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PART ONE Making Sense of the Murray





 
1 Two Visions





 Country that built my heart1




 John Davis’s life was deeply affected by the Murray River. John was one of Australia’s foremost sculptors who worked predominantly with twigs, branches, bitumen paint and calico. He lived about two and a half hours’ drive from the Murray, but often saw it as he worked in his studio located in an industrial estate in Hampton, a southern suburb of Melbourne.




 Sometimes the river John saw was the one he remembered as a child growing up in Swan Hill on the edge of Victoria’s Mallee during the 1940s and 1950s. Regular dust storms re-created the Mallee’s dunes and swales in miniature beneath the roof of John’s house. His mother spent hours trying to clean away this aeolian sand, only for it to return with the next dust storm. The Murray offered respite from the arid country stretching away south and northwards from the river. In his imagination John was able to see himself and a group of friends riding out of Swan Hill on bicycles to escape a hot day. The friends rode towards the river, where the temperature was cooler; dry leaves and bark from river red gums amplified the cyclists’ progress. John remembered the friends returning with a sugar bag full of fish—native yellowbelly and silver perch, and a few introduced (but edible) redfin. These memories remained with John throughout his life.




 During the 1970s while John was working at the Prahran Art School, he often took sculpture students to the Barmah Forest, the largest red gum forest along the entire length of the Murray River. Once they had arrived at the forest, students would wander into the bush to find materials or a place to work and John would do the same. On one of these trips to Barmah in 1979 he created a sculpture from a tree stump to which twigs, bark and mud was added. He’d not planned to construct anything in particular. It was an urge to make something on the river . . . I sort of just responded to this stump and it evoked really. I didn’t know what I was going to do until I saw it, I wander around the bush for a while until suddenly there s a place that makes some sense and I feel, okay, this is where I want to work. It’s probably got something quite special about it, I dont know quite what. It takes me a while . . . It’s also a sense of place. You embellish that, make it stronger and more obvious.2 He called the work Observatory.




 When John visited the site the following year the sculpture had been dismantled by the elements; all that remained was its photographed image. John’s Observatory was built with the knowledge that it would be subject to unseen, and often poorly understood, ecological processes of decay and renewal.
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  John Davis, Observatory, 1979. Image courtesy of the Davis family.


 




 John Davis was concerned that his art made ‘some connection to who we are now in this country, what we were before and where we are going’.3 While John was at work in the Barmah Forest during the 1970s, the emergence of a radicalised conservation movement and the manifestation of significant environmental problems within the Murray-Darling Basin raised doubts in some people about the longevity and benevolence of river regulation. John’s decision to build the Observatory can be interpreted as part of a questioning of cultural and development imperatives which had driven efforts to regulate the river since the 1880s. Peter Davis, a lecturer in medical biology and environmental studies at the University of Adelaide, argued in Man and the Murray (1978) that ‘in order to make . . . exploitation more complete we have subjected the [Murray River] to a ruthless surgery, giving little thought to the side-effects of our actions on the welfare of other creatures which are part of the river eco-system, or of the effects of our actions on the life and integrity of the river itself’.4 The dams, locks and weirs built during the 1920s and 1930s had been founded on a vision of progress in which costs were presented as more than offset by productive and recreational benefits.




 During the late 1970s some scientists acknowledged that they were only beginning to unravel the river’s ecological and geological history.5 Davis’s structure of twigs, bark and mud paralleled the burgeoning interest of other, more solidly constructed scientific ‘observatories’ in the river. In 1978, the Royal Society of Victoria published the proceedings of a symposium on the Murray-Darling River system held the previous year. Twenty scientific papers covering the hydrology and ecology of the two rivers were published. J. W. Warren, who edited the symposium papers, opened with a discussion of the long-standing interest of the Royal Society in the region. Warren wrote of how the tragic Burke and Wills expedition, sponsored by the Royal Society, had set off in 1860 into the inland hoping to bring back information on the quality of water, the character of banks and beds of lakes and streams and of the intervening country. Warren hoped the symposium would document modern advances in knowledge of the area.6




 The Royal Society’s scientific papers were preceded by a reproduction of a watercolour painting made by Ludwig Becker at the junction of Pamameroo Creek and the Darling River on 19 December 1860. When the Burke and Wills expedition left Melbourne, Becker was a 52-year-old German renaissance man, the expedition’s oldest member and its artist and naturalist.7 He was to die from the exhaustive effects of dysentery and scurvy at Bulloo, 12 kilometres south of Coopers Creek in southern Queensland, on 28 April 1861. On news of his death reaching Melbourne, Becker’s fellow German migrants published a tribute to him which read:




 

  Where is his earthly grave?




  Have faith—the will of God




  gave him honourable ground




  in the wide silent desert.8
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  John Davis at work in his Hampton studio. Photograph by Paul Sinclair.


 




 Becker’s painting makes a beautiful introduction to the dense wad of scientific papers which follow. It may have been included as an historical curio, a pleasant diversion from the dull lines of graphs and tables, but the painting also contextualised modern research within a broader progressive history of scientific endeavour. Becker’s painting was presented as a link between the concerns of the Royal Society in 1978 and its past. This was, however, only a small part of Becker’s ongoing relevance to the present. His drawings and paintings offer other, less scientifically rigorous insights into the way settler Australians have perceived and been affected by experience of the land.
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  Ludwig Becker, River Darling and the mouth of the Bamamero creek, at sunset with the antitwi-light, 19 December 1860. Becker’s painting made a pleasant diversion from the dull lines of graphs and tables contained in papers presented to the Royal Society of Victoria in 1977. La Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria.


 




 Becker had begun his journey into the arid interior of Australia with the hope of unveiling ‘the mystery of the land’9 In scientific terms he failed; the Royal Society regarded his watercolours, drawings, specimens and diaries sent back to Melbourne as having little scientific value.10 His paintings and drawings are a record of his own observations, and as we know in hindsight, document his own progress towards death. Becker left behind a series of insightful, skilful and evocative interpretations of the country he travelled through; art far removed from the grand historical style of his contemporaries who celebrated the expedition’s heroic ill fortune. His failure to make new scientific discoveries did not mean Becker discovered nothing at all, but his insights were of an elusive and poetical nature.




