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Rob Lacey

00.00

HS
Alright, so it’s Friday 8th October and I’m talking to Rob Lacey here just on the outskirts of St George and Rob um why don’t you just fill us in with your background and tell us your sort of connection to the area and the river.

00.25

RL
Ah well, yeah um, my name’s Robert Lacey. Ah, I was born in St George in 1960 ah my parents are Bob and Bertha Lacey.  My father is a Waka Waka man and so and ah, me mothers a Mandandanji lady ah, from the traditional owners of this area. 

00.43

HS
Now you’re about a hundred metres from the river here too aren’t you?

      00:47

RL:
Yeah, yeah.  It’s a good spot.

HS
So, ah I notice that you told me it flooded last year in the big floods.


00:53

RL:
Yes in March this year we had a big flood.  It was probably one of the highest floods ah flood levels that we’ve seen in St George.

01.05

HS
Hm, so lets kind of come right back and why don’t you describe to me how you sort of see the river system along this part of the Balonne and, and you know, just if you’d care to share anything about the river system.  How you see it changing, just, lets just go from there.


01.27

RL:
Um well, we’re very fortunate here to have this river system and it’s been an integral part of our lives.  We’ve all been associated with the river for since time immemorial but ah, you know, at times it is sad to look at it particularly when ah, ah, you see things like algae and all those sort of stuff, um murky water, um poor quality of water. You see particularly when drought um when it really gets down low its not really, its not a good sight.  But then again, after a bit of rain and after all this it’s absolutely beautiful you know, we are blessed to have a river like this in our country.

02.11

HS
How would you describe your connection to the country and river around here?



02.16

RL:
Ah, well I suppose my connection to country is that I sincerely believe that we have always lived here and come from here. You know, I’ve ah spoken to my mother and father and grandparents and um you know from as far as they’re concerned and you know our mobs been out here since um everyone can remember so ah, and I feel honoured and I feel privileged and I’m really keen to make sure that link continues on.

02.52

HS
And, your um your parents shared a lot of that information with you didn’t they?   

02:57

RL:
Yeah well I, as I said I was born in the 60’s and raised in the 70’s and it was a bit of an era of um, I suppose it was a little bit of a protest era. We got recognised as citizens in 67 and I remember ah when we moved down to Brisbane that um we were all part of the street marches and all that sort of stuff trying to get ah a bit better conditions in services for Aboriginal people. And um it was you know a really sort of educational period for me like its only in my teens and um, basically like I said I was really blessed that I had someone like me parents to talk to me about these things. But also, I’ve got you know heaps of aunties and uncles who um were able from St George who were able to fill in all the blanks, you know.

03.50

HS
So, ah, did you spend much time down here on the river?



03:59

RL:
Oh we virtually lived on the river basically.  Particularly on really hot sunny summer days out here when it was pretty scorching and you got to walk to school and the river was there. It’s sometimes it sort of.

HS
It was pretty tempting.






04:12

RL:
It was tempting.  Yeah, no, the best years of my life I can remember as a kid swimming in the river and jumping off the trees and all that sort of stuff that you do um, learning how to swim and all that sort of stuff and you know, socialising.  It was just you know, as I said, probably one of the best times of me life.

04.33

HS
I guess it must represent happy times too.





04:38

RL:
Oh yeah definitely happy you know and that’s what you associate with the river and um, its hard to explain to other people but you know, you actually feel really good when you are down there, you know, um, particularly when you jump in for a swim and you’re refreshed.  But, um, it’s sort of like the old ad, what’s it “its like a breath of fresh air” but you’re sort of at peace when you’re down there. Um, and then when you are fishing, you know, and sharing ah, you never stop joking and carrying on with your friends and that down there.  It’s just perfect um social area yeah.

05.17

HS
Hmm, did you spend much time down there with your parents?



05:22

RL:
Yes, yes parents and family, like your you know uncles and aunties. We sort of, it wasn’t I was going to say a meeting place but it was just a place where we regularly went because it was to share something in common you know.  Go down there um, they’d all have a few yarns while the men, um the women would have a few yarns while the men are throwing lines in, kids are swimming and all that sort of stuff. Um, perfect.

HS
Now, you’re on a few acres here on Whytes Road and I take it this is not where you grew up.









05:54

RL:
Um, when I grew up in St George, I um, my first recollecting of the first place I was living at was actually with our grandparents.  Um, Mum and Dad, um we were living, Dad was actually working on the Jack Taylor Bridge Bridge earlier um and me grandparents, Reg and Grace Wearabone, they had a house down in Murchison Street and um. Poppa was one of the first Aboriginal people from St George who actually owned land.  So he had a place now where there is probably about 15 odd Housing Commission houses now.  He owned all that land there and um, we were one of the first Aboriginal people to move into um the Housing Commission houses in Roberts Street.  Um, we got that as part of the deal for him relinquishing the land and selling the land so we were able to get a housing. So we were able to live at no. 12 Roberts Street, St George from 1966 through to the 70’s.

07.00

HS
And nowhere in St George is very far away from the river is it?



07:09

RL:
No, no not really like its um about 15 minutes is probably the longest place to walk from the town, you know.

07.17

HS
Hmm, and how do you think um the ah, people interacted with the river back then?

07.27

RL:
Um, well the, I think they interacted more because basically I think they had more time. But also it um, you know you don’t have the distractions of the, of too many pubs and TAB’s and yeah, all that sort of stuff that goes on on the weekends now.  So back in those days um families used to use the river quite a lot. I think the people valued the river a bit more. I really don’t think, you know, the majority of the people around here see it as a commercial um, commercial property and you know the ways it’s been used and abused is, I think, is evidence of that.  You know they try to get as much out of it as they can and um put as little, you know the minimum back into it sort of thing you know.

