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      THREE CHILDREN WATCH AS MIST RISES FROM JAMISON VALLEY IN THE BLUE MOUNTAINS; SO DOES THE ROCK FORMATION KNOWN AS THE THREE SISTERS. WHEN WALLACE GREEN CREATED THIS IMAGE AT VANIMANS LOOKOUT IN 1940, HE PERPETUATED A MUCH REPEATED GAG: PHOTOGRAPHING THREE SPECTATORS IN FRONT OF THE THREE SISTERS. A LEGEND REPORTS THAT THE THREE SISTERS ARE ABORIGINAL WOMEN WHO WERE TURNED TO STONE, ALTHOUGH THE PROVENANCE OF THE STORY IS DUBIOUS.
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      MAJOR (LATER SIR) THOMAS MITCHELL (1792–1855) WAS DEPUTY SURVEYOR-GENERAL OF NEW SOUTH WALES WHEN HE CLIMBED MOUNT JELLORE IN 1828. CONVICT LABOURERS CLEARED THE SUMMIT OF ALL BUT SEVEN TREES AND WITH THE AID OF A THEODOLITE MITCHELL DRAFTED THIS NORTHWARD VIEW OF THE BLUE MOUNTAINS AND SURROUNDING RANGES. HE MET LOCAL GUNDUNGURRA PEOPLE DURING HIS SURVEY BUT, ACCORDING TO HIS JOURNAL, NONE ACCOMPANIED HIM TO THE SUMMIT—THE ABORIGINAL MAN DEPICTED IN THE FOREGROUND IS PROBABLY A RETROSPECTIVE INSERTION.


    


  




  

    Introduction





    

      Only ideas won by walking have any value.




      FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, Twilight of the Idols, 1889


    




    The View from Jellore




    I DRIVE THROUGH a maze of logging tracks. The ‘No Shooting’ signs are shot to shreds. At a locked gate, the private property of some weekender, I park the car and continue on. The driveway twists through a building site, then narrows to thread its way among thick sclerophyll and steepen suddenly as it nears the bluff. By the time I reach the summit, my heart is pounding from the short but energetic climb. I gather sticks, light a fire. Behold: the country of this book.




    Initially, it is the sense of layering that strikes me. Looking northwards from the basalt dome, the varied succession of range and ravine cuts lateral sections through the panorama: stepping-stones to the horizon. In front of me lie more than a million acres of dissected plateaus. They start almost immediately below with the steep and rugged ranges of the Nattai. The fabric there is richly verdant, the foliage a silken drape through which a shot of ebony completes the weave. From this foreground the colour changes with successive contours. Each layer of country brings a diminution of the darkness until finally it disappears. The blue that was always buried in the green emerges in the midground and triumphs in the furthest ranges to the north. The effect is due to the fine droplets of oil produced by the unusually dense eucalyptus forests that cover the range. With any distance the horizon here is always blue.




    A light snowfall comes scurrying out of nowhere, chafing my face and fanning the fire. Actuality and illusion combine in the lustrous transition from intense green to oceanic blue. The element of illusion heightens rather than diminishes the sense of majesty, which scale and distance make utterly compelling. A feeling of boundlessness is palpable here, though I need a number to give it meaning. Again training my eye on the horizon, I think of the surveyor Thomas Mitchell, who climbed up here in 1828 and also experienced the limpid purity of winter light. Through the telescopic lens of his theodolite he spied another basalt cap rising from surrounding sandstone, a mere wart on the horizon. Later he would put a name to it, for an ‘intelligent native’ explained that the peak was Warrawolong,’near what we called “Newcastle” ’, 106 miles north.1




    Mitchell’s response to this topographical tableau was the impetus for my own excursion to the superb though rarely visited Jellore, on the southern fringe of the Blue Mountains. Camped near the base, Mitchell ascended the mount on successive days, mapping and drawing the landscape, immortalising his vision of the country and in the process leaving it physically changed. Despite the windswept elevation Qellore is 960 metres above sea level), the fertile, volcanic soil throws up thick forest and consequent frustration to the spectator. While their master surveyed, Mitchell’s convict labourers opened the view by clearing the summit of all but seven trees. Cognisant of the symbolism of his operation, Mitchell carved his name on one of the remaining trunks and nailed to it ‘a copper penny piece’ showing the head of King George IV.




    As the placement of Mitchell’s coin suggests, the dominant objective in visiting this vantage point was to integrate an expanse of unsettled territory into the imperial schema. Despite their proximity to Sydney Town, and the fact that forty years of British occupation had passed, the ranges visible from Jellore had not been mapped in any scientific way. While launching the trigonometrical method in Australia, there was also a sense of personal ascendancy in Major Mitchell’s visit to Jellore in 1828. A veteran of the Peninsular War fought against Napoleon in Spain and Portugal, he mapped the battles meticulously, eventually producing a sumptuous folio that greatly pleased the Duke of Wellington. In 1827, at something of a loose end in England, Mitchell was offered the position of deputy surveyor-general in New South Wales. Though he considered the rank of deputy beneath his station, he ultimately accepted—pardy in desperation and partly on the understanding that Surveyor-General Oxley, the incumbent, was terminally ill.




    It was one of John Oxley’s stockmen who guided Mitchell’s party to Jellore. They had called upon the bedridden surveyor-general as they travelled south-west from Sydney and he confided that it would all be over in a matter of days. The distraught Mrs Oxley was already dressed in black. Mitchell took his leave, heading through the Razorback Range to reach Jellore where he could look all the way back to Sydney Lighthouse on the southern head of the harbour. ‘I could see distantly with my naked eye the wall of the new gaol and with the theodolite glass, the 2 new windmills at work.’2 He decided to fuse art and science by dividing his notebook into sections numbered by degrees and drafting a panoramic view with the aid of the theodolite. In this manner, over the four days required to clear the forest on the summit, he took bearings on every discernible feature. It was a double-headed operation, laying the broad foundation for a vast and intricate survey of the colony while also producing a memorable sketch of the magnificent succession of ranges. Mitchell’s journal records that he had finished the drawing and mapping when news arrived ‘that Mr Oxley was dead and buried!’ The surveyor-generalship, and a much anticipated career in exploration, were now his own.




    A lithograph version of Mitchell’s view from Jellore was included in his 1838 publication Three Expeditions into the Interior of Australia.3 He was highly accomplished in the picturesque style of illustration, and the Jellore lithograph, which folds out from the book as if to approximate the expanse of country, is surprisingly convincing. A tinted version held by the National Library of Australia is even better, precisely depicting the gradations of colour that are so distinctive from the mount (colour plate 1). The novelty of this northward aspect on the range (typically it is seen from the east or west) is powerfully and persuasively captured. From parts of the coast, from high points in Sydney, the Blue Mountains appear distinctly though undramatically: a blue and largely flattish tract of uplifted 4 country, the terminus of the westward gaze. The French naturalist François Péron evoked it well when he wrote of ‘a bluish curtain, rising but little above the horizon, and preserving a considerable uniformity’.4




    Péron’s hint of disappointment points to a distinctive trait of these plateaus known as mountains: that inside experience is incommensurate with exterior impression. Once within the range, one is amply rewarded for the lack of drama beyond it. The blue curtain admits cliff-top spectacles of deeply worn valleys and sandstone outcrops. They are ancient and affecting, capable of prompting the most extreme reactions: they can move you to tears, or love, or even—quite literally—to death. Perhaps for this reason they resist a sense of overview. Nowhere else in my travels have I experienced the immense totality that the view from Jellore affords.