 Before they had left Melbourne an Anglican minister preached a sermon to Burke based on the command of God to Abraham, ‘Arise, walk throughout the land, and the length and breadth of it, for I will give it to thee’.11 There was no such possessive attitude in Becker’s work. He seemed to accept that the land he travelled through shaped him as he went about recording the flora, fauna, insects and people he encountered. He worked in difficult conditions; Burke disliked him and gave him little time to paint, draw and collect. Flies tormented Becker by drinking his valuable ink with which he’d hoped to form images of the natural world. And yet, despite these difficulties, his paintings and drawings were without bitterness and continued to depict a landscape with depth; not just a surface to be traversed, but a place full of meaning.




 Becker knew Australia was more than a vast natural history museum and was aware it contained stories other than those told by Europeans. In 1854 Becker painted the portrait of an Aboriginal man named Tilki. Later he wrote that




 

  while I was drawing his well-formed man’s profile, I observed that the thumb of his left hand was in a crippled state, and, asking the cause of it, he answered, ‘I was a child, and on my mother’s back, when she and with other black women searched for mussel-fish on the Murray, near Mount Dispersion. There some men, belonging to [Major Thomas] Mitchell’s exploring expedition fired into us, and a musket ball carried off part of my thumb, which never grew afterwards so well as the one I have here on my left hand.’12
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  William Strutt, Ludwig Becker. Burke and Wills Sketchbook, Victorian Parliamentary Library.


 




 Tilki had a mother, a community and a history. There is a recognition of a shared humanity in Becker’s conversation, at odds with much of nineteenth-century settler society’s racial characterisation of Aborigines. When Becker painted Dick, an Aboriginal guide who saved the lives of two white members of Burke and Wills’ party, he again used a small physical detail to extrapolate a larger story. Painting the sole of Dick’s foot was a simple yet effective way of illustrating their shared humanity, and Becker’s respect for the guide’s courage and knowledge. Behind Dick stretches an ocean-like plain, the immense barrenness of which is suggested by the ground he sits upon. His own possessions, including a digging stick that had helped Dick survive his ordeal, have been dropped behind him. A European water canteen lies away to Dick’s left and he cradles a drinking mug. It is a portrait done by a man who admires his subject and recognises that the Aboriginal guide lived between two worlds. Becker knew he would not have survived if he had been in Dick’s position; he also perhaps recognised that Dick’s escape from death depended on a knowledge of the land not accessible to him. Settler Australians continue to be faced with similar challenges: how do we represent and value a contested landscape incompletely understood?
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  Ludwig Becker, Portrait of Dick, The brave and gallant native guide. Darling Depot, 21 December 1860. La Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria.


 




 The art of both Becker and John Davis reveals inter-connections between interior and external landscapes; between individual experience and memory, and public narratives of progress. ‘To inquire into the intricacies of a distant landscape’, says Barry Lopez, an American writer, ‘is to provoke thoughts about one’s own interior landscape, and the familiar landscape of memory. The land urges us to come around to an understanding of ourselves.’13 The construction of the Observatory was a means through which Davis looked back into his own past and reflected on aspects of human presence that have been taken over and worked upon by nature.14 Becker may have also considered such thoughts, as flies drank his ink or as his physical condition deteriorated and he realised there was a good chance his bones would be added to the land he’d sought to record. In the end, doubt about his capacity to unveil the land’s mystery was experienced by Becker as he collected, drew and recorded it—as it was by Davis as he worked with mud, sticks and twine.
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  John Davis, Installation using sticks on the ground at Hattah Lakes, May 1976. Image courtesy of the Davis family.


 




 There is a sense in Becker’s failure to make important scientific discoveries, and in the transitory quality of Davis’s work, of something important existing just out of view; a recognition perhaps that it is impossible to completely contain the world within words or images. Whatever evaluation of the landscape is finally made, it will almost always be incomplete because the land retains its own independent dynamic. This elusive quality exists beyond the glare of sunlight from Becker’s mud-desert and within the processes of decay that dismantled the Observatory. The work of Becker and Davis suggests that observers need to be alert for openings, for a moment when truth reveals itself within the mundane.15 It is for this reason Becker drew insects that flew into his pannikin of tea or the armpits of lizards caught on the wall of the Menindee Hotel. Davis was also alert to these kinds of moments. As a child growing up on the edge of the Victorian Mallee, he’d spent




 

  a great deal of time living and learning from the natural environment; an environment which is very flat, no hills only gentle mounds of sand, a huge hot sky, clumps of trees which clung to waterholes or rivers or stood isolated in open space sometimes without apparent reason. I learnt to see the world, in general terms—miles of it at once—or specifically through details, the things that I had to step over, to avoid as dangerous, or to admire it in state of completeness, beauty or fragility. I frequently experienced these moments alone, thus being aware at an early age of the sense of isolation, of being like an isolated tree, in the vastness of that landscape and eventually through time and familiarity recognising how I occupied a part of that landscape. Superficially it appears empty and barren but it’s full of small life systems surviving together offering only fragile evidence of their existence, or small moments of importance, or a story of some event that occurred.16


 




 The work of both Becker and Davis suggests that the physical landscape is baffling in its ability to transcend cultural meanings given to it.17 Philip Hodgins, an Australian poet, has written:




 

  ‘A paddock is a poem’, wrote the man,




  ‘Each paddock has its own peculiar form.




  With paddocks, as with art, there is no norm.




  You comprehend a paddock when you can’.




  ‘A poem is a paddock’, wrote the man,




  ‘You put down lines like fences when you start




  And try and strain them into works of art.




  The posts are measured so the fence will scan’.




  ‘A poem, like a paddock, is a space.




  A paddock, like a poem is a lie.