08.33

HS
And it’s the life blood of the whole place really, isn’t it?




08:35

RL:
It is. It’s going to have you know, it’s really sad to see that the Murray Darling system actually got to a stage where it was so bad um that you know we’ve had to virtually have you know an emergency type intervention to try and save it you know um. Overuse,  over allocation of the water, drought, all those sorts of things have basically had, got the river on its knees.  Um so hopefully common sense will prevail and people will start realising that we need to be smarter about how we use the systems.  We need to protect them and we need to look after them. More importantly we need to basically not use it as that commercial thing but as um number one priority.

09.32

HS
So, culturally and I suppose spiritually, if I am allowed to use that word, what do you think the Balonne River along here means to your people?



09:42

RL:
Oh well, it’s a connection to history and our past. It’s been here as long as we’ve been here. Um you know, culturally, there’s early places of significance along the river there, there’s um you know places like for fish traps and weirs and all that sort of stuff.  You know, different types of ceremony associated with the rivers um for women’s business, men’s business, you know there are sites all along the rivers um places of importance for ah you know ceremonies and gatherings and all that sort of stuff. So, it is part of us, it is part of our identity.

10.27

HS
And you say your dad was involved in building the Jack weir, ah with the Jack Taylor weir.











10:34

RL:
Yeah, yeah.

HS
So that went in, in the 1960’s was it?

10.39

RL:
Um, late ‘50s, early ‘60s yeah. And then in the ‘60s, ‘70s… irrigation really and cotton really started taking off around St George so there was a substantial sort of work force involved up at Coojarabi up where the Beardmore Dam is now. Um, so you know there is, I suppose it was a pretty rich little town at the time there.  Um, but once the irrigation all stopped, once they built all the dams and they built all the channels and all that, everything just sort of basically come to a stop sort of thing and, yeah,

11.15

HS
Why is that?









11:16

RL:
Um, oh well, as I said the dam was completed, the um all the channels were in, all the infrastructure was put in.

11.23

HS
So the construction.








11:25

RL:
Yeah.

HS
Employed a lot of people and when their construction finished then everyone went back to their own. 

RL:
Yeah.

HS
Properties. 









11:31

RL:
Yeah, well ah, they went to there not only their own properties but um they went on to other irrigation channels.  Like I know a lot of people up in Bundaberg now who used to work down on here on the Beardmore Dam and they’re up there, went up to Bundaberg and other places so they, yeah.

HS
Working on the Paradise Dam?







11:50

RL:
No, not Paradise.  All the irrigation and channels up around Bundaberg and Childers and all that sort of areas - Kin Kin.

12.02

HS
So, um what do you think the um, the sort of interaction with your parents generation and your grandparents generation with the river along here might have been?



12:10

RL:
Um, well the, the interaction was really good in that like I said it wasn’t just there for socialising and sharing information and sharing a laugh and all that. It was also um, it was also an exercise in family.  You know, um kids, going down as kids you know when mum would say you can’t go swimming there because you know, we know there’s a little bit of ah logs and all that sort of stuff so you’re not allowed to swim there, you’re not allowed to swim. So it put in rules and boundaries and actually you know if we didn’t do as we were told we were sort of disciplined for it. You know, I don’t think enough happens today with families. Those type of activities actually happen. Parenting and supervising, making sure everyone is well and making sure everyone has a good time, yeah.

13.32

HS
And you said there were a number of significant sites along the river.  A lot of those have gone under I suppose.

13.23

RL:
Ah yeah.  That’s the real tragedy of a lot of this, obviously the river now is and you can see it particularly now that it is full um, a lot wider, a lot bigger than it used to be. There’s, as I said, there’s um fish traps and you know, rock wells all those sorts of stuff around along sides of the river and all that um and they have all been disturbed. (Freak 13.52), you know all the land clearing that’s been up here destroyed a lot of sites, yeah.

13.55

HS
What’s a rock well?







13:56

RL:
A rock well, um well a rock wells a rock well where you can find water.

HS
So the water is coming up naturally?





14:05

RL:
Ah, some naturally and some of its made so that it catches run off. Um, along around this area here there’s a lot of ah, sandstone, um around and you know people used to, to make sure there was water ah wherever the water course was going, used to make a big fire and start chipping away, chipping away and chipping away - make another fire, chipping away cause the fire makes a bit of a crack and makes it easier to dig. And then so that they dig a well and um when it rains run off comes through and gets caught there so you have a water supply for till the next time it comes. 

14.58

HS
Yep.

RL:
And some of the rock wells are artesian and um natural springs that come up. But likes there are actually a lot actually made by aboriginal people and ah, so that they knew where a water source was wherever they were going.

15.11

HS
Hmm. So there were rock wells and there were fish traps as well?


15:24

RL:
Yeah um yes. Yes, my uncle Jumbo who remembers seeing and telling us about the location of some of the fish traps and also he recalls that during construction of the Beardmore Dam that some of those were removed obviously by people who didn’t know what they were or whatever. And um like he said you know if they were still there they would be under water by now.

15.56

HS
So what sort of fish are we talking about down here?




16:00

RL:
Yellow belly, um cod, um jewfish, um a bit of boney bream around and yeah.

HS
Yeah.  Boney bream?  What are we talking about here?




16:16

RL:
Oh, it’s a species of bream that has a lot of bones in it.  Not much meat but a lot of bones.

HS
And ah, what does it look like?





16:27

RL:
Ah, its, it sort of looks like a, how would you say, a sea, mullet from the sea. You know the sea mullet?

16.42

HS
Yeah.