    To me, Mitchell’s lithograph encapsulates the sense of discovery that is felt when something familiar is rendered anew. Significantly, he coupled the vista of uncharted country with what was already a familiar pictorial device in colonial art. On a ledge in the foreground, adjacent to a stump of tree, sits the figure of an Aboriginal man. His back faces the viewer as he contemplates the topographical expanse.
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    The motif of an Aboriginal figure that appears as both spectacle and spectator in colonial depictions of topography is as central to this book as the blue ranges themselves. It poses an abiding question that hangs over this country: why has the figure of the displaced person been symbolically restored to the colonised landscape and what does this motif, so pervasive, so recurrent (and by no means confined to the visual arts), reveal about the invading culture?




    Certainly, a plethora of implications might be drawn from Mitchell’s lithograph. A human element can provide a point of contrast to the topography; a personal presence might inject narrative to the overall image; or the precise positioning of characters can help steer the eye of the viewer through pictorial space. It must be acknowledged, though, that formal structure is replete with ideological implications, as John Barrell pointed out so memorably in The dark side of the landscape (1980). He describes an eighteenth-century convention requiring ‘that the rich and their habitations... be illuminated, and the poor and theirs be left in the shadows’.5 Although the placement of the Aboriginal figure in Mitchell’s lithograph does not correspond to the contrast between wealth and poverty identified by Barrell, comparable issues concerning possession and dispossession are certainly implicit. With the depiction of an Aboriginal person in territory of which he has recently been—or is about to be—deprived, the claiming of land for the British Crown is rendered somewhat ambiguous.




    It could be argued that Mitchell’s inclusion of the Aborigine was nothing more than token colonial content for the audience back ‘home’, an antipodean curiosity more or less interchangeable with some example of native fauna—an emu or a kangaroo. However valid, this interpretation does not do enough to explain the complexities and ambiguities that make the Mitchell lithograph an interesting and significant reflection of colonisation at work. For example, an opposing argument could be advanced: the vision of the unclad Aborigine who contemplates a terrain with which he is obviously connected might suggest ambivalence on the part of the artist about a process of dispossession in which he is personally engaged.




    As D.W.A. Baker has argued, the surveyor-general’s relationships with Aboriginal people were sometimes hostile, sometimes co-operative.6 When he was surveying around Jellore in 1828 the latter seems to have been the case. The interactions Mitchell described suggest a genuine process of enquiry, even the transcription of several Aboriginal songs followed by their English translation. This is evidence of an early ethnography and it could not have taken place without a degree of mutual respect. Mitchell’s notebooks of this period occasionally suggest a tacit recognition that his project of map-making and survey was a secondary activity. He was learning how thoroughly the features of the landscape were already named, known and schematised. He knew that he was visiting the land of Gundungurra-speaking people, the traditional owners of the southern Blue Mountains and beyond, whose territory extends through the Southern Highlands of New South Wales to somewhere near Lake George, not far from the site of Canberra. Mitchells recognition of Aboriginal taxonomy is reflected in his frequent and sometimes fastidious use of indigenous terminology. At the beginning of his diary he refers to the mountain as ‘Jellore’. Later he calls it ‘Geloro’, this being closer to how he heard the Gundungurra pronounce it. Whether he endeavoured to reconcile his scientific and imperial ambitions with the disruptions suffered by indigenous people is difficult to tell. Often he would do no more than observe—as when, just before he ascended Jellore, he found domiciles near his own encampment: ‘huts recently left by the natives’ which consisted of ‘pieces of bark flattened & joined like the roof of a house so as to cover about a square yard’. What did he make of such tangible evidence that the country of his survey was someone’s home?




    Some days later he met the likely owners of these dwellings. One evening he was told that Moyengully, ‘the king of the Nattai’, had ‘sat down’ nearby. Mitchell was evidently aware that the tradition of sitting and lighting a fire near someone’s camp was the courteous method of indicating a desire to speak. Mitchell joined Moyengully, who was accompanied by several young men, a small family and a widow with her child. Their faces were lit by various small fires, around which they reclined. Mitchell eyed their array of spears with apprehension, but quickly discovered that Moyengully’s purpose was to ask him if he had a cure for a swelling on his wrist. It was the beginning of a convivial evening. The clan sang several songs—‘one was what they called the Bathurst song, another the Kangaroo Song’. The ‘old king added his voice occasionally to the strain’. Mitchell’s attitude was apparently respectful, for he wrote how:




    

      One young fellow seemed one of the happiest beings I ever saw. Without any covering but a skin over his hips, he lay on his belly, on the ground, laughing heartily . . . His hair behind was filled with a profusion of black Eagles’ feathers, which had a very appropriate and good effect.


    




    The following day Moyengully visited Mitchell at his tent. ‘I could not resist the temptation of drawing his head, the profusion of woolly locks, seemed so very extraordinary,’ he wrote, adding that he ‘would have drawn the feathered dandy too’ but he had already departed north towards the Cowpastures (colour plate 2).




    Mitchell recorded that Moyengully sat ‘very impatiently’ as he sketched. Yet the portrait, published in the same volume as the view from Jellore, is a persuasive image, revealing a self-possessed individual who looks away from the artist, to display severe dreadlocks that are certainly ‘extraordinary’. It is estimated that Moyengully was born around 1800.7 So the ‘old King’, as Mitchell calls him, was probably less than thirty (almost a decade younger than Mitchell himself) when the drawing was made. Still, the sense of gravitas communicated by the portrait seems beyond his years. Perhaps the disruptions of colonisation, which had included violent skirmishes between the British and the Gundungurra under Macquarie’s governorship, forced early responsibilities upon him. His leadership and strength were well remembered by later generations of Gundungurra, including his nephew Werriberrie (William Russell), who in a short memoir of 1914 described him as a highly significant figure.8 Moyengully was certainly conversant with British customs and felt that his social rank was equivalent to Mitchell’s. He also believed that the making of his image necessitated some sort of exchange. Mitchell offered him a pair of convict trousers as recompense for sitting, but Moyengully refused, saying ‘they were not fit for a gentleman’. Mitchell was forced to surrender a thin grey pair from his own wardrobe.




    These interpersonal encounters must be kept in mind when considering the anonymous, somewhat generic Aboriginal figure who inhabits the foreground of Mitchell’s view from Jellore. Whether inspired by a real person or whether intended as a ‘type’ is impossible to determine. In that respect, a certain haziness will always cloud the picture. There is no record in the diary of any Gundungurra climbing the peak while Mitchell mapped and drew. Only years later, at the end of his life, when a committee of review was examining his department, did the surveyor-general make mention of an unnamed ‘intelligent native’ who had identified that distant peak as Warrawolong. Possibly Moyengully imparted this information during their discussions, and perhaps the somewhat ‘woolly locks’, the only personal characteristic of the foreground figure, are a muted reference to this Gundungurra ‘king’.