  I gauge myself in both of them and try




  To show that each one is the other place’.18


 




 Hodgins’s poem suggests that society and individuals inevitably seek to make sense of nature by creating stories and structures which establish an intelligible and coherent order. Fences and the linguistic disciplines of poetry do this to Hodgins’s land; dams, weirs and public stories of progress have fulfilled a similar purpose on the river. But this imposed order can never completely control or contain nature’s independent dynamic.19




 The art of Davis and Becker leaves room for the unpredictable dimensions of land and water so beautifully articulated by Philip Hodgins. These artists share elements of an uncommon vision. Most of the public stories told about the Murray have enclosed it within a belief that society’s control of the river’s natural processes and flow patterns has made it a more reliable and dependable resource. These sorts of progressive stories exhilarated many people during the post-war period; but as the effects of environmental degradation slowly captured more public attention from the mid-1960s, the dominance of conquistadoral attitudes towards the river was tempered by doubts about the long-term health of the river system. Becker and Davis are part of an often ignored lineage of individuals who have been open to the landscape’s enigmatic influence on their lives and imaginations.
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  Ludwig Becker, Parasite found in the arm pit of Gecko, 20 November 1860. La Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria.
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  Ludwig Becker, Border of the Mud-Desert near Desolation Camp, March 9th 1861. La Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria.


 




 Ludwig Becker’s art was used by the Royal Society in 1978 to give historical depth to their quest for scientific knowledge. But maybe Becker’s art offered more than just a simple reflection on how far scientific endeavour had progressed over the course of time. One participant in the Royal Society’s symposium observed that the Murray-Darling ecosystem was one that stretched deep into the past; it was ‘a history that we are only beginning to unravel’.20 Despite the advances in scientific research that had occurred since the Burke and Wills expedition set off from Melbourne’s Royal Park in I860, there remained comparatively little understanding of the pre-regulation river or the future effects of the sophisticated system of locks, weirs and dams that had been built into the Murray.




 Even in 1978 one could make discoveries in well-worn places. Becker’s art makes it apparent that one does not have to discover anything as grand as an inland sea, a river route to India or a New Jerusalem to have made a worthwhile journey. Even though Becker travelled through lands reasonably well known to pastoral workers and bushmen, he had still, to paraphrase the words of a great wanderer, been taken by storm winds and blown away, out of knowledge and into unknown country. It was a journey that challenged his capacity to document and interpret his relationship to the land.21




 As John Davis worked in the Barmah Forest collecting up the material he needed to construct the Observatory, he looked out on a different river to the one Becker had seen when the Burke and Wills exploration party camped at Swan Hill. The great changes made to the Murray in the time that elapsed between these two lives should not mask the connections between them. John, like Becker, built uncertainty and humility into his work, and by doing so, both men offered future travellers the imaginative space to think about land and water in new ways.




 
2 The Unregulated and Regulated River





 The Murray River has been a powerful imaginative and physical presence in many Australians’ lives. The Murray is Australia’s second-longest river, travelling 2570 kilometres from its headwaters, located 40 kilometres from Mount Kosciuszko in the Australian Alps, to its mouth at Encounter Bay, South Australia. The Murray’s largest tributary, the Darling River, is the longest at 2740 kilometres. For about 1500 kilometres the Murray acts as the border between New South Wales and Victoria, two of Australia’s most populous states. When combined with the Darling River whose headwaters lie in southern Queensland, the Murray receives water from one seventh of the Australian continent, an area of 1 036 000 square kilometres. This catchment is known as the Murray-Darling Basin and it generates a great portion of Australia’s national wealth: each year agriculture generates $8.56 billion, mining $1.6 billion, and tourism and recreation $3.44 billion.1




 The river has been a central resource for European settlers and the Aboriginal peoples they dispossessed. Aboriginal people lived in the Murray-Darling Basin for over 40 000 years, and material remains of these ancient communities can be found along the length of the river. Aboriginal communities continue to have a strong presence along the river, and in many areas they are currently seeking public and legal recognition of their past and present connections to it.




 The invasion and settlement of Australia by the British began in 1788 and there is evidence to suggest the diseases brought by Europeans proceeded well in advance of their exploring parties. During 1829 and 1830 Captain Charles Sturt and his crew of eight men entered the Murray from the Murrumbidgee River and travelled downstream to the mouth of the river at Encounter Bay. Sturt officially gave the Murray its European name on 23 January 1830 in honour of Sir George Murray, Britain’s Secretary of State for the Colonies.
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  The Murray-Darling Basin. Image courtesy of the MDBC.


 




 The river Sturt travelled upon was a profoundly Aboriginal place. Colin Pardoe, an archaeologist who has worked extensively along the Murray, has described the pre-European river as being like a string of pearls, because although the whole river contained food, particular areas (or pearls) were able to support intensive food production and Aboriginal habitation. The success of Aborigines in living off their land depended on an intimate knowledge of seasons and the life cycles of plants and animals, and the biological diversity of the river is thought to have supported one of Australia’s largest Aboriginal populations.




 The river sustained fish, yabbies, mussels and waterfowl, with a margin of river red gum and black box trees that was habitat for goannas, possums and other small mammals. Vegetable food would have included nardoo, grass seed and small tubers. Areas beyond the Murray’s floodplain, such as the Mallee, also provided sources of food such as kangaroos, lizards, bandicoot and rat kangaroos; however, there was an unpredictability about these lands. When Aboriginal groups who relied on the arid country were forced from the Mallee by hunger or fire, they had to negotiate with the people of the river for access to the Murray’s strictly controlled resources. The proliferation of cemeteries, artefacts, middens and scar trees is a continuing reminder of the river’s fundamental importance to generations of Aboriginal people.2




 Aboriginal communities were innovative users of natural materials in the production of objects such as tools and baskets, and consequently a great deal of Aboriginal material culture decomposed over time. Sedge grass growing on the banks of the river and creeks was widely used for weaving robust and intricate objects; and while the objects themselves may have disappeared, sedge grass continues to grow in many places along the Murray and weaving remains an important social event. Daisy Rankin, an Aboriginal woman who lives near the Murray’s mouth, explained how when Aboriginal women ‘weave with the rushes, the memories of our loved ones are there, moulded into each stitch. And when we’re weaving, we tell stories. It’s not just weaving, but the stories we tell when we’re doing it.’3




