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The towns and rivers of the Murray-Darling Basin.
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The Inland Sea: an artificial River Murray comprehensively regulated by dams, weirs and barrages. (K Guilfoyl, in RMC: The Work of the River Murray Commission, comp. AF Ronalds, Government Printer, Melbourne, 1946. © MDBA.)





Introduction to the 2025 Edition


It’s almost seventeen years since I fired up my aged station wagon and ventured into the drought-ravaged Australian interior, the beginning of a journey of discovery, comprehension and bewilderment. I set out to learn about the rivers of the Murray-Darling Basin, the environments they nurture and the people who dwell by their banks. I ended up appreciating so much more: the Indigenous connection to the rivers, the role the bush shaped in forging our national identity, the threat from climate change and the challenges that lie ahead.


I travelled the Murray-Darling from its headwaters in Queensland to its mouth in South Australia at the height of the Millennium Drought. It was the most severe since European settlement, lasting for more than a decade. My journey – actually a series of journeys – took place over the summer of 2008–09, as the great dry reached its zenith. So I saw it at its worst, when irrigators were on their knees, farmers were walking off their properties and the spectre of suicide stalked the river towns. It was a time when redgum forests were dying, ecosystems were collapsing and wildlife numbers were plummeting. The country, having burnt in 2003, burnt once more: 173 dead in Victoria’s Black Saturday conflagration. It was feared that South Australia’s lower lakes, near the Murray’s mouth, would evaporate past the point of no return, their residual water turning to battery acid, and that Adelaide would run out of drinking water.


During 2008 I’d been reporting on the environment for Melbourne’s The Age, and a big part of my task was covering the newly elected Rudd government’s proposals to address climate change, as well as its plan to save the Murray-Darling. But the debate was hijacked by vested interests: statistics were manipulated and weaponised, interstate rivalries were exploited, politicians ramped up their rhetorical sleights of hand. It became a dialogue of the deaf: highly technical, all about licences and allocations and gigalitres. I grew sick of it: I wanted to get out there and see what was actually happening. So I was immensely grateful to Melbourne University Press and its then publisher, Louise Adler, when she gave me the opportunity to write this book. My aim was to set aside the politicians and the lobbyists and the self-serving reports commissioned from expensive consultants. I wanted to find out for myself.


The drought itself was well-established by the time of my travels: it had begun in 1996 and spread and deepened as the second millennium passed into the third. By 2003, seven years in, the drought was proclaimed as the worst in recorded history. That was a year of bushfires: the year I witnessed Canberra burning – almost five hundred houses lost along the capital’s western edge, four dead – the Snowy Mountains burning, the Victorian alps. And still the drought deepened. For much of southern Australia, 2006 was the driest on record. Think about that: the driest on record, on the driest inhabited continent, coming on top of a decade of little or no rain. Crops died, forests burnt, topsoil blew away. It was not until late 2010, six months after this book was first published, that that great Pacific pendulum finally swung back from El Niño to La Niña, and floods replaced drought.


I had seen the country at a time when it seemed the drought might never end.


Much of that is now forgotten. Complacency has returned. The dams are full and the rivers are flowing. Three out of the past four years have been cooler, wetter La Niñas, and Australia has greened once more. The farmers are taking off record crops, the redgum forests have revived, wildlife numbers are recovering, at least for most species. But ‘cooler’ has become a relative term, given that globally, 2024 was the hottest year on record, and the World Meteorological Organization tells us the last ten years are the hottest ten on record. The scientists were right; the climate change deniers were wrong.


For the moment, Australia’s luck is holding. As I write this, meteorologists are predicting yet another La Niña forming, the first such formation during the summer months in seventy-five years. The wetter cycle is undoubtably better for Australia; most farmers and rural communities would prefer rain, even if it carries the risk of flooding, to the drawn out torture of drought. So too environmentalists and firefighters. But look across the Pacific and witness the devastation unleashed on California in January 2025: Los Angeles burning, in the middle of winter, the land tinder-dry after years of La Niña-induced drought, the fires turbocharged by gale-force winds driven by a heating atmosphere. Regard California and despair, for at some point the cycle will turn, the pendulum will swing, and it will be Australia bearing the brunt of drought. Just how far and how hard it will swing is anybody’s guess. Climate change is lending momentum to this pendulum; the floods more intense, the droughts more severe.


So perhaps this is a good time to revisit my travels during that summer. For what happened then will almost certainly come again. Maybe not the next drought or the one after, but it will come. Even before climate change, Australia experienced devastating dries, such as the Federation drought of the 1890s.The question must be, how much worse might the next one be, and are we better prepared than twenty years ago?


Some things have changed for the better, and some for the worse. The year I travelled the basin coincided with the infancy of the Rudd government, when political consensus on tackling climate change and addressing the problems of the Murray-Darling Basin seemed difficult but achievable. Malcolm Turnbull had replaced Brendan Nelson as opposition leader; political bipartisanship appeared possible. That was before Tony Abbott came into the leadership and deployed climate denial as a political wrecking ball. Nevertheless, the Murray-Darling Basin Plan was passed into law in 2012, full of compromises and inadequacies, but at least something. Under the plan more water is reserved for the environment, new infrastructure has reduced evaporation and seepage, the use and allocation of water has become more efficient. But the plan is inadequate, a half-measure. The Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists states: ‘the Basin Plan falls well short of returning the volumes of water that science has shown are required for a healthy river, vast sums of taxpayer’s money has been wasted, and communities’ confidence in government has been shattered’.


Two things haven’t changed: the Australian Constitution— power over the rivers belongs to the states, and they guard it jealously. Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria still resist water flowing from their rivers downstream into the main channel of the Murray. This leaves the federal government, of whatever political persuasion, with a weak hand, left to coordinate, to harass and to buy compliance with swags of money. The second unchanged is the reliance on rain. The plan will only be stress-tested when the pendulum swings and the next great drought is upon us.


