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Praise for Inga Simpson


‘Resonantly powerful at every bite … Just beautiful.’
The Australian Women’s Weekly on Mr Wigg


‘A sense of what is right and good about the world
overwhelmed me on closing this book.’
Books+Publishing on Mr Wigg


‘Inga Simpson gives readers a character so realistic …
that it’s hard to believe he’s a creation of fiction.’
Herald Sun on Mr Wigg


‘Nest is a gently persuasive novel that leaves you richer for having
seen with the eyes of a naturalist, entering an environment where the
life force is palpable.’
Australian Book Review on Nest


‘A testament to her talent as a nature writer … [a] truly rich novel.’
Sydney Morning Herald on Nest


‘entrancing’
Adelaide Advertiser on Nest


‘This gentle, introspective novel will delight …
Inga Simpson writes wondrously.’
Good Reading on Nest


‘A thoroughly enjoyable, uplifting read from one of the most creative
nature writers of our time.’
MiNDFOOD on Nest


‘Atmospheric and absorbing, this coming-of-age story explores the
problems that can arise when making amends with the past.’
Sunday Age on Where the Trees Were


‘Simpson is a graceful, limpid writer …
a particularly fine writer of place.’
The Australian on Where the Trees Were


‘perfectly rendered’
The Big Issue on Where the Trees Were




ALSO BY INGA SIMPSON


Mr Wigg


Nest


Where the Trees Were




For my father,
Brice




To enter a wood is to pass into a different world in which
we ourselves are transformed … It is where you travel
to find yourself, often, paradoxically, by getting lost.


ROGER DEAKIN,


Wildwood


He who lives under the eaves of the forest will
learn the voices of the trees. They have a definite
speech which the initiated can understand.


ELIZABETH C. WRIGHT,


Lichen Tufts, from the Alleghanies




Prologue


I SEE THE WORLD THROUGH TREES. EVERY WINDOW AND doorway frames trunks, limbs and leaves. My light is their light, filtered green. My air is their exhalation. Sound comes from inside the forest: birdsong, insect buzz and frog call. My cottage is perched on a spine, the ground falling away either side to fern-banked creeks that run in chorus when it rains. The height elevates me to the canopy, with the birds.


I have always been a tree-woman, although the trees of my childhood were set far apart, and there were years in between spent in cities and apartments. Finding this place has been a coming home. But this is not my blood’s country. I am from somewhere else, and somewhere else before that – a fifth-generation descendant of white settlers. I was born down south, inland, out of reach of the sea’s breeze, in a land of low hills, ironbarks and little rain. I’m self-sown, like the forest regrowth that surrounds me.


It was autumn when we moved here, the first morning’s light shafting through trees onto the deck like magic beams. The season will always remind me of those first months, of gazing about in wonder. Wonder at the natural world is often described as childlike, as if it is something we should outgrow. If that is true, then I have never grown up. Each year, when that golden light returns, it reminds me how thankful I am to live as part of the forest, and for the ways it has shaped my life.


—


In late 2007, N and I decided we would leave the city for the Sunshine Coast hinterland. We had fallen for its beaches, rivers and mountains. As writers drowning in the nine to five, tired of concrete, noise and traffic, we dreamed of a quieter life. We would head for the hills, where the air would be fresh and the world would be green. We would have an orchard, vegetable patch and chooks. It would be the perfect place to raise N’s two younger children the way we had been raised – in the bush and free to roam. We would have a life together and time to write – a writing life. We figured we would be ready in about a year.


I set up an online search, just in case the perfect place came on the market, to keep the dream alive during those long days at the office. I sent N emails of this place or that, to get a sense of what she liked, none of which elicited much response.


Less than a month later, a picture turned up in my inbox: a cedar cottage in a misty forest, with an alluring by-line about a fairy tale. I was stuck on a conference call, which had degenerated into squabbling between regional offices about proposed changes to work practices – practices I had helped design. I needed an escape.


I followed the link, and the more I saw the more I liked: open fireplace, wooden floorboards, big deck and two separate studios – among ten acres of trees. I emailed it to N. This time she replied immediately, and with a single word. ‘Nicey.’


We rang the agent and arranged to drive up and ‘have a look’. I realised, as we got close, that I had done a drive-by the year before. It had been substantially more expensive then, but there couldn’t be two stone-and-timber cottages on ten acres with a soundproof studio. I had come up the back way, and wrongly thought it too out of the way and too far from Brisbane to commute. It had been dry then, too, dust from the gravel road coating the bush and giving the wrong impression. I’d already had enough dust for a lifetime, and drove on.


This time, it was green. I said, no matter how much we liked it, not to let me sit down. When buying my first home, in Canberra, I had been determined to play it cool, to appear uninterested, but as soon as I walked through the sun-filled cottage and out into its Tuscan-coloured courtyard, warm in Canberra’s winter, I sat on the back steps and said, ‘I love it.’ It’s difficult to drive a hard bargain from there.