RL:
Well, I think it’s like fresh water version of the mullet.

HS
So what colour is it?








16:49

RL:
Ah, its grey black on the side up on top and silver, yeah.

HS
And how big would they get?

RL:
Oh, they can go from, you know…

17.00

HS
From about 30 centimetres?

17.02

RL:
30 centimetres, the biggest one I’ve probably seen is about a foot and a half, yeah.

HS
So, about 30 to 80 centimetres.





17:11

RL:
Yeah, yeah, yeah.

HS
And so you had catfish, yellow belly, Murray cod.

RL:
Yeah.

17.20

HS
Boney brim, and, and when you were a kid and you say you, that the fellas were putting the lines in the water, ah, what were they catching generally.

RL:
Ah, mainly yellow belly and ah, cod and jewfish then, yeah.

HS
And which one would be the most?




17:34

RL:
Probably yellow belly, yeah.

HS
Size?

17.42

RL:
Size wise, oh, cod grows a lot, you know, there’s some massive big cod caught umm in this river. You know, there’s a lot of locals around who can boast that they got forty pound, thirty pound, pound, forty, fifty maybe even sixty pound cod.  So yeah, he’s umm, I remember Billy Hornerman who used to live next door to me grandmother, he used to have this massive big fish head umm and he had it over the top of his chicken coop on the post, you know, and so it was really massive.

HS
Like a totem?







18:13

RL:
It was like a totem yeah. Ah, but um, he used to catch a lot of fish, yeah.

HS
But they’re quite sort of totemic anyway aren’t they, those Murray cod? I mean you see them, they’re.










18:24

RL:
Oh, yeah, well they are. A lot of the river people, actually, they’re their totems and um yeah they’re special meanings for different people on the river.

HS
They’re very powerful looking creatures aren’t they?




18:41

RL:
They are, um very powerful, very resilient I think um. You know particularly with the invasion of like carp and all that sort of stuff.  Ah, I believe there is, there’s been a fairly big decline in numbers of cod and yellow belly and that since carp.  But, um, yeah they would really have to be resilient to resist that um, carp and other things.

19.14

HS
Let alone drought, let alone… 





19:15

RL:
Drought.

HS
Let alone chemical run offs
.




19:16

RL:
Drought, chemical run offs and…

HS
Salinity.

RL:
Yeah, salinity, a whole range of stuff, yeah so and that’s, that’s the thing about the river its um, it is the life blood and its resilient, and hopefully, and the fish species oh the native fishes are resilient.

19.35

HS
Hmm, hmm, are many people catching cod these days?




19:37

RL:
Well, after the flood they were catching cod in good numbers ah, and um…

HS
We’re talking the flood in February this year?





19:49

RL:
Ah, March this year, yeah.

HS
March? 

RL:
Yeah.

19.56

HS
2010.

RL:
Yeah, um you know, it’s really funny like you know for St George people that everyone’s got their sort of favourite fishing hole. Along the river there you drive along the river there and you see these little tracks going off to the side and all that sort of stuff.  You know, those who’ve got their secret, their special fishing holes don’t really tell anyone where they are but they happily brag about what they’ve caught. Ah, and again, that’s one of the attractions and that’s one of the beauties of the river that you, ah, the little bit of mystery about where’s this secret hole or you know, or where does Sam Saunders catch all his fish.

20.34

HS
And how many fish does Sam Saunders catch?





20:37

RL:
Oh,  I think Sam is legendary I think. He’s ahm, oh, he’s basically I think he’s a full time fisherman. Um, yeah.

HS
He loves it?









20:47

RL:
He loves it, yeah. He loves it, my Aunty Barb loves it - a lot of people here love it. They just live for the fish. Um, they’d rather go fishing than do anything else.

HS
It’s a pretty honest thing to do isn’t it?






21:01

RL:
Yeah

HS
It’s peaceful.

21.09

RL:
Peaceful, um yeah, away from everything all the distractions the, you know, very restful, therapeutic would be one thing you know and that’s what it is and. it captivates people. You know. There are people here who just love fishing, you know, and ah, if they could they would spend every day of the week down here.

21.30

HS
Hm, so you talk about your family, the women would be standing by the water hole, they’re having a bit of a chatter and the men would be putting the lines in. What method were they using?

21.38

RL:
Um, well, fishing lines, um, mostly.  Every now and then there would be a net around, um, just to insure they caught something. But mostly hand lines and the like. Ah, as I said before the um, fish traps and all that sort of stuff basically probably faded out in the earlier part of the century before um, around about when this country started being populated.

HS
Do you know much about those fish traps?





22:15

RL:
Yeah, well, I’ve seen things that resemble fish traps but I’ve also seen fish traps along other sections of the river. You know, I’ve been able to go down to New South Wales some of the places and see some of the fish traps that are still there. And I’ve seen fish traps ah, up at Sarina and um, out near Longreach and other places there.  So I know what fish traps look like, but, um, I haven’t seen any in this area. As I said I’ve um, around the time of my growing up there was a lot of land clearing, there was a lot of um, road making and quarrying and all that sort of stuff. Um, the by putting these weirs and the dams the weirs and other structures along the river um, I would imagine it would’ve probably wiped out the majority of the fish traps. If they are there, they are probably under water.

23.20

HS
Then I’m aware that some of the fish traps in Brewarrina they reckon are up to forty thousand years old. 

23.27

RL:
Yeah.

HS
How on earth does a fish trap last forty thousand years? I thought they were sort of a peppering of rocks across the river.





23:32

RL:
Um, well um, firstly they’re rocks but also they used to look after them. Repair and maintenance, fix it up, you know.  Um, if you haven’t got, if your fish trap isn’t working you aren’t going to get any fish. So you know, it was constant, they would always be down there replacing rocks or fixing up holes or whatever they, yeah.