    Regardless of the artist’s intention, the sense of peace with which the foreground figure sits before the landscape suggests to me a tension, a point of contrast, to the imperial presumption that the planting of flags, the making of maps or the fastening of coins to trees could offer a way of making the prospect one’s own.




    The Aboriginal figure, steady and continuous, stands in contrast to the bewildering visions one might encounter in the field. Take, for example, an incident dating from 1835 when Mitchell was exploring near the Darling River in western New South Wales. One frosty morning, as the foliage began to thaw, he hastened up a hillside, there to behold ‘the transient vision of a distant horizon’. Here was something perceptible but fantastic: the ranges to the west, which hitherto had been no more than tiny hummocks in the distance, ‘appeared raised as if by magic’.9




    Mitchell was witnessing the prismatic effect of rising moisture, something akin to a great lens suspended in the lower atmosphere—an effect commonly known as refraction. The surveyor-general and his party had seen it previously when ‘small eminences’ in the distance were gloriously magnified ‘like cliffs on a sea coast’. But the illusion was short-lived. ‘To the astonishment of the men,’ he wrote, ‘all the hills, however, soon disappeared.’10




    Astonishment had been Mitchell’s own reaction when, in 1829, he was surveying a route for the Great North Road which would connect Sydney with the Hunter Valley. He was on the ranges adjoining Warrawolong when he encountered the illusion. There, on the western horizon, he noticed ‘Several gigantic ranges . . . overhanging with trees & glistening with rocks.’ Staring at his notebook in stupefaction—previously he had sketched the view—Mitchell reached for his telescope, enlarged the enlargement, and watched the mountains ‘change shape’ until one ‘fell away in the middle’.




    This first encounter would set the tone for his dealings with optical illusions. On the Darling he not only observed the vision through his telescope but took readings with a theodolite, obtaining bearings on the refracted range ‘from a spot whence it could be but seldom visible’. A ‘mirage’ was thus incorporated into a trigonometrical survey. It is an image to be borne in mind as we reconsider the unsettling of the figure in the landscape: the putative surrender of myth to science.
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    So it is that the view from Jellore, with its real yet spectral figure in the foreground, provides a path to the country of this book. I began researching the Blue Mountains because I felt haunted by that figure in the landscape. Though an individual response, I became convinced that my feelings originated from a cultural rather than a purely personal condition. For the intimation of presence to be confronted with the symptoms of absence is a troubling thing. It is sobering, for instance, to think that one could walk through half the territory depicted in Mitchell’s view without discerning any trace of Aboriginal occupation. When I was sixteen I did just that. One winter vacation, I joined a friend and his brother on a hike from the town of Katoomba in the upper Blue Mountains to the Southern Highlands village of Mittagong which is not far from the meeting place of Mitchell and Moyengully. It took us a week to cover a distance that we reckoned at about 130 kilometres.




    Two decades on, my memories of that journey are still wonderfully vivid. We caught the train to Katoomba, the town where I now live, some two hours west of Sydney. Then to the start of Narrow Neck by taxi where the hike began. True to its name, Narrow Neck is an elongated plateau, faced on either side by yellow cliffs, weathered and familiar—signature items in Blue Mountains scenery. The plateau, a ten-kilometre offshoot from the main east-west escarpment, is visible from the famous tourist spots of Echo Point and the Three Sisters. It drives a southern course, dividing two great valleys: the wild and wooded Jamison to the east and the tamed, much cleared Megalong to the west. As we walked the broad trail that forms a spine on Narrow Neck, it was as if two different universes were presented to our right and left. Soon the vast reservoir of Lake Burragorang, Sydney’s water supply, came into sight. We passed the fire tower, a landmark visible for miles, and clambered down Taro’s Ladder, a series of spikes. That was Narrow Neck.




    Now we were off the fire-fighters’ trails and onto hiking tracks, narrow and sometimes patchy, marked on occasion by cairns or splotches of paint. When the track eluded us, we bush-bashed. Having navigated the Wild Dog Mountains, we descended to the fast-flowing channel of the Coxs, taking care to draw our water from a side creek because the river itself is badly polluted. To the murmur of river over river-stones and breeze through casuarinas, we slept a night in the valley. From there it was steep, steep climbing, up and along a ridge that led us to Mount Cloudmaker where we absorbed the panorama and signed the visitors’ book that lives in a tin. Then on to the most splendid of plateaus, Kanangra Walls, a great sandstone edifice that juts into a pitted colosseum of surrounding country; terrain that is not just folded but brutally crumpled so that gullies collapse suddenly into waterfalls or narrow into deep, subterranean canyons. We slept up there at Kanangra in the Dance Floor Cave, once used by settlers for remote mountain revelries. Next morning the weather turned. Through mist and rain, we made our way round the oblong feature of Mount Colong, stayed a night at the old lead and silver mining centre of Yeranderee, now a ghost town, then headed towards Mittagong along the Water Board trails.




    In the last days, as we approached the country of the Nattai, west of Jellore, much of the land was cleared for grazing. We saw wildlife as well as cattle and stinky packs of feral goats. One day we disturbed a wedge-tailed eagle feeding on a slope and we watched as it cranked awkwardly like some inventor on his flying machine, wondering whether this expert glider and hunter could ever be airborne again. Earlier, we had stopped motionless as a crack like a gunshot resounded through space. Then came a guttural moan as a huge eucalypt on the hillside opposite, dead as a fossil, chose this moment with audience to keel in a graceful arc and shatter before our eyes.




    No doubt my admission that I saw no signs of Aboriginal habitation during that beautiful though physically exhausting week reveals a limited power of observation. I should have known, as I might then have guessed, that the caverns where we slept at Mobb’s Soak in the Wild Dog Mountains and the Dance Floor at Kanangra Walls have sheltered people for millennia. A careful search of such caves will often yield flakes of chert, remnants from the making of tools. I knew nothing about that, just as I had no idea that, had we strayed a few metres from the track near Kanangra Walls, we would have seen human figures, their limbs outspread, painted on the rock. These are the iconic dancing men who grace rock art sites in Gundungurra country. At Kanangra, some of the dancers are overwritten with the signatures of colonial settlers. The history builds up in layers.




