 
WAM in 2018ς2019 (Anon. 2019) is not accessible 
through OZCAM/ALA. It contains six GSP clutches, 
each of four eggs, the details of which were pro-
vided by Ron Johnstone (personal communications 
9 Feb. 2022, 25 Oct. 2022). We similarly identified 
the presence of GSPs in international collections 
through GBIF, and then through online catalogues 
and direct communication with staff. 

Record management and verification  

In order to produce a definitive Golden-shouldered 
Parrot dataset for the period 1845ς1990 (Table S1 
in Appendix 5), we examined all records labelled as 
άP. chrysopterygiusέ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ 
the study period. We rejected records from outside 
our study area, assuming that these were from 
other Psephotellus species or captive birds. We 
also examined all other records labelled as 
άPsephotusέ ƻǊ άPsephotellusέ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƻǳǊ 
study area. We established objective criteria for 
ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ 
(Table 1). The highest level of confidence was 
limited to records supported by verified skins. High 
confidence was restricted to records from people 
with a proven track record in researching or 
surveying GSPs. A medium rating was allocated to 
records made by other experienced birdwatchers 
within the species' known breeding range, and to 
explicit records of experienced Paradise Parrot 
observers. All other accepted records, including 
unverified GSP clutches with poor provenance 
trails, were allocated a low level of confidence. 
Such clutches could be from aviaries (Ian Mason, 
personal communication 28 Nov. 2022) or could be 
from a different species altogether (see Mistaken 
identities). There is also reason to believe that 
some of these clutches were collected at different 
times and places than is indicated on their labels, 
as detailed below. 

For each record, we attempted to find a first-hand 
account, from which we extracted all collection 
details. Unless it was clear that the record collector 
had provided accurate coordinates, we assumed 
that positional information was of a general nature 
only. For example, most of McLennan's specimens 
were labelled as coming from Coen or Port 
Stewart, whereas his detailed field notes indicate 
they were collected up to 30 km from their listed 
locations. For each record that we accepted, we 
reassessed the provided coordinates based on the 
locality description, the scale of mapping used, and 
topographic and/or habitat constraints (e.g. 
distance along a road or extent of habitat type), 
and corrected them wherever necessary. We 
allocated a positional uncertainty to indicate our 
confidence in these coordinates. We retained the 
original positional uncertainty only where this 
appeared to have a rational basis (e.g. when based 
on the records being made within either a ten-
minute or half-degree grid). For a record of one or 

about:blank
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ǘǿƻ ŎƭǳǘŎƘŜǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ 5ƻƴ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ άпл km 
ŦǊƻƳ /ƻŜƴέΣ ǿŜ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ 
his association with William McLennan. As GPS 
units were rarely used before 1991 (Tomkiewicz et 
al. 2010), we assumed that positional uncertainty 
was at least 100 m in all cases, and therefore 
restricted the coordinate values of all records to 
three decimal places. We rejected any record for 
which we could not pinpoint the collection location 
with a positional uncertainty of 15 km or less, as 
having too poor a resolution for useful mapping or 
modelling. 

For each record in our definitive dataset, we 
allocated a Record ID number that reflected the 
chronological order of collection. We also allocated 
a unique site code based on chronological order of 
the first record made at each location (e.g. GSP-
012). We then allocated a record code that 
included the appropriate site code, followed by a 
sequential letter indicating the collection order at 
that site, and a code that indicated the type of 
record (observation, eggs, skin or live capture; e.g. 
GSP-012c-skin). 