24.00

HS
So they would have been a really important part of the whole survival of the people along this river system?




24:06

RL:
Yeah, and that’s you know, ah, that’s what, well it is so significant.  It is that, you know, you can’t separate it, um, like I said, for forty thousand years there’s evidence that there has been, so over forty thousand years can you imagine how many people that has actually sustained. You are probably talking about millions of people. A couple of thousand generations. So, you know, ah, they regularly associate with the river, they lived off the river, um, they kept their food source was the river.  So you know, there would have been a constant um, you know, a regular routine of fixing these fish traps and tending to them and all that, you know. Like I said, it has been going on for a long time.

24.58

HS
Now, you’re involved in the compiling of some of the information along this whole river system.  Do you want to tell us what your role is and what you are doing?



25:09

RL:
Ah, well, my role is basically, it extends from my own personal interest in my own, ah, my own sort of eagerness to learn things that um. I’ve been, since I retuned to St George, I’ve been doing regular sessions. I just jump in my car and go for a drive on weekends and during the week or what ever and turn off, go to the river and have a look around. I do, um, looking for sites, you know, like scarred trees, rock wells. You know, any sort of burial grounds, things like that. So, it has just been an interest of mine to do that and when I’m doing that I’ve been just basically recording the sites for my people, so that there is a lot of, um, cultural heritage still out there, and ah, a lot of our people need to know what it is there for.  

26.22

HS
How many sites are you finding along the catchment?




26:29

RL:
Well so far, in the three years, I’ve probably recorded around about a hundred myself.  Ah, I know when they’re doing cultural heritage monitoring for some of the projects like the gas pipelines and the like they’re um, sometimes they’re recording up to three hundred at a time so, you know, over time we hope to have, you know, the map of our claim area and hopefully, we would be able to have layers of information about um, what sites are there, significance, um, you know, connected that with you know, the river and vegetation - a whole range of layers and layers of data about our country, so we are more informed about our country and know what is in it and then what’s um, going on with it.
 

27.30

HS
And, ah, are many of those sites adjacent to the river?




27:35

RL:
Yeah, yeah.  Ah, they are adjacent to it and ah, it’s just through experience, you know. I’ve recorded sites right across Queensland and been to different areas and you sort of, after a while, you know you get to sort of get a feel of where you know um, where things are.  If you come across a rocky terrain, an outcrop of rocks or things like that you can look around there.  Go down to the river bank you might find scarred trees, you might find middens, or you might find um, like I said, fish traps  and all that sort of stuff.  The Mandandanji mob used to bury, um, their dead in hollowed out trees, so you can imagine that with all the tree clearing and all that’s going on around here a significant amount of those, well nearly all of them, have gone but you know, you can never say there is nothing out there because you do find them and it’s amazing what I’ve actually found um, when I am going around.

28.45

HS
Hm, there is so much, it’s, it’s…

RL:
Yeah.

HS
It’s sort of like the tip of the iceberg isn’t it?

29.00

RL:
Oh, it is. You know, um, people seem to think that um, all that stuff’s gone, but its not.  You know, some of these trees, like some of these big river gums trees, some of that stuff, some of the iron barks and all those others, some of them are over a hundred, two hundred years old, you know.

29.16

HS
And they carry the history.





29:20

RL:
They carry the history, they are still there. You just have to be luck enough to come across them. And, um, you know, as time goes on I’ve seen certainly seen you know, that we have a lot of farmers um, you know, irrigators and the like who, um, who welcome that indigenous culture is on their property and they’re actually interested in maintaining and protecting – all that sort of stuff. And then on the other extreme you’ve got those who couldn’t give a damn about it and um, yeah, deny you access and also destroy.  So you know, it’s all about saying well it’s out there still, it’s out there stil., it’s been there for thousands of years and just that little blot of history um, but it is still there.

30.18

HS
So, you’re an important link in informing people about what’s out there.


30:22

RL:
Oh, yeah, it’s um, and there needs to be more of it, I think. Certainly with my kids, um, my information is their information and ah, I’m really proud of my kids in the way that they, not only embrace their identity, their cultural identity, but they have an interest in making sure, you know, that they’re informed about anything. Like my kids, you can talk to them about anything, cultural heritage or native title and all that and they will have a firm understanding of it.

30.57

HS
You mentioned middens before along the river, um, so there are sites where people were eating, they were feeding themselves.







31:11

RL:
Feeding themselves, yeah, would gather for like I said a ceremony and dance, um, special gatherings and yeah, ah, you know, I’ve been to places where some of these middens have been carbon dated six thousand and seven thousand years old. Um, one of the biggest things, like I really get my tail up here is um, when I was growing up in St George you didn’t have to go far to find a feed of river mussels, you know, and you would get them and they would be bigger than your hands and ah, you wouldn’t have to go far into the water to get them.  And then, you know, probably river mussels was the main source of bait for us you know, and particularly the cod.  You know, you would put the mussel whole on a big hook and put it on a line in there and the old cod would come, bang, crash it. So, but river mussels these days are few and far between and when the drought was here before the floodings you know, we would go up to the damn and you’d have to walk hundreds of metres before you found one. But like I said, when I was growing up, they would be just sitting there and you would go for it.

32.25

HS
A good feed?









32:27 

RL:
Oh, I wouldn’t eat them now after, but back then they were. You would ah, just throw them on the coals and um, they’d cook and then pop open and you would get into it but after ah, being civilised and having oysters and the like, you 

32.46

HS
You’re getting a bit picky?







32:50

RL:
Getting a bit picky. Yeah.

