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National histories, by their very definition, tend to be parochial and ter-
ritorial in scope. The fluidity of change wrought by diverse interactions
and movements of plants, animals, and people across lands and oceans
are restricted and solidified in narratives that seek to assert a territorial
integrity based on a few biophysical factors and human actions within
tightly defined national political boundaries. We would expect environ-
mental and ecological histories to be different, to adopt more expansive
perspectives to convey the fluidity and dynamism of interactions between
social and biophysical nature in the making of landscapes without being
constrained by national boundaries. Oddly enough, few do. It seems as
though most environmental and ecological histories submit to the disci-
plining practices of nation-making narratives, tending to reproduce and
reinforce the parochial visions and insular territorial imaginations of
their nationalist counterparts.’ :

This chapter travels across the Indian Ocean and beyond the bounded
territorial imagination of nation-making narratives to tell a different kind
of ecocultural history about the making of Outback Australia. It centres
on the enigma behind the widespread presence of Acacia farnesiana in the
Outback landscape of Australia. About 1,000 of the 1,350 or so known
species of acacia are considered native to Australia, but A. farnesiana is
not one of them. According to biologists, this many-branched and shrubby
thorn tree has its origins in Central America and the Caribbean, and is now
widespread across various parts of southern Europe, southern and eastern
Africa, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific. It has
more than forty vernacular names in different countries: cassie, huisache,
sweet acacia, needle bush, and Ellington’s Curse are some examples.” Its
botanical name derives from the fact that it was first brought to Europe in
1611 from the West Indies and cultivated in the gardens of Cardinal Odo-
ardo Farnese.® :
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Fignre 3.1  Acacia farnesiana in Its home range in Texas. Courtesy of Campbell and
Lynn Loughmiller, Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center.

Acacia farnesiana is found across much of the Australian Qutback, and is
commonly known as the mimosa bush. Its presence in Australia is regarded
as an enigma because the plant arrived here well before Captain James Cook
did in 1770. Australian botanists generally use 1788 as the decisive date for
classifying plants as “native” or “introduced” to the island continent.® The
idea that this plant arrived in Australia without the agency of British settlers
is seen as remarkable in itself; thar it made its way into the interior of the
continent before British explorers appears even more mystifying when seen
through the lens of popular Australian history. As far as mainstream national
narratives are concerned, the island continent had no “real” history to speak
of before 1788, the year that the First Fleet landed on the eastern coast near

Sydney carrying its cargo of convicts to establish the first British settlement in -

the colony of New South Wales. As the historian, Paul Carter observes:

Almost the greatest barrier to Australia’s spatial history is the date
1788. On the one side, anterior to and beyond the limits of Australian
‘history’, lies a hazy geo-historical tradition of surmise, a blank sea
scored at intervals down the centuries by the prows of dug-outs, out-
riggers, and latterly, three-masters; it is a ‘thick horizon’, a rewarding
site of myth and speculation. But it lacks substance; cause and effect
do not converge in its events, but spread out behind like the wake. Af-
ter 1788, all is solid. Even the weather seems arrested, In alighting at
Botany Bay, Phillip steps out of Myth into History. His first concern
is not like Cook; to water his ships but to protect them permanently
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from offshore gales. He removes almost immediately to Sydney Cove:
his means of passage become marks of place. Cook is cast off. A sub-
stantial history is inaugurated, an imperial tradition of names, years,
floggings, heads of cattle, salaries. The sea, formerly an asylum, itself
becomes a prison, a turbulent, unavoidable barrier to progress.’

The great historical barrier of 1788 plays a central role in the way the .Out-
back is configured in Australian consciousness and formation of national
identity. If, as Carter says, from this moment onwards the ocean was trans-
formed from asylum to a barrier representing “the tyranny of distance™
from the metropolitan centres of imperial Britain, it was also the moment
when the inland of the island continent emerged as an unknown void and
foil to the ambitions of progress in this outpost of Empire. Girt by sea’
and held back by a vast inland wilderness, Australian consciousness and
history has clung to the southern and eastern coastlines, the liminal spaces
of refuge that, since 1788, have embodied the “restive fringe”® of Br.msh.
settlement. For most Australians, the imagined geography of the continent
centres on coastal cities and their agricultural hinterlands followed by the
Bush, which not only marks the edge of civilisation but also stands'as a
repository of settler yearnings for European pastoral idylls and environ-
mental sensibilities.? Beyond the Bush lies the Qutback, appearing in the
Australian imagination as a harsh and unyielding expanse of wilderness
that resists the reach of historical progress.