We wandered down the driveway, shook hands with the agent, took in the trees standing all around, the chorus of birdsong and cicadas, and smiled at each other, green-eyed. We walked down the brick path, through the warm timber rooms and out to the back deck, where we could glimpse the Blackall Range. The light was soft and small birds bathed in terracotta dishes. I sat down on the back steps in a daze. It was like visiting an old friend.


We inspected the smaller stone-and-timber studio off the carport, and then the larger one up the hill, which had an upper and lower section and separate entrances. We told the agent we were writers. He nodded, and told us that the owner had had a reading done; the place was on a dragon ley line, a source of creative energy. The idea appealed. The studios needed work, but were surrounded by trees, offering total privacy and promising space and inspiration. Apart from the buildings, there was nothing manmade in sight. The train station was two minutes away, the university fifteen, the beach twenty. It was perfect.


We had a midday gin and tonic up on the range, in a pub looking out over the coast to the sea. We wanted the place, the dream. But it was too soon, and we were due to go away for a month the next day, driving fourteen hundred kilometres interstate, on retreat, with no phone coverage or internet access.


‘We’re not ready,’ N said.


‘I know.’ But I had already imagined us there. ‘They say you should ask yourself how you’d feel if you found out it was sold. That someone else had bought it.’ We exchanged miserable looks over the table.


I called the agent and made an offer.


—


On the front of the recycled green manila folder housing the purchase documents, N wrote a quote from Henry David Thoreau’s Walden; or, Life in the Woods:






I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.








I still have that folder. Not long after we moved in, a beautiful hardcover copy of Walden arrived in the post. A gift. It’s hard to imagine now, but I had not read Thoreau’s account of his two years in a cabin in the woods by Walden Pond, nor the literature of nature that would be opened up to me through reading his work. Moving here and discovering that literature was the regrafting I needed. I was still unpublished then – I hadn’t found my voice, as they say. That was all going to change, and everything else with it.


After eleven months, I began keeping diaries of the days, thinking that by living through the seasons once, I knew the place, and could capture it all on the page. Almost a decade on, I realise how little I know. Through learning the nature of each tree, I work my way deeper into wood, soil and rock. Some days, I feel part tree – or at least, I prefer their company. Yet the closer I get, the more inadequate my words.


English comes easily to me; I’m a word-woman, too. But English was born from landscapes far from here. My imagination, through language and literature, symbolism and myth, is rooted in Europe. And in another place, too: the landscape of my childhood, my family’s property in Central West New South Wales – the dry, wooded hills where I explored and camped. As Wallace Stegner once said, the landscape where you grew up is the screen through which you always see the world.


Those dry hills and the language of Europe are not a natural fit. Nor do they transplant easily to the subtropics. This is Kabi Kabi country, with a history as long as human memory. In the relative blink of an eye, it has been stolen, logged, cleared, farmed, developed, bought and sold. Somewhere at the heart of things is my unease at loving a place while knowing how I came to it, and an understanding that whatever connection I might feel lacks the depth of culture and language. It’s a lot to reconcile.


I don’t work the land; words are all I produce. As I’m fighting back weeds, planting trees, waging war with the power company that wants to run its towers through, and the outside world seems intent only on destroying itself, there are times when it all feels pointless. It’s only ten acres, after all.


What is this place to me, and what am I to it?


It is the trees who bring me the answers. Or, rather, the right questions. Trees have their own language, booming from the bole, singing in their sap, sighing on the wind – most of the time we’re just not listening.


In many ways, this is their story.




Canopy




Brush box


(Lophostemon confertus)


THE CANOPY IS WHERE TALL TREES ASPIRE TO BE, WHERE THE sunlight is. The trees’ crowns intertwine to form a roof over the forest, making it whole. They shade and protect the middle and understorey – or steal their light, depending on how you look at it.


There is a lot going on in the canopy: new growth, death, rainfall, wind, hail, sun, moonlight, photosynthesis, birds, bees, insects, bats, butterflies and mammals. I have a bird’s-eye view of it all.


Trees are how I locate myself: the combination and density of species, the percentage of canopy cover, the amount of understorey. These are indicators of the type of soil, slope, altitude, rainfall, history. Trees tell stories about places, which is perhaps why we get along so well.


More than any other tree, brush box, or Lophostemon confertus, defines this patch of forest. It was the first species I learned to recognise. Brush box have a dense, domed crown, and their dark leaves are larger and more oval than a eucalypt’s, with pale undersides. New shoots begin as a bright green bud, growing vertically, like a flower, before opening out into a hand of pale leaves. They are borne in whorls, crowded at the end of branchlets.


The real brush box flowers, when they appear in late spring and early summer, are works of art: clusters of feathery white stars with a sweet perfume. Although plentiful, they hide high up, against the green. It was on a walk along a neighbouring road that I first spotted some low enough to examine. I carried a clutch home, leaving my hands sticky and honey-scented. For a short time, the new green shoots and white flowers are all on display at once, and the usually modest tree is on show.


After flowering, brush box produce heavy wooden seed capsules, bell-shaped, rather like an open gumnut, which at first had me assuming that it was a eucalypt. They are distantly related, both members of the Myrtaceae family, but brush box belong to the tropical evergreen genus Lophostemon, along with the macadamia.