HS
I’ve heard a lot about the mussels, um, ah, Lorna up in Paroo, she talked about the shrimp too.  She said she used to eat a lot of shrimp up there. 

33.00

RL:
Yeah, we used to get shrimp the size of prawns, you know, and um, they were plentiful. You could put a shrimp can in the river and sit there and in ten minutes and bring it up and you would have a heap of bait in there. Ah, you wouldn’t do it these days.  Couldn’t do it these days, you, if you got one or two  you’re lucky.

33.30

HS
And you were using them for bait? You weren’t eating them?



33:34

RL:
Oh, no, eating them, yeah, shrimps and yabbies.

HS
Cooking them?









33:37

RL:
Yeah, yeah, cooking them.

HS
How?










33:39

RL:
Ah, just throw them in the fire, or you can boil them, yeah, either way they’re still nice.

HS
And, yabbies today?








33:48

RL:
Yabbies, yeah, yeah. Oh well again, they’re not as plentiful as they were. I’ve raised, I’ve um raised that concern a few times in various forums, for you know water planning and natural resources.  Um, you know, in St George you probably have to go fifty kilometres one way to, ah, to find a drain, a bore drain or dam that you can get yabbies in. Most of them are all yabbied out so it gets a bit expensive when you’ve got to go a hundred kilometres round trip just to get a couple of yabbies.  You’re not guaranteed of getting, you know, what you really need to go fishing.  You know sometimes you might only go to only get half a dozen, you know and when you are raking the channels, um, again, as a kid you put the rake in and you pull them out and you would have a handful of yabbies every time you had a rake.  But now you’re lucky to get one every ten rakes or so. So, they had a project here and again it is all about managing the water um, and managing overland flows. They also had a thing called GABSI the Great Artesian Basin Sustainability Initiative, I think it’s called. But they basically capped all the wells and ploughed up all the bore drains, ploughed in the bore drains and all that stuff ah, so, killed a lot of habitat for um, yabbies.

35.27

HS
Hmmm.

RL:
Yabbies and little bream, yeah. That’s where they used to breed.

HS
Hmm, in terms of the legends, what would the river, how would the river sort of fit into that whole cosmology?










35:42

RL:
Oh, well, the river um, you know, in a lot of the dream time creation stories is part of um, is an intrinsic part of our beliefs. You know, that the river was created to form the life blood of the country.  So there is certainly, in a lot of the dream time and creation stories the river figures in that fairly highly. Um, you know, every area has different um, totems and that for the river and um, also have different interpretations of their connections to the river and their creation stories.

36.30

HS
Are you aware of any creation stories where the river figures?



36:33

RL:
Oh, well, yes I am. 

HS
I’m not, you don’t, no please you don’t that’s fine.

36.39

RL:
But I’m not going to. 

36.45

HS
No please don’t, don’t.  That’s fine, that’s sensitive.




36:40

RL:
Yeah.

HS
That’s sensitive, I’m sorry.

RL:
No, that’s alright.

HS
Forgive me.

RL:
Well, off the record…

HS
I can, I, um, what about the banks, the vegetation along the river?


36:56

RL:
Yeah, well again, there’s, that’s changed too um. Obviously, ah, over time like I said with the changes in the river, not only with land clearing and that, there’s also things like um invasive weeds like and uh woody weeds like Cyprus pine and all that, that have infested significant parts of the river. And Cyprus pine is, basically, a woody weed and it takes all the goodness out of the soil.  All the nutrients and that stuff out of it so and also chokes a lot of the native species.

37.34

HS
So Cyprus pine’s not endemic around here?





37:37

RL:
Not indigenous.

HS
Is that right?

RL:
No.

HS
I always thought it was.








37:42

RL:
No, no, um and if you go up to the dam there now you will see where it’s, there’s patches there where it’s basically taken over. So, you know  all the big coolabahs, all the river gums and all that sort of stuff. Um, yeah, not only do they the Cyprus take all the goodness out of the soil um, but it also chokes the natives. So, it is a little bit of concern that there are outbreaks of that in different parts of this river here.

38.15

HS
You’re talking about the green pencil looking ones?




38:19

RL:
Those ones out there in my yard of which I’ve got three. This block was actually covered in those.

38.25

HS
Yeah.  It’s very good for building because it’s… 





38:23

RL:
Oh yeah.

HS
…it’s termite resistant.

RL:
Yeah. Termite resistant and very good for building and that and ah,  yes certainly it is good in that area but when you are looking at it as a natural resource managed in its natural environment it’s a pest.

HS
It is extremely toxic sap too.







38:46

RL:
Yeah, um, so one of the first things I did when I come to this block was to clear it of that Cyprus pine and I’ve got all these old doolan trees here but they can be a bit messy too.

HS
Doolan trees?

RL:
Yeah.

HS
What’s a doolan tree?








39:02

RL:
Those ones, that one straight outside there between those two statues.

HS
Would uh, would us whities call that a bottle brush?




39:12

RL:
No, not the bottle brush, the, er, that one there. Yeah.

HS
And the banks of the river were, um, traditionally red gums, coolabahs.

  
39:23

RL:
Coolabahs, ah, ghost gums yeah.

HS
Yep.

39.25

RL:
And as, well, you know a bit of gidgee and brigalows off the banks and that stuff yeah.

HS
What about um a friend, someone was telling me - yapunyah. Do you get yapunyah around here?

RL:
Yeah, ah.

HS
Apparently it likes the floods.







39:50

RL:
Well, I think, if we’re talking about the same tree, um, you know, they’re just outside of town um, there used to be a natural um water course and that but since we’ve, like the town has been built up um you know, there’s that sort of, those sorts of trees were out there. But like I said, they have been probably cleared like for cotton and all that sort of stuff now, but no, really. I don’t know much about –What was it, papunyah?

