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ABSTRACT

In this paper we discuss Burrawan, a local history and truth-telling project 
in Birrpai Country on the Mid-North Coast of New South Wales. In 1933 
a drain was cut between Lake Innes (known as Burrawan to the Birrpai and 
renamed Lake Innes by Major Archibald Innes, the first non-Indigenous 
landholder on its foreshores) and Cathie Creek, letting salt water into the 
largest coastal freshwater lake in New South Wales, damaging its rich ecology 



Studies in Oral History 2025

86

of plants and animals. A grab for farmland, the doomed drainage went ahead 
against years of expert advice. It was an act of destruction following in the foot-
steps of colonial greed and disregard for First Nations’ culture and Country 
since the commencement of invasion of the Birrpai Nation by the British 
in 1818. Here, we introduce the Burrawan project and consider how truth-
telling about the desecration of Country can be achieved when few known 
sources of Indigenous oral history are available, often due to these same acts 
of desecration and dispossession. How can the white record, supplemented 
with local, family, and oral histories (sometimes also drawn from within the 
white record), be used to centre First Nations’ knowledge and ownership? 
Overall, the paper explores how the sharing of histories generates new oppor-

tunities for the oral transmission of stories and memories in the present. 

INTRODUCTION

In this paper we discuss Burrawan, a local history and truth-telling project in Birrpai 

Country on the Mid-North Coast of NSW.1 In 1933, a drain measuring 400 yards 

long, 6 yards wide and 2 feet deep, was cut between Lake Innes (known as Burrawan 

to the Birrpai and renamed Lake Innes by Major Archibald Innes, the first non-Indig-

enous landholder on its foreshores) and Cathie Creek with the intention of reducing 

the volume and surface area of the lake to free up land for dairy farming. This sense-

less act allowed salt water into the largest coastal freshwater lake in New South Wales, 

damaging its rich ecology of plants and animals. A grab for farmland, the doomed 

drainage went ahead against years of expert advice. It was an act of destruction 

following in the footsteps of colonial greed and disregard for First Nations’ culture 

and Country since the commencement of invasion of the Birrpai Nation by the British 

in 1818. Here, we introduce the Burrawan project and consider how truth-telling 

about the desecration of Country might be achieved, when a gulf exists because few 

known sources of Indigenous oral history are available, often due to these same acts of 

desecration and dispossession. How can the white record, supplemented with local, 

family, and oral histories (sometimes also drawn from within the white record), be 

used to centre First Nations’ knowledge and ownership? In answering this question, 

1	 John Heath and Ashley Barnwell, Burrawan: The desecration and resurrection of Lake Innes (Port Macquarie: 
Port Macquarie Historical Society Inc, 2023). 
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the paper explores how the sharing of histories, even if primarily written, generates new 

opportunities for the oral transmission of stories and memories in the present. This is 

enhanced by the fact that author Heath is a Birrpai Elder, and Traditional Knowledge 

Holder, and as such the project reframes colonial sources as a retelling of the history of 

Burrawan from a Birrpai perspective. 

Through this work, we illustrate that by slowly piecing the puzzle together, through 

combining oral and written history, family and otherwise, advances can be made for 

the betterment of society. History is not just a relic from the past but is an essen-

tial component of our contemporary world, particularly when considering issues of 

restorative justice and truth-telling. Truth-telling regarding the history of Burrawan is 

informing a possible way forward that respects Birrpai spiritual and cultural beliefs, and 

can provide an example of a community moving forward together, although driven by 

different desires, to build a better future, bereft of past follies. The plight of Burrawan 

captures the need for listening; it shows the deleterious results of not listening – not 

listening to environmental experts, not listening to local communities, not listening 

to First Nations people who have the knowledge of living sustainably and respectfully 

with this Country for tens of thousands of years. The ‘No’ result of the 2023 Federal 

Referendum on a Voice to Parliament has confirmed that many still do not think it is 

important to listen to First Nations’ voices and that there remains much to be done to 

achieve redress and social and restorative justice. Burrawan demonstrates the capacity 

for local projects to further these aims. 

Our research joins with recent works that have sought to document the histories of 

environmental significance, damage, and activism to waterways in Australia. Impor-

tantly, much of this research highlights the value of waterways as sites and sources of 

life and community, but also sites of colonial and industrial exploitation.2 As Tom Grif-

fiths and Libby Robin argue in Ecology and Empire (1997), colonists saw the Australian 

2	 Heather Goodall and Allison Cadzow, Rivers and Resilience: Aboriginal People on Sydney’s Georges River 
(Sydney: UNSW Press, 2009); Heather Goodall, Georges River Blues: Swamps, Mangroves and Resident 
Action, 1945–1980 (Canberra: ANU Press, 2021); Katie Holmes and Karen Twigg, ‘Saving Hattah Lakes: 
Changing Masculinities and the Campaigns for a National Park, 1900–1960’, Australian Historical Studies 
55, no. 1 (2024): 1–20; Benjamin J. Richardson, ‘Cinematic Activism and Tasmania’s Lake Pedder: How 
Film Shaped Environmental History’, Australian Historical Studies 56, no. 1 (2024): 103–125.
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continent as resources to be exploited as part of a wider imperial and industrialising 

project.3 These more recent works hold great relevance to oral history as they often 

record unofficial histories, sometimes suppressed histories, that centre environments 

above their value as ‘resources’. They centre local actors and the work that can be done 

at the grassroots level. 

