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A N O T E  ON T H E  D I E T  OF THE T A S M A N I A N  A B O R I G I N E S  

Scot t  Cane, Jirn Stockton and Amanda VaZZance 

The Tasmanian Abor ig ina l  d i e t  was drawn from marine and 
non-marine envi ronments ,  i n  which food r e s o u r c e s  v a r i e d  acco rd ing  
t o  h a b i t a t .  A lp ine  and r a i n  f o r e s t  environments provided a  
l i m i t e d  supp ly  of p l a n t  food ,  whereas t h e  wet and d ry  s c h l e r o p h y l l  
f o r e s t s  provided  an  abundant  supply of  p l a n t  and animal foods .  
The c o a s t a l  zones ,  d e s p i t e  a  decep t ive ly  b a r r e n  appearance ,  
s u p p l i e d  a  c o n s i s t e n t l y  r i c h  p l a n t  and mar sup i a l  food r e sou rce  
t h a t  was supplemented by  l a r g e  s h e l l f i s h  grounds and a  s e a s o n a l  
abundance o f  b i r d s  and c e r t a i n  mammals. 

There  were many k i n d s  of p l a n t s  e a t e n  by t h e  Tasmanian 
Abor ig ines .  However, many of t h e s e  were e i t h e r  s e a s o n a l ,  a s  i n  
t h e  c a s e  of p l a n t  s e e d s  and f r u i t s ,  r e s t r i c t e d  i n  t h e i r  l o c a t i o n ,  
a s  f o r  example i n  s p e c i a l i s e d  a l p i n e  communities, o r  s p a r s e l y  
r e p r e s e n t e d  a s  i n  t h e  c a s e  of  t h e  o r c h i d  fami ly .  Ethnographic  
r e c o r d s  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e s e  k inds  of  p l a n t s  were a  secondary food 
r e s o u r c e .  On t h e  o t h e r  hand t h e r e  a r e  many environments which 
s u p p o r t  a n  abundan t ly  d i v e r s e  range  of p l a n t  foods .  There a r e  
s p e c i e s ,  as i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  t h e  man f e r n  Dicksonia mtarc t ica ,  
which a l t h o u g h  l o c a l i s e d  a r e  presented  i n  l a r g e  numbers, and 
t h e r e  a r e  p l a n t  s p e c i e s  such a s  t h e  bracken f e r n  Pteridiwn 
esculenturn which a r e  c o n s i s t e n t l y  w e l l  r ep re sen t ed  throughout  
t h e  i s l a n d .  I n  such  c a s e s  t h e  b o t a n i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  t h e  
s p e c i e s  and t h e i r  r e g u l a r  occurrence  w i t h i n  ou r  e thnographic  
r e c o r d s  s u g g e s t s  t h e s e  k i n d s  of p l a n t s  were a  primary food 
r e s o u r c e  f o r  t h e  Tasmanian Abor ig ines .  A l is t  of  t h e  v e g e t a b l e  
foods  e a t e n  by t h e  Tasmanian Abor ig ines  i s  t a b l e d  below. 

L i s t  1: L i s t  o f  foods thought t o  comprise the Tasmanian Abor ig ina l  
d i e t  

Pr imary  food r e s o u r c e  References  

B e r i d i m  esculentwn (Bracken f e r n )  
Xanthorrhea aus tra l i s  (Grass  t r e e )  
Dicksonia antarctica (Manfern) 
Cyathea aus tra l i s  (Rough t r e e  f e r n )  
Carpobrotus r o s s i i  (P ig f  a c e )  
Triglochin procera (Arrow g ra s s )  
a s t r o d i a  sesamoides (Na t ive  po t a to  

o r c h i d )  
Orchidacea f ami ly  i n  g e n e r a l  
Mjl i t ta  aus t ra l i s  (Blackman's bread)  
Fucus palmatus (Seawrack) 
DurviZZea p o t a t o m  

H i a t t ,  Mol l i son ,  Jones  
H i a t t ,  Mol l i son ,  Jones  
H i a t t ,  Mol l i son ,  Jones  
H i a t t  
H i a t t ,  Mol l i son ,  Jones  
Jones  

H i a t t ,  Jones  
H i a t t ,  Mol l i son ,  Jones  
H i a t t ,  Mol l i son  
Jones  
H i a t t ,  Mol l i son  
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Secondary food resources  
( a )  F r u i t s  

References 

Bi ZZardiera Zong-iflora (Climbing blue 
berry)  

Rubus p a d  fozius (Native raspberry) 
Coprosma hirteZZa (Coffee be r ry )  
Coprosma q& fida (Native currant)  
Astro Zoma hwni f u s m  (Native cranberry) 
Sambucus gaudichaudianu (Native e lde r )  
GauZtheria hispida (Snow berry)  
Cyathodes juniperina 
So~anwn zaciniatwn (Kangaroo apple) 
Persoonia juniperinu (P r i ck ly  geebung) 
Leucopogon spp. 
Leptomeria dmcpacea 
Carpobrotus r o s s i i  (Pigf ace f r u i t )  
Cenurrhenes n i t i da  (Native plum) 
Rhagodia baccata (Coasta l  s a l  tbush) 
Acacia sophorae (Wattle) 
Acacia s t r i c t a  (Wattle) 
Acaciu botrpephcrh ( W a t t l e )  
Acacia meZanoqZon (Wattle) 
Casuarinu spp . (Shea-oak) 