HS
Yapunyah. I think they are further West. 






40:29

RL:
Probably.

HS
And they are a sort of reddy sort of tree.






40:31

RL:
Oh, yeah.

HS
That sort of grows around the flood country.

RL:
Yeah, no I haven’t seen any.

HS
Hmm, hmm, um, also too, um, I was speaking to a property owner who is just south of Cubby and she was talking about a grass that always thrived around the flood country and it needed regular floods and she was saying it had died off during the drought.

42.53

RL:
Yeah.

HS
Ah, lignum,









40:52

RL:
Lignum, yep, yeah, we’ve got that here. It sort of, it does down near the river banks and across the flood plains and water courses and that area, yeah.

41.05

HS
Hmm, and when you were fishing as a kid, you said you were using lines.  Were you bobbing?











41:10

RL:
Yep, different methods, different techniques, whole range of them. Yeah, like I said, one of my greatest enjoyments as a kid was not only going fishing and swimming but it was also with me mates, that was like Herbie and Lindsay Bolan and that and you know, Herbie was just a natural.  You could be fishing there and not catch anything and yet he would be pulling in five in the same spot.  But yeah, no, he would bob and he would get a, he would have a set line and had it on a stick and all that sort of stuff. Yeah, just everything you know. He’d try everything to catch a fish.

HS
So he was the whizz fisher?







41:53

RL:
Yeah, yeah, Herbie Bolan. Yeah, he was good. And we even had like um, my cousin, Richo Thurston. When they build the irrigation system here, um, up near Hutt Street they got a, they pumped the water up from the river, under the road and it comes out at an irrigation channel there and ah, when we were kids, Richo used to walk up the pipe and chase all the fish out and we’d stand in front of the pipe and the fish would come out and hit us and we would just throw them up onto the bank.

HS
Fantastic, you’d get a good feed.






42:29

RL:
Yeah, and that’s where all the big cod and that would, they would live in the pipe and you could feel them as you were walking through. The pipe was only about this high off the ground say three foot, three or four foot, and when the water’s running there is about that much up top where you can…But you could actually feel the fish hitting ya. 

42.53

HS
So you would go down through the pipe and you would have enough air to breath.

RL:
Yeah. 

HS
And you would be able to feel the fish.




42:58


RL:
Yeah.

HS
And you would push them up the pipe.






42:59

RL:
Yeah.

HS
Until you got out and then you would throw them up onto the bank.


43:04

RL:
Oh no, well, the go was, there would be three or four of us at the mouth of the pipe, in front of the pipe. Richo would go up, he would chase them out and like I said, we would be sitting there, just like this. And you would feel the fish coming and you would just sort of cull them, bang and throw them up onto the bank.  Easy way of fishing.

43.26

HS
Very obliging aren’t they?







43:27

RL:
Yeah, yeah, well its, and there’s you know, once fish can sort of be corralled and that’s how you know, they probably did it with fish traps. You know, they would hit a structure but they wouldn’t hit it and turn around and bolt off they would just sort of move around so you sort of corral the fish and it’s not until they get up near the water, near the surface or when they get out of the water that they actually start putting on a turn.

HS
I imagine if you came back with a few fish your parents would be pleased.

RL:
Yeah, well, again, that was the thing you know, we’d bring fish back and home and we’d have a big cook up and that but even if mum wasn’t there you know we’d just, I’d just cook the fish ourselves you know so  you sort of helped yourself and that’s how, you know. No running to McDonalds back then. 

HS
So it was much more hand to mouth.






44.16

RL:
Yeah, hand to mouth, yeah and you know, that’s how you lived.

HS
hmm, hmm.

44.25

RL:
If you caught enough fish for the whole family good, but if you only got one or two, you would cook it for yourself.

HS
Hmm, how would you cook it?







44:31

RL:
Ah, just on an open fire, or, ah, cook it in a frypan.

HS
So would you just put the fillet on the embers?

RL:
Yeah, yeah. We’d throw the thing on whole, um yeah.

HS
Would you gut it? Scale it?





44:47

RL:
No.

HS
Throw it on whole.


RL:
Yeah, just throw it on whole and you know, um, you can peel the skin off then after it’s cooked. Peel the skin off but also all the intestines and that just shrivel up into nothing and you just pick the flesh off the bone and that way you don’t waste anything.

45.05

HS
Hmm, so it’s sort of like the memories of some of the best parts of your childhood then?

45.13

RL:
Yeah, yeah and that’s the early part of my life and I don’t know whether I’ve got a good memory or not or well they are so embedded in my mind but I can remember going down there as a  probably four or five year old down the river.

HS
Well I guess there are places of real privacy too when you are a kid?


45:29

RL:
Yeah,

HS
You get away from the town; you get away from the adults, peace and quiet.

RL:
Peace and quiet. You can do what you want to do.

HS
You can run amuck.

45.39

RL:
Yeah, run amuck., um. But also I think we were very, um, we knew the dangers, you know, um, like every kid you always try to push the boundaries but we knew that if we were gunna go doing something um, did a bit of hunting chasing pigeons or what anything, we were going out,  we could only go so far because if we went too far we wouldn’t have any water, you know. So we always made sure we took water with us and we know where we were going um, we probably marked the trail a bit just in case so you know, we were a little more responsible I thank than what they do today.

46.20

HS
So you probably had a pretty strong sense of your own survival when you were out there.

