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THE THYLACINE.

By GRAHAM RENSHAW, M.D., F.R.S.E.
Lecturer in Zoology, Extramural Department, Manchester

University.
Recent Press notices of the almost extinct Thylacine or

marsupial " Tiger " of Tasmania suggest that the following
notes on the species may be of interest.

The Thylacine (Thylacinus cynocephalus) stands about
18^ inches high at the shoulder ; the general body colour is
greyish brown tinged with olive, and young animals are
darker than their parents, judging from the family group
mounted in the Liverpool Museum. The loins are marked
with about sixteen black bands arising from a line running
along the spine ; this is a most remarkable pattern, very rare
among mammals, being shared only by the Banded Wallaby,
the Hardwicke Hemigale (an aberrant Civet), and the
Zebra Antelope of West Africa. So curious is it that
Lydekker has remarked of the Zebra Antelope : " This
coloration is quite unique among Ruminants and rivals that
of the marsupial Thylacine " (Royal Natural History, vol. ii,
p. 310). One of these bands is frequently double.

The head of the Thylacine is squarish, relatively large, and
strangely dog-like ; the muzzle seen from the front is attenu-
ated between the widened cheeks. Like the Hunting Dog of
Africa, the Thylacine has no hallux or " great " toe. The tail
is very curious and in all specimens seen by the writer slanted
rigidly behind as the animal walked ; no Thylacine can wag
its tail. This appendage is naked and laterally compressed,
recalling the tail of the water-loving extinct Anoplotherium
as restored by Cuvier ; indeed M. Geoffrey long ago suggested
that from the form of the tail the Thylacine might be aquatic !
The pouch opens backward and the young scramble into it
upside down.

On 21st April, 1807, Sir Joseph Banks communicated to
the Linnean Society Mr. G. P. Harris's " Description of two
new species of Didelphis from Van Diemen's Land ". Two
Thylacines—the first known to science—had been taken near
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Hobart, and with the newly-discovered Tasmanian Devil
had been provisionally classed as Opossums; the type
Thylacine only lived a few hours, having been injured in a
trap. It would be interesting to know if it was this individual
that was exhibited by William Bullock in London in 1812
as the " Thylacine or Zebra Opossum, the only known
specimen in any Museum ". The Bullock collection being
sold in 1819 the animal was probably purchased by the
Linnean Society, who certainly bought the rare Black
Emu from the same series ; at any rate Temminck of Leyden
noted that in 1824 the Linnean Society possessed a smallish
specimen and it was he who by comparing Harris's type
with an adult skull in the Leyden collection showed that the
former was immature. Thus the Harris Thylacine and the
Linnean Thylacine were possibly the same individual;
but in any case the type specimen has been lost, so that further
speculation is useless.

The early stockowners found the Thylacine a serious pest,
for like the Kea Parrot of New Zealand, it acquired a taste
for fresh mutton. Poison was useless for it never returned
to the carcase, so that a dead sheep doctored with strychnine
was worse than wasted ; pursued with hounds, old males
proved tough customers, snapping right and left and more
than a match for several dogs. Harris's old-fashioned trap
baited with Kangaroo meat seemed as good as anything,
for the Thylacine was easily snared.

In 1871 a zoological sensation became current, for it
seemed possible that the Thylacine, a Tasmanian animal,
also inhabited Australia. That it formerly did so there is
no possible doubt, for remains of an allied species (Thylacinus
spelceus) have been found in the Pleistocene deposits of
Wellington Valley, and were presented by Count Strzelecki
to the College of Surgeons Museum. It appeared that when
out with his dog near Rockinghani Bay a lad named Sheridan
had his attention drawn to the furious barking of the dog,
which took up scent from a piece of scrub and, following the
trail for half a mile, came up with a beast as big as a dog
lying in the grass. It had a round face like a cat's and a long
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tail; the body was striped from the ribs under the belly with
yellow and black. The dog pluckily flew at it but was thrown ;
Sheridan approached and fired, wounding it in the head.
The mysterious beast ran up a tree, but the dog barking,
it became savage and rushed first at the dog and then at
Sheridan ; from the description it can hardly have been
anything but a Thylacine, for the only other candidate
is the Banded Wallaby, a small species of timid disposition
and very unlikely to be able to throw a terrier. In confirma-
tion Mr. Hull's party, surveying the Murray and Mackay
Rivers in 1873, found an imprint of a four-toed animal with
non-retractile claws : a sketch made at the time shows spoor
which might well be that of a Thylacine.

Skin hunters included the Thylacine amongst their quarry
and as late as 1880 hawkers used to purchase the pelts for
resale in Hobart. In 1883 there was a scare, for it was thought
that the species had been exterminated. Happily Mr. Crowther
of Launceston was able to show that the animal was not
extinct; a nearly adult pair purchased from him arrived at
the London Zoo on 14th November, 1884, and the writer
well remembers them, flourishing in excellent condition on a
diet of rabbits.

A Thylacine studied by the writer was active during the
early part of the day, running to and fro in its exercise yard,
the head held low like a hound's on scent. The beast often
paused abruptly, as if to reconnoitre, standing motionless

• with head raised ; it took little notice of the attendant
entering the yard, as if half-blinded by the sun. When the
light became powerful it often retreated to the inner den,
where it curled itself up like a dog ; but it would also recline
to bask in the sun, a strange habit for a semi-nocturnal
animal. In sleep it lay on one side fully extended ; the upper-
most ear remaining erect confirmed the original description
of Harris. It never uttered any sound, though the keeper
said that it would hiss or grunt if disturbed.