Figure 3.2 Acacia farnesiana in northwest Queensland. Rangan 2006.
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CARTOGRAPHIC OPENINGS

Most people, while locking at maps, see them as authoritative representa-
tions of tertitories, political boundaries, and locations of places, resources,
and physical features. Some may look closer to examine the details of mea-
surement, the artwork, the aesthetics, or the power brought into represen-
tation. But very few people, other than geographers,'® are likely to look at
maps and see them as processes by which worlds are drawn into being.

The process of drawing Australia into a world of interaction antecedes
the arrival of Captain Cook at Botany Bay in 1770 and subsequent British
settlement of the southeastern coast. It is said that Indian Ocean traders
may have landed on the northern shores of the continent during the fifteenth
century. Arab traders carrying rice and spices across the Indian Ocean from
Banda and neighbouring islands during the fifteenth and sixteenth centu-
ries may have encountered the northern and northwestern coast of Austra-
lia; some of them are said to have described a large uninhabited country to
the south of Borneo where they saw large, flightless birds. It is known that
Makassan proas or fishing boats regularly visited the northern shores to
collect and trade trepang or sea cucumbers with the indigenous groups of
these regions. The narratives of these sightings, encounters, and exchanges
may not have been recorded or charted on paper, but were drawn on rocks'
and into symbols, techniques, and cultural practices.'?

Australia’s geography was brought into cartographic existence through a
series of maps drawn by Portuguese navigators crossing the Indian Ocean.
Following Vasco da Gama’s arrival in the southwest coast of India in 1497
and capture of the spice trade between India and western Indian Ocean
cities, the Portuguese established their base in Goa and pressed on to gain
control of the trade in the eastern Indian Ocean. By 1511, Alfonso de Albu-
querque, the Governor of Goa, had captured Malacca (Melaka), the port
where Malay, Chinese, Arab, and Indian traders operated; in 1512, his
deputies Antonio de Abreu and Francisco Serrdo arrived in the Moluccas
(Maluku); in 1516, the Portuguese established a colony in Timor, the island
closest to mainland Australia.

Between 1516 and 1606, the year when the Dutch navigator Willem
Jansz sighted the north coast of the continent, Australia began appearing in
cartographic form in Portuguese maps. It first shows its tentative presence
in broken lines in the southeast corner of the Carta Anonima Portuguesa
drawn in 1533; the southern coast of Java is open and uncharted and the
eastern coastlines of Berneo and Celebes (Sulawesi) are also drawn in bro-
ken lines. The Dauphin chart, which is dated 1536 and part of a collection
called the Dieppe maps, draws Australia in an unfamiliar but prominent
form, identifying it as lave La Grande or Greater Java. The drawing visual-
ises the western coast of the continent as adjacent to Java and separated by
a Rio Grande. What is currently represented as the southern coast of Aus-
tralia is truncated, with the southwestern parts appearing as the western
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edge, and the southeastern parts appearing on the right hand side of the
map.©® By the 1620s, the maps of the eastern parts of the Indian Ocean
began drawing the northwest coast of Australia in greater detail. One map,
probably drawn in the 1620s, is based on the evidence of Manoel Godinho
de Erédia’s travels to the northwest of the continent in 1601 and records the
arrival of Dutch seafarers on a ship named Eendracht in 1616. In this map,
the gap between Java and the northwest coastline is no longer separated
by a river, but by sea. Timor is more clearly oriented in relation to Arnhem
Land, which is referred to as Nuca Antara,™ and shows the island of New
Guinea as connected to the mainland of the continent. '

The cartographic production of Australia was continually shaped and
altered during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by the expansion
of Dutch mercantile interest across the Indian Ocean, and with increased
movement of Spanish and French explorers across the Pacific. Each sight-
ing, skirting, wreck, and landfall added a new inscription on navigation
charts and each new mark created openings through which plants from
new and old worlds made their way into the northern coastline.