46.22

RL:
Oh, yeah, yeah, and that was a good thing. You’d go out there and we’d catch a couple of pigeons or you know, find a few um, trees there with some berries and that on them, um Quondong’s and the like. And there was a fruit that we used to call snotty gobble. I don’t know what the name is now but it was a little seed thing that you put in your mouth and you’d suck it and all the flesh would come off it.  And they were plenty, you didn’t have to walk far to get them, but that was all part of your, you know, you always had a feed.

46.58

HS
Hmm, and any particular plants that were down along side of the river? Any under story sort of vegetation?










47:07

RL:
Well, probably there’s still you know, forms of like water lily’s and the likes of different um parts of the river you know, in the off stream storages and all that sort of stuff. Yeah, I’ve eaten them before. Um, didn’t like it but they don’t really taste that good, there’s no taste to them but apparently they are very nutritious. But um yeah, different types of grass. You could eat that, um, different grasses.  Um, grass seed. Um, what else was there? Oh, you always used to find what everyone calls yams now but you could find them pretty easy and they were sort of pretty plentiful. I don’t really see that many around today but you know. You used to find the what, their vine comes out and you just trace it down. They don’t grow that big but you just throw them on the fire and cook them like chips.

48.15

HS
And they would grow along the rivers?






48:17

RL:
Yeah, along the rivers.

HS
And was there more weed along the rivers back then?




48:21

RL:
No, I can’t, I can’t say.  Well, no, there wasn’t as many weeds as there are today put it that way. No.  The river, this, between the Jack Taylor Weir and the Beardmore Dam was basically over run with ah, all that um, weed on the side and it’s only been cleared up. It was cleared up manually by a contractor with a big excavator pulled it all out.  But before that yeah, you couldn’t fish because you know you threw your line out and you had to pull everything back in and there were all those big weeds there and you wouldn’t catch anything. But they extended about ten, fifteen metres on either bank out, so yeah, it wasn’t real good at all.  Yeah, and that was one of the things um, and you would always see these like sludge sitting on top of the river and um, yeah, kids used to get conjunctivitis and all that sort of stuff from swimming in the river.  And ear aches.  Yeah, when there is that type of stuff around. Yeah, so that’s always of concern.

49.35

HS
Umm, did it used to run clear?







49:41

RL:
Yeah, yeah, although it was a really clean and pretty clear river um when I was growing up. It really was, yeah.

HS
So you could see the bottom?







49:58

RL:
You could see the bottom. You could see yourself swimming or when you’re walking across.  We used to usually go down towards, head towards Dirranbandi down near Wine Bar, we used to go swimming down there and it was just like swimming in the pool, you know.  Um, we used to go there for Christmas all the time you know and walk across the river with a couple of water melons.  You know you would sit there and swim all day.  But its all, you know, the river down there was like it had a lot of sandy gravel and all that sort of stuff. Yeah, it definitely wasn’t as dirty as it is today.

50.30

HS
When did it start getting dirty?







50:36

RL:
Oh, I think from the seventies on.

HS
And, um, what would you put that down to?





50:46

RL:
Oh, I put that down to the amount of um clearing that’s been going on and erosion and run offs. Um, the more farms that we got, I think you know, the dirtier the river got. You know, and there has been a real problem in Queensland and its been a problem for a long time particularly, its uh you know only anecdotal for me but I believe it in that when the National Party was in and the farmers were coming out here tree, tree clearing just went rampant. You know, they cleared the land and not, no, repercussions what so ever you know, they just need more grazing land or more agricultural land, Um, this went unabated for thirty odd years and I think we are seeing the impact of that now. Its only been since 2003 that we’ve had reasonable clearing law legislations you know. To date, there have probably only been about two or three prosecutions for people who were land clearing. Um, and yet, you’ve probably seen it on TV where they get the big caterpillars and the big ball and chain on behind and drag them.  Well that’s still going on in different parts of the county. Um, but certainly around here, like there is a lot of clearing around here and St George is generally pretty flat.  Um, so if there are going to be any run offs and that sort of stuff and um, and you haven’t got trees and that sort of stuff to keep it there it’s going to go and end up in the river.

52.32

HS
Did you used to swing off the ropes and jump in the river?



52:39

RL:
 Yeah, done all that. Yeah, and we used to do that without fear of failure cause back then ah, the water was reasonably clear but also you knew where all the snags were and all that sort of stuff.  So, yeah, we had our favourite trees we used to dive off, jump off. We even used to jump off the Jack Taylor Weir but you can’t tell anyone that.

HS
Off the top?









53:13

RL:
Yeah, off the top, yeah, as kids, nine and ten years old. Yeah, you can’t do it these days.

53.21

HS
No. I was looking at it today and thinking oh, I would love to go up and take a photograph from there.

RL:
Yeah, it is good up there.

53.27

HS
It’s high.









53:30

RL:
it’s high

HS
It would be about ten metres?

RL:
Yeah. As a nine year old I was only little as a kid but yeah, took us, we used to jump up there and jump into the other side.

53.36

HS
Do you remember the first time you jumped off?

RL:
Yeah, yeah.

HS
Scary? 








53:43

RL:
Scary, yeah.  Yeah, very scary but we did it.

HS
You didn’t belly flop?

RL:
No, no, we were very mindful of that. You didn’t want to do that. But like I said we used to jump out of trees you know, probably about twenty foot high.

53.59

HS
Because you knew where the snags were?

RL:
You knew where the snags were and all that sort of stuff and there wasn’t that much rubbish in it.  Now, but today, you’re pretty brave to go swimming down there because you don’t know what’s in there as far as bottles, glass you know sort of snags get down the river all the time. Um, so yeah, I wouldn’t be game enough to jump out of too many trees without sussing it out first.

HS
Do you see much work and rehabilitation around the river?