To discuss just a couple of examples, Heather Goodall’s Georges River Blues: Swamps, 

Mangroves and Resident Action, 1945–1980 (2021) tracks the history of the lower 

Georges River, on Dharawal and Dharug Country, specifically its post-WWII destruc-

tion by industrial pollution and unsupported population growth. This growth saw 

the local council seek places to dump garbage, and set their eyes on draining the 

mangroves to provide a site for this refuse. Goodall argues that the kinds of localised 

community activism that fought against this proposal have been largely overlooked 

by environmental history in favour of urban-centred campaigns to save ‘wilderness’.4 

Katie Holmes and Karen Twigg (2024) have written about historical efforts to protect 

the Hattah Lakes in Victoria’s Mallee Region.5 They argue for the importance of local-

ised environmental activism, but also for thinking critically about the investments of 

local activists in a settler colonial context. They champion the efforts of three men 

who campaigned for the lakes but also trace the masculine and colonial ideologies that 

inflected some of their motivations, and their direct and indirect benefits. Together 

these two recent histories centre the value of localised environmental activism, and, 

in taking these sites and stories seriously, also read them as spaces to think carefully 

about how settler activism can still do better to learn from First Nations’ knowledge 

of Country.6 Both texts also speak to the rich ecology of historical and contemporary 

sources, both written and oral, required to record such histories. Our research aims to 

contribute to this rich field of timely work by exploring similar historical and historio-

graphic concerns in relation to the past, present and future of Burrawan. 

3	 Tom Griffiths and Libby Robin (Eds), Ecology and Empire: Environmental history in settler societies (Mel-
bourne: Melbourne University Press, 1997).  

4	 Goodall, Georges River Blues, n.p. 

5	 Holmes and Twigg, ‘Saving Hattah Lakes’, 1–20. 

6	 See also Katrina Srigley, ‘The Ethics of Zaagidwin: Relational Storytelling and Story Listening on Nbisiing 
Nishnaabeg Territory’, Studies in Oral History, no. 42 (2020): 6–27.
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In doing so, we also build upon valuable previous local histories written about Burrawan, 

or ‘Lake Innes’. Among these, we are most indebted to Geoff Armstrong’s Lake Innes: 

A challenge for community involvement (2002), which offers a history of the lake from a 

white perspective but one which foregrounded the value of Burrawan to Birrpai people 

and included one instance of Birrpai oral history among its historical sources.7 Indig-

enous historians such as Lorina Barker and Darren Rix extensively use oral history in 

their works which provides evidence of the value of oral histories in contemporary 

scholarship. This is in response to the fact that Barker argues ‘Aboriginal histories and 

oral histories are intrinsically linked and for the most part have been largely ignored, 

misinterpreted or deemed as “mythical” unreliable sources of knowledge by more 

traditionally text-based historians’.8 For these reasons, in some cases Indigenous oral 

histories have not been recorded or preserved. Rix and Cormick, an Indigenous and 

settler collaboration, in particular have shown the value of interconnecting Indigenous 

oral histories with the written non-Indigenous narrative, by recovering Indigenous 

stories that contrast with the white record to tell a much more fulsome story.9 In this 

project, we worked closely with the sources available, largely written and anecdotal 

as ‘histories from below’, to create a history that would generate further storytelling, 

memory, and activism. 

7	 Geoff Armstrong, Lake Innes – A Challenge for Community Involvement (Port Macquarie: PMHS, 2002); 
Annabella Boswell, Journal – An Account of Early Port Macquarie (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1981); 
Graham Connah, ‘The Lake Innes Estate: Privilege and Servitude in Nineteenth-Century Australia’, Archae-
ology 33, no. 1 (2001): 137–154; Colin Creighton, Lake Innes, Lake Cathie Catchment: Resource Appraisal 
with Recommendations for Restoration (Angourie, NSW, 1983); Tony Dawson, ‘James Ralfe and the Early 
Surveys at Port Macquarie’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society 104, no. 1 (2018): 62–82; R. 
Howell, Riches to Ruin: A Man – A Mansion and A Lake (Port Macquarie, NSW, 1993); Frank O’Grady, 
‘Archibald Clunes Innes’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society 53, no. 3 (1967): 196–221; Mrs. 
Henry H. Parker, ‘Early Days at Lake Innes, Port Macquarie’, manuscript, Australian National Library, MS 
3229; Clive Smith (ed.) Return to Lake Innes: Journals and Letters Written by Annabella Boswell (Port Mac-
quarie, NSW: PMHS, 2020); Charles Uptin, Port Macquarie Growing Up… (Port Macquarie, NSW, 1996).