I learnt a lot writing this book, about Australia and about myself. One thing I discovered was that I like writing books, that there is something deeply satisfying in completing a considered and long-term endeavour compared to the reactive immediacy of daily journalism. Here in these pages, you’ll find the inspirations and the settings for many of my crime fiction books. Read the chapter on Wakool, and you will find the landscape from Scrublands; in the chapter on the Barmah-Millewa Forest you will find the location of The Tilt; in the description of water trading and irrigation you will find the seeds for The Seven. Just as I couldn’t have written this book without the years of journalism that predated it, neither could I have written my crime fiction without first writing The River and its companion book The Coast.


So come with me. Let me take you back to the western rivers, as they were in that drought-ravaged summer, to appreciate our collective past and glimpse our collective future.


 


Chris Hammer


February 2025





Prologue
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The Finniss River Recreational Boating Destination


I drive north on the highway for about 10 kilometres before turning off onto a secondary road. After months of dry the rain is sweeping inland off the Southern Ocean in intermittent squalls, and I drive slowly, forced to squint past the wipers. A few more kilometres and I turn off again, onto gravel. After months of travelling the river catchments, I’ve developed a nose for this sort of thing, understanding the lay of the land: where the roads follow ridges, where they curve around them, and where they dip to meet the waterways. I’ve learnt where to look for the water, where the subtle tug of gravity has taken it, carving gullies and creeks, rivers and streams as it goes. I look for another road, hoping there will be one, that will take me from the engineers’ heights to nature’s low, from the road to the water. The rain pauses and just such a road appears on my left, as if on cue. Tonkin Road it’s called. Not much more than a track, really. But it’s taking me towards the water, or towards where it should be, to where it once was—the water that has lain in this landscape for seventy years, and ebbed and flowed for thousands of years before that; the water that has gone.


Six months ago I wouldn’t have recognised the significance of the view off to the left as I ease the car down Tonkin Road: just another dry creek bed running through just another field. I continue down to where the road stops. The drizzle returns, the day ironically grey, yet the evidence is clear for all to see. I can’t help smiling at the jetties. The three of them look so ridiculous in their empty field, raised 3 metres above the dry creek bed. A sign says: ‘Finniss River Recreational Boating Destination ... This facility is provided for picnics and overnight stops for people with recreational craft’. I stand on one of the jetties and look towards the horizon, to where the water must be, but there’s little chance of seeing any of it; the diminishing shoreline of Lake Alexandrina, the larger of South Australia’s two lower lakes, must be at least 2 kilometres away. The lakes lie at the end of the Murray River, just before it enters the sea. Or rather, just before it used to enter the sea.


I clamber down from the jetty into the creek bed where the black soil lays cracked and exposed, like a farm dam at the end of summer. Something white lying against the black of the soil catches my eye: the broken shell of a freshwater mussel, as incongruous in this farmer’s field as the jetties. Deja vu. As I crouch to examine it, the wind drops and I catch the smell: a hint of sulphur. Perhaps the misting rain is interacting with the exposed acid sulphate soil to form sulphuric acid. That’s the great fear: that the residual pools of the lakebed will turn to battery acid; that the lower lakes will become irredeemably toxic; that the Murray will be dead before it reaches the sea, even if the water does some day return.


I had thought myself well prepared before I began this journey along the rivers six months ago. I’d been perched up in the Canberra Press Gallery for the best part of a year writing on the environment: collecting the data, speaking to the experts, listening to the political debate—the view from above. I’d become familiar with the Murray-Darling, Australia’s largest and most important river system, despite rarely venturing out into it. I’d reported on Garnaut, on government green and white papers, on multibillion-dollar water buybacks, on new deals between the federal and state governments, on the ever-shrinking water allocations for irrigators, on the slow death of the wetlands. I’d watched ringside as politicians engaged in their slippery wrestle for ascendancy, and had them visit my desk to convince me of their well-rehearsed truths. I’d listened to environmentalists, farmers, industrialists and scientists. Every second month, I’d faithfully left Parliament House to visit the headquarters of the Murray-Darling Basin Commission and hear the ever-grimmer drought updates and the arid predictions of the Bureau of Meteorology. I could talk gigalitres and allocations and diversions with the best of them. I knew my way round the facts: that the Murray-Darling is Australia’s food bowl, supplying some 40 per cent of our agricultural output and supporting some two million inhabitants, plus providing drinking water to a million more in Adelaide. I also knew the prognosis: Ross Garnaut’s warning that unconstrained climate change would end agriculture in the basin and effectively depopulate it within a century. But every now and then I’d gaze westward through the hermetically sealed windows of Parliament House, looking to the sometimes snow-capped Brindabellas, and I’d wonder what was happening on the far side of the range, whether the rivers flowing off towards South Australia could possibly be half as dry as the statistics clogging the desk in front of me.


Not that the information hasn’t been useful. The maps taught me the basic geography of the basin. They declare that the Murray-Darling system covers a huge swathe of Australia: one-seventh of the continent’s land mass; more than a million square kilometres, almost three times the size of Germany. They show the basin stretching from southern Queensland to contain almost all of New South Wales west of the coastal mountains, much of the Victorian hinterland and a crucial swathe of riverland in the east of South Australia. Some maps divide the system into twenty-three separate river catchments, feeding one into another until they eventually flow together into the South Australian Murray and from there to the Southern Ocean. Other maps divide the system into the Northern and Southern Basins, suggesting that what happens in one might have little or no impact on the other. These maps reveal the Northern Basin to be more than twice as big as the Southern Basin; it feeds the Darling River, the sole connection between the two basins. The Northern Basin begins in Queensland, extending west from the Great Dividing Range along the Condamine-Balonne-Culgoa catchment and the Barwon River. The Barwon becomes the main stem as more rivers join from the east: the Gwydir and the Namoi of northern New South Wales, and, from further south, the Castlereagh, the Macquarie and the Bogan, the water coming from as far south as Bathurst, directly west across the Blue Mountains from Sydney.