T

%

The Carta Anonima Portuguesa. The Carta Anonima utilises the older
cartographic conventions, with bays shown as semi-circles, capes shown as -
arrows, and islands as rectangles. These coasts are shown in black on the
above map and existing land-shapes (including Australia).are indicated by
broken lines. Note particularly the shape of Java, and the open south
coasts of Java and Sumbawa. :

Figure 3.4 Carta Anonima, circa 1533, Mclntyre 1977.
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Figure 3.5 Dauphin chart, circa 1536. Mclntyre 1977.
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Figure 3.6 Nuca Antara map after Erédia, circa 1620s. Yarrow 1980,
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A. farnesiana may have arrived on the Australian continent by a number
of ways: it could have travelled across the Indian Ocean on Portuguese
or Dutch merchant ships to Timor and Java, or across the Pacific on the
ships of Spanish explorers travelling from the Americas to the Philippines.
George Birdwood, an Anglo-Indian official and botanical enthusiast, made
the following observations about the plant:

It is described as a native Chilian plant by Molina, in the 16th century,
from which date it is gradually traced through a succession of writ-
ers eastward, in Italy, the Morea and Greek Islands, in the gardens of
Egypt and Arabia, and in Western India. From Buenos Ayres, it was
carried by Europeans into Louisiana, and as far north as Charleston,
and again by Europeans it was carried from America westward to Ta-
hiti and the Philippines, to Timor and Java, and apparently to Burmah
and the Coromandel coast of India. It has now overspread all India.
Everwhere its name seems to be derived from its exquisite “aroma,”
and as the Greek writers do not refer to this, its overwhelming charac-
teristic, I accepted it as a plant of exclusively American origin, and one
of the most delightful gifts of the old world to the new isic]. It is first
botanically described in Hyancinthus Ambrosium in AD1605-72.15

The seedpods of A. farnesiana may have floated across from Timor or
Flores and taken root along the northern coast of Australia,'® or the
seeds may have been exchanged by Maliay and Makassan fishermen with
the indigenous groups of the region.”” Whatever its mode of travel across
the oceans, A. farnesiana had not only arrived well before Captain
Cook, but also established its presence in the interior of the continent. In
1845, when Sir Thomas Livingstone Mitchell, then Surveyor General of
New South Wales, journeyed northwards on one of the early exploratory
expeditions to find an inland route from Sydney to the Gulf of Carpen-
taria, he recorded the presence of A. farnesiana near the Belyando River
(roughly 300 km inland from the coastal town of Mackay in present day
Queensland), and added a sample to his plant collection.!® It is possible
that coastal indigenous groups in the north may have played a role in
its inland diffusion; they may have valued A. farnesiana seeds for their
protein and exchanged them with inland indigenous groups that, in turn,
may have planted the sceds along river courses and sites of settlement in
their territories. '

The current distribution of A. farnesiana in Australia is not limited to
northern coastal areas or particular sites near northern rivers, but is spread
wide across the interior of the continent. How did this come about? To
answer this question, we first need to describe the plant’s characteristics
and its modes of propagation. A. farnesiana is a woody, deciduous, and
thorny shrub that can grow between 1.5 to 4 metres in height. It ranges
across warm temperate dry through tropical desert to moist forest zones
between sea level and 1,000 metres elevation. It thrives in dry localities and
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on loamy and sandy soils, often acting as a soil binder and a shade tree;
m Australia, the plnrnr prows in rangelands and farmlands in semiarid and
arebareas and in the unoccupied inland deseres. I often grows as SC:lf['vered
plnes, bur may form spiny rhickers near watercourses. |t 15 also one of few

: ; - e i 19
plant species tha can persisi near highly saline arresian warering drains.

s Hlowers are small, round, orangeish vellow o colour, and very fragreant;

Figure 3.7 Acacia farnesiana: foliage, flowers, and pods. Courtesy of Forest & Kim

Starr 2008.
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it produces seedpods roughly 4 to 8 cm. long, and each pod can contain
between twelve and fourteen seeds.