54:32

RL:
Oh, for sure, this rivers been um, degraded a lot, a hell of a lot. It is sad to see so much erosion and you don’t really see it around the towns although over the other side of the weir you will see a whole heap of erosion there. Well if you see that there you can imagine how much there’s replicated down the hundred off kilometres between here and Dirranbandi, um, how much erosion there is there.  So you know.

55.00

HS
But people are replanting it or…

Rl:
We have got Landcare groups around here but it’s only a small fraction of what needs to happen, you know. I think the thing is you put in for a grant and you get a grant and you go and plant a few, you might plant a thousand odd trees here and there but its…

HS
Doesn’t go far?

RL:
Doesn’t go far at all.

HS
Half of them die.








55.28

RL:
Half of them die. Probably more than half of them die, yeah. So, I think that’s what I would like to see out of this basin plan that they come up with more revegetation but also more community involvement in that sort of stuff.  Cause, as I said, that is the biggest and best asset we’ve got.

HS
And it is important to look after that.

55.56

RL:
You’ve got to and everyone’s talking about the water buy backs and all that sort of stuff and like I said that commercial um interest is there but commercial interest is going to be worth nothing if you haven’t got the water and its not the quality that, its ridiculous that you have to take the water out of the river and put it through so many different cycles of treatment before you can drink it. You know. Costs you. You know, you can’t sort of guess how much that costs. It’s gotta cost something and it also adds so if you’ve got thirty rivers …

56.29

HS
I’m going to be a little bit poetic here. And feel free to be as creative as you want. How would you describe the river. 

RL
The river… as in condition wise?

56.33

HS
The river, what words, how would you describe it?

RL
Refreshing. Therapeutic is a word. That’s what it does to me. Ah, it makes me feel good. It makes me feel cool when it’s hot. Yeah, you feel refreshed in it. But more lately, I’ve been getting this feel of diving into oil. You know, the water’s not clean. The river stinks. You know, there the sort of things… I would like to get the river back to that therapeutic sort of condition. 

57.42

HS
I suppose if it’s therapeutic, it’s healing. 

RL
It’s healing. That’s it. Yeah, um, I had depression for a number of years and … couple of accidents. And the reason I come back to St George, was not only to come home but I had to fix myself up. I used to go down the river every day and walk along the river. And without the river and without my couple of dogs here, I don’t know what sort of condition I’d be in. 

58.14

HS
So it’s like a communing with the spirits? 

RL
Yes, there’s nothing like going down to the river and listening to the birds and the wildlife down there. That’s what I like about here. I can hear it. I just go out and sit under that tree in the seat I’ve made and get the full breeze, and the breeze comes from across here and you can actually smell the river. And I just close my eyes and listen to it. And that um, it gives you life. There’s a period of my life when I lost that sort of stuff. You know, when I was trying to have a career. You know, on the road all the time. I’m just glad I gave up and come back and yeah, that’s why I bought down here. It’s close to the river, fresh air, you know. Even though I’ve cleared this block up. It’s my intention to put back more natives, you know. As I said, I cleared all the Cyprus Pine. That was … But my intention is to put back as many natives as I can. We run off rainwater here. The tanks at the back so, shower, toilets, all run from rainwater. Drinking, so we catch our own water. I can pump from the river for irrigation. Got about 30 odd trees down the back there. Fruit trees. So yeah…

59.53

HS
You’re well and truly connected. 

RL 
Yeah.

59.58

HS
It’s an important part of your life. 

RL
Yeah, and I want to try and do things like aqua… have a little yabbie farm. Try aquaponics and try and grow some fish. Cos I really fear that down the track, what with the price of food, fuel, you know all that sort of stuff. You know my kids, if they haven’t got a good job and all that sort of stuff, they’re going to miss out on a lot of stuff. So that’s why this is my little piece of paradise. 



60.38 

HS
It’s you’re security for the future too. 

RL
My kids. Yes, security. That’s why I hope it will carry on. All this stuff that I’m doing. The rivers, as you can see in some of my early sculptures out there, contain. You know I’ve got the cod and the rainbow serpent there and I’ve got the yabbies and little sculptures there. 

61.07

HS
Do you want to tell us about that. Sandstone blocks.

RL
Yes, they’re sandstone blocks. 

61.17

HS
And the stones are from around here? 

RL
Everyone comes past and says, ‘Where’d you get all that from?’ It’s actually white sand, ivory cement and hydrated lime. 

61.26

HS
So you’ve set it. 

RL
Yeah. But I’ve integrated ochre so it looks like sandstone. 

HS
You just sped up, you know, the geology about a million years. 

61.39

RL
Yeah, and when it’s going off, you put it in a box and as it’s setting, you can do a lot of carving. Nice and smooth but you can work it into anything. And that’s my theme. I’ve got the rainbow serpent, the creator of the rivers. And I’ve got shrimps. It’s not a good looking shrimp, but It’s supposed to be a shrimp. I’ve got fish and if you can see those other symbols  they’re they symbols of gatherings. And right down the first one you can see the ceremonial rings. 

62.19

HS
It’s certainly a nice feel. As I drove up here I saw the nice sculptures. And I thought there’s a sensitivity here to the land which is a bit unusual. 

62.58

RL
Yeah, oh thanks. Well that’s what I hope to create. There’s nothing hard about it. It’s just sort of something I like doing. And I’ve only just done this since I come here. I would never have thought of that if I was in Brisbane or Rockhampton. 

63.15

HS
Look, can you let me get about 2 minutes of atmos. 

RL
Yeah. 

HS
What I think is that if I try and cut this. Actually, there’s some beautiful pieces in here. So this is just a bit of atmos here to fill in. 

Recording Finishes:
 64.06
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