 It is likely that disease had decimated Aboriginal communities before Sturt made his expedition. Sturt himself observed the effects of disease and recent depopulation among Aboriginal communities along the Murray, observations that appeared to be supported by an investigation into a mass grave of Aboriginal skeletons discovered at Swanport on the lower Murray in 1911. Professor E. C. Stirling who conducted the investigation concluded that ‘[shortly] prior to the white man, probably between 1830 and 1835 the natives of the lower Murray were afflicted with a pestilence of great fatality and the Murray riverine system formed a principal channel for its transmission’.4 Three large epidemics of smallpox are thought to have spread among Aborigines on Australia’s eastern seaboard in 1789, during 1829–31, and in the 1860s.




 European settlement along the Murray proceeded slowly, and pastoral properties were the norm well into the nineteenth century. Life on many of these isolated properties was made more bearable for settlers by the development of river transport during the 1850s. The Mary Ann was the first steamer on the Murray. It was launched at Mannum in South Australia by William Randell who, until he had built the Mary Ann, had reputedly never seen a riverboat in his life.5 Randell’s experimentation soon stimulated a thriving river trade that reached its peak between 1870 and 1880, but quickly went into a period of decline; the river trade and its cherished riverboats had all but disappeared by the 1930s. Railway lines connecting the river and to the capital cities of Melbourne and Sydney were the major cause of the river trade’s demise.




 In the 1880s, after years of popular pressure on governments to construct the infrastructure necessary to develop irrigation settlements, Victoria and South Australia began supporting private and public irrigation initiatives, and as a result a number of irrigation settlements were established on the banks of the Murray. Irrigation relied on a dependable supply of water, something the Murray’s fluctuating cycles of high and low flows could not supply. After years of fighting between the three states over ownership of the Murray’s waters, it was agreed in 1915 that the river should be locked and dammed so it could provide a predictable water supply for irrigation and a water level suitable for year-round navigation. The locks, weirs and dams built to achieve this purpose were completed in 1939, by which time a new Murray was beginning to take shape.




 Today the Murray is at least two rivers at any one moment. The first river contains native species of flora and fauna that have adapted over thousands of years to cycles of drought and plenty; the second is the modern regulated river created early in the twentieth century, whose primary purpose is to conserve, and then convey, water controlled for use in irrigation and urban centres. These two rivers simultaneously share the same bed, and both are worn out.6




 Since the end of the Second World War in 1945 the Murray has been in decline. Water quality has deteriorated, populations of native species have been eroded, the river has been isolated from its floodplain and wetlands, and its natural flow regime has been turned on its head by weirs, barrages and dams. Introduced fish have usurped the habitat of native fishes.




 Over the last fifty years concerns about the Murray’s health have been raised intermittently in country and city media. In 2000 and 2001 the Murray received a large amount of coverage on television and in newspapers, largely because of a salinity audit released by the Murray-Darling Basin Commission. One of the audit’s most disturbing findings was that in 50 to 100 years salinity levels in the Murray will result in water quality within the lower river falling below the World Health Organisation’s minimum standard for drinking water,7 A resident of one riverside town suggested the audit’s timeframe was too optimistic because it has omitted a number of highly saline tributaries of the Murray. He argued that water would become undrinkable well before the fifty years predicted by the MDBC.8 This was sensational news, and stories about the decline of the river have proliferated in national and state media under banners urging readers to begin ‘Saving the Murray’.9




 The Murray cannot be saved: it has already been changed irrevocably by river regulation and irrigation development. Significant declines apparent in the range and abundance of many native plants and animals have intensified in the last thirty to forty years, coincident with a rapid expansion in irrigated agriculture. The riparian woodland of red gum and black box trees has been degraded by flow regulation, salinisation, grazing, land clearance and logging. The alienation of wetlands, changeable water levels, increased turbidity and salinity, pollution by agricultural chemicals and the activities of European carp and other introduced fish have severely modified the Murray. The river’s biodiversity, already low by world standards, will continue to be diminished.10




 What is missing from many popular representations of the Murray’s degradation is an awareness of how the cultural and economic forces that justified the Murray’s transformation continue to influence management and popular attitudes. For example, at the same time as the salinity audit was predicting the final demise of the Murray, the South Australian town of Renmark constructed a tribute to its irrigation pioneers who had turned river ‘water into gold’, and yet the salinity audit made it obvious that what the next generation of South Australians really needed was not gold, but clean, drinkable water. A profound change in the way Australians think about the river and its history is necessary if we hope to preserve what remains of the old river, and imagine a healthier future for the regulated Murray.




 There is a tendency to portray the Murray’s degradation as a recent phenomenon. It is often forgotten that deliberate decisions have been made against the river for the last eighty years because the economic and social rewards procured from river regulation appeared limitless. Many serious-minded Australians concerned about the Murray’s health still refuse to critically examine the river’s past because they fear judging their forebears unfairly. It is undoubtedly true that scientific understanding of the Murray-Darling Basin’s ecology and hydro-geology is only beginning to fathom the long-term consequences of river regulation and development. However, the failure to explore the historical dimensions of the Murray’s decline conveniently forgets that the river has been, and continues to be regarded as a competitor for water, rather than its guarantor. The loss of riverine species, habitat and qualities was often considered to be an inevitable and acceptable cost of the Murray’s development. Many individuals within government agencies and river towns knew regulation was adversely affecting the Murray’s ecology—what they didn’t realise was how profound those changes would ultimately be. Settler Australians have spent too little time grieving for the species and qualities destroyed by river regulation and other popular abuses such as overfishing. Today the cultural and historical meanings associated with the river have been largely ignored in favor of applying reactive technical solutions to specific problems affecting water users.