Once established, A. farnesiana seedlings can grow readily and resprout
quickly after damage by fire or browsing; and although the aerial portions
of the plant may be killed by fire, it can regenerate through basal shoots.
The seeds have a protein content of around 18 percent, and are used as food
in some parts of the world. The plant is used in traditional medicinal treat-
ments for a range of illnesses; the bark and pods have high tannin content
and are used in leather tanning and other ways. Most important, though,
is that its foliage is an excellent source of forage for ungulates or hoofed
animals such as cattle, sheep, and goats. The scedpods are nutritious and
readily eaten by them, and the seeds are transported in their droppings;
these animals are the main ageats for assisting its dispersal across land.2

Given these hoofed transporters of A. farnesiana seeds were not part
of the continent’s native fauna, how did they arrive in the remote reaches
of inland Australia? The answer may seem fairly simple if we accept the
arguments of the environmental historian, Alfred Crosby. He argues that
the wheat- and livestock-based settler colonialism in the temperate zones of
the Americas, southern Africa, and Australasia was, in effect, a biological
expansion of Europe” aided by the “portmanteau of biota” that accompa-
nied European settlers to these regions. The animals, plants, insects, and
organisms that settlers brought with them were the biological means by
which these regions were transformed into “neo-Europes.”” Based on this
perspective, the logical answer would be that as British settlers extended
their livestock farming into inland areas, their cattle and sheep would have
aided the dispersal of A. farnesiana. But this reasoning does not make
much sense when placed within the historical context of settlement expan-
sion in inland Australia. By the 1830s, squatters and colonists had grabbed
or occupied much of the land near the southern coastal belts, and there
was growing pressure to expand settlement further inland. Settlers clung
to visions of “yeoman farms in lictle Englands,”?? but were faced with an
inland terrain and environment that provided little succour for such aspira-
tions. Much of the continent’s inland was unexplored, and the few forays
into the semiarid and desert areas beyond the bushland fringe offered no
prospect of “making a nation of sheep-walks.”2* Exploring the interior and
getting European settlers and their livestock to move into inland Australia
required the agency of another kind of hoofed animal that was brought
across the Indian Ocean from the northwestern regions of the Indian sub-
continent rather than Europe. This was the camel.

MAKING THE OUTBACK

Many of the colonists arriving in Australia during the early decades of the
nineteenth century had served the East India Company in various mili-
tary capacities and campaigns in the Indian subcontinent.?* Several of them
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were familiar with the use of camels and knew their advantages over horses
and bullock teams in traversing desert and arid terrains, Some presented
proposals to their colonial governments for inland exploration using cam-
¢ls. The urgency for inland exploration was spurred by the commencement
of a trade in horses between the colony of New South Wales and the East
India Company for the purpose of remounting its cavalry and other admin-
istrative units in the subcontinent, The Torres Straits proved dangerous
for navigation, and hence travel from Sydney to India involved lengthier
journeys around the southern and western coasts of Australia. Sir Thomas
Livingstone Mitchell’s exploratory expedition to the interior was chiefly
motivated by the desire to find an overland route from Sydney to the head
of the Gulf of Carpentaria. In outlining the objectives of his expedition, Sir
Mitchell wrote:

But other considerations, not less important to the colonists of New
South Wales, made it very desirable that a way should be opened to the
shores of the Indian Ocean. That sea was already connected with Eng-
fand by steam navigation, and to render it accessible to Sydney by land,
was an object in itself worthy of an exploratory expedition. In short, the
commencement of such a journey seemed the first step in the direct road
home to England, for it was not to be doubted that o the discovery of
a good overland route between Sydney and the head of the Gulf of Car-
pentaria, a line of steam communication would thereupon be introduced
from that point to meet the English line at Singapore.?