The maps display, without explaining why, the rivers’ curious ability to change names. Up near one river’s headwaters, it’s called the Condamine before becoming the Balonne, and eventually the Culgoa. Where the Culgoa joins the Barwon, both names are discarded and the Darling is born. By the time the Darling reaches Bourke in far western New South Wales, it has gathered in all its eastern tributaries. Only the ‘outside’ rivers remain, the Warrego and the Paroo, which flow down from the Queensland desert to join the Darling south of Bourke. The Darling joins the Murray at Wentworth, not far east of the South Australian border.


Although the Northern Basin is massive, it’s the Southern Basin where most of the water and three-quarters of the irrigation is found. It’s also where the crisis of drought is most keenly felt, and where the climate change predictions are grimmest. The maps show the major rivers of the Southern Basin flowing from the mountains of the Great Dividing Range: the Lachlan and the Murrumbidgee in New South Wales, the border-defining Murray, and the shorter but water-rich rivers of Victoria—the Kiewa, the Ovens, the Goulburn, the Campaspe and the Loddon—pushing north-west to join the Murray. But the maps don’t necessarily show the underground tunnels of the Snowy Mountains Scheme, diverting water from coastal rivers through the mountains to feed the Murray and the Murrumbidgee. By the time the Murray has reached Mildura it has collected almost all its tributaries. The last to join is the Darling, but very little of the water that flows onwards into South Australia comes down it; most of the water originates in the Australian Alps, the forested range extending down past Canberra to the New South Wales snowfields, and on into Victoria, towards Melbourne. More than half the water in the Murray-Darling Basin comes down the Murrumbidgee, the Goulburn, the Loddon, the Broken and the Murray, originating in a catchment less than a seventh the size of the entire basin.


I began my travels armed with these statistics and a bag full of maps. But maps speak nothing of history and tradition and struggle; statistics contain no pride, no despair, no elation. Maps don’t buy you drinks in the front bar and regale you with tales of yesteryear; statistics don’t whisper the heartbreak of lost land and eroded culture. They cannot show the beauty of a river red gum framed by the first rays of a summer dawn, or the determination in the face of a fourth-generation farmer fighting the weather with one hand and the big city banks with the other, or the meaning of the bush to a young nation still finding its way in the world. Travel down from the mountains and out across the western plains and maps become landscape, statistics become people, and rivers become metaphors. It was the rivers that first led us away from the coast and into the heartland. Before the highways and the railways, they were the conduits that stretched out into the unknown, leading the explorers and the settlers off into the bush, where they searched for water and gold and carried back the seeds of a new identity. And for millennia before that, the rivers, carved out of the landscape by the rainbow serpent, had lain at the centre of Aboriginal life—spiritual and temporal. Rivers water our crops but they also feed our sense of self: the bush ethos that helped shape Australia resonates still, and what happens west of the mountains still says something about who we are, even now. The decline in the Murray-Darling is not just about agricultural output and endangered ecosystems, nor is it just about maps and statistics; it’s about us.


I’ve travelled a circuitous, on-again off-again route to reach the Finniss River Recreational Boating Destination. I started up on the border between Queensland and New South Wales, where dams and diversions have sucked some rivers dry while filling others. I went to Bourke, paying my respects to the crumbling legacy of bush legends and the fabrication of a young nation’s identity. I travelled out to the Paroo, the last wild river, and found myself captivated. I journeyed to Menindee, where white logic is once again threatening black spirituality, and to the Murray, where I rejoiced in the most remarkable engineering feats, civil and social, and then on to the Barmah Forest, where I felt the residual magic of a red gum wetland. In Wakool I was welcomed by a community staring fate in the eye. On the South Australian Murray I saw a desert turned green, and a river turned slow and salty. And then I came to the lower lakes, where the combined residue of twenty-three catchments pools together, and we can see reflected in the receding waters just what we have wrought. And finally that journey has taken me here.


I climb back up the bank and out onto one of the jetties. Just three years ago the water here would have been between 1 and 2 metres deep, enough to moor a runabout. The signs and the jetties are all new, all well maintained. There’s nothing old or decayed. There’s just no water. I knew this would be here, this or something like it, but to see it, to experience it, makes it real. After half a year of intermittent travel, it stills shocks me. Australia’s major river system is collapsing. Parts of it are dying; parts of it are already dead. Places like this, near the shores of South Australia’s lower lakes, may never recover. Down here, the Murray has stopped flowing; Australia’s most significant river no longer reaches the sea. Ecosystems are dying, farmers are going to the wall, towns are emptying. I stand for a few moments longer on the jetty and look out into the dim autumn light and wonder once again how it has come to this.
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HEADWATERS
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Alan Thompson’s bridge spans the Culgoa River at Caringle


It’s spring in Canberra, and before I head off to explore Australia’s rivers I give the lawn its annual mow. A smattering of seasonal rain has greened up what remains of its once comprehensive cover, and neighbourly guilt compels me to wake the ancient Rover from hibernation. After pulling it from the garage, I pour a litre or two of petrol down its parched gullet and give the pull-start a couple of hefty yanks, praying the engine will catch and I won’t be condemned to cleaning the spark plug or mucking out the carburettor. The gods are with me and the elderly machine coughs into life with spluttering protestations and a halo of blue smoke.


This is one of the hidden benefits of drought for those of us who dislike cutting lawns and the cult of the English garden. Can there be a more comprehensive waste of time or money? All those scarce raw materials; all those carbon emissions; all that money and labour devoted to a machine whose sole purpose is to impose uniformity upon suburbia. I’m the family black sheep in this regard. By contrast, my father has always been fond of a therapeutic mow, finding in that cocoon of noise, dust and sweat something at times meditative, at others cathartic. He must find some enjoyment in it; he does it often enough. I remember him imposing herbaceous discipline upon the unruly expanse of the local church, back before it was engulfed by an old people’s village. There he’d be, happily swearing away, safe in the knowledge that the roar of the machine drowned out his invective in the ears of fellow parishioners, if not in God’s. One of my early memories, from the age of three or four, is of being given a toy mower. It made a most satisfying clackety-clack as I pushed it around, and I’d follow in Dad’s footsteps as he shaved another half-centimetre off the top of the front lawn. But somewhere between preschool and adulthood, I lost the urge to mow. It was Dad who gave me the Rover as he upgraded to a newer, brighter model, perhaps hoping home ownership would belatedly convert me to the cause.