 The Australians who doubted the wisdom of decimating riverine habitat, flora and fauna are easily forgotten amid the pessimism of present-day audits of the Murray’s health. There have always been individuals, and some organisations, that questioned the imperatives of river regulation. However, critics could rarely match the popular belief that the Murray’s waters needed to be harnessed in order to make so-called deserts bloom. That’s why today the average outflow of water to the sea at the Murray mouth has been reduced by more than 75 per cent: almost all of this diverted water is used for irrigation.11 It continues to be easy to find people who still believe water left in the river is wasted water—even though there is now scientific evidence that flora, fauna and floodplains all require more water than they are currently allocated if they are to survive.




 The Murray will never be restored to its pre-regulation condition—and the idea of saving the river simplifies the complexity of the Murray’s degradation and the significance of what has already been lost. In the immediate future the Murray will become even more degraded. Species that have been present in the river for thousands of years will become extinct.12 Australians will have to learn to live with a degraded river, and they will rely on stories and history to provide them with an understanding of the older, healthier Murray. These stories, memories and histories need to become the tools that Australians use to reimagine a future for the Murray and the communities who rely upon it. Without stories of what the river once was, it will be impossible to identify the qualities Australians wish to protect and restore in the new, regulated river. Australians need to recognise how the decline of the Murray has not only eroded biodiversity, but also diminished our culture. The interests of those species and features of the older Murray still remaining in the regulated river need to be protected and enhanced.




 If Australians forget the old Murray and the unique cultures and ecologies associated with its waters, they will also impoverish their capacity to forge new relationships with a different sort of Murray that is currently taking shape. This new Murray may not have as many native fish as the old, its carbon-rich wetlands may be artificially flooded and dried, and salt-tolerant native trees rather than red gum and black box may grow on its salinated floodplain. It’s now time for Australians to decide if they’re prepared let the river live. This book has been written in the hope that it will assist settler Australians to reflect on the meaning of what has been lost from the Murray, and remind them that within their culture there are stories whose telling will help them learn to live sustainably with the Murray.




 Stories bring nature into culture and ascribe meaning to places, species and processes which would otherwise remain silent to the human ear. Stories about nature make up a great part of public and private discourse in Australia. On 18 April 1996 Patrick Dodson, a prominent Aboriginal leader and Chair of the Council for Reconciliation, told his audience at the National Press Club in Canberra that for all the importance of the occasion, he’d rather be fishing where the rivers join the sea near his home town of Broome in Western Australia. This was a place where Dodson could sit and think: about people, politics and the sort of country that was being shaped:




 

  Many Australians don’t know how to think themselves into the country . . . My grandfather taught me how to think about relationships by showing me places. He showed me where the creeks and rivers swirl into the sea, [where] the fresh water meets the salt. The different worlds of ocean and river are mixed together. He showed me the foam and the turbulence and pointed to the eddies and swirling mud, [and] the colours intermingling. He showed me where it was always a good place to put a line into the water and wait for a feed. The river is the river and the sea is the sea; salt water and fresh are two separate domains.


 




 Each type of water had its own complex patterns, origins, stories. Even though they came together, they would always exist in their own right. Dodson hoped reconciliation between Aboriginal and settler Australians would follow a similar course.




 Dodson, a former Catholic priest, probably knew that Biblical writers had used water as a sign to illuminate intangible truths, as did his own Aboriginal culture. Throughout human history rivers have been full of stories because their waters literally sustain life and are a source of imaginative and spiritual nourishment for human communities. Each river has its own particular stories, as have salt and fresh water.13
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  Looking forward to another day of research. Photograph by Paul Sinclair.


 




 When Pat Dodson suggested that many Australians didn’t know how to think themselves into the country, he was not just speaking about an intellectual exercise; thinking also requires empathy. When Dodson talks of country, he implies that the land and water that he and his grandfather knew were more than the sum total of geological and ecological processes; they are enclosed within webs of meaning created by his community. This book does not pretend to offer an Aboriginal perspective on the cultural significance of the Murray River, but it does take up Dodson’s observation that land and water are central to people’s identity and are sources of stories and metaphors that connect people, places, species and communities.14




 Settler Australians also have stories which transform land and water into ‘country’. This book recognises, as Tom Griffiths has, that settler Australians will form parallel—and not necessarily competing—emotional attachments to the land.15 A central concern of this book is the way in which these attachments have been made and broken, or absorbed within grander and more universal narratives of progress. The conceptual tools needed to begin thinking oneself into the Murray come from a number of sources, the most significant of which are environmental historiography, creative literature, scientific research and oral testimony.




 The Murray River is an immense historical subject offering a kaleidoscope of different environments, experiences and histories. A two-month field trip with my partner in 1997, which involved paddling 1330 river kilometres from the Hume Dam to Mildura, brought the immensity of the task of writing about the Murray into clear focus.




 An objective of this prolonged field trip was to collect oral histories as we travelled. Local newspaper and radio coverage of our progress down the river allowed me to advertise for interviewees. Other interviews were set up as a result of personal contacts I had throughout the region, or facilitated by the generous assistance of river town historical societies. Respondents to the publicity generated by the river journey, and names passed on by local historical societies, were predominantly male, and they have tended to dominate the interviews. This has undoubtedly affected the directions my research took. Women also fished and swam in the river and had complex relationships with it, and an examination of their specific experiences of the Murray would yield valuable insights into the role of gender in perceptions of ecological change. Such a study has been beyond the scope of this book.




 The reader will notice that I use the term ‘fishermen’ throughout the book. Some women were dedicated and skilful fishers. Jack Elliot of Bun-dalong, upstream of Yarrawonga, described his mother as being a very good fisherwoman. As a matter of fact she used to go fishing after Dad died, she used to go out on her own. Ninety years old and she still used to go up the river. A lot of people round about would come over and ask, ‘Where’s Nona fishing today? because if they could see her they’d follow her.16 Even though following the skilful Nana Elliot would almost inevitably lead her pursuer to a fish, the culture of fishing was popularly presented as a male occupation, and for this reason I have chosen to describe fishers as men.