We attempted to match all accepted records to 
those derived from them, by comparing date, 

specimen type (i.e. whether a collection was of an 
egg, clutch, or bird; and the bird's sex and 
maturity), and general locational information, 
regardless of inaccuracies in that information. For 
example, we accepted all records purporting to be 
oŦ 9ƭǎŜȅΩǎ ǘȅǇŜ ƭƻŎŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ 
as being up to 63 km from our accepted collection 
location. We rejected derived records with 
collection details that could not be reconciled with 
an original collection event. For example, we could 
not reconcile WildNet records derived from low-
resolution maps in Weaver (1979, 1982) with the 
original collection records provided to us by Weaver 
(1970ς1982). In Appendix 5, we also tabulated GSP 
records from BA (Table S4), WildNet (Table S5) and 
ALA (Table S6), matching their records to one or 
more of the records in our dataset, wherever 
possible, otherwise providing reasons the records 
were rejected. In each of these spreadsheets, we 
also identified where BA and WildNet records were 
the source of ALA records. 

We compiled statistics on the relationship between 
our records from our definitive dataset and those 
from the BA, WildNet and ALA databases. For the 
latter database, we made separate assessments for 
ŀƭƭ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƭŀƎƎŜŘ ŀǎ άǎǇŀǘƛŀƭƭȅ 

Table 1. Confidence ratings for Golden-ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊŜŘ tŀǊǊƻǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ 
See Appendix 5, Table S2 for further details. 

Verified ¶ Records supported by verified Golden-shouldered Parrot (GSP) specimen with a 
verified provenance trail 

 

High confidence ¶ GSP records by experienced antbed parrot observers (John Gilbert, Ludwig 
Leichhardt, Willie Massey, William McLennan, Tommy Tucker, Don Anderson, 
Gostelow family, Mark Weaver, Sandy Hunt, Tom and Sue Shephard, Len 
Robinson, Hans and Judy Beste, Stephen Garnett, Lana Little, and Danny Chew) 

¶ regardless of location (see Table S3 in Appendix 5 for periods of expert 
classification) GSP record confirmed by experienced antbed parrot observer (as 
above) 

Medium confidence ¶ GSP observations by other experienced birdwatchers or unverified GSP clutches 
within known GSP breeding range 

¶ hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ άƴŜǿ tƭŀǘȅŎŜǊŎǳǎέ north of Burdekin River by experienced 
antbed observers 

Low confidence ¶ GSP observations by other experienced birdwatchers or unverified GSP clutches 
from outside known GSP breeding range 

¶ Uncertain GSP records from experienced antbed parrot observers 

Rejected ¶ Positional uncertainty too large (>15 km positional uncertainty) 

¶ Outside Cape York Peninsula study area (12̄ S to 20̄ and 140̄ E to 145̄E) 

¶ Derived records that cannot be reconciled with an original collection event 
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ǾŀƭƛŘέΦ ²Ŝ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀŎŎǳǊŀŎȅ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ 
confidence ratings using a Kruskal-Wallis rank test. 

Antbed preference and nest outcome  

Where possible, we extracted antbed type and 
nest outcome for all nests directly observed by 
McLennan, Massey and/or Tucker in 1922, and 
compared them with nest data from the Morehead 
catchment between 1992 and 1997 (STG and GMC 
unpublished data) using chi-squared tests. 

Pastoralism  

We searched the literature for mentions of the 
establishment of cattle stations on CYP and in the 
Queensland Gulf, and compared the advance of 
ǇŀǎǘƻǊŀƭƛǎƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ D{tΩǎ 
distribution. 

Results 

First records 

The first GSP specimens collected for scientific 
purposes, and illustrated by Gould (Fig. 3) were an 
adult male [Record 7 in Appendix 5, Table S1], 
adult female [8] and immature male [9] shot 
between Normanton and Croydon by Joseph 
Ravenscroft Elsey on 14 September 1856 on 
Gregory's expedition across northern Australia 
(Garnett 1998). Elsey descrƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǊƻǘΩǎ ŦƭƛƎƘǘ 
ŀǎ άǎǿƛŦǘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘΤ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŀǿ 
it on the ground, although the contents of its crop 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƛǘǎ ŦƻƻŘ ǘƘŜǊŜέ 
(Gould 1857: 221). All three specimens collected by 
Elsey are considered type specimens of equal value 
(syntypes; Warren 1966), and are held in BMNH 
(Natural History Museum 2014), although GBIF 
only lists this museum as holding a still image, 
which it describes as an Elsey syntype. Fifteen 
tissues samples from these birds are held in NMV: 
five from the female and ς presumably ς five from 
each of the males. All fifteen specimens are listed 
in ALA/OZCAM as associated records, but only 
eleven of the associated Record IDs are provided. 