‘Plenty of life left in this one, mate. Briggs and Stratton motor. Yanks used ’em in the war.’


Yet now, as I give the lawn its annual mauling, I realise an era is spluttering to a close. The chorus of the suburban weekend, of a dozen Victas singing in discordant harmony, has been largely silenced. I finish the backyard, shut down the engine and listen. Nothing. Not another to be heard. Like the last of the dinosaurs, doomed by climate change, the Rover has sent out its plaintive call but has received none in reply.


Of course, it could just be affluence. Perhaps the weekend cacophony has simply been outsourced to the operatives of Jim’s Mowing, slipping in under cover of office hours with their stealthy, efficient machines. But I don’t think so. Up and down our street, lawns once sprinkler verdant and blood-and-bone luxuriant have grown brown and patchy under mandatory water restrictions. Yesteryear’s heresy has become today’s badge of civic responsibility. Some friends have taken their lawn out altogether, replacing it with woodchips, mulch and drought-resistant natives. Water tanks, once banned as an eyesore in the national capital, have been installed to keep the wattles, gums and bottlebrushes alive. They’ve put in a small patch of astroturf to give the kids something to roll about on, like a hands-on display at the natural history museum.


I fossick under the house to see if I can find a sprinkler. Eventually I locate one, weathered and abandoned, together with a disused hose. I don’t much miss the sound of lawnmowers, but I fondly recall the sibilant swish of the sprinklers. It’s a soundtrack from childhood: drifting off to sleep on a summer evening with their tack-tack-tack floating through an open window. My kids, aged six and ten, have never known sprinklers or the joy of running under them in the dry heat of summer. Denied their birthright, they have had to make do with ‘car wash’ instead. In Canberra, even washing a car has become prohibited. So in warm weather, on the occasion of a rare cloudburst, we yell ‘Car wash!’ and the kids flap around deliriously, trying to find long-neglected raincoats while my wife and I put our cars out to catch the downpour. The whole family goes at them in a lather of bubbles and laughter, scrubbing away and hoping the rain lasts long enough to rinse them off.


But now, mowing duties fulfilled for another year, I put the Rover back to sleep, pack the car and prepare to depart, contemplating the garden as I do so. It’s not just the grass. We’ve lost two large gums to drought, and a massive ash tree in the backyard looks like going the same way. Its shallow root system, established in a time of plenty, doesn’t tap far enough down to reach the receding water table. I start the car, thinking I’m off to find out what’s happening to Australia’s rivers, to some other place. But I realise, like the frog in the saucepan, that I’ve been sitting here blissfully unaware while the temperature has been rising all around me. The crisis is here and now.
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It’s early November as I head towards Queensland and the headwaters of the Darling. I’ve loaded up my ageing Korean station wagon with all manner of stuff: camping gear, food and jerry cans are jostling with my camera, notebook and voice recorder. Rather than planning out my needs clearly, I’ve stuffed in pretty much anything that will fit, including an Esky, a gas stove, even my old guitar. They rattle away companionably as I make my way past Parliament House, its flag limp in the late spring heat, and head for the open road. I’m travelling north, an 800-kilometre drive to Moree where I’ll pick up a four-wheel drive and go bush. For the first few hours I track through familiar territory—up the highway through the vineyards of retired bureaucrats towards Yass, then west for a short way along the high-speed anonymity of the Hume, and then north again along the Lachlan Valley Way, a winding secondary road. There was a time when I drove this route frequently, back and forth between the New South Wales central west and Canberra during the three years I went to uni at Bathurst. Back then, in the early 1980s, it was a forsaken stretch of land, hammered into submission by an intense drought. I drove it once with a friend, a farmer’s daughter, and we stopped to watch emaciated sheep staggering through a paddock completely devoid of grass, looking for all the world as if they were trying to eat rocks. But now, as I speed through lush dales and over well-grassed hills, the countryside exhilarates me. It’s ripe and overgrown, with a persistent tint of late-spring green. It’s as good as I’ve ever seen it. The Murray-Darling is running on empty, the lower lakes are at tipping point, and the drought persists. But not here, not now.


After an hour and a half I reach Boorowa. I’m not planning to stop, but I can’t help myself. Back in my uni days, this had been a town on the edge. I’d stop at its one tired cafe for a toasted sandwich and a cup of dishwater coffee, occasionally fossicking through the neighbouring bric-a-brac shop on the rare occasion it was open. Now I discover a Boorowa with five cafes as well as that irrefutable seal of rural viability, a Chinese restaurant. ‘Hurrah, Hurrah for Boorowa, The centre of Australia-R’ reads a sign on the way into the metropolis of 1200.


I sip a macchiato at a brand new cafe decked out with blonde-wood furniture and terracotta floor tiles, commenting to the young barista how green the countryside is looking.


‘Wouldn’t know mate’, he says. ‘I don’t get out of town much.’


It’s not just Boorowa that’s changed. There was a time when country towns kept to themselves, giving little away to an errant motorist. The signs on the highway would recite, prisoner-of-war style, only the town’s name, population and altitude: ‘Walgett: population 2300, altitude 130 metres’; ‘Collarenebri: population 1234, elevation 150 metres’; ‘Mungindi: population 1000, elevation 160 metres’. Why anyone would want to know the altitude of a town marooned hundreds of kilometres from the nearest mountain, I have no idea. The average annual rainfall would be more useful. But then again, elevation is unchanging and unchallengeable; who can say what the average rainfall is anymore, or even what it means?


These days, however, towns are no longer satisfied with Geneva Convention minima. Now every town requires a vision statement: ‘Boorowa: Superb Parrot, Superb Country’; ‘Cowra: World Centre of Friendship’; ‘Gilgandra: Town of Windmills and Home of the Coo-ees’; ‘Narrabri: The Centre of Agriculture’. Later in the day I’ll stop in Belatta, perplexed by a sign reading ‘Belatta: Between the Mountains and the Plains’. What mountains? You mean those low grey shapes over there on the horizon? Still, it’s perhaps more plausible than the ‘World Centre of Friendship’.