8	 Lorina Barker, ‘Using Poetry to capture the Aboriginal voice in oral history transcripts’, in Frances 
Peters-Little, Ann Curthoys, John Docker (eds), Passionate Histories: Myth, Memory and Indigenous Austra-
lia (Canberra: Aboriginal History Inc and ANU Press, 2010), 185–202. 

9	 Darren Rix and Craig Cormick, Warra Warra Wai: How Indigenous Australians Discovered Captain Cook 
and What Did They Tell About the Coming of the Ghost People (Canberra: Scribner Australia, 2024). 
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PIECING SOURCES TOGETHER IN THE WAKE OF DESTRUCTION

Oral histories have always been an integral part of First Nations being. What is most 

often referred to in English as The Dreaming was always handed down through word of 

mouth accompanied by observation and Deep Listening – a phenomenon that requires 

acute awareness of all senses. This was always done on Country. During waking hours, 

instruction was carried out by close family from the early ages of the child, and if the 

lessons were well learnt, the child also acquired the skills not only of observation, but 

also of the other components of sensory learning. This learning continued through the 

hours of sleep, most often commencing with reflection on the day’s events.

As one moved through and beyond childhood, instruction was additionally provided 

by others, both on Country, and in the Country of others, as one’s footprint was 

extended for purposes of ceremony and trade. And this physical movement enhanced 

one’s knowledge of the Songlines and Dreaming Paths that extended beyond one’s own 

country. In all instances, the one constant was Country – the environment and all it 

contains – the sky, the land, the sea and the subterranean world.

This process of transmission of knowledge was severely impacted by the invasion and 

colonisation by the British. In their ignorance, based on their contemptuous sense 

of racial superiority, and enhanced by their lack of the values that were an integral 

part of First Nations society – honesty, integrity, responsibility, reciprocity, caring, 

sharing; they not only limited the traditional transmission of knowledge, but also the 

cross-cultural transmission of knowledge from the Birrpai to themselves. The history 

of invasion and colonisation across the continent is littered with the extent of this folly, 

with among the best known being the perishing of Burke and Wills from starvation 

and dehydration in a land of plenty.10 Similarly, the first recorded major white trespass 

across Birrpai Country, the Oxley Expedition of 1818, made note of Birrpai endeav-

ours to share knowledge that were largely ignored by those who thought they were part 

of a superior, more civilised race. 

10	 Ian D Clark and Fred Cahir, The Aboriginal Story of Burke and Wills: Forgotten Narratives (Canberra: 
CSRIO Publishing, 2016). 
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This disregard for Birrpai being, centred on Euro-centric views of racial superiority and 

an assumption of terra nullius, was at the crux of the desecration of Burrawan; yet the 

possible resurrection of Burrawan can occur through a more widespread acceptance of 

Birrpai beliefs and knowledge, and an acknowledgement that the past 200-odd years 

on Birrpai Country have been littered with error after error, based on the exploitation 

of Birrpai and Birrpai Country.

In Burrawan: The desecration and resurrection of Lake Innes, we recognise the limited 

direct Birrpai traditional knowledge that has survived the deliberate destruction 

wrought by colonisation. This included massacres, segregation, and the forced removal 

of some Birrpai people onto reserves much further afield of Burrawan, as part of the 

wider process of cultural genocide.11 Other Birrpai families were able to survive by 

working on properties as discussed below; they too suffered the intent of cultural 

genocide. This destruction, visited on all Birrpai people, made it difficult for Birrpai to 

retain oral histories of Burrawan and its significance, and to maintain cultural practices 

on Country. 

However, the authors also highlight the transmission of knowledge along Song-

lines and Dreaming Paths. In doing so they have incorporated associated Dreaming 

beliefs that have survived colonisation in other First Nations – such as the Awabakal 

(Newcastle-Lake Macquarie), Yuin (NSW South Coast), and Ugarapul (South-Eastern 

Queensland) – to provide an understanding of the significance of Burrawan to Birrpai 

and surrounding nations.

Non-Indigenous historical records provide great detail of the desecration of Burrawan, 

a road to ruin commencing with its renaming as Lake Innes within 10 years of the 

commencement of the Port Macquarie Penal Colony in 1821. In Burrawan, we enhance 

the value of these written records by including memoirs and oral testimonies where 

they exist, often in transcription. Annabella Boswell, the niece of Major Archibald 

11	 See for example, Heather Goodall, Invasion to Embassy: Land in Aboriginal Politics in New South Wales 
1770–1972 (Sydney: Sydney Press, 2008); Bob Davis and John Heath, Healing the Spirit: The Impact and 
Aftermath of the Port Macquarie Penal Colony on the Birrpai (Port Macquarie: Port Macquarie Historical 
Society Inc, 2021). 
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Innes, the first non-Indigenous proprietor of Burrawan, kept journals (1836–1848).12 

Unlike most literature relative to Burrawan, and Port Macquarie more generally, 

Boswell makes reference to the Birrpai who remained on Country, despite the invasion 

of their lands. She describes the Birrpai fire-stick farming practices, she notes their role 

as domestics in the Innes household and as labourers on the Innes farm, as well as their 

staging of a corroboree on the Innes Estate. She also notes a ‘black boy’ working the 

nearby Blackmans Point ferry, while also noting that her uncle had a favourite ‘black 

boy’, Mitchie Brown, whom he ‘dressed up’ and took with him on many an excursion, 

including to Sydney. Also of note is Boswell’s description of a visit to Burrawan of 