 I have not focused on the role of economics in setting the priorities of river regulation and management, or political and economic ties which bound the Murray to Australia’s capital cities, or how the Murray’s status as the border between New South Wales and Victoria offers an important focus for far-reaching issues surrounding Federation and state rights. I have been content to leave these themes to others.17




 This book has a Victorian bias, even though the river is owned by New South Wales and South Australia. The river’s road and rail links and most of its the major townships along the river were in Victoria and that state led the development of large-scale irrigation works that culminated in river regulation.




 The construction of a cohesive story has simplified the diversity of human relationships with the river and the distinct inter-relationship between the river and its floodplain. By concentrating on a number of distinct themes, it is hoped that the perimeter of this greater reality will be apparent. Fish, for example, are a central component of the book because they are among the most significant cultural and ecological sites where popular and scientific perceptions of environmental change have converged. Discussion of forests and other flora and fauna, and the role of organisations such as the Murray Valley Development League and associations of fishermen, shooters and field naturalists in shaping the meaning of conservation, would offer many insights into settler Australians’ attitudes, detail on the intricacies of irrigation politics and management might also have been beneficial, but these topics would have required me to direct research away from my major concerns. This book does not seek to be a definitive history of the Murray; it seeks to convey a sense of the river’s changing cultural meaning and ecological health. I hope the reader will be left with a sense of the often ambiguous and poorly understood relationship that settler Australians have had with the Murray River.




 
3 An Elusive and Ancient River





 Various writers have attempted to capture the river’s ‘character’, a term that brings together a mish-mash of physical features and cultural perceptions. Most, by their own admission, have failed. One writer who got closer than most was Graeme Kinross Smith, who in 1975 wrote:




 

  In one sense, perhaps, I have seen the Murray. But in another I have hardly begun to see it. Because you can never have the Murray; it is always changing within an essential changelessness. It is always a river, but never the same river in place or time . . . You must smell the Murray, taste it, listen to it. And soon you may find that you want read its changing face whenever you can reach it, and the river is in your soul. It requires the chance to return, to repeat with variations, to see the same bend, the same country under a different season, in a different time of year, at a different time of day.1


 




 The Murray’s prodigious length and great diversity make it an elusive place to write about.




 Travellers have often noted with surprise how little river people knew about its character further downstream. E. J. Brady, a journalist and poet writing in 1911, observed as he and his companion prepared for a journey from Albury to the Murray mouth that the population of Albury knew nothing of the river beyond their immediate habitat. This did not, however, stop residents giving Brady cheerfully ignorant advice.2 As the Murray flows westward from its source within the Great Dividing Range, its stream broadens before reaching Albury as it accepts the waters of the Mitta Mitta and Kiewa Rivers. This stretch of river, although making up about 2 per cent of the river’s catchment area, contributes almost 40 per cent of the river’s total flow and is now controlled by the Hume and Dartmouth Dams.




 From the township of Corowa the river flows across 800 kilometres of Riverine Plain to Swan Hill and receives its main Victorian tributaries: the Ovens upstream of Yarrawonga, the Goulburn upstream of Echuca, the Campaspe at Echuca, and the Loddon upstream of Swan Hill. Red gum forests flank the river for significant portions of its journey through the riverine plains. The most significant is the Barmah-Millewa Forest between Tocumwal and Echuca, which covers 70 000 hectares and is the largest red gum forest in Australia.




 Downstream of Swan Hill the Wakool River enters the Murray. From its junction with the Wakool the river flows 850 kilometres to Overland Corner through the Mallee. Flow velocity decreases and the river’s turbidity increases as the river moves across the riverine plain, but on reaching the Mallee section the river clears. Tannins from the leaves and bark of red gum forests give the river a tea colour; this disappears when the river enters the Mallee because there is less vegetation entering the river.3 The Murrumbidgee and Darling Rivers converge with the Murray in this stretch of river. The unique colour each tributary brings to the Murray is expressed in folklore as a saying: Those who drink of the Murray waters will always return and those who drink of the Murrumbidgee will never want to leave, but those who drink from the acrid Wakool will soon die.4 From South Australia’s Overland Corner the river cuts through hard limestone rock known as the Mallee Gorge. Steep, spectacularly coloured cliffs rise on the northern and western sides of the river channel.5




 Of the three states with an interest in the Murray, South Australia is most dependent on the regular flow of its waters. As Australia’s driest state, South Australia has a lifeline in the Murray, a point not lost on E. J. Brady, who described how the state’s eastern boundary lay below the junction of the Darling and Murray Rivers. The Darling, wrote Brady,




 

  is the last great tributary which the parent river receives . . . Now, if the flow of the river were to be interrupted beyond that border line—and hundreds and hundreds of miles of streams lie behind that border—thousands of people in South Australia who are already depending for their existence on the regular and even flow of the Murray—would be utterly ruined.6


 




 The Murray’s water sustains townships in South Australia that are many kilometres distant from the river. Pipelines convey water to Keith in the southeast, to Stockwell in the Barossa Valley, and to Port Pirie, Port Augusta, Whyalla and Woomera in the north.7 The first pipeline from Morgan to Whyalla and Port Pirie was built in 1944, and in 1949 the South Australian government announced its decision to build a pipeline to transfer Murray water from Mannum to Adelaide. The Adelaide pipeline was completed in 1955 and was celebrated as another example of the Murray’s waters being harnessed by the ingenuity of engineers. At the time it did not seem to matter that the pipeline made Adelaide utterly dependent on the Murray’s water.8




 The lower Murray is distinctive from the middle reaches in a number of ways. The aquatic environment of the lower Murray is strongly influenced by the largely unregulated waters of the Darling River because there are no significant tributaries below the junction of these two rivers. The water the Murray does receive from the Darling is often very turbid, and as a result the lower Murray is about three times more turbid than the middle reaches.9