(b) Gums 

EucaZyptus viminuZis (Manna gum) 
-Fucalyp?as prlvl?:?: (Cider gum) 
Acacia rnelanoxgzon (Blackwood) 

(c)  Roots 

Daums gzochidiatus 
Geranium soZanderi (Native geranium) 

( d )  Leaves 

mimys ZanceoZata (Mountain pepper) 
OxaZis cornicuZata (Wood o r  clover s o r r e l )  
AtripZex b i l l a rd i e r i  ( S a l t  bush) 
Tetragonia impZexhoma (New Zealand 

spinach) 
Sonchus megazocarpus 
Cardamine heterphylza (Cress) 
Cardamine intermedia 
CaZandrinia calyptrata 
Lomandra Zongifolia (Mat rush) 
Rhagodia baccata (Coastal  sa l tbush)  

( e )  Flowers 

CaZytrix tetragonu 
Banksia marginuta (Honeysuckle) 
CasuarYinu spp. 
Astero tr ich im disco tor (Curra j ong) 

Jones 
Jones 
Jones  
Mollison, C u r t i s  
Jones 
Jones 
Mollison 
Jones 
H i a t t ,  Mol l ison,  Jones  
Jones 
Jones 
Jones 
H i a t t ,  Mol l ison,  Jones 
Jones ,  C u r t i s  
Vallance 
H i a t t ,  Jones 
Jones  
Jones 
Jones  
Mollison 

Jones 
Mollison 
Jones 

Jones 
H i a t t ,  Jones 

Robinson 

Jones 

Jones  
Jones 
Jones 
Jones 
Jones 
Jones 
Vallance 

Jones 
Jones 
Mollison 
C u r t i s  
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I n  t h e  p a s t  some p r e h i s t o r i a n s  b e l i e v e d  t h e  Tasmanian 
Abor ig ines  s u f f e r e d  from a  carbohydra te  imbalance (Noet l ing  1910).  
To t e s t  t h i s ,  p o r t i o n s  of  commonly a v a i l a b l e  p l a n t s  were s e n t  t o  
t h e  Tasmanian Government Analys is  Department f o r  carbohydra te  
a n a l y s i s .  Although t h e  f u l l  r e s u l t s  of  t h i s  a n a l y s i s  a r e  shown 
i n  Table  1 we a r e  p r i m a r i l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  carbohydra te  
c o n t e n t  of  each  s p e c i e s .  The energy va lue  of t h e s e  s p e c i e s  is  
documented i n  c a l o r i f i c  terms and t h a t  one c a l o r i e  is  the  amount 
of  energy r e q u i r e d  t o  h e a t  one cub ic  cen t ime t r e  of  wa te r .  There 
a r e  1000 of  t h e s e  c a l o r i e s  i n  a k i l o c a l o r i e .  

The r e s u l t s  g iven  i n  Table 1 may be compared wi th  t hose  f o r  
f i v e  s t a p l e  v e g e t a b l e  foods  a v a i l a b l e  t o  wes tern  man. These a r e  
shown i n  Table  2. We f i n d  t h a t  t h e  Tasmanian g r a s s  t r e e  (41.3%) 
h o l d s  less ca rbohydra t e  t han  bread (49.9%) whereas t h e  bracken 
f e r n  c o n t a i n s  more (22.7%) carbohydra te  than  p o t a t o e s  (19.1%).  
Likewise t h e  Tasmanian man f e r n  (12.3%),  c o a s t a l  s a l t  bush (10.3%) 
and p i g  f a c e  ( 4 . 6 % )  c o n t a i n  a  h ighe r  percentage  of carbohydra te  
t h a n  c a r r o t s  (8.6%) , pumpkin (7.1%) and sp inach  (3.7%) . For the  
t o t a l  ca rbohydra t e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  of t he se  wes tern  foods w e  f i nd  
t h a t  f o r  t h e  f i v e  s p e c i e s  - o r  500 grams t e s t e d ,  t h e r e  is a  
t o t a l  o f  88.4 grams of carbohydra te  whereas f o r  t h e  same g ros s  
gram weight  i n  t h e  n a t i v e  foods t e s t e d  t h e r e  were 91.2 grams of 
ca rbohydra t e .  

From t h e s e  r e s u l t s  i t  seems t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l  p l a n t  s p e c i e s  
a v a i l a b l e  t o  t h e  Abor ig ines  were a s  w e l l  s tocked wi th  carbohydrate 
a s  t h e  v e g e t a b l e  foods  a v a i l a b l e  i n  t he  wes tern  d i e t .  This  f a c t ,  
coupled w i t h  t h e  e x t e n s i v e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of each s p e c i e s  t e s t e d  
would s u p p o r t  a  conc lus ion  t h a t  t h e  f l o r a l  component of t h e  
Tasmanian environment was n o t  d e f i c i e n t  i n  carbohydra te  and hence 
t h e  d i e t  of  t h e  Tasmanian Aborigines d id  no t  s u f f e r  from a  
ca rbohydra t e  imbalance.  

Dept o f  Prehistory & AnthropoZogy 
School o f  General Studies 
ANU, Canberra 

Dept o f  Prehistory 
Research SchoZ o f  Pacific Studies 
ANU, Canberra 

Department of Education 
Hobart, Tasmania 
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