Surveyor James Ralfe, who, after surveying the lake, laid out a plan that would have 

even greater impact on Burrawan than the sprawling estate. Ralfe envisaged the digging 

of trenches – one from the northern bank of Burrawan to join and divert the Hastings 

River, and one from the south-eastern berm of Burrawan to open it to the sea. The 

intent was to increase the water level of Burrawan and make it the port for all shipping, 

and Innes Estate the hub of the region. Boswell lamented:

Fancy a ship at anchor in our peaceful lake, the swans with their sombre 

plumage driven off by gay little pleasure boats, all softer sounds disturbed by 

the splashing of the steamers’ paddles and the tinkling of their bells, not to 

mention the horrid noises of a populous town, which is to spring up as if by 

magic on its banks.13 

Ralfe’s vision was never realised, as Innes’ desire to achieve wealth that could only have 

been a pipedream as a Scotsman soldiering in the Peninsula Wars, evaporated as the 

colony experienced an economic depression. This led to his bankruptcy and forced 

abandonment of the Innes Estate, when he obtained civil work in Newcastle, before 

12	 Annabella Boswell, Journal – An Account of Early Port Macquarie (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1981). Of 
value as reminiscence is also the writings of Mrs. Henry H. Parker (‘Early Days at Lake Innes, Port Macqua-
rie’, manuscript, Australian National Library, MS 3229), which also contain memories of being at Innes’ 
Lake Cottage and makes reference to Aboriginal people in the wider region, including young men working 
on boats to ferry people to Innes House. The memoirs of teenage girls have not always been the most valued 
of historical records, so we highlight here their value, perhaps specifically for a certain naivety that missed a 
wider social mandate to omit First Nations Peoples from accounts of the colony, and to directly record the 
everyday textures of daily and domestic life.  

13	 Boswell, Journal, 121–2. 
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dying at the early age of 46 in 1857. Following his death, his 19-year-old son Gustavus 

initially held ownership but took no apparent interest in the estate. It subsequently 

passed through a number of proprietors who did little to stem the impact of invasive 

species such as lantana, Mysore thistle and bamboo, nor to maintain the wells, channels 

and roads that were part of the estate’s infrastructure.   

Oral history also contributes knowledge to other aspects of the Goori association 

with Burrawan. The first being references to Innes’ philandering ways and predatory 

behaviour which links him to the ‘half-caste’ offspring (known as the Macquarie 

sisters) of a Goori domestic in his household, which also links the past with the present 

(discussed below). The second was from a newspaper report in 1913 that referenced 

the Goori belief of a Bunyip being part of the Burrawan environment. This highlighted 

at least a recognition of Goori beliefs associated with Burrawan, if not an appreciation. 

The writer was dismissive of the Birrpai belief, and yet he qualifies:

… after I had heard it asserted that several persons had seen this Australian 

chimera dispersing itself among the waves and sedges of Lake Innes, and after 

I had looked over the gunwale of my boat into the deep, mysterious gloom of 

its waters. Despite of science, I could not bring myself to take my intended 

plunge.14 

Innes’ estate was a 2560-acre allotment on the foreshores of Burrawan, and Innes and 

subsequent proprietors never utilised its entirety because of the restrictions of terrain 

and vegetation. However, as the Port Macquarie township too set into decline – its role 

as a major port for the region was usurped firstly by inland roads and then steam train – 

a new vision for Burrawan was hatched. Once more without a care for the Birrpai and 

the lake itself. Through greedy white eyes, Burrawan was a rich farmland just waiting to 

be drained. As Charles Uptin notes: 

A scheme to drain the lake had its origin in 1907. It was visualised that six to 

eight thousand acres of idle land would be brought into production. Dairying, 

14	 ‘Society at Lake Innes in the “Forties”: Some interesting records’, Manning River Times, 23 August 1913, 
3–4.
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plus maize, sorghum and Lucerne, would result along with vegetables, fruit, 

cotton, and even castor oil would grow.15 

For the next 26 years the proposal was raised time and again, and with variations such 

as ‘freeing up land’ for the repatriation of returned WWI soldiers. On all occasions, 

following advice mainly on the grounds of financial impracticality, the proposals were 

shelved. Finally, with funding largely from a Work Relief Scheme resultant from the 

worldwide Depression, a channel measuring 400 yards long, 6 feet wide and 2 feet 

deep, was dug and the Port Macquarie News of March 1933 stated: 

The canal work is now being constructed under the ganger, W.J. Ross (a butcher 

cum grazier), and is intended to reduce the level of water in Lake Innes by 5ft 

5 inches. It will be interesting to see the 6000 acres of water suddenly start on 

its journey to the sea. It is a fitting finale to the credit of all involved in the 

project.16

This had gone ahead against all good advice from non-Indigenous sources and within 

days of its completion the drain was assisting in the reverse flow of saltwater into 

Burrawan. The ‘fitting finale’ signalling the commencement of the past 92 years of 

struggle.