Lƴ ƻǳǊ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŘŀǘŀǎŜǘΣ ǿŜ ƭƛǎǘ 9ƭǎŜȅΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ 
as three separate records at one location. Although 
όDƻǳƭŘ муртΥ мрмύ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άaǊΦ 9ƭǎŜȅ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ 
that they were procured on the 14th of Sept., 
мурсΣ ƛƴ ƭŀǘΦ муϲ {Φ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƴƎΦ мпмϲ олϥ 9ΦέΣ ōȅ 
retracing the Gregory Expedition, Cayley (1938), 
Storr (1984) and Garnett (1998) placed the 
collection location on Clarina Creek (Fig. 4). Other  

 
Figure 3. John Gould's illustration of Golden-
shouldered Parrots collected by Elsey. 
Source: Gould (1869). 

secondary reports have provided different 
locations. Uncritical transcription of these reports 
has resulted in separate records at three different 
locations in BA and at three different locations in 
WildNet. In addition to the 15 tissue samples, this 
has resulted in 21 separate ALA records at eight 
locations referencing a single collection location (as 
well as an additional location listed in BMNH). The 
мр ǘƛǎǎǳŜ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ ŜƴǘǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ ŀǎ άŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ 
ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜǎέ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ 18°S, 141.03°E, which is  
55 km from the actual collection site. The other 
records, including the location listed on the skins 
held in BMNH, vary between 1 km and 63 km from 
our accepted collection site, with an average 
discrepancy of 33 km. The positional uncertainty 
attached to most records poorly reflected the 
actual error. The records furthest from the 
collection location, either provided no positional 
uncertainty (15 tissue samples), or had values that 
were too low to encompass the collection location. 
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Lƴ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ά.ƛǊŘǎ ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀέΣ aŀǘƘŜǿǎ 
(1916ς1917) asked Robert (Robin) Kemp to search 
for GSPs in the area where Elsey had found them. 
Despite collecting extensively in this area over 
1912 to 1914 (Natural History Museum 2019), 
Kemp reported to Mathews that the birds had 
disappeared (Mathews 1916ς1917). 

Before Elsey collected his specimens, the parrots 
appear to have been seen by Gilbert and 
Leichhardt on the expedition from Moreton Bay to 
Port Essington. On 17 June 1845, while camped to 
the west of the junction between the Lynd and 
aƛǘŎƘŜƭƭ ǊƛǾŜǊǎΣ DƛƭōŜǊǘ ǿǊƻǘŜΥ άL ǿŀǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 
surprised to day, to meet with my new Platycercus 
of the Downs, a species which has not been 
observed with us since leaving the Deception Camp 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳŜǘ /ǊŜŜƪέ όDƛƭōŜǊǘ муппς1845: 216) [2]. 
He recorded them again from this camp the 
following day [3]. On 20 June, when the expedition 
was travelling down the Mitchell River, Gilbert 
(1844ς1845: 217) saw the ǇŀǊǊƻǘǎ ƛƴ άƎǊŜŀǘ 
ƴǳƳōŜǊǎέ ώпϐΣ ŀƴŘ [ŜƛŎƘƘŀǊŘǘ όмуптΥ нфтύ ǿǊƻǘŜ 
άaǊΦ DƛƭōŜǊǘϥǎ Platycercus ƻŦ 5ŀǊƭƛƴƎ 5ƻǿƴǎ Χ ǿŜǊŜ 
very numerous, and it is probable that the plains 
round the gulf are their principal home, whence 
ǘƘŜȅ ƳƛƎǊŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘǿŀǊŘέ ώрϐΦ DƛƭōŜrt (1844ς
1845: 221) last saw the birds on 24 June 1845, just 

before they departed the Mitchell River, when he 
ǿǊƻǘŜ ά¢ƘŜ ƴŜǿ Platycercus I saw in great 
ƴǳƳōŜǊǎέ ώсϐΦ  

