
A Sense of Place
        We had driven down on a camping trip in 1988. As we wound between the majestic karri trees and crossed the bridge over the dark river, we looked at one another and knew this would be Our Place. We explored properties, large and small. A month or so later my partner came alone. She returned to Fremantle with a photograph of a wooden cabin set in an overgrown bush garden. I screwed up my nose but we bought the property anyway. The cabin – one could be kinder and call it a house – became our first Denmark home.

      It was a relief to leave the city. Although we loved to hang out on the cappuccino strip or ride bikes round the river, we had moved away from city pleasures. Something propelled us to put down roots in a small rural community. We had reached an age – and a stage – where this pull echoed and spoke more strongly than any need for career fulfilment or financial security. 
     Many people dream of a life in the country. Unless you are among the fortunate few who are self-funded, employment can be the key to a successful transition. Otherwise, there is every prospect the demands of the city will be exchanged for a new set of stressors – a paradox that escapes some wannabe settlers when they abandon their double incomes and embrace a rural lifestyle. Opportunities tend to be limited and monetary rewards minuscule. 

     Though we had some appreciation of these difficulties the full impact took time to register. Upon arrival, we had a house to renovate while we cast out for paid work. I found part-time legal work. Daniele took on casual waitressing at the Mary Rose teashop. Her Irish-born employer oozed bonhomie and made us very welcome. We began to relax, having jumped the first hurdle and established an income stream (or at least an income trickle).

     It did not take long to meld into the local community. Denmark had its older residents, some from timber and farming families that stretched back to the turn of the century. The majority of the population, however, was first generation. Unlike some country towns, there was little sense of being a newcomer (unless you asked about fishing spots – and then, as an elderly garage attendant told me, you need to be here  twenty-five years before someone would give you the ‘good oil’). 

     The town had begun to grow. Land prices, stagnant for many years, were booming and new sub-divisions had sprung up. Most of our neighbours in Iluka Avenue were recent arrivals. Many of us met in the hardware store or the grocery co-operative. We talked of our building projects, how to make a living, and how fortunate we were to have found such a special spot. While most of us seemed happy to live quietly and keep to ourselves for much of the time, initial perceptions suggested a sense of community, a more widespread openness than the cool anonymity of suburban life.

     Division in the town existed between the ‘greenies’ and those who supported the local timber industry. Denmark had been a timber town for a hundred years. Virtually all the accessible countryside had been heavily logged. A few ancient stands of karri, the tall, pale hardwood, remained intact but most of the forest areas were made up of regrowth. Debate centred on forests to the west, areas that continued to supply the Denmark mill. In the wider community there was a gathering impetus to halt all logging in native forests and transfer to plantation timbers. Resistance from the timber industry was fierce. Livelihoods were at stake. As supporters of conservation and sympathetic to the environmental movement, it was a simple matter for us to find our direction. We joined the first of our Denmark committees.

     Meanwhile, our local real estate agent showed us a thirty-acre property overlooking the town and the blue waters of Wilson Inlet. Within minutes we were hooked. Twenty acres of tingle and karri regrowth formed a backdrop to the cleared land. We could picture a mud brick home, a vegetable garden and an orchard. The property offered seclusion, only a short drive from the stores and cafes of the village. We could put our feet up and watch mountain ducks and ibis fly overhead. Kangaroos would graze at our doorstep. We merely had to make an offer.

     After a sleepless night we did just that. “I should tell you,” our agent had said, “people from Perth are on their way down to see it”.  We looked at him. It was precisely what an agent might say. Down the track we learned he had spoken with a straight tongue. But by then the people from Perth had gone elsewhere. Kearsley Road was ours.

    For three years we commuted to the block in our free time, to clear, plant and experiment with mud brick-making. A concrete slab was poured for the proposed shed. When the concrete cured we bought suitable clay and formed up mud bricks in rows on top of the slab. While the bricks dried we eased large jarrah poles into position and framed a roof. We coated the roof with galvanised iron, and infilled the walls with the mud bricks, positioning recycled windows and doors as we went. Working together had its moments, often a case of ‘my way’ versus ‘her way’. Nonetheless, the results seemed to satisfy both of us. After two summers we had lean bodies and an impressive shed.  On the other hand, our plans for a dream home ran aground. After outlaying good money on site works and architect’s fees, we pulled in our horns and commissioned a cheap kit house.  Eventually, we sold Iluka Avenue, collected our half a dozen hens, and moved to ‘the block’.