    All this I have learnt since. I guess I did not have an archaeologist’s disposition; nor did my education, which included some practical bushcraft (without which we could never have made such a journey), prepare me in any way for dealing with the reality of Aboriginal history and heritage. A contrast to my own experience can be found in a moving comment by Eugene Stockton, a priest and archaeologist who, in the 1960s, did important surveys in the Blue Mountains, pursuing interests that had been kindled in his youth:




    

      As a teenager I began to find stones which did not belong to the geology of the area. These pieces of basalt and chert I learned to recognise as artefacts of a former Mountain people. Holding a stone tool in my hand I wondered at the last hand to grasp it: it was like a handshake across the centuries.11


    




    Regrettably, there was nothing in my own wanderings comparable to that ‘handshake across the centuries’. I knew of a few hand prints and rock engravings that survived from the pre-contact period, but these apparently isolated remnants only affirmed the expunging of the civilisation that produced them. I knew few details about the conquest of Aboriginal society. On this matter the school histories of the 1970s were guarded. But through family connections I became aware quite early of the dreadful massacres that had decimated the Aboriginal population of Tasmania. Concerning Sydney and its environs, however, imagination was forced to compensate for a dearth of data. So the bush, for all its beauty and grandeur, often had a melancholy, an autumnal quality, the origin of which seemed sketchy though somehow associated with the lack of human presence. Despite—or perhaps because of—these feelings, I found that forests and wild landscapes generally tended to arouse very strong emotions. The destruction of natural environments seemed an extension of some earlier corruption.
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      MYLES DUNPHY’S Gangerang MAP HAS AIDED BUSHWALKERS SINCE ITS FIRST PUBLICATION IN 1953. MYLES AND HIS SON MILO DUNPHY WERE PROMINENT ADVOCATES OF BLUE MOUNTAINS CONSERVATION. THIS DETAIL OF THE MAP SHOWS THE IMMENSELY PRECIPITOUS AREA AROUND KANANGRA WALLS, A FAVOURITE STAMPING GROUND OF THE DUNPHYS. THIS EDITION OF THE MAP WAS PUBLISHED BY THE COLONG FOUNDATION IN 1979.


    




    These sentiments mark the beginning of a longstanding interest in the forms of story-telling and image-making that might facilitate, or else destabilise, one’s connection with place. In an era when relationships with locality and community appear to be fragmenting, it seems essential to think in very broad ways about issues of rootedness and belonging; the ethical dilemmas, personal and collective, which must be resolved before a rightful place in the world can be assumed.




    Early inklings of the study that became this book occurred when I was working as a research assistant on a project concerning pioneer women. I happened to read a poetic account, packed with incident and misadventure, of a crossing of the Blue Mountains in 1822. The author was Elizabeth Hawkins, an Englishwoman in straitened circumstances, whose husband had been appointed the first government storekeeper at the infant town of Bathurst on the western side of the range. Hawkins’ account was immediately engaging, both as a literary document and as an insight into a particularly resilient woman, a mother of eight children below the age of twelve. They all made the journey in wagons pulled by recalcitrant bullocks. The drivers and servants were convicts, of whom this colonial neophyte was extremely frightened. In some ways the journey was horrific, but Mrs Hawkins still managed to maintain a sense of humour in penning her immensely detailed account, which took the form of a letter to her sister.




    The Hawkins document is memorable for its sense of doubt and hesitation. This is a welcome contrast to the congratulatory bravado that typifies so many narratives of pioneering, the vast majority scribed by men. Examples of such colonial self-confidence, as well as some really brilliant topographical writing by travellers including Charles Darwin, can be found in the collection where I first read Elizabeth Hawkins’ missive. This is a book titled Fourteen Journeys Over the Blue Mountains, edited in 1950 by George Mackaness, a distinguished anthologist and historian. As I began to research, other material and interests became prominent. So neither the Hawkins letter nor the Mackaness collection feature dominantly in this book. But Hawkins’ vibrant prose, shaped by her down-to-earth slant on a line of travel so often recounted as an epiphany in British fortitude and ingenuity, was influential in steering my enquiry. So too was Mackaness’ simple, elegant idea of publishing a collection of documents in which fourteen travellers describe the same route. It was a clear demonstration of how cultural responses to a landscape might provide something akin to a barometric reading of the mood and aspirations of colonial and, by implication, postcolonial society.




    In Passage One I describe growing up in a Sydney suburb where the horizon of the Blue Mountains served as an inconspicuous though influential presence. That I was drawn to the mountains is not surprising. They affect the lives of Sydneysiders as strongly as the more celebrated coast and harbour. They provide the drinking water and influence the climate and air, containing the humidity and pollution that build up pressure on the plain. Reaching about a thousand metres above sea level, the Blue Mountains are a cool antidote to the steamy, sub-tropical metropolis, attracting more visitors in winter than in summer. Occasionally they are blessed with a dusting of snow. Offering both the lure of quietness and physical adventure in a landscape shrouded in mystique, the mountains are frequently a place of escape or refuge, just as they serve as an attraction for travellers from around the globe. Inevitably, this makes them the source of an endless stream of image-making: photographs, postcards, calendars, videos, paintings, and lashings of miscellaneous kitsch. Thus the mountains have a double presence: semiotic and topographical. Their influence is certainly uneven, but the possibility exists that the mountains can be felt, anywhere at any time, across the globe.
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    I was living in a warehouse in inner Sydney when my research began in earnest. It was a light-filled space with windows facing west. Were it not for the intervening buildings and Central Railway Station, I might have seen the mountains. My desk was positioned in front of a window. Beside it hung a colour reproduction of Eugène von Guérard’s 1862 painting of Weatherboard (now Wentworth) Falls.12 This romantic landscape captures just the top of the waterfall as it tumbles into Jamison Valley. The density of the rainforest and a portion of the rectangular massif of Mount Solitary are visible in sunset light. Once again, the pictorial foreground provides the glimmer of a narrative with the inclusion of a human figure. And again the figure is an Aboriginal man, this time with a snake at his feet, and poised as if for combat.




    It was several years before the original painting came into public ownership and I could view it at the National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne. On the large canvas I could see how the snake, easily missable in the reproduction, had a disconcerting presence. Other quite lovely details became apparent: the variegated effect of dappled light across the landscape, and the wily presentation of the artist’s signature—inscribed as a graffito on a rock of his own painting. Back in Sydney, however, I had little choice but to make do with the tiny reproduction, a virtual window in my urban world, which seemed to signal all sorts of possible directions. The vista itself was becoming a familiar backdrop, for my parents had recently bought a cottage at Wentworth Falls, a few minutes’ walk from the scene of von Guérard’s painting. Now I had a regular place where I could work and walk. Thus began a process of immersing myself in both the country and the images it has spawned, a process that I don’t think will ever stop. My commitment to the project gradually strengthened; the labyrinth became denser, more intriguing. Eventually I settled in Katoomba, making a home in the place itself.
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    This is a study that does not sit comfortably within a disciplinary niche. Suggesting possibilities for both narrative and movement, it does not attempt to order the past according to some model of cause and effect. Acknowledgment of the literary basis of history, however, does not downplay its role in the conveying of truth. On the contrary, it emphasises a facility for grappling with manifestations of truth that are almost unapproachable from other avenues. Deliberating on subjects such as the meaning of the snake in von Guerard’s painting or the colonial conceit that the main path across the Blue Mountains, an Aboriginal route for millennia, was discovered by a trio of white men in 1813 convinced me that my cultural survey of the landscape would yield a heterogeneous array of myths. Investigating further, I found the subject of myth increasingly intriguing and ever more inseparable from the imaging and imagining of land. Authentic details from the ancient Aboriginal mythology came to my attention and, as I discuss in Passage Four, so did various legends that purported to be Aboriginal but which were probably the inventions of white people. Here was a perplexing, but to me very revealing, genre—what might be termed ‘mythical myths’.