The proposal to import camels from India seemed feasible in principle;
steamers carrying horses to Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay could return
with cargoes of camels. In 1836, a government official of the colony of New
South Wales presented the Governor a memo exploring the practicality of
introducing camels from the upper reaches of the Ganges. He observed that
while it was possible to obtain camels from northwest India for purposes
of inland exploration, the foremost difficulty would be in procuring drivers
and handlers to accompany the animals.?s

Overall, there were various pressures on colonial governments during the
1840s and 1850s to mount expeditions to the interior and claim new inland
territories. The newer colonies of South Australia and Victoria were keen to
compete against New South Wales for territory and overland trade routes
to the Gulf of Carpentaria. The discovery of copper and lead deposits in
areas north of Adelaide and the rising demand from English manufacturers
for wool added to the urgency of exploration for minerals, pastoral expan-
sion, and more direct inland routes that linked up to established steamship
routes in the Indian Ocean archipelago.?’

In 1840, six camels were shipped from the Canary Islands to Port Ade-
laide in South Australia, but only one survived the journey. Two more cam-
els arrived the same year in Melbourne, and were displayed as curiosities at
the fairgrounds before being sent to Sydney, where they rermained on display
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in the Government House.? In 1846, the sole surviving came! shipped from
the Canary Island to Adelaide was used in a minor exploratory expedition
led by John Horrocks, a South Australian pastoralist. Horrocks was unac-
customed to handling the animal and was severely injured while riding it.
He died from the injury and “Horrocks’ beast™ was put to death.??

The first successful importation of camels was achieved under the aegis of
George Landells, an ex-British army officer from India. Landells travelled to
Peshawar and into the tribal areas of Afghanistan in 1858 to buy camels and
recruit drivers. He returned to Melbourne with twenty-four camels and three
cameleers, well in time for the Victorian expedition to traverse the interior to
the Gulf of Carpentaria. In 1860, the famously ill-fated Burke and Wills expe-
dition set off from Melbourne with much fanfare to race against other colonial
expeditions across the interior, but neither of the leaders had much understand-
ing or experience of negotiating desert terrain. Burke quarrelled with Landells,
the only European with some understanding of using camels in arid terrains;
Landells abandoned the expedition and returned to Melbourne. Burke then
left the Afghan cameleers behind at camps in Coopers Creek and Menindie,
and departed with Wills and two assistants to win the race to the northern
coast. Only one of the assistants, John King, survived the expedition.®

Figure 3.8 View of Government House, Sydney, NSW, as it appeared when vacated
by Sir George Gipps in 1845, circa 1843. Painting by G.E. Peacock. Courtesy of the
Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, .
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Figure 3.9 Departure of Burke and Wills from Melbourne; lithograph, circa 1860
circa 1880, Massina & Co. Courtesy of the State Library of Victoria.

From the 1860s onwards, camels were imported in larger numbers.
Thomas Elder, a colonist with pastoral and mining interests, established
a camel stud in Beltana, a small settlement north of Port Augusta, and
recruited Afghan camel drivers to rear and train the animals. He financed
five expeditions into the interior from South Australia and supplied them
with camels and Afghan cameleers. The 1870s were the decade of great
inland expeditions and desert crossings, and almost every major expe-
dition relied on the camels and their Afghan handlers for transport.
The 1880s were the years of consolidation, with graziers extending into
the newly explored areas and obtaining leases for setting up vast sheep
stations in the semiarid areas and desert fringes. Prospecting and min-
ing expanded in the interior, and railways began to be built to service
and connect these interior towns to the coastal cities. Afghan cameleers
became commercial operators, camel breeders, and small-scale merchants,
hauling wool from Outback sheep stations and bringing back supplies
of flour and other necessities during the dry season. The 1890s brought
another spurt in explorations using camels and Afghans to prospect for
new mines and grazing land. They transported ore from mines, supplied
water to mining settlements, and were used in surveying and construct-
ing the Rabbit-Proof Fence, the Overland Telegraph Line, and the trans-
Australian railway.?! : -
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Figure 3.10 Desert explorations using camels and Afghan cameleers. Based on Ste-

vens 1989, p. 43.
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Figure 3.11 Camels carrying flour in a dry season, circa 1895. Court f
Il . 4 i th
Mitchell Library. State Library of New South Wales. riesy of the
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Figure 3.12 The “Happy Thought” prospecting party, circa 1900. Courtesy of the
Battye Library, State Library of Western Australia.

