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‘Subdivision is a virus’, said Mollie, who has recently developed an interest in urban design. We had driven out of Port Douglas early that morning. 

Past Christopher Skase’s Mirage development, a long strip of condominium-studded golf course between the highway and the Coral Sea.
 

Past Sea Temple Golf Homes, a development outside Port Douglas, then past Sea Temple Resort Palm Cove, both well away from the sea, each offering a range of accommodation options and a welcome new benchmark of luxury resort living in Tropical North Queensland.
Past the ritzy Palm Cove seaside resorts, conveniently located to catch the climate change rising tide. 

Past the Clifton Shopping Village; lots of shops, no village. On and on past development after development… 

Coming into Cairns: Canopy’s Edge—‘Where two worlds merge into home’— the rainforest canopy clear-felled, the bare earth ready for houses in Bushlark Place and Lakeside Drive and Ashwood Circuit.  Selling the dream—‘Canopy’s Edge Estate lies nestled in the foothills, backing right on to state forest, and then the Barron Falls National Park’—which retreat as you approach them, like the rainforest canopy itself, a distant blur on the coastal range. 

Like any mirage. 

 ‘Subdivision’, said Mollie after a long silence, ‘is rather like Bitou Bush, that South African weed infesting 85 percent of Australia’s east coast. Once you let it go, it’s hard to get it back under control.’

She paused for a while. 

‘You see’, said Mollie, regathering her thoughts, ‘sprawl trashes the suburban ideal, which is a venerable and noble one. ‘

I had first met Mollie more than forty years before, when we were teaching at the same school in Tanzania. She was a wonderful colleague: clear thinking, determined, reliable. We had become close friends, as expatriates often do. But after a few years we both moved on.  Our letters dribbled away and then stopped.  

I occasionally wondered what had happened to Mollie. I had never met anyone quite like her. A direct descendent of Robert Boyle, the first Earl of Cork, who had brought capitalism to Ireland in the seventeenth century
, she combined the arrogance of Anglo aristocracy with the charm of the Irish.  

One bright spring day a few years ago I was climbing Dudley Bluff, having walked along the coast from Merewether. I saw in front of me a lean tanned woman, brown hair streaked with grey. It couldn’t be, I thought.  I greeted her.  Her voice was unmistakable, the clipped Anglo tone softened by the Cork music. 

Here was Mollie, beached at Dudley, at the end of her expatriate trek through east and southern Africa, southeast Asia and the western Pacific, happily moving from school to school, culture to culture.  Spreading sunshine and sense wherever she went, as she continued to do in Newcastle.  

With her unerring touch Mollie had bought a small weatherboard house in Dudley. We climbed up to it and sat on her veranda, looking down at the sparkling sea through tall spotted gums. In her peripatetic life, Mollie had developed an acute sensitivity to place and the relationship of the natural and built environments. Having experienced so much beauty and squalor in her life she had settled in this South Pacific cove, where she felt utterly at home. And, ever the teacher, she was reading voraciously on urban design and local history, and expounding on her ideas on how we should live to whoever would listen.  

That afternoon Mollie started with the importance of place names.  ‘Here in Newcastle’, she said, ‘most of our suburbs and streets are named after forgotten—usually British—places and people.  Where do Gateshead, Hexham, Wallsend, Jesmond, Heaton, Killingworth come from? They’re all Tyneside settlements!’ Her tone its haughtiest Anglo. ‘And what about Newcastle street names! English engineers: Watt, Bolton, Newcomen. Colonial officials: Hunter, Macquarie. Company executives: Darby, Laman, Fletcher. The early settlers swept away the lovely indigenous place names.’ Her voice sad now, the Cork lilt returning. ‘Who now knows that the Awbakal name for Wickham was Derrigarbah meaning flower on the sand? Or that Belmont was called Buttaba—hill overlooking water? Or that Warners Bay was Biddabah—silent resting place. And when our places do have indigenous names we usually don’t know what they mean. Did you know, for example, that Eleebana means peaceful, quiet place, or that Booragul means warm place, summer place, or that Kilaben Bay is a bright and shiny place?’  

‘We forget’, Mollie went on, ‘that there were people here before us.  Their memories are shadows.  We do not see them, or know them.  Listen to what they sing us, tell us, across the years.’ She took a book from a shelf at the rear of the deck, opened it and passed it to me. 