    As I began to consider these stories, I became convinced that the relationship between myth and historical events was crying out for investigation. Rather than endeavour to expose or deconstruct myth, I would attempt an analysis that acknowledged its power and potency. The supposition that myth can be banished by the bright light of reason exemplifies the danger of scientific methods in the study of culture. If myth is to be discounted as mere error or falsehood, what is being said about systems of thought that make no claim to know the world as a scientific object? Should ‘the Dreaming’ of Aboriginal epistemology—a vast network of narratives and traditions founded on myth—be written off as some primitive fancy? Of course this has been done often enough in the past, though these days such cultural chauvinism is, one hopes, less acceptable. The legitimacy of Aboriginal world views has won acknowledgment, even prestige, in certain quarters of society. Unfortunately, this has encouraged very little recognition of the degree to which the beliefs and values of what is called ‘Western society’ are themselves founded on myth. As we will see, this can be said even of the doctrines that have been most influential in ‘rationalising’ the world. There is a mythical foundation to science itself.




    My study, I came to realise, would examine the relationship between myth and society. As a form of collective imaging, myth can be seen as an active force that inspires action and activity, thereby influencing human destiny and the social pattern. Myths can be read in the way dreams are read: as an index to the hopes, fears and temperaments of those who have brought them into being. In this way, my study draws from the human experience of a particular landscape. Being a place where local, regional and global forces continue to interact, I have attended closely to the meeting of cultures and the consequent impact on their mythological orders. I have done this not to produce a local or Aboriginal history (never my objective) but, on the contrary, to interrogate the culture of my own people, the ‘arriving ones’ as we might call ourselves, in the hope of thinking constructively about the ethical challenges of inhabiting this colonised country. The presentation and narration of this history, if that’s what it is, have been shaped by the country, drawing inspiration and warning from the symbol of the labyrinth, the most pervasive colonial metaphor for the topography I have studied. My framework is not strictly chronological; it travels through space and time in its use of juxtaposition; it allows my experiences to surface among those of others; it is composed of essays and fragments that take as their subject a place or narrative. One of Nietzsche’s meaty aphorisms gave momentum to the writing: ‘Only ideas won by walking have any value.’




    The pleasure of the labyrinth (in contrast to its primal terror) involves movement, points of contrast, interconnection, an attention to the path itself. As a narrative model it encouraged the emergence of a series of voices that take on such disparate subjects as the story of a racetrack near my own back yard, a treatise on suicide or the request by the explorer Gregory Blaxland that the governor lend him a surveying instrument called an artificial horizon. The jazz musician Bruce Cale once said that his musical interest in bi-tonality is connected with his childhood in Katoomba ‘where it was once possible to hear the music from three dance halls intermingling—as often as not in different keys’.13 In this spirit I hope for a reader who is also a listener, attentive not only to the reflections but to the juxtaposition of echoes and reverberations that run through the Blue Mountains labyrinth.




    This book, then, draws from the collective cultural memory though it does not purport to be a cultural history of the Blue Mountains. Nor is it an art history or an ethnographic study. It has elements of all of these, and might contribute something to various disciplines. But the process of writing was more quixotic. If I look for a metaphor of how I was inspired and influenced by my materials, it cannot be drawn from some disciplinary code. Of such things one can only be suspicious. My methodology developed from a practical craft, my activity as a radio-maker, which evolved over the period of the book’s writing. The idea of making a recording, of capturing in real time the speech and ambience of a moment, of returning to that moment, listening and re-listening, until details I did not hear in the first instance become clear and imbued with their own logic like the brush strokes of a painting: here was a distantly attainable ideal that might guide my encounter with the stories and images that bring the country into being.
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      ARTFULLY CONSTRUCTED WALKING TRAILS ENHANCED THE ATTRACTIVENESS OF THE BLUE MOUNTAINS AS A RESORT FOR TOURISTS. SCULPTED INTO THE ESCARPMENT, THEY FREQUENTLY EMPHASISED THE VERTIGINOUS QUALITY OF THE LANDSCAPE. THIS PHOTOGRAPH SHOWS A SECTION OF THE NATIONAL PASS AT WENTWORTH (PREVIOUSLY WEATHERBOARD) FALLS WHICH OPENED IN 1908. TAKEN BY AN UNCREDITED PHOTOGRAPHER, IT WAS INCLUDED IN Tours in New South Wales, A GUIDE FOR MEMBERS OF THE BRITISH ASSOCIATION FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF SCIENCE WHICH MET IN SYDNEY IN 1914.


    


  




  

    
Passage One The False Horizon





    




    

      The health of the eye seems to demand a horizon.




      RALPH WALDO EMERSON, Nature, 1836


    


  




  

    Overture




    the view was boundless as the ocean




    JOHN OXLEY, Journals of Two Expeditions, 1820.




    THEY ARRIVED ON the eastern seaboard of Australia, looked to the ranges in the west and saw a horizon that was always blue. The colour of sky—and distance—the blueness, like the horizon itself, is endlessly deferred the closer you get. Shades of green enmesh you as you move towards it: the bluish and olive greens of eucalyptus and acacia, the dry, yellow greens of clumpy grasses, the verdant green of temperate rainforest and waist-high fern. Yet come to some vantage point, an opening in the trees, and the blueness beckons in the distance, urging you on. It is this forceful presence of something intangible that suggests a connection between the blue horizon and things remembered. Both are shaped by the landscape of experience. Both are as elusive as they are illusory. Yet, indisputably, they are there.




    The process whereby memory is triggered by the view to the horizon sits a little oddly in a culture where memory is more often associated with reflection. Think how frequently the pool and polished surface appear in war memorials and other intentionally mnemonic structures. Likewise, turn the pages of an album, read the words or photographs, and surely you will find your posture is curled in towards your self. Hence the friction between the outward gaze to the horizon and the essentially inward process of seeing the world in a watery surface.




    This friction was vividly symbolised in the era of the scientific revolution when Europeans endeavoured to locate themselves in space and time with a hitherto undreamed-of specificity. As the girdles of longitude and latitude tightened round the globe, the difference between the outward and inward gaze was vividly symbolised by a scientific instrument known as a ‘false’, or ‘artificial’, horizon.




    This instrument was a simple thing, its main component being mercury, that remarkable substance which among alchemists had stood for metamorphosis and the physical origin of all the metals. John Webster, an alchemist scholar, poetically described mercury as a ‘metallick body’ that could ‘neither be hammered, nor fluxed, or melted. . . As water is amongst other things, so is this amongst Metal.’1 With its concept of symbiotic harmony, alchemical cosmology proposed that metal molten in the forge becomes a form of mercury, just as mercury’s liquidity anticipates the solidity of other metals. How appropriate, then, that as the years unfolded, and alchemy underwent its own metamorphosis—giving ground to empirical science—the unforgeable metal should provide the reflective surface between earth and heaven, between sea and land.




    The pool of mercury in a false horizon was contained in a shallow vessel covered by a roof of glass. Designed to exclude the very murmur of a ripple, it combined mirror and spirit level in a single object. The surveyor using the false horizon would position it so as to capture the reflection of a star. Then he would measure the arc between the star and its reflection using another instrument, the sextant (which is really a telescope mounted on a very accurate protractor). This was achieved with considerable precision for the star was aligned with the silken cross-hair made from spider’s web that was strung within the sextant. The purpose of this ritual was to calculate the ‘actual’ elevation of the star. The scientific surveyor, like many wayfarers before him, invoked the heavens in locating his temporal position.