 Just as in the middle reaches, the lower Murray has a complex series of anabranches, backwaters and swamps flanking the main stream, and these provide a variety of wetland habitats. The river finally enters Lakes Alexandria and Albert before flowing through the Murray Mouth and into Encounter Bay and the Southern Ocean. Some of the river diverts past the Murray Mouth into the Coorong, a long lagoon stretching south-east for 140 kilometres behind the coastal dunes. The wetland habitats of the Coorong support an extraordinary number of waterbirds. At least 250 000 birds from twenty seven different species have been seen feeding in the shallow waters of the Coorong during the summer months.10




 The immense age of the river and the land it flows through contributes to the river’s ‘eternal’ character, or what Kinross Smith called its ‘essential changelessness’, and has given it a sense of constancy despite the short-term variability of flow so often remarked upon in the past. About 60 million years ago a continental schism created the Great Dividing Range, the dominant watershed of the Murray-Darling Basin. The floor of the present Murray Basin was the former seabed of a primeval ocean that had retreated 50 million years earlier as the super-continent of Gondwana slowly split apart. By 60 million years ago Gondwana had shed South America, Africa, New Zealand and India. Only Australia and Antarctica remained bound together and they too began to separate around this time.11 As Australia tore away from Antarctica, one edge of the Murray Basin gradually uplifted, while the vast western plain left by the receding ocean slowly subsided, and as the basin deepened, large rivers poured off the new highlands and began filling it with sediment.12 Over a period of 20 million years gravel, sand and clay, washed down from the mountains and continued to fill the basin until it became almost flat.




 Over millions of years southern Australia’s climate has fluctuated frequently, but the long-term pattern has been for it to become drier. Six million years ago plentiful rain allowed rivers flowing down from the Great Diving Range to fan out across the plain rather than being concentrated in a few channels as is now the case. About four million years ago the climate began to dry significantly and an inland sea, known as the Murravian Gulf, retreated southwards, leaving behind a series of abandoned shorelines still visible on satellite images of the Mallee. The rivers flowing down from the western mountains followed the retreating shoreline until, about 2.5 million years ago, an uplift near Swan Reach in South Australia dammed the river’s outlet to the sea. As a result a huge lake, known as Lake Bungunnia, formed between Swan Reach and present-day Menindee Lakes.




 About two million years ago the Earth’s climate cooled and became locked into its present cycle of ice ages, each lasting hundreds of thousands of years. Warmer inter-glacial periods, such as the one the Earth currently enjoys, punctuate these ice ages. Unlike Europe and North America, which have been covered by ice for most of the last 2 million years, Australia experienced little ice and few glaciers. Instead its climate became steadily drier and more seasonal. Rivers continued to flow down from the west of the Murray Basin but reduced their size in summer; they continued to spill out and spread sediment over broad floodplains. Lake Bungunnia survived the drying of the climate until about 700 000 years ago, when its waters broke through the Swan Reach barrier and entered the sea.




 Southern Australia’s rivers began to take on their modern form about 50 000 years ago. After a short period of extreme aridity that had curtailed the flow of the rivers, they again moved down from the western mountains and onto the plain of the Murray Basin. These rivers, known as ancestral streams, were smaller than their predecessors, but still larger than present-day rivers. Modern-day river courses of the Murray and its tributaries often follow the earthen remains of these ancient streams.




 The Murray River suffered its last major geological disruption about 25 000 years ago when a slab of basin floor tilted towards the sea, raising a ridge estimated at about 12 metres high in places, in a long fault line running from Deniliquin and Echuca. Called the Cadell Fault, the ridge dammed the Murray and altered its course, pushing it first north, and later south, to get around the obstacle and continue its western journey. The Cadell fault created the wide floodplain on which the Barmah-Millewa river red gum forest now grows.




 The Murray is a floodplain river; its natural tendency is to rise up from its bed and spread out over the riverine plains created when Gondwana split apart. It is as natural for the river to move laterally as it is to progress to the sea. The pre-regulation Murray was more like a long continuous ocean shoreline than a conduit carrying water from the mountains to the sea. Ecologists suspect that much of the carbon needed to sustain river life is supplied by the floodplains during floods. As a consequence, rivers isolated from their floodplains by levee banks and roads may no longer be able to support large numbers offish and other organisms because they cease to have access to the rich ecotones (the boundaries between water and land), which are biodiversity hot spots.




 Floods are a vital factor in the ecology of the river. In the past, they periodically ‘reset’ ecosystem processes by promoting the recruitment of flora and fauna and by allowing the river and its floodplain to exchange resources. Before regulation, the flow regime of the Murray mirrored its changeable semi-arid climate; the channel and the floodplain were configured to accommodate variable flows, and the plants and animals had evolved appropriate survival strategies. Since then a more stable regime has been imposed, and the ecosystem is undergoing a series a significant adjustments. Some native species are adapting to the new river, while others (probably the majority) are in decline.13




 The regulated regime is a major disturbance to the ecosystem because it is more predictable than the natural regime. For example, in the lower Murray, South Australia’s agreement with Victoria and New South Wales ensures a minimum monthly flow ranging between 32 000 and 159 000 megalitres, and floodwaters from the Darling and Murray are often stored in Menindee or Lake Victoria for later use. This effectively limits the magnitude of floods and mimics what would have been drought conditions for the natural river because of the prolonged isolation of the riverine and flood-plain communities.14




 The landscaped flatness shapes much of the Murray’s character. Once the river enters the plains the land’s gradient is very slight, so to maximise its energy and equalise zones of high and low energy the river has formed an extravagant meandering pattern.15 Because of this meandering it is possible to travel on the river for some considerable time and end up only a few tens of metres from where the journey began. River people often take one land kilometre to equal three on the river. The river is continually cutting a new channel for itself, shifting from side to side as it shuffles sediment downstream. As the river moves, it leaves tracks in its wake, repeated curved rills called Scrolls’, which fill with water to become billabongs. Changing flows can also cut off whole meanders to create ‘ox-bow’ billabongs that are filled during floods.16