Of all Australian trees, brush box remind me the most of J.R.R. Tolkien’s ents – the trees who can move, talk and sing songs. They are half-barks, their lower trunk is rough, brown and flaky, while their upper limbs are smooth pinkish tan. In late spring their bark peels back to reveal creamy green skin. If it turns hot too soon, they burn red. Brush box do not shed their branches, which grow at low angles, like arms, bark curling back from knots, forks and crooked elbows, tapering to thin wrists and long arthritic fingers.


There is a particular bearded brush box outside my studio, pale green with lichen. It harbours all manner of birds to distract me while I should be working. Kookaburras, yellow-breasted robins, scarlet honeyeaters, red-browed finches, rufous fantails, spotted pardalotes, golden whistlers, spectacled monarchs and kingfishers all dance on the tree’s stage throughout the year. Sometimes they flit down to the windowsill, or hook their claws into the fine screen and peer in as if seeing me, bespectacled, as a fellow creature.


Each year this brush box ent reaches closer to the glass, towards the map of Middle-earth beside me. He filters my light green. I imagine his closest limb stretching out, kinking down through the open window while my back is turned, and exploring my wooden desk – a distant relative, perhaps – searching for what it is I do all day, as slow-moving as a tree. I would like to place my fingers against his just for a moment, to hear what he would say, and to convey all that I feel.


There is another young brush box by the door of my studio, her arm around a slender rose gum. I hear them squeaking against each other at night and wonder what will be born of their love.


But I do not speak brush box. My imagination is wrong-rooted in woodlands, populated by elves and dragons, the store of words and images from a lifetime of reading English literature, and a genetic memory of brooks, glens and munros. I strain to hear the voice of this place, the land itself. Sometimes, when sitting on a log, straining up a slope, or hopping from rock to rock along the creek, I catch its echo. Perhaps, in time, if I listen carefully enough, all of the stories will align.


—


Brush box are shape shifters. Given the room, they thicken and spread into broad rangy trees. In the rainforest, they suck water, reaching up to forty metres and growing fat, old and gnarly. On coastal headlands, they are stunted, wind-pruned. Here, set close together, they are tall, thin and collegial. Brush box specialise in transition areas like this, between rainforest and open woodland. They are resistant to drought and inundation and are not fussy about their soil. They can cope with the forest’s dramatic seasonal variations. In spring, everything can turn brown and crisp, leaves falling and bark peeling, the undergrowth dying back, reduced almost to dry sclerophyll. In summer, most of the annual rainfall – ninety inches – comes down over two or three months, and everything plumps, shoots and creeps its way back to lush wet sclerophyll.


These steep slopes are in the foothills of the Blackall Range, part of a wildlife corridor from the range to the coast, and the watershed for Paynter Creek. Riparian sections cling to the valleys and creek lines. This was all cedar country once, dense rainforest. The trees growing here now are, like me, third- or fourth-generation regrowth, flourishing in place of those who were here before.


Like eucalypts, brush box are opportunists, colonising the gaps and outgrowing the rainforest species left in their dappled shade. Also like eucalypts, brush box prefer their own company, casting down a carpet of leaves to discourage the seedlings of other species. They are multi-trunked, and send up suckers, growing their own families.


It’s mongrel country really, impure, in between, and not much use. But transition areas like this, between biomes, where two communities integrate, have their own name. This forest is an ecotone, rich in life, supporting greater diversity than either of the ecosystems it delineates between. As Annamaria Weldon notes in her essay ‘Threshold Country’, like all margins and thresholds, ecotones are dynamic places where life has to adapt to survive. They are sites of possibility.


We were part of the forest from the start. As we began changing things, settling in, it was already changing us.


—


Brush box is no surprise when you cut it open; its wood is the same pinkish brown as its smooth upper limbs. It is a brittle, splintering timber, difficult to handle when green. It contains silica, an ingredient in granite and other rocks, which is abrasive – tough on chainsaws and tools – but produces a fine uniform grain. Like many Australian hardwoods, it has a natural waxiness and is resistant to termites – a welcome trait in this climate. Before I moved here, I only recognised brush box sawn and polished beneath my feet. Its rich colour and detailed grain is popular for floorboards, featuring in the Sydney Opera House and thousands of other public buildings and homes.


The cottage floors are brush box, too, continuing the forest inside. The boards have a glow, holding light and warmth. Over time, where exposed to light, the colour has deepened. The ceiling timbers and some of the walls are also brush box, though left unpolished. The fellow we bought the place from, Noel, is a musician and architect. He designed the place himself, and it was built using trees cleared from the site. The timber went up unseasoned, and has since shrunk and warped.


Noel pointed out two particular bricks in the fireplace, which he took from Brisbane’s Bellevue Hotel when it was controversially demolished by the Deen Brothers in 1979. He left us the newspaper cutting documenting protestors clashing with police and a long-haired version of Noel leaving the site in his flares, a brick in each hand. It is warming to have these blocks of Queensland history – a battle fought hard but lost – in pride of place above the fire.