     At that point we were avid fans of Bill Mollison and permaculture. In 1994 we flew to Byron Bay to visit my sons. Renting a car we drove to Tyalgum, a tiny hamlet set in rich volcanic soil at the foot of the dividing range between northern New South Wales and southern Queensland. Continuing north we checked out Crystal Waters, the large permaculture development near Maleny. We also looked at other multiple land use experiments around Nimbin and in the Byron hinterland. We concluded the permaculture principles, while potentially effective in sub-tropical zones, had little hope of success on our south-facing Denmark land, and we turned our attention to bio-dynamic methods of horticulture.

     Bio-dynamics, like other organic farming practices, is essentially hands-on. The basic aim is to revitalise the soil. But hands-on farming needs labour. We looked around but could only see ourselves. I grumbled and assisted under protest as we used an old copper tub to stir a combination of warm water and a clay-like substance extracted from buried cattle horns. This witches’ brew requires special stirring instructions – clockwise at first to create a vortex, then the same effect in the opposite direction. The end result is sprayed on the soil – in our case, some six acres by knapsack spray.

     Despite the improved soil, we knew horticulture would not offer a living, and we turned our attention elsewhere. The timber mill had closed. There had been much gnashing of teeth in the business sector and dire predictions that the town was finished. Others were more optimistic – a natural swing towards tourism had already begun. We looked at our property, with its proximity to town and the views over the inlet. Holiday cottages seemed an obvious answer. We obtained permission from the local shire, built one cottage ourselves and used the kit home as a second. In November my parents came down from Perth and road-tested the accommodation. I knew if it passed muster with my mother we were assured of success. It did. One month later Bombina Cottages opened for business.

      We had not completely abandoned our horticultural aspirations. After cobbling together a business plan we purchased twelve hundred raspberry canes. A section of land was ripped and mounded. In a labour-intensive exercise, we planted and reticulated eight forty-metre rows and prepared a massive compost heap to feed the young plants. I buried posts in concrete and strung wires. We spent countless hours on our knees attacking the weeds. Eighteen months later the first berries appeared. The following year we began selling berries and jam to tourists and local restaurants. We grossed two thousand dollars for the entire summer. That was our first and last commercial pick. We decided to quit while there was still flexibility in our backs and knees. Be warned, if you fancy an organic growing career - factor a galley of slaves into your business plan.
     As we swapped stories with neighbours and friends, it became apparent a ‘sea change’ had been easy for some, less so for others. Michael next door could not wipe the grin off his face. After thirty-five years of dealing with clients in distress, he now tackled kikuyu grass on his ride-on mower or worked on his golf handicap at the local country club. Gordon and Janice put their heart and soul into an organic fruit and vegetable store, only to see it burned to the ground. Mary Rose, tired from the incessant hours of a restaurant business, retired to work on her historical novel. We watched parents wrestle with the departure of their teenagers to university. We saw relationships falter as the strain of life in an unfamiliar environment took its toll. Friends fell out, as their utopian plans to share land came apart. Even within the conservation movement, cooperation and dedication sometimes gave way to infighting and embitteredness.
    You might conclude that the simple life ain’t so simple after all. Yet it would be unfair to emphasise the downside. Most people we know have become very attached to this little piece of heaven and would find it hard to move back to suburbia. On our part, although we have new study and work interests that may draw us to the Big Smoke, it is hard to see our country connection being severed. Roots have gone down in this gravely soil. Our spirits soar with the eagles that grace the forest. We sip coffee on the deck and soak in the serenity of our surrounds. We chat with guests who stay in our cottages. We watch them shed the stresses of their city lives and slip into holiday mode. Many check out the real estate offices, and the next time they visit we discuss the block they have bought or the house they are planning. We pick our own fruit, enjoy vegetables in season, and make jam, as country folk have always done. We walk the land, examining the wildflowers and fungi. On clear nights we sit on a log and gaze at a pristine sky, two human specks in a sparkling universe.

A sense of place, as George Seddon infers in his beautiful book of that name, is often acquired over time. Coming from Victoria, Seddon was slow to appreciate the intricacies of the Swan coastal plain but as he grew more familiar with the plants, rocks and animals, his appreciation deepened. For many of us a similar process ensues, when we move house and absorb new surroundings. As the cloak of our environment settles upon us, we may be both nourished and contained. When we do go away, it is usually a joy and a relief to return. I experience this more intensely as the years pass. Each time - turning into our driveway, feeling the crunch of gravel against the tyres, receiving the laconic stares of the kangaroos, and re-entering the bosom of the eucalypts – it is simply a case of: “Ah, home”.
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PAGE  
1
© 2004 Bruce Menzies  