    The false or artificial horizon is appropriately named, for its purpose is to negate the inconstancy of the terrestrial horizon, to replace it with an acknowledged falsehood—a horizontal line. Working with methods that were first adopted for the spherical perfection of a world at sea, the surveyor must negotiate the lumps and irregularities of land. In this regard the sea captain is fortunate indeed: the view from an ocean-going ship gives a constant horizon; there are no depressions or mountains that will alter, by some degree, the apparent elevation of a heavenly body. The unique problem of the landed surveyor is that the interfering topography (the very thing he has come to measure!) must be burnished into smoothness. That is the peculiar role of the artificial horizon. For if the surveyor measures the angle between the star and its mercurial reflection and then divides it in half, the resulting figure is the elevation he would get if the world were a perfect sphere. The outward gaze, whereby vision terminates at the horizon, is thus substituted for a reflected image in a toxic surface. The scenario is worthy of Narcissus. Watching the stellar body through his lens, aligning the enlarged surface of its reflection with the cross of spider’s web, the surveyor might briefly, if ineffectually, possess the star, translating its eternal brightness to a virtual zone; an enclosed image in a tube; a fleeting conjunction of retina and glass.
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    In the surveyor’s vessel, mercury disperses to form a plane and thus anticipate the triumph of Euclidean geometry, with its idealised forms, over the lumps and bumps of country. While synthesising the outward gaze to level the irregular world, mercury would also help the surveyor to apprehend his vertical position—measured, of course, as height above the sea. The mountain barometer is a thin glass tube marked with gradations and housing a reserve of mercury. Confined in this narrow enclosure—unable to disperse—the volatile liquid leaps upwards, not outwards, and from its motion the surveyor will calculate the degree of elevation.




    For John Oxley, the mariner who became surveyor-general in the colony of New South Wales, mercury was a reluctant servant. Travelling inland in 1817, he considered himself




    

      so unfortunate as to find the barometer broken, the horse which carried the instruments having thrown his load in passing the swamps: every precaution had been taken in the packing to prevent such an accident.


    




    Then, a few months later:




    

      An accident happened to the vessel containing the mercury of the artificial horizon, by which the greater part was lost, leaving scarcely sufficient for use. It had been a matter of surprise to me that such a misfortune had not occurred sooner, the box containing the instruments, &c., being so shaken by the horse.2


    




    Little wonder that his successor, Thomas Mitchell, commissioned a servant with the sole responsibility of carrying the mountain barometer.




    Oxley, an habitual seaman, who calculated his latitude and longitude whenever weather permitted, regarded the artificial horizon as an essential part of his baggage. But at the blue horizon where I started, there lies a stranger story. The Blue Mountains, as the range to the west quickly became known, had both lured the British and stopped them in their tracks. When the colonist Gregory Blaxland instigated yet another of his unofficial expeditions, the one that would cross the range in 1813, he petitioned Governor Lachlan Macquarie for a loan of an artificial horizon. The matter became something of a grievance in the ensuing years as the travellers lobbied to supplement the thousand acres they were each rewarded for crossing the range. One of Blaxland’s companions—it must have been William Wentworth or William Lawson—had suggested he ‘should apply to His Excellency to lend us a false horizon for which I did apply but was refused’.3




    Yet why should the governor accede to his request? He had no sextant or astronomical tables, without which an artificial horizon is supposedly useless. This was, after all, the plain Mr Blaxland, grazier and purveyor of meat, whose exploration was anything but philosophical in intent. Rather, it was a sign of desperation in a man whose land was already overstocked. He had substantial holdings in the country between range and coast, the future site of the Sydney metropolis, to which they gave an English county name, the Cumberland Plain. By 1813 much of the soil was trampled and impoverished by deforestation and a mere two decades of inappropriate use. A plague of caterpillars had struck in the spring of 1810, drought the following year. In February 1811 rain brought relief, but the caterpillars burgeoned once more. The following year was dry.4 Bitten by drought and bug, Gregory Blaxland, the man whose business the earlier and subsequently deposed governor, William Bligh, derided as ‘so speculative as to care for nothing but making money . . . of buying as cheap as they can and selling dear’,5 would launch a mission that transcended the horizon, giving access to territory that Macquarie punningly christened ‘West-more-land’.6
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    Mercury, like Hermes, was the messenger of the gods. He was also protector of traders and thieves. Perhaps he should have been there on Blaxland’s journey. Whatever their reason for wanting an artificial horizon, the explorers’ tiff might point to a major truth about the land itself. There is a correspondence between the work of the instrument and the play of the mind’s eye. It reminds us that the meeting of vista and visitor always involves artifice. It is bathed in cultural expectation. This reality, and the kinds of imaginative leaps that follow from it, form the subject of this first passage, which provides an overview of the country and offers a re-telling of that most enduring colonial myth, the ‘First Crossing’ of the Blue Mountains in 1813. Few stories could provide more convincing testimony of how, when looking out, we do create an artificial horizon.


  




  

    
1 The Edge





    The myth of pure, untouched nature was inaugurated at the moment of its decline, expressed by the new conflict between nature and technology at the interior of the sublime.




    ALLEN S. WEISS, Unnatural Horizons, 1998.




    DRAWN TOGETHER BY the mystery of the wilderness, a crowd is gathered—pilgrims from around the world. We have entered a sanctuary, a shrine to a venerable (if vulnerable) Nature, her space redolent with symbol and myth. Speaker unseen, a voice thunders godlike through the darkness. Prepare yourself for the journey ahead, through a ‘wild and dangerous labyrinth’.




    The icons of Australian fauna appear as overblown apparitions—a koala munching gum leaves, a scampering wallaby. The paradox of the platypus is near at hand. Every sensation, every sound, is amplified in this environment; each detail more than alive. Feel the lurch in stomach when a rock climber, hanging on to little more than grit, makes his way up a sheer arête, a sword of sandstone to menace the sky. ‘This is the old world,’ the voice insists. ‘When Europe was young, this was ancient.’ Toehold by handhold, the climber persists in his game against gravity; nears the top.




    Departs the labyrinth?




    Down at her belay point, a long-haired Ariadne feeds out thread.




    With a sweep, my gut jumps backwards, pinioned by a centrifugal movement that propels me into an airborne spiral to turn and turn again around the climber like the nightmare in Hitchcock’s Vertigo. Hijacked in this perpetual holding pattern, how could one ever touch the ground?




    ‘The Edge’ is the well-chosen title of this filmic sanctuary, and without apparent irony its promoters claim that here, ‘in one of the world’s most technologically advanced cinemas’, you can have the ‘ultimate Blue Mountains wilderness experience’.7 It’s a grand claim that mere celluloid can provide the ‘ultimate’ experience of this indisputably grand landscape; that a film can surpass the age-old, if prosaic, action of stepping outside and seeing it for yourself. But John Weiley’s motion picture is not easily outdone in terms of grandiosity. With a seventy-millimetre print, a six-storey high screen, the ability to magnify by 452 times, it provides a roller coaster of a trip through valley and cataract, collapsing rapidly from helicopter view to time-lapse imagery, from macro to micro, from forest glade to overarching panorama, replete with nubile maidens, hair aflow and legs projecting from their harnesses, abseiling into coal-dark clefts.