By the 1900s, the Australian Outback was conceived as the place where
adventurous men of hardy Anglo-Celtic stock sought their fortunes and
forged the prosperity of their colonies and empire. Yet, regardless of the
bravado and rhetoric, the Outback could not have been produced or imag-
ined in such terms without the work of camels and their handlers. In his
memoirs of working as a camel haulage operator in the West Australian

Figure 3.13  Surveyor canning and party on the survey trip to mark out the line of
the Rabbit-Proof Fence, Westcrn Australia, circa 1901. E.J. Brady Collection, Cour-
tesy of the National Library of Australia.
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Outback, Herbert Baker describes the importance and extent of the Afghan

pack camel transport:

Camels were seen in all the parched outback towns from Coolgardie
and Marble Bar to Cloncurry and Broken Hill. Where they did the
most work would be difficult to say, but packing copper from the dry
ranges to Cloncurry railway station or Burketown wharf kept a few
thousand camels busy for years. Camels were indispensable in the vast
region bordered by Broken Hill, Marree, Oodnadatta, Alice Springs
and Birdsville, a region embracing part of New South Wales, South
Australia, the Northern Territory and Queensland. In this area, they
were used for packing bore casing, six-, eight-, and ten-inch steel tubing
in 12-ft. lengths . . . The camels’ main work in the dry pastoral areas
was carrying stores and fencing material to sheep stations and return-
ing with their wool . . . camels were used extensively in sinking dams,
being harnessed to pull ploughs and scoops. Perhaps the largest colony

of camels was on the West Australian goldfields, where the dry plains
were tailored for no other animal.®

By the first two decades of the twentieth century, camels had become
a ubiquitous feature in the everyday life and landscape of the Qutback in

Figure 3.14  Camel with bags of ore from Mt. Tsa copper mines, ready to go to
Cloncurry, 1932. Courtesy of the John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland.
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Western Australia, Northern Territory, northwest Queensland, and tEe
interior of New South Wales. Cameleers continued to import them f_rom t s
northwest regions of the Indian subcontiner}t such as Balpchlstar;(, S{ﬂl;ld’ an :
Rajasthan for maintaining and supplementing the I_)reedmg stoc ; f:‘j gov
ernments of South Australia and Western Australia set up camel stu lsta—
tions for breeding and recruited Afghan cameleers to train young camels. Ict1
is estimated that there were over 20,000 camels used in trains or halmessn[:l
for transporting goods and construction work.s. Camels_tracked afross t 5
Outback to deliver mail and supplies to stations, the inland police luse
them to patrol the Rabbit-Proof Fence, and many men iﬂd women belong-
ing to indigenous communities took up camel droving.

REMAKING THE OUTBACK

For nearly sixty years following their arrival in_ Australts't, clar?els anc;
their Afghan handlers provided the most economic and rclle;b e forms 0_
transport for goods and services in the Out.back'. Pack came traltns c[)lper
ated across every mainland state except Victoria, covering nearty t ree;
quarters of the continent. Between the late 1800s and the ﬁr.st decacli:a )
the twentieth century, they helped inland sheep farmers survive and keep

iR,

Figure 3.15  Unloading camels at Port Augusta, circa 1920. Mortlock Pic_torigl Col-
lection, Courtesy of the State Library of South Australia.
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preferences of camels and cattle are quite different. Cattle prefer grasses,
and only forage on shrubs and trees when fresh grass is not available; in
contrast, camels prefer eating leaves and pods from trees and shrubs, and
feed on grasses when tree forage is not available. Camels in Australia feed
up to 95 percent on dicotyledons or leguminous plants, and only feed on
prass during the wet season when forbs are not yet available.®

Research on the foraging habits of camels in central Australia shows that
there are between 340 to 350 plant species that are palatable to them. Of these
palatable species, camels have a very strong preference for forey-four variet-
ies of trees and shrubs. Among the twenty-two Acacia varieties palatable to
them, camels are extremely fond of six species, of which two are immigrants:
one is Acacia farnesiana, and the second is Acacia nilotica, another travel-
ler across the Indian Ocean.*¢ A. nilotica has a wide home range stretching
from eastern and southern Africa all the way into northern India. It was
introduced during the turn of the twentieth century into cattle and sheep
stations in central and western Queensland. While official records state that
A. nilotica was sourced from the Saharanpur Botanical Gardens in north-
western India around 1897, some station owners claim that those who served
in the Anglo—Boer wars and in the Afghan wars may have brought back
the plant from these regions.’” A. nilotica’s current distribution is limited to
the western and northern Outback of Queensland and extends to parts of the
Northern Territory. The plant was considered useful for the sheep industry in
Queensland because its wide and relatively low canopy provided good shade
and forage for sheep during the lambing and hot dry seasons.