North of Boorowa, the country continues to display remarkable fecundity. The other side of Dubbo I pass a wheatfield from central casting, a sea of golden grain rippling in the breeze. Off to one side stands a fibro farmhouse, the crop lapping almost to its door. I imagine children inside. After seven long years of drought, I conjure up a Christmas to remember, lavish presents compensating for years of doing without. It’s one of the great pleasures of long-distance driving: daydreaming away the passing miles.


Stopping for lunch, I check in with reality, the reality of official reports and statistics. I revisit this week’s drought update from the Murray-Darling Basin Commission. It spells out a crisis for the southern part of the river system, down in Victoria and South Australia, with record low rainfall, record low inflows into the rivers, and climbing maximum temperatures. But it’s more ambiguous about the north, up where I’m heading:




In the northern half of the Basin, there has been some good rainfall over the last few months and this has assisted dryland farmers. However, the rainfall has not been sufficient to produce significant runoff and streamflows in the Darling and its tributaries have generally remained very low.





I look at the wheatfields, glowing gold in the afternoon light. Everywhere I look, the country speaks of water and wealth. I don’t get it. Whatever is happening down in the south, up here the rain has been falling. So how come there’s no water in the rivers?


At Narrabri, overnight rain has left puddles beside the road and a few stagnant pools in Narrabri Creek, but nothing at all in the Namoi River. Indeed, the recent downpours have caused an explosion of growth in the riverbed, and the town council has fastidiously mown it for 50 metres on either side of the bridge I drive across. Then again, Narrabri is cotton country. Glimpsed from the road, the 8-metre-high walls of giant on-farm water storages suggest why there is no water left in the river. At Collarenebri, agriculture has emptied the Gwydir, yet the nearby Barwon is flowing.
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The land stretching north-east from Bourke tells a different story. It’s flat here. Flat, dry and hot. Sitting under the Queensland border 800 kilometres inland, it doesn’t receive enough annual rainfall to even consider planting a crop like wheat. This is grazing land, where an 8000-hectare property is marginal and 2 hectares or more are required to support each head of sheep or cattle. I stop where the dead-straight dirt road bisects a giant claypan shimmering in the late-afternoon heat. Spring has another month to run but the temperature has climbed to 42 degrees. The air is oven dry; it tugs at your skin, trying to suck out the moisture. Off to one side, the relic of a car bears testimony to some long-ago drama. I walk over to inspect it, carrying the weight of the sun on my back. The wreck has the accumulated patina of decades; there is nothing left save metal, but little rust. I climb onto its roof and look around. Nowhere is there a hill, or even a mound. On the gleaming horizon I can see the curvature of the earth, out where the cloudless blue of the sky is bleeding down into the plain. To the north and east there’s a straggle of mulga. All around me there is complete silence. There’s no sign of animal life. The air smells of nothing but heat.


I’ve left my city car back in Moree, 400 kilometres to the east, where I hired a four-wheel drive to cope with the variable roads of the outback. Back in the car, with the air conditioning cranked up and the iPod feeding the stereo, the speedo reckons I’m flying along at 110 kilometres per hour, but the featureless countryside appears to be passing in slow motion. Almost subliminally I start to perceive slight alterations to the land passing beneath the wheels: for a kilometre or two there is red-soil country, covered in tiny pebbles or russet sand, then black-soil country, with grey sand so fine it’s like talcum, and then red soil again, interspersed with the occasional claypan or sprinkling of whitish sand covering the underlying rock. The only high points are cattle grids every 5 to 10 kilometres. The black-soil country, I realise, is the flood plain—the ash-like soil is the silt deposited over centuries by water moving across this moonscape at times of flood— whereas the red-soil country is the high ground. I stop the car again at a border between the two types of soil and walk away from the road’s slight elevation to glean the subtle difference in the landscape that sends water one way instead of another, but I can’t. Only water and gravity, conspiring to find the lowest point, can discover the way. Out here, the smallest man-made alteration—a fence line, a road, maybe even the wheel marks of farm machinery—has the potential to send floodwaters sprawling in an entirely different direction.


Belatedly, I realise I have already arrived at my intended destination: the flood plain of the Culgoa River. There has been no sign—’Culgoa Flood Plain: population declining, altitude unchanging’— no vision statement. I search the horizon, but the intermittent lines of mulga give no clue as to where any permanent watercourse may lie. And yet floodwaters here can spread for 40 kilometres. Another realisation approaches me through the oppressive treacle of the heat. All those town elevations I’ve been sniggering at do mean something after all. Instead of noting vision statements, I should have been paying more attention to the heights above sea level. In a land so flat, a fraction of a metre can decide the flow of water and all that goes with it. Dirranbandi, Queensland, near where the flood plain starts, has an elevation of 172 metres. Goodooga, 100 kilometres downstream, is at 142 metres. Bourke, another 200 kilometres as the crow flies, and maybe 600 river kilometres, lies at 106 metres. From there it’s only 100 metres of fall, the length of an up-ended football field, to carry the water all the way to the Southern Ocean.


Intrigued, I check my maps. Sure enough, they are unanimous when it comes to the alignment of roads, in complete agreement on the location of towns, but vague and non-committal on the location of the river I’ve come so far to see. Some show it flowing into the Darling; one has it pulling up well short. On one it is a well-defined and confident line; on another it winds this way and that in a drunken squiggle; on yet another it’s not a single strand but a weave of blue hairlines. The river, it seems, has confounded the mapmakers. I suspect that, like myself, many of the cartographers have made the mistake of having a preconceived idea of what the word ‘river’ means. Perhaps they looked it up in the Oxford Dictionary: ‘Copious stream of water flowing in channel to sea ...’