It is a matter of contention whether birds seen by 
Gilbert and Leichhardt were GSPs or Paradise 
Parrots (Olsen 2007): Gilbert's reference to the 
Downs and his lack of mention of a yellow wing has 
been used to support the birds being Paradise 
Parrots; subsequent failure to confirm the 
presence of a red-winged Psephotus on CYP 
supports them being GSPs. The Historical Bird Atlas 
ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ DƛƭōŜǊǘΩǎ му June record as being of a 
Paradise Parrot (an identification that has been 
transferred to ALA; https://biocache.ala.org.au/ 
occurrences/9f814a4b-7ff1-450c-8cc0-eeb3649e0add), 
but was silent on his other records. The three 
observations from along the Mitchell River 
between 17 and 24 June (Fig. 1) were within the 
known historical range of the GSP, between where 
Elsey collected the type specimen in 1856 and the 
extant breeding population on Staaten River 
National Park (NP). We therefore accept them as 
GSP records with a medium confidence based on 
ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƘǘƛƴƎǎΤ DƛƭōŜǊǘΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊƛǘȅ 
with related parrots; and the difficulty of 
separating GSPs from Paradise Parrots when in 
flight (as later discussed).  

 
Figure 4. Locations reported for Golden-shouldered Parrot type locality. 
Absence of positional uncertainty ring indicates that no value was provided. 

https://biocache.ala.org.au/occurrences/9f814a4b-7ff1-450c-8cc0-eeb3649e0add
https://biocache.ala.org.au/occurrences/9f814a4b-7ff1-450c-8cc0-eeb3649e0add
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Less conclusive is the earlier record that Gilbert 
made while camped on the Lynd River, 64 km 
south of its junction with the Mitchell River, on  
мм WǳƴŜ мупрΥ άŀ ƴŜǿ tƛƎŜƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ tŀǊǊƻǘ 
have been observed, but as yet none of us have 
ōŜŜƴ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎƘƻƻǘ ŜƛǘƘŜǊέ ώмϐ όDƛƭōŜǊǘ муппς1845: 
212). Gilbert usually reported his observations in 
the first person, so his turn of phrase suggests that 
he himself might not have seen either species, but 
had been provided with credible reports by his 
companions. This location is 12 km from the 
nearest known GSP nest on Bulimba. Of the other 
parrots that might be expected in the area, Pale-
headed Rosella (which he called Platycercus 
palliceps = P. adscitus (Latham, 1790)), Rainbow 
Lorikeet (Trichoglossus swainsonii = T. moluccanus 
(Gmelin, 1788)), Little Lorikeet (T. pusillus = 
Glossopsitta pusilla (Shaw, 1790)), Red-winged 
Parrot (Aprosmictus erythropterus (Gmelin, 1788)) 
and Budgerigar (Melopsittacus undulatus (Shaw, 
1805)) had previously been identified by Gilbert 
along the route, so he was unlikely to consider any 
of them a new species. This leaves the Varied 
Lorikeet (Psitteuteles versicolor (Lear, 1831)) and 
GSP as the most likely contenders. Gilbert was 
probably familiar with Varied Lorikeets, which had 
been collected at Port Essington while he was 
there on a collecting trip for John Gould (Museum 
of Comparative Zoology, Harvard University 
Specimen 88783, collected 8 Sep. 1840), although 
it is unclear whether he was the collector. His 
companions were unlikely to have been familiar 
with this species. Despite the scant details of this 
record, it appears to have been accepted by Storr 
(1984: 76). Because of its proximity to current 
nesting areas, we also accept it as a GSP record, 
but with a low level of confidence. We presume 
this record is the source of Sibley and Monroe 
όмффлύ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ 
extending to Bulimba, as we can find no other 
records mentioning this location. 