For us, ownership began at exchange. For Noel it was somewhat more blurred. We turned up with our keys and a car full of essentials, cleaning materials and paint, to find Noel still there, packing and fiddling with the plumbing between water tanks. A shipping container occupied the driveway and there was a large hole in our garden, filling with water.


On the fourth day we were somewhat exasperated to see Noel there again, still fiddling with the pipes. He was trying to get them right for us, of course, but the skip we had ordered had arrived and we wanted to start ripping things out of the studio. It felt uncomfortable with him around. Moving on after twenty-five years was clearly difficult and he had told us that a close friend – another musician and activist – was dying of cancer.


The removalists were arriving the next day, and the children at the weekend; if we were to be ready, we had to get on with it. So we began gathering up rubbish from around the yard, stripping the studio of its industrial-strength navy carpet, white plywood shelves and makeshift foam baffling, throwing it all in the skip. Noel started pulling things back out, commenting that the carpet was only new, or that the piece of rusted metal I had tripped over in long grass was a rack for his four-wheel drive and so on. I was getting fed up. It was our dream now. Later that day, he sat in his vehicle, windows up, crying, for several hours before driving away for the last time. We heard later that his friend had died.


—


I know a bit about wood. My father was, among other things, a woodworker and moving here has in some ways meant coming into my inheritance, although far from the family property.


N and I arrived with more than a hundred boxes of books, only to realise that there wasn’t a single bookshelf. It’s a small house, and we wanted everything to match and fit snug, and having found the place, and each other, we thought we would be here forever. Through our electrician, Paul, who installed new low-energy lights throughout the house and studios, we found a good woodman, Trevor.


Over that first year, Trev custom-built solid timber shelves for the lounge room and each of the studios. Removing the television cabinet from the corner of the lounge exposed a triangle of brush box boards paler and higher than the rest, having been protected from the sun, and from repolishing before the place went on the market. Trev loaned us a disc sander that could reach right into the corners, and I worked over the triangle with finer and finer grain, trying to remove the line. After a third coat of estapol, the line was almost gone, and over time the sun would bring it up to the same shade as the rest of the floor. When Trev next visited, to fit the new jarrah bookshelves and mantel shelf, he said, with some surprise, that I had done ‘a pretty good job’.


Trevor lives in the Mary Valley, his property one of those earmarked for the Queensland government to buy up as part of the proposed dam. He lives in a timber house among trees, too, and plans to die there. He refused to sell, despite constant phone calls, helicopters flying overhead, and his neighbours giving in one by one.


It was Trev who helped us begin to see the trees in the forest, pointing out particular species and telling stories about them. He liked it, I think, that we weren’t clear-felling everything in sight to build a McMansion. I liked that he used solid timbers instead of veneer, and the way he talked. ‘They get so fat in winter,’ he would say of the eastern yellow robins. Or, ‘You think it’s quiet in here, but when summer comes, you won’t believe the noise.’ He was right about that.


—


Like most dreams, the reality of our escape was much harder work. In the beginning, we were commuting to Brisbane, reliant on our old jobs, and still connected to the city. We were doing up the place, driving R and B to and from the local primary school, and trying to write. My job changed to include a lot of travel, I was finishing my PhD in creative writing, and the train service was proving unreliable. There is only a single rail line north of Caboolture, so any flooding, break in power supply or snake in a signal box – all of which are commonplace every storm season – brings the service to a complete stop, with delays for the rest of the day. The road from here to the train station crosses a low point by Eudlo Creek, under the railway bridge, which is prone to flooding after heavy rain. There were mornings when I didn’t get to the office until ten, and evenings when I didn’t get home until eleven. I learned to call in if the trip looked dodgy, and work from home. But my workplace soon grew impatient.


It all took some juggling, but everything was an adventure. The days were long but beautiful, and we were building our future. We began to dream of the next stage, when we didn’t have to go anywhere. When we could just stay home and write.


—


During that first winter, we spent weekends in the garden. Food production was a priority and I had to clear some young trees around the spot we had chosen for the vegetable patch. I hadn’t used a chainsaw before, but I had seen my father wield one plenty of times and was sure I could do it. Trev had shown me how to start it more easily, placing it on the ground and securing it with his boot before pulling the starter cord while dispensing a few tips, like ‘not too much choke’.


I chose a morning when everyone was out, so as not to upset Miss R, who objected to killing anything. I objected, too, but vegetables need sunlight. The first tree came down easily and landed where I had intended it to. The second was a young brush box, and I had to cut a wedge in the trunk first, to control where it fell. But a breeze picked up as I was making the final cut, and the tree came down all wrong, its crown whacking onto the roof, over B’s bedroom, leaving a noticeable dint. My hands were still shaking as I raced around cleaning up the mess before the others got home.