Figure 3.16 Native woman camel driving, postcard 1913. Cour-
tesy of the National Library of Australia, '

f:helr busxqesses going through periods of severe drought, several crashes
in wool prices, and economic recession.>

W"hat did camels eat? Camels, as we know, are hardy creatures that can
survive on the vegetation in arid zones. They are fairly flexible in their for-
aging habits, and can browse on both shrubs and grasses. Nearly 80 percent
of the vegetation types in the arid parts of inland Australia are edible for
camels. But camels, being browsers, are also selective: they like fresh for-

.. : : Figure 3.17 Camels browsing prickly acacia, northwest Queensland.
age and show distinct preferences for particular plant species. The foraging ' Courtesy of Anna Egan 2007.
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Given that A. farnesiana is one of the varieties of acacia highly favoured
by camels for browsing, it is likely that the plant’s dispersal was aided to
some extent by the droppings of the animals in grazing paddocks near the
makeshift Afghan camps or “Ghan towns,” and along transport routes
across the Outback.** Since A. farnesiana is resilient and can regenerate
quickly and vigorously after heavy browsing, it is likely to have thrived in
the areas traversed by camels. Baker mentions the enthusiasm with which
came[s' browsed on trees with thorns, and notes their special fondness for
a particular prickly tree (most likely A. farnesiana)—which he does not
name, but describes as similar to the “Mexican mesquite tree” (Prosopsis
spp.)—as the “number one camel feed.”*

(;amef transport in the Outback declined in the 1920s due to a combi-
nation of climatic, technological, and economic factors. The long drought
between 1925 and 1929, the arrival and gradual spread of motorised vehi-
cles, and the Great Depression placed extraordinary pressures on camel

Figure 3.18 Centres of Afgh tivi C .
s Centres ghan activity and pack camel routes. Based on Stevens
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haulage businesses. In addition, increased agistment rates imposed by gov-
ernments made it more expensive to feed and maintain the animals, and
forced most camel operators into debt and penury. Afghan cameleers were
denied citizenship by the new immigration laws instituted after Federa-
tion in 1901,* so most had little option but to release their camels into the
unoccupied Qutback and return to their country. Herbert Baker recounted
meeting in 1927 one of the last remaining group of Afghan cameleers in the
Marble Bar district of Western Australia, whose pack transport business
had been bankrupt with the coming of motor lorries. They travelled some
thirty miles inland from Marble Bar, and drove their pack of hundred or
more camels across a low range of hills and watched them disappear over
the ridge into unoccupied country. As Baker rode up to one of the Afghan
cameleers, the old man said: “I say good-bye, my camee!”; he writes:

I did not speak; he seemed so deep in thought I felt it best to wait till
he got things straightened out. 1 had appeared at an extremely critical
moment, perhaps the saddest, of a hard life. Finally he turned and said:
“Fifty years I stop this country, work all the time, now I finish.”!

By the 1940s and 1950s, camels became a rare sight in Outback towns
and transport routes, and almost none of their Afghan handlers or their
makeshift “Ghan towns” remained. As Baker observed, both “Afghans
and camels were unwanted in the automobile age.”*

The projected distribution of A. farnesiana differs across the unoccu-
pied and occupied Outback.”* The release of camels into the unoccupied
Outback may have contributed to the further spread of A. farnesiana, but
the plant is likely to have been kept in check by their browsing preference