    The spectacle that is The Edge screens numerous times daily at the customised Maxvision cinema in Katoomba, geographically central to the country it purports to describe. The seating is sharply raked and uncomfortably close to the screen, which measures eighteen metres high and twenty-four metres wide (colour plate 4).This is site-specific cinema, in this location (unless you count the video diminutive which, with T-shirts and glossy booklets, is part of the merchandising package). As a marketing phenomenon, The Edge is brilliant: the perfect antidote for tourist operators who know all too well the vicissitudes of Blue Mountains weather. By locating the experience of travel in an armchair habitat, The Edge gives superfluous confirmation—for a generation raised in the theatre of wildlife documentaries—that the penetrating gaze of the camera is infinitely superior to that of the naked eye.




    If art derives strength from synthesising its own process and the object it seeks to evoke, The Edge rates poorly. Anyone who has spent time in this country and attempted to unravel its subtleties—then had the meditation broken by a low-flying helicopter—will attest to that. Its claim to the ‘ultimate’ experience could almost be forgiven if it were nothing more than an adman’s hyperbole. Instead, it’s the very basis of the film. Because The Edge, with all its thrills and spills, its conviction that digital sound and high-fidelity visuals are the key to apprehending something as down-to-earth as a tract of land, is not only an attempt to lure an audience in a ‘market environment’ of competing attractions (understandable if not entirely laudable), but foremost it’s a film with a ‘message’.




    While the veneration of nature is often religious in aspiration—tapping, perhaps, the very roots of divine intimation—The Edge thumps its gospel of environmental purity with all the smarminess, all the uptight sanctimony, of the worst television evangelist. Environmental degradation, we are told, started with the arrival of Aborigines. ‘All of the very large animals soon became extinct and since the arrival of Europeans another one hundred species of plants and animals have vanished.’ Following a creek now, the airborne camera hovers at the brink of a waterfall. I think I recognise it as Wentworth Falls—though it’s hard to tell. The narrator (Hugo Weaving) continues the species spiel as we begin to teeter: ‘Five thousand more are now close to the edge of extinction.’




    This is the apocalyptic edge of the film’s title—a motif repeated ad nauseam throughout its 35-minute duration as it leans out over clifftops, drops away with abseilers, penetrates the limestone bowels of the earth. It is a swirling, dizzying picture of the mountains that manages to include a few revelations among the clichés. A section of the film, really its inner core, shows intriguing footage of the Wollemia nobilis (Wollemi Pine), the remarkable 35-metre tree that scientists had previously known only through fossils. They thought it had been extinct for sixty million years, a theory disproved when a grove of these trees was discovered in a northern Blue Mountains canyon in 1994. The specific location is virtually a state secret, and although the tree is being commercially propagated it will be many years before the lay person can see mature specimens in the flesh. The Wollemi Pine was hailed as the botanical discovery of the twentieth century, and certainly it would be difficult to identify a more potent symbol of the ruggedness of the range. To think that here, within a hundred kilometres of Sydney, exploration and discovery can still go on!




    The survival in an isolated canyon of a ‘fossil species’ like the Wollemi Pine might attest to the strength, the tenacity, of natural phenomena. But in The Edge it is the extreme vulnerability of the tree, the need for secrecy about its location, that is driven home. There is certainly no acknowledgment that the discovery of the pine might facilitate a comeback. With all the attention heaped upon it, there will be no lack of buyers when the tree comes onto the market. Through human intervention, the Wollemi Pine will become more populous than it has been for millions of years.
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    In 1999, while introducing a collection of essays about art and nature, I wrote of the doubt ‘that represents the really difficult legacy of what is termed (albeit loosely) “environmental awareness”’. This, I suggested, ‘is a paradigm, utterly unique, where confidence in the productivity of nature, its Hydra-like propensity to sprout life at every severance, has entirely bottomed out’.8




    The Edge is completely typical in this regard, appearing as a homage to wilderness while adopting a tone of admonition rather than celebration. The sense of vertigo is everywhere apparent. A fall of cosmic dimension could be imminent. Or has it already occurred? For all its glory, the ‘wilderness’ depicted here is only an atavistic relic—a teasing reminder, as the narrator puts it, of ‘a flood of creativity that continued until the arrival of mankind’.




    Both ‘wilderness’ and ‘mankind’ get poor treatment in this argument, which is perhaps influenced by Tim Flannery’s more subtle ecological history, The Future Eaters (1994). Should human impact be regarded as the erasure of creativity? Is nature so hypersensitive that its process halts with human arrival? Is there ever a moment when the work of ‘mankind’ becomes a part of nature? There is an extraordinary collision of self-denial and egocentrism in this eminently Cartesian fallacy. It is also poor observation. Organisms might thrive in spite or in light of human intervention. Ask the eucalypts that regenerate with fire. Ask a leech. This is not to deny the evils of pollution, loss of species, environmental degradation. It is simply to argue that an insurmountable gulf between humanity and nature is inscribed in this world-view.




    In contradistinction to the schism between humanity and nature documented in The Edge, the recently approved World Heritage nomination of the Greater Blue Mountains specifically highlights the ‘outstanding natural and cultural values’ of the area. ‘Through their scale and symbiosis with the City of Sydney,’ declares the citation, ‘the Greater Blue Mountains exemplify the links between wild places and human aspirations.’ While the ‘crux’ of the World Heritage listing was the ‘outstanding universal significance of eucalypt-dominated vegetation, of which it represents the best single example’, the nomination placed great emphasis on the long history of community involvement in protecting and nurturing this unique environment.9 Of course this includes the labour of the Aboriginal inhabitants who, according to the official figures, have occupied the mountains for at least 14 000 and perhaps as long as 22 000 years. European arrival irrevocably disrupted the traditional lifestyle of the Blue Mountains Aborigines. But the economic exploitation that contributed to their uprooting (logging, mining and farming for the most part) scarcely affected significant tracts of this wild country. Frequently, the land was just too rugged to be profitable. Where exploitation did occur, much of it was wound back during the later twentieth century when conservation objectives gained priority. There are presently eight national parks or reserves which combine to form more than one million contiguous hectares of protected land.




    This means, of course, that the greater part of the Blue Mountains is completely uninhabited. But ribbons of development do exist along the two roads that cross the range. In total, there are 26 townships inhabited by more than 72 000 people. The population is growing rapidly as the highway improves and industry in western Sydney, with attendant employment opportunities, continues to grow. Most of the towns are situated along the railway and the Great Western Highway, which follow the main east-west ridge (the route used by the Blaxland party). A few villages plus various orchards, mainly apple, sit along the secondary route, parallel and to the north: Bells Line of Road. In the farms and often renowned gardens of those who live here, one can find an enormous range of responses to the soil, the climate and the aesthetics of this unique landscape. In the shaping of the ground, the choice of plantings, the placement of species both indigenous and foreign, a great and complex history of how an arriving culture has attempted to habituate itself is written upon the earth.