15	 Charles Uptin, Port Macquarie: Growing Up! (Port Macquarie: Uptin Print, 1996), 175, emphasis added. 
The reference to ‘idle land’ highlights the Euro-centric thinking that had not shifted since the concept of 
‘waste land’ was proffered to legitimise the colonising of First Nations Peoples. It highlights a lack of under-
standing of the inter-connectedness of all.

16	 Cited in Uptin, 175. 
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Figure 1 Six-foot-wide drain now 50m at the narrowest point. Photograph by John Heath (2023).

DECLINE SETS IN OVERNIGHT 

Records of the impacts on Burrawan are contained in the works of non-professional 

historians; a point which highlights the value of less ‘official’ sources of history, 

including family history. For example, Albert Dick, provided detailed firsthand obser-

vations through his journals and reminisces of Burrawan both pre and post the tragedy 

of 1933.17 Dick was a keen fisherman, birdwatcher, and duck shooter who spent much 

time on the lake in a corrugated-iron hut he built on the northern side on land owned 

by the Charley brothers. As with the local men profiled in Holmes and Twigg’s research 

(2024), it is important to note that in the context of First Nations’ experience, such 

white men benefited from a fraternity and access to land for recreation, observation, 

and so on, that was not afforded to Aboriginal people on their own Country. The 

records kept by settlers who had such access are of value in documenting the destruc-

tion of Country and in campaigning for future care and consultation. In an article 

published in the Port Macquarie News on 10 July 1975, Dick described Burrawan in 

the 1920s:

17	 Albert Dick is the maternal great-grandfather of co-author Barnwell. Our knowledge of his endeavours is 
derived from published works as well as family records and oral knowledge shared by the Dick family. 
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There were many islands of saw grass and of ti-trees, and the bird life was 

tremendous, particularly during the dry seasons. These birds flocked to the 

coast for their survival. Lake Innes supported many thousands of at least nine 

species of wild ducks, there was an abundance of coots, redbills, royal spoon-

bills, and plenty of swans. Bandicoots, black wallabies, red-necked wallabies 

were all round the fore shore.18

His reminisces were backed up by photos he took at the time and the annotations on 

the back of these (height of reeds, beauty, size and extent of lilies, and so on) provide a 

detailed account of Burrawan prior to its desecration (see Figure 2 for an example – the 

caption is the annotation).  

Figure 2 Water lilies in abundance on Burrawan pre-1933 (circa 1932). Photograph by Albert Dick.

In a public meeting of the Port Macquarie Conservation Society held in 1975, as part 

of yet another campaign to ‘save the lake’, Albert Dick described the cutting of the 

18	 ‘The Case for Saving Lake Innes’, Port Macquarie News, 10 July 1975. 
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drain and the resultant decline. His speech tallied the loss of life, both immediate and 

gradual:

With the advent of the salt water over the years, the lake has deteriorated, the 

salt has killed off the plant life, and there is no food whatsoever for [diving] 

birds or any other type of water bird … I watched for a period of five years and 

made entries in all my diaries regarding how long it took to kill this habitat. 

The water lilies turned white within a week; reeds, ti-trees, saw grass all started 

to die, it took at least eight months to kill them. Another day I entered the lake 

when the salt water had got right to the western end, and it was just a myriad of 

small icebergs of dead, rotten, floating catfish.19 

The ‘pipedream’ vanished almost overnight. With no hope of achieving the outcome 

that was the impetus for this catastrophe, Burrawan itself was left to decline while its 

foreshores and wetlands were largely left to struggle with the impact of a saltwater 

regime. And while some small-scale agricultural and talc mining ventures (the latter 

involving a relative of Albert Dick’s) were carried out over the following decades, none 

sought to preserve or restore the lake’s vitality; instead, Burrawan was still seen simply 

as a ‘resource’ that needed to be exploited.

Throughout this period, Albert Dick’s interaction with Burrawan was interrupted 

during the WWII years as he undertook service overseas, however, back on Country, 

he became a champion for the cause to recognise the destruction and devastation 

caused by the digging of the drain and commenced a public campaign to have Burrawan 

reverted back to freshwater. Sadly, Albert died in 1978, not living long enough to have 

his dream fulfilled. 

Dick’s work left a legacy with subsequent newspaper articles and commissioned reports 

incorporating his records. However, the most recent report Lake Cathie-Lake Innes 

Hydrodynamic Model Upgrade (2024) clearly did not regard this, proclaiming: ‘The 

artificial connection subsequently introduced tidal saltwater conditions, causing Lake 

19	 Ibid. 
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Innes to gradually convert to an estuarine system over the past 90 years’.20 Contrastingly, 

Albert Dick’s journals and photographs noted a dramatic, hardly gradual, transforma-

tion over a very short period of time.