I felt a little better reading Rick Bass’s Winter: Notes from Montana, his account of first moving to the remote Yaak Valley in Montana. He cut the leg off his overalls and long underwear while chainsawing cords of larch. Somehow his leg was left unmarked. Bass was the second nature writer I discovered. A collection of his short stories was another gift from N, and he has been my second-greatest influence. Unlike most nature writers, he lives in the woods permanently. His writing and his life are grounded in nature, and he writes a hell of a sentence. It was encouraging to know he wasn’t much good with a chainsaw at first either. In The Wild Marsh, he tells of burning off the grass in the clearing around their place, and nearly losing the house when the wind changed. After a narrow escape, bucketing water from inside to put it out, he had to rush around cleaning up his sooty boot prints before his wife got home. Having grown up in bushfire country, that’s one mistake I wouldn’t have made.


There was a macadamia, too – a brush box cousin – between the vegetable patch and the afternoon sun. We had been gathering its nuts off the ground and cracking them open to eat. I coppiced it into a bush rather than cut it down but it hasn’t produced any nuts since.


We built three vegetable beds out of old railway sleepers, and set up compost bins nearby. This was to become N’s domain, buying books and seeds and planting heirloom varieties and the ingredients for favourite dishes, like Jerusalem artichokes and French tarragon, and nasturtiums on the slope above the beds. We were way too ambitious, bringing all of our outside ideas in, before we really knew what grew.


Brush box grow their own gardens. The brush box orchid – Dendrobium aemulum – likes to get its roots into its host’s spongy, moisture-retaining bark. It’s a symbiotic relationship. The orchid resembles a jasmine, with waxy dark green leaves and a star-shaped flower, and they can cover a tree like a vine. But the orchid’s petals are longer and more delicate, its lips’ centre pink, with canes radiating out like the spokes of a wheel. I tried to introduce them here, but a long dry winter saw them disappear. I’ll try again one day, in a wetter season.


Brush box host a world of wildlife, too. Rainbow lorikeets and scarlet honeyeaters come for their flowers, black cockatoos and pale-headed rosellas are fond of their seeds, koalas and the caterpillars of bronze flat butterflies eat their leaves, and bees come for their pollen.


There was an established orchard – a cleared slope above the house and opposite the studios – but it had seen better days. We identified lychee, mango, loquat, persimmon, pineapple guavas, tropical peach, plums and a grapefruit. An olive tree leaned away from the driveway, its pale leaves like a smoke cloud. We would eat well, it seemed. We planted an orange, blood orange, lemon and mandarin, and a border of native finger limes – daaroom, Kabi Kabi call them. Digging holes was hot and hard work even during winter. The slope is steep and the soil poor, and all the nutrients soon wash away. We mulched and fertilised and made longer-term plans to terrace the slope. We planted a second persimmon, a tropical peach, pomegranate, guava and tropical pear. We recorded everything, sticking the trees’ labels into a special notebook and sketching what went where. In the back we collected pictures and ideas for the future. It would be years until the finger limes fruited, but when discussing their absence from restaurant menus and recipe books, my chef friend Monique remembered seeing a finger lime tart recipe in Sean Moran’s new book. ‘It has a striped cover,’ she said. Next time we were in Brisbane, we bought a copy and pored over the pictures of Sean’s own tree change, his cooking and life philosophy, which seemed to align with ours, and tried out his recipes, many of which became our signature dishes. We ended up buying half a kilo of local finger limes from the roadside stall to make the tart. Its custard filling is topped with jelly made from finger lime pulp, pink caviar-like bubbles of sharp citrus that pop on your tongue.


Then the lychee, an established tree providing a lot of shade, died. We never tasted its fruit. We organised for a man to come and remove it and turn it into mulch. He told us that lychees are prone to ‘sudden death syndrome’. We bought two new ones, different species, and helped R and B plant them – they would grow together.


—


Over summer, brush box sometimes put on too much growth all at once, becoming a little top-heavy. Weighed down with rain, their crown can snap off, leaving a splintery stump. During that first summer we heard a great crash in the night and found the top half of a brush box laid out across the orchard. Over the weekend, I chainsawed it into lengths and R and B – not without complaint – helped me ferry it down to the woodpile. Cutting up the green timber and storing it away was quite a task, as was disposing of all the leaf-laden branches. Two of the surviving branches sent up new shoots, to grow a replacement crown. You have to admire their resilience. Just to be sure, it sent out three suckers, too, at the edge of the orchard. I read that Kabi Kabi used young saplings like this for spears. The springiness and uniformity of these lengths makes it easy to imagine. I sawed one off, trimmed it back, and kept it by the back door to throw at the next brush turkey that scratched out mulch from the garden beds.


When I had my chance, I missed the turkey and lost the spear. But it felt damn good to throw it, and it kept the turkey away for a few days.


The brush box tend to gather around the studios and in the gullies, but once I learned to recognise them, I noticed them everywhere. One big fellow below the deck demands my attention with surrendering arms and a twisted face. Another, at the end of the carport, with a flaking trunk and a skinny arm, greets me with a high five whenever I arrive home. One with branches like the rungs of a ladder fills the windows and French doors of N’s studio, the last tree before the ground falls away.