The locations of the camps at which Gilbert and 
Leichhardt made their notes have been accurately 
mapped (National Centre of Biography 2014). For 
the records made on 11, 20 and 24 June, when the 
party had been travelling between camps during 
the day, we have located the record halfway along 
the route between the morning and evening 
camps, and allocated a positional uncertainty that 
includes both camps. As the party was based at the 
same camp from 16ς19 June, the records made on 

17 and 18 June were allocated a positional 
uncertainty of 500 m to allow for short forays from 
the camp. 

Only one of these records is currently held in ALA, 
where it is sourced from BA, and listed as being an 
observation of a Paradise Parrot in June 1845. 
Although the record is positioned 70 km to the 
southwest of our designated site, the 13 other 
species listed as being observed on the same 
ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ DƛƭōŜǊǘΩǎ ǎƛƎƘǘƛƴƎǎ ƻƴ мт WǳƴŜΦ 

Mistaken identities  

When John Gould first described the GSP, which he 
called the Golden-backed Parrakeet, he referred to 
a painting by Ferdinand Bauer that he considered 
to be of the same species: 

On comparing the bird with the drawing made 
at least forty years before, they proved to be so 
much alike that no doubt remained on my mind 
as to its having been made from an example of 
this species (Gould 1869: text accompanying 
Plate 64). 

Bauer had been the illustrator on Matthew 
Flinders' circumnavigation of Australia in 1802ς
1803. The expedition made landfall on CYP at the 
Pennefather River (McAllan 1992; which they 
ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ά/ƻŜƴ wƛǾŜǊέΣ .rown & Bauer 1814). This 
was a potential location for GSPs at that time, as 
they were later recorded behind the mangroves at 
Watson River and near Pormpuraaw, 120 km and 
300 km further south, respectively (see below). 
However, Bauer's painting (Fig. 5) was clearly of 
the Hooded Parrot, and was probably painted from 
birds seen at Melville Bay on 16 February 1803 
όaŎ!ƭƭŀƴ мффнύΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ .Ǌƻǿƴ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ά! ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ 
species of paroquet not known at Port Jackson was 
ǇǊƻŎǳǊŜŘέ όaŀǘƘŜǿǎ мфмоōΥ мрнύΦ .ŀǳŜǊϥǎ ǇŀǊǊots are 
therefore not the first documentation of the GSP. 

On 3 September 1861, when the Gregory brothers 
were travelling along the Oakover River, and 
skirting the Hamersley Range in the Pilbara, 
²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀ ό²!ύΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ άǾŀƭƭŜȅǎ 
yielding little else but triodia, with occasional 
patches of stunted gum forest, in which was found 
a little good grass, on which were feeding flights of 
pigeons and a variety of parrot new to us, but 
which I believe to be the golden-backed parakeet 
(Psephotus chrysopterygiusύ ƻŦ DƻǳƭŘέ όDǊŜƎƻǊȅ ϧ 
Gregory 1884: 408). They had presumably been 
ǎƘƻǿƴ 9ƭǎŜȅΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ мурс ŜȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ 
This was not the only GSP record from WA. The 
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Historical Bird Atlas contains one from Carnarvon 
in 1900 (BirdLife Australia undated). The only 
related species known from either location is the 
Mulga Parrot. 

In 1902, W. H. Dudley Le Souëf described the nest 
and eggs of what he thought were GSPs that had 
ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ άtƻǊǘ 5ŀǊǿƛƴ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘέΦ 
ά¢ƘŜ ŜƎƎǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŀƛŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ŀ Ƙƻƭƭƻǿ ŘŜŀŘ 
branch of a eucalyptus tree on the earthy 
ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜέ ό[Ŝ {ƻǳšŦ 1902: 94). The single egg was 
άǇǳǊŜ ǿƘƛǘŜΣ ƎƭƻǎǎȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǊƻǳƴŘŜŘέ ό[Ŝ {ƻǳšŦ мфлнΥ 
фпύΦ aŎ[Ŝƴƴŀƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ D{t ŜƎƎǎ ŀǎ άǇǳǊŜ ǿƘƛǘŜΣ 
ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǊƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ Ǝƭƻǎǎέ ό²ƘƛǘŜ мфннŀΥ 
99). Le Souëf's egg measured 21.8 mm by 18.3 mm, 
within the range of both GSP and Hooded Parrot 
eggs collected from the wild (Saunders 2009), 
although slightly larger than the 80 GSP eggs we 
measured from nests south of Musgrave between 