The Darling, by some measures, is Australia’s longest river, and one of its most significant. Yet in the same spirit of antipodean perversity that presented the colonising English with the platypus, it defies preconceptions of how a major river should properly behave. Whereas the Amazon, the Ganges and the Nile place their deltas neatly down in the lowlands near their mouths, the Darling has decided to insert its delta up beyond where it officially begins. The Condamine-Balonne rises traditionally enough near the Queensland towns of Warwick and Toowoomba on the western slopes of the Great Dividing Range, gathering in tributaries in the time-honoured way as it heads towards Dirranbandi, nearly 400 kilometres to the west. But after Dirranbandi, the flatness of the earth splits the Condamine-Balonne apart. It becomes the Culgoa, the Birrie, the Bokhan and the Narran. So flat is the land that the Narran gives up flowing altogether, ending instead in the terminal depression of the Narran Lakes. The other three rivers track this way and that through this delta of interchanging channels, criss-crossing their interlinked flood plains before eventually joining the Barwon. Indeed, where the Culgoa joins the Barwon is the official beginning of the Darling River. That’s the official version, the book version. Yet the one map I have that shows the Culgoa stopping well short of the Barwon is right more often than not. It certainly is this year, despite the recent rains. For by the time the main channel of the Culgoa reaches the Barwon, there is not a single drop of water left in it. A ‘copious stream of water flowing in channel ...’? Give me a break. The start of the Darling has become no more than an arbitrary point on a map.


[image: image]


The Fennels have been at Boneda since 1883, the property’s 8000 hectares carrying 4000 sheep on the western bank of the Culgoa. It’s hard country. The red and black soils struggle to support outbreaks of lignum and other native shrubs between clumps of mulga and gidgee-gidgee trees, even in this, a good year. Here, properties are not handed down from father to son with the easy assumptions of prosperity. Instead, eldest sons borrow from the bank to raise the capital to buy out their own fathers. That’s what Hugh Fennel did back in 1968, and that’s what his father did before him. But Hugh and his wife, Pam, have no sons. Their two daughters, both professionals, have long ago left the district: one for Brisbane, the other for Dubbo. Boneda has been intermittently on the market for more than a year. Soon the Fennels will go to Dubbo as well.


‘I’m planning on doing absolutely nothing. I’m just going to read and go for walks and [do] whatever it is that retired people are supposed to do’, Hugh laughs. ‘I’m sixty-four now and I’m working harder than I’ve ever done.’


Theirs is a modest house, neat and comfortable, set back 50 metres from the Culgoa’s main channel on land imperceptibly higher than its surrounds. The green of the garden, enclosed by a high fence to keep out kangaroos and goats, clashes with the bare red soil of the surrounding country. Inside there are none of the trappings of the squattocracy, just simple furniture and an old-fashioned television carrying the ABC news, keeping the couple abreast of events from the wider world, what Pam refers to simply as ‘away’. ‘You wouldn’t understand’, she says at one point. ‘You’re from away.’ A large painting hangs on the living room wall, depicting a daughter’s wedding. Over a couple of cold beers, the Fennels tell me there’s every chance the house will remain empty once they sell.


‘I don’t think we’ll be selling locally because most of our neighbours are thinking of doing the same thing—getting out’, says Pam. If a local was to buy, then it would be for the land, not the house; the same for an absentee landlord. Hugh would like to sell to the National Parks and Wildlife Service, for he still cares for the land his family has tended for well over a century: ‘National Parks look after the country. It would never be stocked for a start. It would just look the way it’s supposed to look, and that would be a good thing. If a southern buyer got hold of it and overstocked it, it could turn into a wasteland. It’s taken a hell of a hammering over the years. It’s just a fluke we got the 9 inches late last year and the 8 inches in January and February this year. It was just a godsend. There is no other way to describe it’. I think of the desolate claypan out by the wrecked car and my imagination fails me: how much worse could the country have been before the rains?


When the Fennels go, they won’t be the first, or the last. Once, every property in the district employed a married couple, as well as stockmen and local shearers. But no more. The Fennels remember when the closest town, Brewarrina, 80 kilometres to the south, hosted a dance every Friday and Saturday night and a ball five or six times a year. It used to have 3500 people and six cricket teams. Now there are 800 inhabitants and there hasn’t been a cricket team for a decade.


‘The work is getting too hard. There are no stockmen, no shearers. There are only a quarter of the people around here that there used to be. There are no young people. I still consider myself one of the young ones, but I’m having myself on’, says Hugh.


That night I sleep out in the bunkhouse and think of all the happiness and heartbreak Boneda must have witnessed over the years: of the long-gone daughters riding their ponies; of Hugh’s father selling his son his own birthright; and of the river, 50 metres away, that has done nothing to help in the struggle. Hugh tells me that he depends almost entirely on rainfall in a country where rainfall is rare and erratic: ‘What comes down the river is enough to look after the garden and that’s all. We don’t even use the river for stock’.


The next day, Hugh is off to work before I’m up, rising early to beat the heat, but Pam walks me down to look at the stream. It’s a turbid yellow and isn’t flowing. She explains that it’s full of boron, which is slowly killing the garden. The water hasn’t come down the Culgoa proper but down one of those here-again-gone-again squiggles on the map called the Nebine Creek, before settling in the Fennel’s waterhole. At least it’s water.
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I drive back out of Boneda, across the flood plain that no longer floods, again heading north. An impressive bridge takes me across the empty Burban Creek and I come to Woolhara. It’s not the first property I’ve come across that evokes the suburbs of ‘away’; I’ve already passed a Kirribilli and a Bronte—such strange names, stranded out here hundreds of kilometres from the ocean. At first glance Woolhara appears similar to Boneda, with the same low-slung house surrounded by a high homestead fence, and a windmill slowly turning. But when I stop, there are no yelps from working dogs and the lawn has gone to dirt and weeds. Water from the windmill hose leaks unminded, gathering in a pool beside the fence. There is no human sound, just the wind, the drip of the water, and the groans of the steel machinery shed expanding and contracting in the sun. Firewood, neatly chopped and stacked, rests against an empty kennel. A water gauge beyond the homestead fence shows 40 points, although it hasn’t rained for days. How long the house has been abandoned I can’t tell, but it must only be six months or a year. I consider pushing through the unlocked gate and trying the doors, but some sense of trespass holds me back.