When I drop in a cup of tea one morning, she grabs my sleeve and points out a pair of powerful owls, sitting one above the other, who have been calling as she writes. It is like a picture from a children’s book. They look down at our upturned faces, but do not fly off.




Cedar


(Toona ciliata)


RED CEDAR IS THE VANISHED RACE OF THE EAST COAST. FROM the mahogany family, Toona ciliata grows throughout southern Asia, from Afghanistan to Papua New Guinea. The Australian version was formerly treated as a separate species, Toona australis. Cedars once blanketed the coast from Ulladulla in southern New South Wales right up to Cairns in Far North Queensland. Reaching sixty metres, with massive buttressed roots, every one of those old trees was a world unto itself, hosting epiphytes, mosses, insects, birds and animals, and whole ecosystems in their crowns, like gardens in the air.


Cedar was the heart of the subtropical rainforest around here. Kabi Kabi call them Big Fella Woodja. The cedar-getters came, cut down all those big fellas, and went. Cedar timber was prized for furniture, panelling and shipbuilding, known as ‘red gold’ for the colour of its timber and the high prices it fetched back in England.


Cedars are one of the few native deciduous trees of Australian forests, and their pinkish new growth in spring stands out against the otherwise green canopy, which makes them easy to spot. Their feathery leaves are oval to lance-shaped, arranged in alternate rows either side of a central stalk. Their trunks are grey-brown with irregular scales. Cedars have separate male and female flowers, white with five petals, which appear in late spring. Their fruit is a small woody capsule, which splits into five segments, dropping winged seeds in summer, to spin to the ground on the breeze.


—


It was the cedar-getters who opened up this area to European settlement. Shrugged in between the Blackall Range and the beaches of Queensland’s Sunshine Coast, this part of the hinterland is often passed through or overlooked. The range lords it over us, with its European-style gardens, tourist towns and spectacular views, while we crouch in the foothills.


From the road along the ridgeline, over tree-covered hills, you can glimpse the sparkling sea. Up the coast, the volcanic peaks of Mount Coolum and Mount Ninderry dominate. According to Kabi Kabi story, they were rivals for the affection of Maroochy, a beautiful young woman. In a fierce battle, Ninderry knocked off Coolum’s head, which flew into the ocean, becoming Mudjimba Island. Ninderry turned to rock and Maroochy’s flow of tears formed the Maroochy River.


This scrap of forest is at Landers Shoot, named after an Englishman, Edmund Lander, the first European squatter in the area. He lived in a hut on the bank of Coochin Creek, just to the south. He leased parcels of land much larger than this one, runs of sixteen thousand acres, occupying, for a time, all of the country between the Maroochy and Mooloolah rivers, then known as Mooloolah Back Plains. He ran cattle but made his money from cedar. Landers Shoot was once the base camp with several ‘chutes’ for sliding logs down from the top of the Blackall Range. Gravity took all those giants on a one-way journey, slipping and sliding on timber tracks.


Tom Petrie started it all, sailing up the coast in 1862 with twenty-five timber-getters and felling two hundred trees during their first visit alone. They left them all on the ground until they could be transported to Brisbane, which typifies something about the optimism and recklessness of the time. Getting the logs out would rely on negotiating with the settlers who came later – without any thought of the Kabi Kabi or the impacts on their country.


The timber was milled by Pettigrew and Co., in Brisbane, and it was William Pettigrew, a Scotsman, who made all the money. He was also an alderman for council and he apparently used his position to keep the cost price of timber down. The timber-getters and licence holders saw little return for their hard labour: ten shillings per one hundred super feet.


In New South Wales, once the tree had been felled, it was sawn into planks with a pit saw. Around here, the pit would just fill with water, leaving the sawyer up to his thighs after rain, so the logs were often rafted out instead. When the timber was close to a stream, the logs were rolled to the bank. If they were too far away, bullock teams were used to ‘snig’ them to the nearest stream. It was these snigging paths, along with Kabi Kabi tracks, that first gave travellers access through the dense forest.


At the riverbank, the logs were spiked with iron dogs and tied together with vines or chains, in groupings of five. Each cluster was tied to another, forming a raft. The rafts were left in shallow water until high tide, or here, above the tidal reaches, until sufficient rain fell to float them downstream to the river mouth. The rafts were then pushed out with the tide and hauled aboard steamers heading down to Brisbane. By 1864, Pettigrew had purchased all of the land around the Mooloolah River mouth, giving him exclusive access.


Settlers could obtain a permit for ten shillings a year to cut timber anywhere, and set up rough camps in the forest. Although the undergrowth was thick, cedars themselves never grew thickly. In A Million Wild Acres, Eric Rolls suggests one tree to a hectare was a good stand. But cedars were Australia’s only long-lived tree. Giants yielding seventy cubic metres of timber were two thousand years old, with buttressed roots as tall as a man. The cedar-getters balanced on planks wedged into the trunk above the roots, using axes and saws to bring the tree down. Each one must have been like a skyscraper falling. There was a lot of waste: a great stump, the crown, and the trimmings from squaring the log. Up to half of each tree’s timber was left on the ground to rot.