1993 and 1995 (20.6 ° 0.8 mm by 17.8 ° 0.5 mm). 
Le Souëf's egg collection was sold to H. L. White, 
who bequeathed his collection to NMV on his 
death in May 1927 (Museums Victoria 2022a).  
A footnote to White (1922a: 98) dismissed this egg 
ŀǎ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ D{tǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ άƛǎ ƴƻǘ 
ŦƻǳƴŘ ǿŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǳƭŦ ƻŦ /ŀǊǇŜƴǘŀǊƛŀέiii. 

As GSPs and Hooded Parrots in the wild have only 
been recorded as nesting in antbeds (e.g. Fig. 6A) 

(Higgins 1999), a nest in a tree hollow is highly 
unlikely to be that of either species. Of the hollow-
nesting parrots found in the Top End of the NT, the 
Varied Lorikeet has a nest and eggs that most 
closely match Le Souëf's description. Varied 
[ƻǊƛƪŜŜǘ ŜƎƎǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ aŎ[Ŝƴƴŀƴ ŀǘ ά/ƻŜƴέ 

(Fig. 6B) were 21.8 ° 1.0 mm by 18.0 ° 0.5 mm, 
and two of these eggs have the exact same 
dimensions as those of Le Souëf's egg (Saunders 
2009). We therefore conclude this nest and egg 
was most likely to have been that of a Varied 
Lorikeet, and not of either Psephotellus spp.  

First captive birds  

In 1897, a small number of GSPs arrived on the 
market. Six were sent to England as immature 
Paradise Parrots in the spring of 1897 (March to 
May; Phillips 1898). Of these, the London 
Zoological Gardens purchased a pair on 10 March 
1897 (North 1898). The remaining birds were 
females. Two were purchased by Reginald Phillips 
(1898). C. T. Maxwell obtained two and exhibited 
them at the Crystal Palace as a pair of immature 
Paradise Parrots (Cresswell 1898), and ς in later 
exhibitions ς as GSPs (Seth-Smith 1899). Another 
female was exhibited by Mr. L. W. Hawkins in the 
following two years (Phillips 1900; Seth-Smith 1901).  

 
Figure 5. Ferdinand Bauer's painting of Hooded Parrots observed during Flinders' 
circumnavigational survey of Australia (1801ς1803), believed by John Gould to 
have been of Golden-shouldered Parrots. 
Source: Library and Archives, Natural History Museum, London. 
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Phillips (1898) commissioned Pierre Jacques Smit 
(illustrator at BMNH) to paint a portrait of the pair 
held at the London Zoo. The painting is clearly of 
GSPs (Fig. 7). It does not appear that the pair at 
London Zoo produced progeny, but ς by 1901 ς the 
zoo had produced hybrids from GSPs and Mulga 
Parrots (Seth-Smith 1901). The female died on 
1 October 1904 suffering from cystic ovaries, and 
the male died on 19 September 1909 suffering 
from haemorrhagic enteritis (Zoological Society of 
London Library, personal communication 7 Feb. 
нлннύΦ .ƻǘƘ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ ŀǎ άǳǎŜƭŜǎǎέΣ ǎƻ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳƴ-
likely their skins were preserved. 