The Hydrodynamic Report nevertheless seeks the same outcome: it considers a rever-

sion of the lake, particularly due to its current state being a source of highly damaging 

levels of sulphuric acid. This report and the numerous reports and proposals regarding 

the future of Burrawan that preceded it, have largely ignored Birrpai input. This is not 

surprising as it is consistent with the experiences of First Nations Peoples across the 

Australian nation, but it calls for a change in how environmental policies and actions 

may unfold going forward. 

BURRAWAN AND THE WIDER FIGHT TO PROTECT COUNTRY

As early as the 1860s, there had been public advocacy for the protection of the envi-

ronment from unadulterated exploitation. Of particular note was the formation of 

the Royal Society of Victoria in 1859 and its subsequent campaigns that led to the 

declaration of a 68-hectare reserve for ‘public recreation’ in Ferntree Gully, Victoria.21 

This advocacy, perhaps ironically, coincided with the seemingly contradictory program 

of formally importing plants and animals through the establishment in 1861 of the 

Royal Acclimatisation and Zoological Society in Melbourne. By this time, Burrawan 

had already suffered dramatically from the introduced plant species of lantana, bamboo 

and Mysore thorn; along with the bird species of fowls, ducks and geese; and also the 

animal species of horses, cows and pigs. In due course, deer, which were a focus of 

the Royal Acclimatisation and Zoological Society, were to become yet another largely 

unwelcome guest on the foreshores of Burrawan and are the subject today of periodic 

culling by National Parks and Wildlife Services personnel.

20	 Lake Cathie-Lake Innes Hydrodynamic Model Upgrade: Main Study Report (Haskoning Australia Pty Ltd 
for Port Macquarie-Hastings Council, 2024), 19.

21	 Danielle Clode, As if for a thousand years: a history of Victoria’s Land Conservation and Environment Conser-
vation Councils (Melbourne, Victorian Environmental Assessment Council, 2006), 13.
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Apart from the Ferntree Gully initiative there was little widespread appetite for 

protecting the environment and it was not until 100 years later that a seemingly more 

widespread concern for the environment emerged. Resultantly, the first environmental 

laws were passed in the early 1970s as something of a continuance from the 1960s 

era of such pronounced campaigns as women’s liberation and anti-Vietnam War. The 

1960s also witnessed a more widespread concern for Indigenous rights with the resul-

tant 1967 referendum giving the Commonwealth Government the right to include 

Aboriginal people in the citizen count in the national census. This public recognition 

of Aboriginal rights, albeit the right to be recognised as a citizen, was nothing more 

than an attempt to achieve parity with the rest of the Australian population, coupled 

with concern for the environment and a growing concern for heritage conservation, 

gave rise to the development of heritage laws and at least some consideration of First 

Nations interests in protecting the environment.

One of the major events that linked heritage laws and First Nations’ interests was the 

landmark Gove Land Rights Case – Millirrpum v Nabalco Pty Ltd (1971). Although 

the NT Supreme Court ruled against the Yolgnu, ongoing political action helped 

persuade the Whitlam Labor government to legislate the Aboriginal Land Rights 

(Northern Territory) Act 1976. This Act gave at least partial recognition of the Yolgnu 

People’s rights in regard to the retention of some of their land, while at the same time 

giving little regard to the desecration of their land through bauxite mining. It should 

be noted, in the context of this paper, that the Yolgnu as part of their case, presented 

the government with a Bark Petition of their claims based on oral histories – part of 

their Dreaming. 

While the Gove case focused largely on Indigenous rights versus bauxite mining, a 

more widespread public concern arose amid the ‘wilderness’ of Northern Tasmania – 

Commonwealth v Tasmania (Tasmanian Dam Case) (1983). The High Court decision 

ruled in favour of protecting the environment and its decision-making was partly 

swayed by the UNESCO World Heritage listing the same year, of the Franklin River, 

with part of its significance being recognition of the extensive Aboriginal cultural 

heritage that would be destroyed if the Franklin River Dam were built.
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Perhaps a more momentous decision regarding First Nation rights to land and hence 

spiritual and cultural heritage was the High Court ruling in Mabo v Queensland [No. 

2] (1992). Key to the High Court’s decision were the oral histories related by the plain-

tiffs. This decision effectively overturned Justice Blackburn’s decision of the Gove Case. 

Blackburn had determined that Native Title did not exist under Australian Common-

wealth Law while the High Court’s judgement was to the contrary.

Despite these landmark court decisions, in much the same way that Burrawan was dese-

crated, environment destruction continues as vested interests such as mining lobbies 

and wealthy industrialists wield power over the common good. While there has been 

progress, there continues to be great threat to First Nations Country and culture. 

Recent examples of this destruction and disregard for First Nations’ rights include the 

threat in Western Australia on a gigantic scale, where on the Barrup Peninsula, millions 

of First Nations petroglyphs are under threat through industrial pollution. There is also 

ongoing destruction of lesser-known sites in NSW, such as mining subsidence near 

Newcastle that continues to destroy sandstone rock engraving sites. As noted by Davis 

and Heath in their work on the Birrpai community, Australia became a signatory to the 

UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in 2009, however, the declara-

tion is non-binding…the Rights of Indigenous Peoples can be as easily discarded today, 

and are, as they have been since the commencement of invasion and colonisation.22 In 

this context, there remains much work to be done to protect the significance and splen-

dour of Country and First Nations’ rights to their own Country.