Cedars didn’t grow back. They generate few seeds and the first, second and third waves of felling, burning and clearing did not give them the chance to reproduce. With the forest’s balance destroyed, trees that did survive the cedar-getters were later wiped out by the cedar tip moth.


Hypsipyla robusta attacks cedars’ new shoots – they exude a chemical that the moth loves. Belated attempts to re-establish cedars failed because young cedars growing together in a clearing are more susceptible to attacks from the moth than those growing in the scrub. The cedar tip moth prefers to lay her eggs in full sun. Cedars need sun, too, but in order to flourish, they need to grow in the shade of other trees.


Although there are remnants here and there, the ancient cedar forests that once enswathed these hills are beyond my imagining: the stuff of dreams and fairy tales. I long for a glimpse of the ‘primeval forest’ explorer Ludwig Leichhardt described in 1843, perhaps fearing it would swallow him up – although it was to be the vast desert centre that claimed him in the end. Sepia photographs do not really capture what it would have been like to live among those trees. More often, they record the heroic process of cutting them down and hauling them away.


Lander was eventually driven off by Kabi Kabi, who were considered particularly fierce in this area, and the toughness of the country itself. But this proved only a temporary reprieve.


Landers Shoot is no longer a town but a location. Like other cedar chutes on the east coast, Landers Chute has evolved through numerous misspellings. The location sign now reads Landers Shoot, the road sign leading here reads Landershute Road, while a water treatment works is at Landers Chute. Around Byron Bay, the shoots are where you find prime real estate, and I long coveted an address like Skinners Shoot or Coopers Shoot Road. Landers Shoot doesn’t make any of those lists. Not yet, at least.


—


There are missing trees in Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, too. The ents have lost their wives. During the first or second age, they crossed into the Brown Lands to tend the fruit trees, flowers and vegetables, while the ents looked after the great forests. Sometime before the end of the second age, the entwives’ gardens were destroyed and they vanished.


The Lord of the Rings is set during the third age, and the ents remain in Fangorn Forest, growing old without the hope of having children. Tolkien offers no explanation for the entwives’ disappearance. Perhaps they’re still out there somewhere.


The story appealed to us: an unsolved mystery, female trees, and the idea of disappearing into the wilds. Like the entwives, we were small-scale gardeners, tending the vegetable patch and smaller plants around the cottage, though we were stewards to the big trees too. Gender roles have changed since Tolkien’s time.


We began referring to ourselves as entwives. N wrote and illustrated a poem, ‘The Entwife’, which still sits on my studio bookshelves. We had known each other a long time – in human years anyway – before getting together; waiting so long, in fact, that the opportunity was almost lost. Something in the entwives’ story seemed to accord with ours.


A feminist rewriting of The Lord of the Rings might have the entwives coming out of hiding to save Middle-earth. Those that haven’t shacked up together may rejoin their husbands to fight, or to regenerate the war-torn lands with seedlings. And perhaps, with all that sorted, there would be entlings, or ent-children, after all.


—


Cedar is one of the most durable of all timbers. Logs left for fifty years on the forest floor remain perfectly preserved. Here there are still half a dozen felled giants left behind, too large to move or hollow inside. They live on, covered with bright green mosses and ferns and full of insect life. One has fallen strategically, forming a mossy bridge over the creek. R gave each fallen cedar a name. She called the one below the house, which must have come down of its own accord, exposing its massive root system, Startrex.


Cedar stumps are easy to spot, their reddish crumbly wood almost petrified. Cedar’s resistance to water, the laws of nature and time, is why it was used to build houses in this climate.


This cottage was once a cedar. Its overlapping rough timber boards are cedar, crouching among trees, as if part of the forest. While most of the timber in the house came from this block, the cedar boards must have been purchased from elsewhere.


Although weathered, they retain a warm russet tone. I begin to notice just how many things in the forest are this same colour: cuckoo doves, rufous fantails, brown tree snakes, terracotta birdbaths, and the trunks of grey gums when wet.


Cedar may be impervious to water and termites, but human skin is not impervious to cedar. A cedar splinter becomes irritated and infected, the skin turning red around the point of entry. It was a lesson the children soon learned. While otherwise looking on cedar very affectionately, we removed cedar splinters as soon as possible, treating them with the same urgency as a tick.


I learned early how to recognise cedar. As a child, I traipsed after my parents through dusty second-hand furniture stores searching for hidden treasure. My father would tuck a chisel in his pocket for discreetly scraping back a section of paint or lacquer on a promising chest of drawers, door or wardrobe, looking for that telltale red beneath. As a timber, cedar is soft, light and easy to work with. Under skilled hands, it can be turned and shaped into beautiful pieces, showcasing its rich red colour and detailed grain.


There were several fruitless expeditions for every successful one, but I shared my parents’ jubilation when finding hidden gold.


During the early 1800s, cedar was widely used for furniture, doors and cabinetry. After mid-century the best of the cedar was gone, and by 1900 there was none left.