Although Phillips (1898) claimed another two GSPs 
arrived in London in June 1897 or 1898, Seth-Smith 
(1910) believed this not to be the case; and 
Mathews (1916ςмфмтΥ пнфύ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ 
later consignments [to the U.K.] were from Pine 
Creek or thereabouts, and these have been just as 
certainly dissimilisέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀ ǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ ōƛǊŘǎ 
obtained by Mrs. Johnstone, of Bury St. Edmunds, 
in 1902 (Lendon 1950a), which turned out to be 
Hooded Parrots (Seth-Smith 1910). 

One of the captive female GSPs ended up in 
aŀǘƘŜǿǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ŀǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 
North Queensland, and had lived in captivity from 
5 April 1897 to 4 January 1898, but had no other 
details of its origin. The skin of this bird is held in 
AMNH (SKIN-623439). Its details fit with those of 
ƻƴŜ ƻŦ tƘƛƭƭƛǇǎΩ ōƛǊŘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ŘƛŜŘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭƭ ƛƴ 
the winter of 1897/98 and was skinned to make a 
specimen (Phillips 1898). Mathews must have 
ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ мфмтΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜ ά{ƛƴŎŜ 
9ƭǎŜȅΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƴƻ ǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŦƻǊƳ 
ǇǊƻŎǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ƘƛƳ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘέ όaŀǘƘŜǿǎ 
1916ς1917: 427). 

Of the bird trappers who were known to be active 
in the 1890s, Albert Meek can be ruled out as the 
collector of these birds because he was in New 
Guinea from late 1896 to early 1897 (Australian 
Joint Copying Project 1894ς1931) and he did not 
arrive on CYP until June 1898 (Hartert 1899), after 
the birds had arrived in London. Nor were the 
parrots collected by Henry Greensill Barnard, as he 
ǿǊƻǘŜ ƛƴ мфмп άP. chrysopterygius was obtained 
somewhere in the Normanton district, and does 
not appear to have been found since it was 
ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ DƻǳƭŘέ ό.ŀǊƴŀǊŘ мфмпΥ псύΦ Iƻwever, 
ōȅ муфтΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǊƻǘΩǎ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ 
opened up for either gold mining or cattle grazing, 
and the track servicing the telegraph line running 
through the centre of the peninsula had long been 
completed (Lack 1962), so much GSP habitat would 
have been accessible to bird trappers; and the 
parrots might easily have been collected by an 
enthusiastic naturalist, as were so many of the 
early pastoralists. 

On 14 December 1897, Alfred J. North, Curator at 
AM, enthusiastically purchased a live male GSP for 
the museum from Emma Young (O.9754; 
Australian Museum 1897; North 1898). It had 
reportedly been caught in a net by a bird trapper 
near Port Darwin NT, but this appears unlikely, as 
inspection of photographs of this specimen 
indicates it is definitely a GSP. Although North 
confirmed that this bird was a GSP, he noted that 
its plumage differed somewhat from that in 
DƻǳƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΦ 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƴƻǿ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƳŜ Χ ŀ 
narrow line of turquoise blue separates the 
pale-yellow feathers of the forehead from the 
crown of the head, and the black feathers of the 

A 

B 

 

Figure 6. Nests of A. Golden-shouldered Parrot, and B. Varied Lorikeet, cut open to expose eggs. 
Photos: W.R. McLennan: A. White (1922a) and B. White (1922b). 
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latter extend in a central stripe on to the nape 
(North 1898: 89). 

North kept his GSP alive for nearly two years, after 
which he transferred it to the reference collection 
of AM (North 1900). It was the first GSP specimen 
to be retained in an Australian museum. At the 
time of writing, the bird did not appear in ALA; and 

as its origins remain a mystery, we unfortunately 
cannot include it in our dataset. 

Watson River  

McLennan first recorded seeing a pair of GSPs [10], 
and collecting a male [11] on 14 April 1915, at 
Watson River on the west coast of CYP. 

 
Figure 7Φ tƛŜǊǊŜ WŀŎǉǳŜǎ {ƳƛǘΩǎ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘ ƻŦ DƻƭŘŜƴ-shouldered Parrots 
held in the London Zoological Gardens, painted in 1898.  Source: 
Phillips (1898). 