CONTEMPORARY SIGNIFICANCE OF BURRAWAN

In addition to its cultural significance, Burrawan has a wide-ranging multi-dimensional 

value; in contrast to the almost single-minded belief that it was an economic resource 

that needed to be exploited. As a result of its desecration, today it is largely unknown 

and unavailable to most of the Port Macquarie population and the thousands of tourists 

who converge on Port Macquarie particularly during holiday periods. The exceptions 

are those who live in its precincts, those accessing its foreshores as bushwalkers and 

22	 Bob Davis and John Heath, Healing the Spirit: The Impact and Aftermath of the Port Macquarie Penal Colony 
on the Birrpai (Port Macquarie: Port Macquarie Historical Society Inc, 2021). 
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birdwatchers, and those gliding its surface as canoeists, kayakers and fishers (recre-

ational and commercial).

Its comparative desolation in the life of the thriving tourist town, which is fast becoming 

the retirement capital of NSW, is the result of its desecration. This stems back to the 

Innes era vision of Surveyor Ralfe, of the lake becoming the major port for the area, 

or the plan for it to become the font for a thriving dairying industry. This resulted 

in it becoming a reduced surface area saltwater lake largely bereft of birdlife, wildlife, 

fish and aquatic species. Its foreshores and associated wetlands were transformed into 

swamplands cluttered with introduced species of flora and fauna, continually contrib-

uting to its desecration, including impacting the remnant surviving native species of 

flora and fauna.

However, Burrawan’s multi-dimensional value brings together a wide range of local 

stakeholders, many of whom contributed oral and written histories, poetry and 

photography, to our research project – birdwatchers, canoe enthusiasts, kayakers, 

recreational fishers, Koala Conservation Australia, NPWS, Revive Lake Cathie Inc., 

Birpai Local Aboriginal Land Council and Birrpai Traditional Owners, all with 

concern for its future. All can be deemed to have their own vested interests, yet all 

agree that a reversion back to freshwater can be for the common good. Of course, 

bureaucracies from three tiers of government, plus layers of legislation, still hold sway 

over the decision-making, and not necessarily for the ‘common good’.

APPEALING TO THE ‘COMMON GOOD’

To achieve the aim of reverting Burrawan back to freshwater, the connection with Cathie 

Creek has to be severed and the impact of that has to be part of the decision-making 

process – a process that should include responsible Birrpai involvement. However, the 

embedded ‘scientific approach’ regarding the future of Burrawan is driven largely by 

non-Indigenous concepts of value, as has been its past since the commencement of 

the Innes Estate. For a recent example, there is no mention of Birrpai perspectives in 

the 2023 report commissioned by the Port Macquarie Hastings Council to assess the 
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impacts of drought and bushfire on Burrawan and surrounds,23 which noted the major 

concerns being: 

•	 [The] erosion of vegetated islands that previously existed within Lake Innes

•	 [The] introduction of new sources of sulfate (present in seawater) combined 

with large stores of organic matter in shallow embayments resulting in produc-

tion of acid sulfate soil (ASS) materials within the former freshwater lakebed 

sediments (SCU, 2023). 

And that disconnecting Lake Innes from Cathie Creek would involve stakeholders 

making critical choices between values such as:

•	 maintenance of higher water levels in Lake Innes as an option to manage ASS 

risk ... This would have the effect of reducing the time that ASS is exposed to 

the air … [and] the potential to release the equivalent of 800 to 1600 tonnes 

of pure sulfuric acid when similar conditions to the 2018–2019 drought are 

experienced. 

•	 Increased potential risk of nuisance flooding of low-lying areas around the 

perimeter of Lake Innes, and [the financial cost of ]

•	 Investment of resources and funds to restore the barrier between Lake Innes 

and Lake Cathie.

The report also noted a major obstacle, provided ironically by the Endangered Species 

Protection Act 1992 – the saltmarsh vegetation that resulted from the immersion of 

saltwater is currently an endangered species and its threatened survival is enhanced by 

the maintenance of Burrawan as a saltwater lake.

Scientific data, as highlighted in this report, outlines the detail of the current situation, 

yet it is the voice of the above-listed, non-bureaucratic stakeholders that adds weight 

23	 Assessing the Impacts of Drought and Bushfire on the Lake Innes/Cathie ICOLL (Port Macquarie Hasting 
Council, 2023). 



103

to the argument. All have stories to tell, and in Burrawan we were able to capture some 

of them to inform our documentation of Burrawan’s history and to help provide hope 

for its future.