During the 1980s you could still pick up an early Australian chest of drawers, solid cedar with turned handles and features, for a hundred dollars. They weren’t highly valued, particularly if veiled by numerous layers of paint or carrying a little damage, and sometimes dealers just didn’t know what they had. I learned to keep a straight face as my father handed over eighty dollars for something that would be worth many hundreds once my parents’ had finished with it.


There was a particular chest of drawers, which was about my height at the time, and bilious orange. I turned up my nose in the store, thinking it beyond redemption. Back home the next day, we began peeling back the thick glossy paint with a blowtorch and chisel, revealing a history of several other garish colours and a layer of lacquer. This was my favourite part of the process, watching the paint shrivel and retreat, and scraping it away, section by section. The orange piece had elaborately turned decorative side panels, which proved a nightmare to strip back; weeks of scraping out the inner curves by hand. My parents then sanded the piece back with finer and finer grained sandpaper until it was perfect. It is still in my mother’s lounge room today. They didn’t lacquer the pieces, but just oiled them, for a more natural finish. Cedar darkens with age when exposed to sunlight, and each of those pieces of furniture grows richer with every passing year.


My father worked with recycled cedar, too, making wooden boxes and chests. I had one at the bottom of my bed as a child, long and thin like a gun case, and it’s still at the foot of what is now the guest bed in my mother’s house. I have another box and a small chest with a copper catch in the studio. They are joined with tiny copper nails, requiring precise workmanship.


Later he made big sea chests from reclaimed skirting boards, finished with copper corners and catches beaten from old water tanks. They have leather tops, into which he carved old-fashioned maps, their seas populated with sailing ships and monsters. It took hours of work. I drew similar detailed maps on paper as a child and can’t remember now whether he picked it up from me or I from him. I still have one of those chests in the loft bedroom, like something salvaged from a ship. Perhaps the cedar from which it is made came from around here, linking this country’s recent past to my own.


Cedar is now commercially extinct, with little available for craftsmen. My Bungendore woodworking friend, Scotty, gets quiet calls from men over the country with stashes in their sheds or in possession of a log found under a building site. They never reach the market, though the resulting furniture might. These secret stores will eventually run out, and the forests will never grow back. It is a harsh lesson in exploiting riches in an unsustainable way – a lesson that humans never seem to learn.


—


When the cedar was exhausted, the timber-getters started on the eucalypts. The biggest and best were taken first. Later, settlers cleared the rest to make way for dairy farming and fruit crops: citrus, pineapples, macadamias, lychees and strawberries. You can still buy fruit from honesty stalls around the hinterland, just as I remember from holiday road trips to Noosa as a child. The Big Pineapple still stands, too, albeit rather faded: a fibreglass testament to the 1970s passion for ‘big’ things. It is on the Nambour–Maroochydore road, signalling the simplest highway exit for visitors to take. Head for the Big Pineapple, I say. Then take the next left into Palmwoods.


The word hinterland comes from the German, and literally means ‘the land behind’, usually denoting the country behind the coast or a river, and traditionally the main port and city. In our case, we are behind the coast but below the Blackall Range, which is probably where most people think of when they imagine the Sunshine Coast hinterland. ‘Near Maleny?’ they say. And I nod, although Maleny is twenty-five minutes by car, up to seven degrees cooler, and a whole different landscape.


Hinterland was a term also applied to the areas surrounding European colonies, which, although not part of the colony itself, were influenced by their rule. I have no wish to return to colonial times, but it still fits. Local government sits on the coast and decisions tend to be made for tourism and the greater population, concentrated along the shoreline and canals. The further away you are from the decision makers, and the less populated the area, the less likely revenue will be expended for your benefit. Still, I quite like the idea of having a connection to the coast but remaining separate from its highways, malls and spreading estates. We have our own hinterland identity.


Hinterland can also be used to describe someone’s depth and breadth of cultural, scientific and literary knowledge. This usage is first attributed to Denis Healey, former UK defence secretary, and his wife Edna, apparently used in the context of the lack of hinterland of former prime minister Margaret Thatcher. What a dinner party conversation that must have been.


I’m not sure about the Sunshine Coast hinterland; it’s a bit of a mixed bag. I assumed that people living among such beauty would share my appreciation for the natural environment, that there would be plenty of like minds. But not everyone chose to live here, and for many who have, it is for cheaper housing or access to the train line. It is a wonderful oddity of language that you can live deep in the hinterland and yet also be lacking one. But, then, perhaps it went without saying, in colonial terms, that a hinterland population could not possibly possess a hinterland of the mind.


There are artists and writers hidden about the area. Finding them takes time. We drive up to Maleny for the scenery: dense rainforest and ficus groves between rolling farmland and vistas over the coast to Bribie Island. From a lookout, we learn to pick out our own place far below. We also go for Maleny’s bookstores and cheese room, and to attend regular literary events, which pull big crowds. We get to know the author Steven Lang and his bookstore owner wife Chris, who run the evenings, and often dine with them and their writer guests afterwards, indulging in literary conversation. Our hinterland was building.
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