 To European eyes used to the certainties of northern hemisphere waterways, the flow patterns of the Murray appeared extremely variable. Periods of drought when the river would dry to a series of isolated pools contrasted with floods that could turn the floodplain into an ocean.17 Native flora and fauna adapted their life cycles to these patterns and relied on subtle difference in floods to stimulate breeding and migratory processes.18




 The river’s geological history is well established. On the other hand, scientific understanding of the implications of regulation on the river’s biota (communities of plants and animals) remains patchy, and little consideration has been given to the cultural meaning of environmental change. It is only within the last thirty years that the profundity of ecological changes to the river have been publicly articulated by scientists and some resource managers. On a 100-year time scale, for example, the ecological changes caused by agricultural and urban development and regulation of the river have been severe. On a 1000-year scale these changes remain profound. On a 100 000-year scale human activities begin to fade, although they will remain significant. On a million-year scale most human impacts are relatively minor compared to changes caused by geological disruptions. On a billion-year scale even a human-caused mass extinction of plants and animals, which many scientists currently believe to be occurring, would cause only an interesting ripple on the fossil record.19 But the timeframes that are meaningful to people are not those of geology. These massive and incomprehensible time scales dissolve the moral, economic and emotional dimensions of human experience that bind people to the natural world. Assessments produced by the Co-operative Research Centre for Freshwater Ecology and the Murray-Darling Basin Commission, the organisation now managing the river, are pessimistic about the immediate effects of changes made to the river. ‘In just two centuries’, they argue, Australians ‘have set in motion ecological disruptions which will impoverish and haunt future human generations, and which will echo through the world’s biota for many thousands of years to come’.20




 In the twentieth century the river has entered the historical record through three main stories: the development of regulation and irrigation, the decline of the colonial river trade, and the booster rhetoric of riverine tourism. No story has existed entirely independently, and each has shared a vision of progress which has marginalised the significance of ecological changes sustained since the Second World War. These ecological changes have exacted costs in the form of declining water quality, habitat and diversity of native species, as well as generating significant cultural losses.




 In 1997 a journalist wrote that the potential collapse of the Murray’s ecology would mean the disappearance of things such as wetlands, ephemeral lakes, trees, riparian vegetation, birds, fish, snails and countless microorganisms. ‘The resilience that enabled the system to survive millennia in a most variable climate has collapsed under a brief period of regulation imposed on the river to suit human needs. We will never be able to count the losses.’21 The journalist argued it was important to articulate what was being lost and quoted Don Blackmore, Chief Executive of the Murray-Darling Basin Commission, to support her case. Blackmore was of the view that those who had pushed for greater utilisation of the Murray waters for production had been able to quantify the benefits in a language the community understood. He hoped the community would ‘try and understand the very complex ecological processes on one side, and relatively simple economic processes on the other’ In between these two branches of knowledge that have sought to fashion the meaning of the river lie culture and history; without them, efforts to understand the significance of ecological change remain incomplete.




 
4 Along the Oven Roads





 And the ‘Year for Indigenous People’? Well, they can stick that where it hurts most!1




 Regulation of the river was justified by powerful and evocative stories of water being turned into gold. These stories portrayed the Murray as having an unlimited future, but no history. The industriousness associated with regulation and irrigation development was supposed to have lifted the silence shrouding an incompleted landscape.2 The conviction with which this story was often told originated in many people’s pride at the technical skill that had enabled well-made dams, weirs and channels to control vast amounts of water. From an engineering point of view, river regulation was undoubtedly impressive, and provided a modern history that settler Australians felt connected to.




 People had created stories about the river long before dams or Europeans appeared. These stories, told by Aboriginal peoples, were unknown to the majority of settler Australians because of the varying degrees of contempt in which Aboriginal culture was held.3 As a consequence, experience accumulated over thousands of years by Aboriginal people who had relied on, and responded to, and altered the Murray was considered of little value. Only a few decades after the river’s regulatory infrastructure was completed, settler Australians became concerned to know how the environment had changed across long periods of time. By then, much Aboriginal knowledge had been destroyed, and settler Australians were left fighting claims to land and water by descendants of riverside Aboriginal tribes; archaeologists and heritage professionals anxiously examined mute objects and sites for traces of a deep past. It appeared to many that stories of a silent and historyless land had not adequately described the reality of their own, and Aboriginal, relationships to the river.




 Aboriginal people living along the Murray were subject to the same processes of dispossession and violence that operated throughout Australia in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Violence, Christian missionaries and government legislation undermined Aboriginal culture throughout these years. Aboriginal people were often removed from their traditional lands and offered protection in missions, two of the best-known being Cumeroogunga in New South Wales and Point McLeay in South Australia. The removal of Aboriginal people to missions enabled settlers to claim that local tribes had become extinct, a fallacy that continues to poison many tourist brochures, local histories and popular attitudes.




 Murray River Aborigines were subject to the same efforts by settler Australians and their governments to make Aboriginal lives and culture acceptable to white society. Mathew Kropinyeri, an Aborigine residing at the Point McLeay Mission, was a witness at the 1913 South Australian Royal Commission on Aborigines, and he argued eloquently against a recommendation made by the South Australian State Children’s Council that Aboriginal children should be taken from their parents at birth and placed in vocational institutions. Kropinyeri told the commissioners that ‘our people would gladly embrace the opportunity of betterment for our children; but to be subjected to complete alienation from our children is, to say the least, an unequalled act of injustice, and no parent worthy of the name would either yield to or urge such a measure’.4




 In the twentieth century, de facto caste barriers existed in many country towns throughout Australia. In the 1940s anthropologists Ronald and Catherine Berndt described how in South Australia people of known Aboriginal descent were not allowed to enter local cafés, boarding houses, hotels and even certain shops. There was discrimination at picture theatres, churches, dances and social functions. By the 1960s all state governments, with the exception of Queensland, had begun to repeal their most restrictive laws against Aborigines and grant them rights taken for granted by whites.5 Through this extreme hardship, the river remained an important part of many Aboriginal lives and its native species and imaginative power continued to sustain many dynamic Aboriginal cultures.
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