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Science Heritage Place/Item:
RECHERCHE BAY, TASMANIA
Images

View west across the North East Peninsula of Recherche Bay to the Southern Ranges (including Mt La Perouse),
all areas in which scientific work was undertaken in 1792 and/or 1793 by members of the D’Entrecasteaux
expedition. Photo: Anne McConnell, 2007.

History
In 1792, and again in 1793, the two ship d’Entrecasteaux expedition, so named because it was
under the command of Rear-Admiral Joseph-Antoine Bruny d’Entrecasteaux spent time in the
sheltered waters of Recherche Bay in southern Tasmania. As well as repairing the two ships (La
Recherche and L’Esperance) and re-provisioning, a range of scientific research was undertaken.
Although a major purpose of the d’Entrecasteaux expedition was to attempt to locate the La
Perouse expedition which had not been heard from since it left Botany Bay in 1788, it had another
purpose, which was to undertake scientific research, including reporting on the climate, resources
and indigenous cultures of places visited; measuring the earth’s magnetic field; charting unknown
coastlines; and charting the stars of the southern hemisphere. The D'Entrecasteaux expedition had
a much larger scientific contingent than La Perouse’s expedition with more than twenty scientists,
including botanists, zoologists, mineralogists, astronomers and geographers. It was intended to
rival, if not to surpass, other major exploration expeditions of its time.
A substantial amount of scientific work was undertaken at Recherche Bay during the two visits. Over
these visits, the region was mapped, plants were collected, observatories were built for taking
geophysical measurements; and time was spent with the local Aboriginal people, with the expedition
collecting extensive records of various aspects of Aboriginal life. The expedition produced some
notable outcomes in the fields of botany, navigation and cartography.

Description of Place
Recherche Bay is a scientific cultural landscape in relation to the d’Entrecasteaux expedition.
Although very little physical evidence of the scientific research has survived on the ground, the
landscape, the embayment and the land which is now largely reclaimed by native vegetation, is very
similar to the landscape of the area in 1792-1793. Its importance as a scientific cultural landscape is

enhanced by the various named geographic features that reference the expedition – Recherche
Bay, the Esperance River and D’Entrecasteaux River, and Mount La Perouse.

Significance
Recherche Bay is a highly significant science heritage landscape because of its association with the
late eighteenth century French D’Entrecasteaux scientific and exploratory expedition, at the time a
major scientific expedition to the Southern Hemisphere. A significant amount of research was
undertaken at Recherche Bay and in its hinterland. For example almost 5,000 specimens were
collected and catalogued. The encounters between Tasmanian Indigenous people and the
d’Entrecasteaux expedition at Recherche Bay were amongst some of the earliest detailed
ethnographic accounts of Australian Aboriginal people, and resulted in the best documentary
evidence of Tasmanian Aboriginal culture before European settlement. This interaction constitutes a
significant cross-cultural episode in Australian history, not least for the friendly relations that were
maintained.
Much of the scientific work that was undertaken was also seminal or otherwise significant, with
Rossel’s geophysical research the first major scientific experiment undertaken on Australian soil,
and his results revolutionising compass use and making navigation much safer. Many of the plants
collected formed an important body of scientific evidence, including many type specimens of
Australian plants. The expedition also produced significant outcomes such as the refinement of the
practice of cartography by Beautemps-Beaupre (the expedition hydrographer), Rossel’s (the
expedition physicist) definitive treatise on astronomical navigation, and establishment by
Labillardiere (the expedition botanist) of the largest herbarium in Europe.

Current Listing
The north east peninsula of Recherche Bay is listed on the Australian National Heritage List in
relation to the scientific research of the D’Entrecasteaux expedition, the Aboriginal associations, and
the interactions between both parties.
A small area of the north east peninsula and southern peninsula of Recherche Bay (sections of the
coast) is listed on Tasmanian Heritage Register in relation to the scientific research of the
D’Entrecasteaux expedition.
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