    Naturally, the human dimension of the Blue Mountains landscape gets very short shrift in a film like The Edge. Those who fill their gardens with azaleas are mocked, and even that well-trammelled Australian term the bush is gently chided. This was the language of insensitive newcomers who could not see the wilderness for trees. Yet why should the term wilderness supersede the bush? The latter has the merit of being a linguistic adaptation: a derivation of the Dutch term bosch, it denotes in colonial idiom country that could never be described as ‘park’ or ‘wood’. In Australia, just about any place that is not a city might be classified as bush. ‘Wilderness’, by contrast, is a word laden with old-world symbolism, a foreign import if ever there was one. The etymology of the term brings associations that the makers of The Edge may not enjoy. Jerome Rothenberg says of wilderness that ‘“Wildness” and “bewilderment” are its cognates’, and behind them lie ‘“wold” or “woodland,” which was also Middle English jive for “madness”, “wildness of the mind”’.10 The American writer John Brinckerhoff Jackson has argued that ‘wilderness’ is closely connected with the term forest which arrived in England with the Norman Conquest and the rage for hunting game:




    

      Wilderness thus became the domain of the nobility, an environment where they alone could develop and display a number of aristocratic qualities. Friction arose between the peasants—inhabitants of open, unobstructed outdoor spaces—and the noble occupants of the forest, and that friction persisted as long as the peasant felt excluded from a portion of the landscape that he believed was his by right of heritage.11


    




    Several salient points can be drawn from Jackson’s analysis. At one level he is pointing to a substantial tradition in which ‘wilderness’ has functioned as a key term in legitimising or naturalising territorial dispute. This process of ‘naturalisation’ is actually a distinct form of intervention. Occurring in places where the erstwhile inhabitants have been removed, the wilderness area is managed in such a way that it conforms to a preconceived notion of untrammelled nature. An insight to the preconceptions underlying ‘wilderness values’ can be gleaned from these comments by Dr J. Mosley of the Australian Conservation Foundation which date from 1965:




    

      If the country within the reserve is to invite the visitor to wander where he will and present a challenge to route-finding skills, it must be kept as wild as possible. The landscape should exude an atmosphere of countless freedom. Any attempt to influence movement is clearly incompatible and these areas should be kept trackless, hutless and bridgeless.12


    




    That Mosley’s nostalgia for an extensive, uninhabited tract of land has dangerous precedents is discussed most tellingly in the critique of wilderness advanced by Marcia Langton, an Aboriginal anthropologist. Langton has identified the veneration of wilderness as an extension of the doctrine terra nullius, the assumption that the indigenous occupants of Australia had no legal tenure of the land on which they lived, which was declared legally invalid by the High Court of Australia in its Mabo judgement of 1992. As Langton describes it, ‘Where Aboriginal people had been brought to the brink of annihilation, their former territories were recast as “wilderness.”’13




    This view is shared by many Aboriginal people. Deborah Bird Rose, a non-indigenous anthropologist, describes how, when travelling in the Northern Territory with Daly Pulkara, a traditional owner, she and Pulkara stopped to look at ‘spectacular erosion’ in the Victoria River District. Pulkara drew a distinction between the ‘quiet country—the country in which all the care of generations of people is evident’ and ‘the wild’: ‘a place where the life of the country was falling down into the gullies and washing away with the rains’.14 For many Aboriginal people, wilderness offers no cause for fond nostalgia. Rather, it represents a tract of land without custodians. The intense pain of finding his country bereft of occupants was movingly described by Jimmie Barker when, in the 1960s, he returned to the long-abandoned camping ground on the Culgoa River in New South Wales where he had lived with his mother’s people, speakers of the Maruwari language, half a century before. ‘I went around to the old, familiar spots, standing here and there, thinking of the times when all was laughter. Now so silent. I could not but shed a tear in memory of the past.’15


  




  

    
2 Looking Out





    I HAVE MOVED, rapidly perhaps, from Blaxland’s interest in a false horizon to the images of wilderness being projected in The Edge. Such contrasts, which juxtapose themselves with the forcefulness of a filmmaker’s edit, mock the historian’s contrivance of chronological order. To wander the country, to enter the archive, is to encounter an archaeology deliciously entangled. As Walter Benjamin once put it, the past ‘can be seized only as an image’.16 This is what strikes me as I approach the landscape that forms the subject of this book.




    This study of the Blue Mountains is a contribution to the growing literature of place and landscape that has given rise to such ‘landmark’ histories as Simon Schama’s Landscape and Memory (1995). In Australia, where a fraught history of territorial conquest continues to make its mark on political life, and where the unique qualities of the topography still induce both marvel and bewilderment, the land itself has a troubled primacy. Hence the emergence of notable Australian landscape studies that precede Schama’s: works such as Paul Carter’s 1987 study of language and cartography in colonial Australia, The Road to Botany Bay; Stephen Muecke’s collaboration with Paddy Roe and Krim Benterrak, Reading the Country (1984); and Eric Rolls’ great tribute to the Pilliga forest, A Million Wild Acres (1981).




    The symbolic potency of land in the Australian experience is reflected in the readiness with which it provides raw material for the iconography of nationhood, surfacing frequently in attempts at self-definition. Australians are assiduous in acquiring land. A block in the suburbs is almost a necessity, a block in the country a common dream. Yet much of the colonial mythology depicts a land that is dry, harsh, unforgiving and difficult to understand. There is a problem of occupancy. How on earth to make this home?




    A book like Schama’s, based on the European experience, appears at a time when the idea of a ‘cultural landscape’ is gaining credence among geographers and historians. This concept, now fundamental in many areas of heritage management, acknowledges that landscape is not the work of unaided nature; it is the outcome of myriad decisions: whether to build, plant, clear, make a track, leave it alone. These decisions are mediated by the images we make of it, the images of other landscapes, other places, the myths or narratives we bring to country. In an influential essay, W. J. T. Mitchell has described landscape as the ‘“dreamwork” of imperialism’, disclosing ‘both Utopian fantasies of the perfected imperial prospect and fractured images of unresolved ambivalence and unsuppressed resistance’.17 As the inspiration for an infinitude of inscriptions, as the open-air depository for as many more, the Blue Mountains are a living text. Accepting that the landscape is a dreamscape, a question arises. How to draw a history out of dreams?
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      Image-MAKING BRINGS A RITUALISTIC QUALITY TO THE LANDSCAPE ENCOUNTER. This PHOTOGRAPH BY G. A. Druce, TITLED ‘Track TO Linda Falls’, DATES FROM 1912.
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    The photographer Tracey Moffatt cites as a truism about Australia that, no matter how much you try to reinvent yourself, ‘your suburb never leaves your system’.18 My home suburb, a place in north-west Sydney called West Pennant Hills, received its name, as I was taught, from having been a signal station during the infant days of the colony of New South Wales. Our elevated district was visible from both Sydney Town on the shore of Port Jackson and the river settlement of Parramatta to the west. I was told that when the governor travelled between these centres, a distance of fifteen miles, flags would be raised and the message relayed via Pennant Hills that he was on his way. I was taken to Old Government House at Parramatta, a heritage exhibit, and could imagine the scurry of convict wenches making beds and puffing pillows that would break out whenever that sententious pennant had been sighted. They might even have filled the copper for the Governor’s Bath-house, an adjoining historic site that I visited and carefully examined.
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