Figure 3.19 Last camel train used in central Australia to deliver mail, December 1925,
Courtesy of the National Archives of Australia. '
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a‘nd ability to digest the seed to a substantial extent through rumina-
tion.* The spread of A. farnesiana in the occupied Outback is likely to
have occurred through a different combination of factors. Recurrent )c;ol—
lapse- of wool prices through the 1930s to the 1960s led many inland pas-
torahsts.to reduce sheep numbers and restock their stations with cait)tle

Catt!e, l-lke sheep, browse on trees and shrubs such as A. farnesiana and.
A. f?zlotzca during the dry season when fresh grasses are not available; but
unlike sheep (and camels), cattle do not sufficiently break down ac,acia
seed§ through their rumination, with the result that the

relatively undamaged as they pass through the animal’s dig
They remain dormant until the wet season when the cattle
congenial conditions for the embedded seeds ro germinat
the seedlings to establish tairly quickly. A. farnesiana’s dist

occupied Qutback has thus been aided by the conversion fr
cattle-based economy.

seeds may be
estive system.
dung provides
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RE-VISIONING THE OUTBACK

Today, A. farnesiana and its fellow oceanic traveller, A. nilotica, are consid-
ered weeds in various parts of the occupied Outback because their thorny
presence make cattle mustering more difficult, and because they reduce
grazing areas when they occur in dense stands.® But unlike A. nilotica, A.
farnesiana has escaped classification as a “Weed of National Significance”
because it arrived in the continent before 1788. Although A. nilotica is not
as widespread as A. farnesiana and is limited to parts of central and north-
ern Queensland and small parts of the Northern Territory, both its identity
and fate have been determined on the basis of its post-1788 arrival. Natural
resource management agencies in Queensland identify A. nilotica as an
“introduced” and “invasive” species and have targeted it for extermination
from the landscape.*

A. farnesiana offers a way of looking beyond the historical barrier of
1788, of seeing the Outback as connected by old and new movements
across lands and oceans, and as an inland landscape that records these trav-
els and migrations. While A. farnesiana’s enigma of arrival may have won
it current reprieve from being condemned as an invasive immigrant and
targeted for extermination, its presence also problematises the logic under-
lying botanical and ecological classifications of “native” and “introduced”
species based on the date of British occupation of Australia. Being neither
native nor introduced, A. farnesiana’s presence in the Australian Outback

‘calls for a more open and dynamic way of thinking about “nativeness” and

“natural” landscapes.

Herbert Baker was of the view that “[o]n saltbush-mulga country there
was no other animal that thrived as well as the camel and none, with
the exception of kangaroos and emus, that suited the landscape so per-
fectly.”¥ The same could be said for the camel’s favourite acacia species;
together these pre- and post-1788 travellers across the Indian Ocean were
fundamental to the making of the Qutback, in making its nature and
landscape visible and comprehensible to a population that clung to its
parochial Anglo-Celtic visions of Empire and to the coastal edge of the
continent.

The cartographic visualisation of Australia in early Portuguese maps
shows a coastline of openings, possibilities, and connections to the world
of the Indian Ocean. Sir Thomas Livingstone Mitchell saw his expedition
across the interior of the continent as a way of drawing Australia into
what he called “the Indian Archipelago,” of linking old and new move-
ments, connections, memories, and histories. That he recorded in pass-
ing, without any expression of surprise, the presence of A. farnesiana—a
plant he would have recognised from his past travels in Portugal and
India—near the Belyando River in interior Queensland might indicate his

Figure 3.20 Projected distribution of A. Farnesiana and camels in the Outback.

Based on Fl f Al i i .
Newman 19%1‘; of Australia Online 2007, Stevens 1988, Baker 1964, Siebert g_nd

openness to seeing the inland as connected, rather than isolated, from the
Indian Ocean world.
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I —— $ . ¢ : If the Qutback is to figure in the articulation of an authentic nativeness or
i ender &5 Australianness, then these Indian Ocean travellers and migrants to inland
i ' Australia must be seen as an integral part of that imagining. A. farnesiana,
' the camel, and A. nilotica may be judged useless by today’s economic calcu-
lus or considered non-native, feral, and invasive by botanists and conserva-
tion agencies, but their very presence in the Outback landscape signals the
possibility of a richer, more generous, eclectic consciousness of the conti-
nent’s geographical history and imagining of Australian identity.
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