Instead I walk back across the drive and scramble up the wall of a small dam. It holds plenty of water but there is no sign of stock. Not far away lies a well-tended grave, its galvanised iron fence shining rust-free in the shade of a small gum. The concrete slab is clear and in good repair, and the inscription on the marble headstone shows little sign of erosion. It looks recent, but it’s not.




In loving remembrance of my beloved mother, Elizabeth


Popplewell, who died May 6th 1899 aged 69 years.


Sleep on beloved sleep and take thy rest


Lay down thy head upon thy saviour’s breast


We love thee well but Jesus loves thee best


Good Night.





A passing emu has left its three-pronged footprints set deep into the red clay outside the fence like the tracks of some long-extinct dinosaur.


I drive through Woolhara and across a private bridge made of steel, which arches gracefully up and over the main channel of the Culgoa. The bridge is barely wide enough for the car; it looks and sounds more like a footbridge, its red-metal sheeting ringing under the tyres. Below its arch, the bed of the Culgoa is bone dry. A young grazier called Alan Thompson built the span back in the 1950s. It’s Alan, now eighty-three, whom I’ve come looking for.


The track winds through the eucalypts of the black-soil flood plain, past the Thompson’s Caringle homestead, before straightening up and widening into the red-gibber plain of an airstrip. A plane is nestled in a corrugated iron shed. I floor the four-wheel drive, sending emus hurtling out of the way as the car screams down the runway. The landing strip narrows back into a track, I slow down, and the emus stare disapprovingly from the distance.


Alan is working with his son David and David’s wife, Belinda, in the mustering yards of the neighbouring property, Boolaboo. Into his ninth decade, he’s still lean and erect, and displays little of the stiffness of back so common among farmers. We escape the mounting heat for tea at his son’s homestead. The two properties, Caringle and Boolaboo, are run jointly: 22 000 hectares with about 16 kilometres of river frontage.


‘When I bought Caringle in 1952 the river was pretty well a constant stream’, Alan tells me. ‘It would run for at least nine months of the year and sometimes it would run the whole year. It was considered an asset to have the river as a watering point. Now it’s become a liability to have the river, because it’s dry most of the time. We can no longer depend on the waterhole in the river because it’s silting up. We’ve had to spend quite a bit of money fencing the river off ... Sheep get into it and they’re hard to get out ... We used to see quite a few turtles and river rats—they’re not rats really, more like a native otter ... but we don’t see them anymore because the waterholes have all dried up. There’s been nowhere for them to go. The same with the old mud turtles. I haven’t seen one of them for years.’


The old grazier tells me that the river used to flood three or four times a year, covering 8000 to 12000 hectares at a time. But there hasn’t been a flood for ten years and the river is dry most of the time. As Alan talks about floods, I begin to reconsider the concept, just as I’ve reassessed my concept of a river. A flood in the outback, with its wide flat spaces, is very different from a flood down on the coast. On the coast, a flood is a sudden, violent thing, coming without warning, breaking riverbanks, threatening lives and sweeping away homes and bridges. Out here they are mostly gradual things, coming with many weeks notice as the water eases its way down from Queensland. Slowly, the water moves out across the plain, and slowly it recedes. And rather than wreaking havoc, the flood brings silt, topsoil and nutrients to replenish the parched land. Graziers have been known to buy additional stock in the time between the flood rising in the north and its arrival at their properties.


‘We’ve been depending on the rainfall’, says Alan. ‘The land’s still responding but it needs a flood every now and then. They’re a bloody nuisance when you’ve got them. They’re good afterwards. The ’56 flood was the biggest flood we had here. It rained cats and dogs from October ’55 to July ’56. We had about four floods. We had a bloke come here wool classing and he left his vehicle here. I took him up to another place over the border. And it rained and rained and rained, and his vehicle was here for nine months before he could shift it ... In 1981 there was a big flood in Dalby, up in Queensland, and we got a big flood out of that. And when the flood went we had Dalby topsoil everywhere. It was pink; it turned the black country pink for a while. Dalby had lost about 18 inches of topsoil. They were crook something awful about that.’


There was a time when Alan and his wife Elaine employed stockmen, jackeroos and a full-time cook. Each property in the district housed its own small community, many of them local Aboriginals. But drought and the slow death of the river, combined with falling wool prices and rising labour costs, have meant that the only hired help employed nowadays are seasonal shearers and crutchers.


‘The bloke we had here had eleven kids’, Alan recalls. ‘At Woolhara they had a bloke with six kids. So I used to put them in the back of a Bedford tip truck to take them to school, and if they started fighting, I’d start lifting it up, so they had to stop fighting and hang on.’


I ask Alan what happened to Woolhara. He tells me it’s owned by an estate, originally bequeathed in the 1930s, which has put it up for sale.


‘They had a manager there. The manager’s wife had cancer and she eventually passed away. And the husband, he was a very fastidious bloke. He got everything in order on the place, neat and tidy and shipshape. And then he sat in his car and gassed himself. And there’s been no-one living there since. It happened about two years ago. They were very good neighbours. Very good.’
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I find Fred Hooper reclining on the couch in the once grand sitting room at Weilmoringle, twenty minutes up the road from Alan Thompson’s Caringle. Fred is wearing a singlet and boxer shorts, and is transfixed by the 152-centimetre plasma television that dominates the room. On the screen, Rowan Atkinson’s rubber face, twice lifesize, is twisting itself into ever more unlikely contortions as Mr Bean struggles to make himself understood by a pretty French girl. Fred gives one last chuckle. ‘Sorry, mate’, he says, flicking off the telly and extending his hand. I take a seat in a worn armchair next to the couch, the room dim now that it’s been deprived of the wide-screen’s glow. After the blazing midday light outside, my eyes takes a while to adjust. I can make out an impressive fireplace, and walls lined with cypress pine.