Kilaben Bay song

	Elas! Ngorokan-ta-killi-bin-bin katan

Pannal-la bulliko kul-kulin

Tokoi-ro oowalin

Kore-laa ngarabin

Wonnai-baran korien korun yikora

Ngu-koong-baran kullai tirriki kotillin

Tibbin-tara wiyalin

Boot-ikiang korien berekabin yikora

Kolbee kio-yoong koba kowaul

Kore-baran koroong kolang oowalin

Ngu-koong baran bahto boa-malin

Wonnai baran koppiri yantin kaiballin

Ngu-koong bahto boa-mah

Kore baran tura makero-lo mankullan

Kuri yantin takillin              

Katan ta-ba koi-yoong wi wi


	Hail! Dawn is shining glory

The sun shining (blazing with warmth)

Night moving

Man stirring

Children restless

Women fire-wood thinking

Birds singing

Animals awakening (sleeping not)

Camp noise grows

Men moving towards bush

Women water gathering

Children they hungry, all shouting

Women water collected

Men spear fish, return

People all eating

Camp quiet again




‘You Australians are so colonised’, Mollie was at once indignant and sad. ‘Your culture is derivative, imposed. Like a feckless four-wheel driver flattening ‘roos, you have run over indigenous culture. Think of the name of this place. Dudley!’ Her Irish dander was well and truly up. ‘That pompous spendthrift fool of a Governor-General who had to be packed off back to England for meddling in our politics! The man of whom Alfred Deakin said:” He did nothing really important, nothing thoroughly, nothing consistently.”
 And some idiot named this place after him!’ 

Incredulous, she took up another book and turned its cover to me. It was Tim Robinson’s Connemara. ‘How different it is in Ireland! Our Gaelic names speak of topography, history, myth.’ Thumbing through the pages marked with strips of paper. ‘So in Connemara, Mam Ean, the pass of birds; Binn Dhubh, black peak; Mam na Gaoithe, the gap of the wind; Muing na Fola, the swamp of the blood, so named after the practice of bleeding cattle who bloated after feeding on this overgrown patch of bog; Cnoc Lios Uachtair, the hill of the upper lios, a lios being an ancient mound or ring fort, of the sort often regarded as a fairy dwelling. It all means something!’
 

‘Part of the problem here’, Mollie continued, ‘is that people do not connect with the place at a really deep level. Contrast this with how Europeans feel about their cities, and the feelings European cities evoke in visitors.’  She took another book from the shelf.  ‘This is a thriller set in Prague, written by an American. Listen to this. It is 1969, a year after the Soviet invasion. The city is run down but still beautiful.’  She read:

Nick could see that beneath the dust and scaffolding the city was beautiful.  There was no colour—no ads, no splashy shopfronts, not even the usual variety of cars in the street—so the buildings themselves became more vivid.  Their Baroque facades of light mustard and green and terra cotta dressed the town.  The architecture seemed to have been put down in layers, one period after another, until the unremarkable hills along the river had become an astonishing city, one of the places where Europe rose to its high-water mark, rich and complicated.  Mozart had introduced operas here.  In the afternoon light the city was a painting, full of brushstrokes and perspectives and lovely forms… 

‘This is what makes a city beautiful’, said Mollie, ‘vistas of buildings, land and sky; graceful buildings and bridges; harmonious colours; and, crucially, history, preservation.’ She took up the book again, quoted with emphasis:  

‘The architecture seemed to have been put down in layers, one period after another, until the unremarkable hills along the river had become an astonishing city…’

‘We can, and do, experience and feel similar things in our own cities’, Mollie went on.  ‘The interplay of industrial skyline and gently slapping seawater along the Newcastle harbour foreshore; the ordered calm and breathtaking seascape of King Edward Park; the long sand crescent of Merewether beach and the vast sapphire ocean looking south from Strzelecki Hill, beyond these the indented bays and dark bush of Burwood, Dudley, Redhead, Belmont, Blacksmiths and Swansea; the interplay of warm brick, stained timber and tall eucalypts in Rankin Park; streets of timber cottages shaded by old Brush Box in Mayfield or Waratah; the pleasure of picnicking under huge old Blackbutts then walking through acres of bush regenerated after mining, and saved from highway builders.’  

Mollie was on a roll.  ‘These are our places’, she was passionate now, spacing out the words for emphasis.  ‘To preserve, enhance and build on them we need vision, energy and will.  We need to understand and value what we have so fortunately inherited. At the moment many of us appreciate what we have.  How often has one Novocastrian said to another, Aren’t we lucky — for our beaches, our bush, our compact city with its relatively uncongested streets. But we don’t know much about how we got to have these things.  We have only the vaguest idea of the people and historical forces that made Newcastle. And we have little sense of what we might do to conserve and build on what we have.’