Since the commencement of invasion, Birrpai culture and heritage have rarely been 

acknowledged. An exception was the UNESCO listing of the Thomas Dick Birrpai 

Photographic Collection (TDBPC) in 2024, under the movable cultural heritage 

classification. This recognition helps inform the value of oral history, to the contemporary 

protection of First Nations’ culture. The TDBPC was the result of a collaborative work 

over the period 1910–1920 between Thomas Dick (a cousin of the aforementioned 

Albert Dick, and relative of Barnwell) and a small number of Birrpai families (including 

Heath’s direct ancestors). A large part of the collection, some 300 of an original 500 

images, had survived in disparate collections with little documentation, until the 

publishing of archaeologist Isabel McBryde’s seminal work Thomas Dick’s Photographic 

Vision (1985).24 Unbeknown to each other, Heath had commenced intermittent research 

on the collection in 1974 (which continues today), based on oral history accounts of the 

existence of the collection by a number of his Elders. Although limited documentation 

existed, Heath was able to gain enough information from the family oral history accounts 

of descendants of both photographer and his Birrpai collaborator/subjects, to enable the 

writing of a detailed history that has been a constant in ongoing interest and initiatives 

relative to the collection and includes the UNESCO Australian Memory of the World 

listing. This project was, in part, the basis for connection between the authors of this 

paper, and therefore demonstrates the way history keeps creating, weaving its lines into 

the present, and into the future; offering new chances to change the course of colonisation 

and forge inter-cultural collaborations.25

One important aspect of this listing is that it highlights that an Indigenous voice, arising 

out of oral histories and limited documentation, can help garner support from the 

wider Australian populace and institutions, to recognise the value and significance of 

24	 Isabel McBryde, ‘Thomas Dick’s Photographic Vision’, in Ian Donaldson and Tamsin Donaldson (eds), 
Seeing the First Australians (Sydney: George Allen & Unwin, 1985), 128–150.

25	 John Heath and Ashley Barnwell, ‘From the Inside: Indigenous-Settler Reflections on the Family Uses of 
the Thomas Dick “Birrpai” Photographic Collection 1910–1920’, Life Writing 20, no. 1 (2022): 163–82.
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First Nations history and culture in the contemporary setting. We, through Burrawan, 

have created another example. Such responses not only provide a glimpse of the value 

of oral histories in the written documentation of history, but also assist in the ongoing 

connection of people to Country. We were privileged to launch Burrawan alongside 

the surviving remnants of Innes House, but did so through incorporating a Birrpai 

welcoming ceremony and smoking that included three generations of Birrpai, as well as 

visitors from Yuin and Barkindji. This was perhaps the first time that Birrpai had danced 

and sang to Country in this exact location since the corroboree noted by Boswell in 

the late 1830s. Also of significance was the presence of one of the descendants of the 

Macquarie sisters, who, for the first time was standing on the very Country that her 

ancestors were known to have lived, and beside the ruins (now heritage protected) 

of the grand Innes House where they had worked. While such connections were not 

known at the time of writing the book, it is an example of how the telling of this story 

opened spaces for the reconnection of kin to Country, and for new connections and 

stories to be told about Burrawan, and particularly its Birrpai history. 

CONCLUSION 

As a Birrpai Traditional Owner, Heath strongly advocates for the healing of the spirit 

through the healing of Country. While the injustice of the past, including destruc-

tion and desecration of Country, cannot be completely undone, Heath believes that 

where options such as the reversion of Burrawan to freshwater can be achieved, they 

will not only be of immediate value to both the environment and the community, but 

can also serve as models for reform that might be considered by other communities. 

As a settler-descendant, Barnwell also advocates for learning from the errors of the 

past, where settler greed has caused destruction, and where even well-intentioned envi-

ronmental activism has fallen short by not listening to and thus not understanding 

the deep spiritual significance of Country for Birrpai and the responsibilities inherent 

for all who live on Birrpai Country to respect and protect it. Through Burrawan we 

sought to promote listening to Country and First Nations peoples, but also listening 

to and learning from history. Our work is intended to stimulate discussion in the 

present and generate historical connections that have not necessarily been recorded 

or documented. While still not widely embraced by all, as illustrated by the lack of an 
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invitation to the Birrpai to the Port Macquarie Hastings Council hosted meeting of 

stakeholders to discuss a 2024 report on the future of the Lake, their work is enhancing 

new collaborations with groups such as Revive Lake Cathie Inc., being used in political 

advocacy, and enhancing connection of kin to Country.26 It is just another small step 

on the path to truth-telling and restorative justice.

Methodologically, this ongoing resonance speaks to the value of oral history at different 

stages of a project. Though, as we have noted, there was not much oral history around 

Burrawan available during the writing process, the publication of the book has itself 

elicited memories and stories, creating a platform for new oral histories to be trans-

mitted within and between interested communities. This is to say that partial histories 

can be told, pieced together from what records are available, and can become platforms 

to elicit new sources and interpretations of history that continue building toward 

knowledge and social change. This is a fitting reflection of the story of Burrawan itself, 

where there is unsalvageable loss, but also the chance to revitalise and realise a different 

future through deep listening and engagement with the lessons of history, and with 

Birrpai knowledge of Country. 

26	 Lake Cathie-Lake Innes Hydrodynamic Model Upgrade: Main Study Report (Haskoning Australia Pty Ltd 
for Port Macquarie-Hastings Council, 2024). 
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