At its peak, Weilmoringle was more like a principality than a property, stretching half a million acres across the Culgoa flood plain and beyond. The homestead, built in 1883 and lying 120 kilometres north of Brewarrina, was part home and part town hall, the centre of a grazing empire. But Weilmoringle wasn’t built on virgin ground. The house and its outbuildings sit next to one of the few permanent, or near permanent, waterholes on the Culgoa, which for time immemorial had been a camp of the local Morowari people. And so the squatters settled close to two essential commodities: water and labour. For while the Morowari lost their land, they remained living upon it and were offered employment instead. It was a poor trade: the work was hard and the pay low, but at least the community retained its identity.


‘These big properties relied on the Aboriginal labour’, Fred tells me. ‘Without that Aboriginal labour some of these big properties probably wouldn’t have survived. So they made them sanctuaries to stop people being taken off and put onto missions. I know one other property, over on the Warrego, that was like a sanctuary as well. The station owners wouldn’t let the protectors come on and take Aboriginal people off.’


And so while other Aboriginal communities fractured under the policies of assimilation, of missions and boarding schools, the community at Weilmoringle endured. The Morowari worked on the property as stockmen, shearers, boundary riders and domestic workers. Others also lived on the property, enjoying its protection while working as casual labourers on the small holdings of the district. Still others lived and worked full-time on surrounding properties while maintaining family links at Weilmoringle. Life was hard, but not unbearable. But with the advent of equal pay for Aboriginal workers and the collapse of the wool economy, the coming of drought years and the changes in the river, the small holdings could no longer afford to employ full-time workers. Weilmoringle itself was carved up into smaller holdings. Many younger Morowari drifted away to lose themselves in the grog and gambling of Brewarrina and Bourke. Nevertheless, about sixty Morowari still live in the Weilmoringle community, within a dozen or so houses gathered across the road from the homestead, next to the river.


Fred Hooper is Morowari. He spent the first decade of his life, in the 1960s, growing up in the shadow of the homestead—playing in the river, swimming, building boats from corrugated tin, fishing. ‘We’d be in the river the whole time’, Fred recalls. ‘We relied on the river. I remember Mum used to go down with the old yokes with the 20-litre drums and bring them up and put them in the 44-gallon drums. The sediment would drop to the bottom and the water would be clear as crystal.’


Now the Indigenous Land Corporation has bought the property, the Morowari have reclaimed Weilmoringle, and Fred has moved into the homestead. ‘When I first came to this house I couldn’t sleep, because traditionally we weren’t allowed inside the yard. In the old days, when you came to collect your wage, you had to wait outside for it to be brought out to you. Very few Aboriginal people would have sat inside this house’, he says.


Fred is beginning to warm to our conversation. He’s a gregarious bloke in his late forties, with a ready laugh and a mind full of insights. He spent his teen years in Wee Waa, had six years in the Navy, and has worked around the country for various public service agencies. He’s returned from Tasmania with his partner, Kylie, to look after Weilmoringle on a voluntary basis. He reckons race relations in the district are good: ‘Really good. You get some old rednecks. Well, not rednecks. You get people with old traditions and old beliefs; not necessarily rednecks, but conservative. But generally, it’s good here’.


Back in the days of empire—British and grazing—the homesteads of the squattocracy were the social as well as the economic hub of the far-flung grazing districts. That tradition continues; the old property still hosts social events for district landholders. ‘When we have tennis days and community days up here, it’s mainly the white property owners around the area come up, but you get a couple of people from the community come up as well’, says Kylie.


Fred and Kylie would like to continue the grazing on the property—it’s currently carrying 200 cattle and 5000 sheep—and there are plans for tourism based on Weilmoringle’s unique bicultural past. Offering employment to the local community is a priority. So, too, is protecting Aboriginal sites, and there are hopes of restoring some of the district’s biodiversity. It will be no easy task. Reduced to just 17000 hectares, Weilmoringle is no longer the vast fiefdom it once was. The ILC has bought another 8000 hectares on a nearby property. Fred is hoping more properties can be added to create the necessary economies of scale. It’s an ambitious plan, hatched at a time when even the most experienced graziers are finding it hard to break even. As one of them told me, running a property by committee is not a recipe for success.


But Fred is optimistic. ‘I think we can bring it back—if we look at a balance between conservation and business. And respect the capacity of the country. In terms of providing jobs, the bigger we are, the more jobs we can provide’, he says, before looking at his hands and lowering his voice. ‘And where the people want to work. That’s another big factor. Aboriginal people have relied on the welfare system for too long. I think it’s time the wind changed, that we ourselves accept the fact that we live in a white society and we need to make the best of that society. It’s about getting out, getting up off your arses and going out and trying to create a job.’


Fred and Kylie give me a tour of the old house, along its wide central corridor lined with glowing cypress pine, into a wood-lined attic that is beginning to swelter from the assault of the sun, and up to the widow’s walk that extends along the ridge of the roof. The land all around is flat and dry. In a land without hills, the view reaches into the never-never, the scrub and the grass a uniform dun. There’s little wind, but something has lifted a thin miasma of dust into the air so that the blue sky towards the horizon is tinted brown.


Fred and Kylie take me to see the old shearing shed, built in the 1890s, empty now, but which once housed 100 stands. There’s an old steam engine, like a disembodied locomotive, its belts stretching off towards cranks and wheels that powered the shears. They’re not sure how long it’s been since the shed has been used, but the smells still linger: sweat, manure, wool. The floorboards are smooth, soaked through with lanolin and polished by years of work boots.


Back at the house, we go out the back gate and down to the river. There’s water in the waterhole, but it’s brown and low and not flowing. It ends about 50 metres downstream from our vantage point, collecting behind a natural weir. Fred won’t swim in the waterhole now, not like when he was a kid, not since he had to fish a dead kangaroo out. He says it reminded him of the stories the old people used to tell—of bad spirits lurking in the deep water, waiting to prey on naughty children. ‘The river is dying, and because the river is dying, the community is dying as well’, he says. ‘We were living off the river ... because the river was flowing. Now the river isn’t flowing, the fish aren’t there ... The baby mussels are dying out. There were baby mussels everywhere. We used to get mussels this big. You know, 7 or 8 inches long. Yeah, we used to get them like that. I remember as a kid, this river never stopped flowing. Look at it now.’
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