She paused, giving me time to absorb what she’d said. She again took up the novel.   ‘This writer’, she said, ‘reminds us that preserving a lovely city requires considered conservation, and a political system that can deliver it.  Prague, in 1969, a year after the Soviet invasion, lovely as it still was’—and here she quoted again—  

was also falling apart.  Up close, some of the wonderful houses were buckling, and the lemon plaster was torn with cracks.  The scaffolding he saw seemed like a finger-in-the-dike attempt to shore up the years of neglect.  The buildings, unmaintained, were slowly dying.  How the Russians must hate it, Nick thought.  The whole city was a beautiful reproach.  The gifts of centuries were wasting away in a system that could not even produce salad. 

‘Let’s bring it back to Newcastle’, she said. ‘Think of the farcical long-running sagas of the GPO, the Bowling Club, Old Surf House.  Think of the failure to make even part of the old BHP site an historical precinct. Remember that in Newcastle there is only one deliberately preserved urban precinct, Hamilton South, our original Garden Suburb.  Note the failure to conserve the CBD, and the older suburban core of Newcastle. Friends living in Merewether weekly witness miners’ cottages and Californian bungalows razed and replaced by big, ugly Tuscan and Brutalist mansions, their clichéd courtyards planted with white pebbles, murrayas, agaves and other spiky plants.  Houses whose defining characteristics are size, lack of originality and aesthetic abuse.’  

She paused, giving me time to consider what she’d just said, then continued passionately. ‘Daily we witness the layers of our city—our history!—being destroyed.  And we feel it, and discuss it, and complain and protest about it.  Our political representatives are no help.  Indeed, they are either impotent or complicit.  Mostly they are complicit. Deliberately or carelessly, they help to destroy our history and sense of place. The CBD is a classic example. Having failed to halt the drain of retail to suburban shopping malls, which has been going on since 1970, they then compounded the problem by developing Honeysuckle, which sucked more life out of the old CBD.’

‘This city’s great places—the Darby and Beaumont eat streets, our wonderful parks and reserves—have largely been created by entrepreneurs and community action. Politicians and bureaucrats must be made to recognise this. They must also be forced to recognise what David Harvey, the English political economist, calls the right to the city.
  By this he means the people’s collective right to make and remake their cities.  In this era of lightly regulated market capitalism, people’s right to their cities is continually undermined by developers and those who pave the way for them.’  

Mollie lapsed into silence.  She was persuasive. But I wanted to know how, if the developer—politician nexus was so strong, Novocastrians could influence the direction of their city. ‘There are a number of things we can do’, Mollie said. ‘The starting point is for people to take more interest in what goes on around them.  I’ll give you an example. Friends who have been revegetating Merewether beach and headland with native plants for the past seven years tell me that until recently most people did not even see their work. Just about everyone looked over the new plants to the breakers, the beach, the ocean, the horizon. They loved what they saw. They said: How lovely! Aren’t we lucky!  But they looked over what used to be the gigantic Bitou Bush hedges and carpets of Gazania—another South African invader—on the dunes and is now a wonderful collection of native plants: coastal pigface and spinifex, mat rush, wattles, banksias, tea-trees, melaleucas, correas.  Most people simply did not register any of this; or’—and now she rapped out a litany of rubbish—’ the discarded fag-ends, fast-food cartons, sweet wrappers, paddle-pop sticks, bongs, needle-sticks, drink bottles, cans and cartons of every description—soft-drink, beer full-strength and light, vodka cruiser, Bundy and Coke, Jack Daniels, flavoured milk, orange juice, powerade.’  

‘Now if we don’t see the mess, we have no reason to clean it up.  Or if we see it, we believe it is someone else’s to clean up: the Council, because we pay our rates; or the local Landcare group, because they’re silly enough to do it. Or we might finally recognise the value of what the Landcare group is doing, but not feel the urge to join in this or any other community activity.  So really, the starting point for building a better Newcastle is for more of us to take an interest and contribute.’ Her voice again adopting its Cork lilt. ‘Y’ can complain and protest as much as y’ like.  But unless y’ join in and make a contribution y’ve just got to cop what you get: urban blight, suburban sprawl, whatever. It’s as simple as that.’
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