In the Woods
David Watson spoke about his work in Chamber 24 @ The Coal Loader in Waverton, as part of the North Sydney Art Prize, on Saturday 28 May 2022
I’d like to acknowledge the traditional owners of the harbourside lands on which we meet – the Cammeraygal people of the Eora Nation – and pay my respects to elders past, present and emerging. In doing so, I acknowledge the creativity, strength and resilience of all Australia’s First Nations’ peoples. Sovereignty was never ceded.

Below well-appointed homes on municipal walking trails beside nitrogen-enriched creeks, beyond interpretative signage and muddied archival photographs on aluminium, among fungi in remnant bushland upon rocky coves (where in 1789 aboriginal people lay dying of imported disease), the mottled visages of early colonists – those who stole, granted or were granted land, those who laboured, languished and sometimes prospered – appeared…

Gore, Prentice, Greenwich, Wiloughby, Waverton & Duckworth 
In the Woods evolved during last year’s lock-down, at a time of reading, routine and unaccustomed confinement. Each morning before breakfast I’d immerse myself in a few pages of (Australian author) Eleanor Dark’s remarkable and today-somewhat-neglected Timeless Land trilogy of historical novels re the fledgling, often floundering Sydney colony – particularly Storm of Time (1948) – before taking off to the local park for a few laps of the oval and its adjoining bush track. Afternoon walks would sometimes take me farther afield, pushing to the furthest circumference of our 5 km ‘bubble’.

On the lower north shore I came across several beguiling slivers of harbourside green – council reserves I’d never before visited – with towering eucalypts and pretty streams. Here dotted amongst the bush beside well-maintained walking tracks the lives of Sydney’s early settlers were celebrated upon municipal plaques. Having, to my great shame only in the past decade learnt some of the clan names – Cammeraygal, Wallumedegal [a little further west] – of the first peoples of these attractive and today-affluent climes – Lane Cove, Longueville, Gore Hill, Greenwich – I began looking with my trusty Canon G10 for visual cues which might signal absence and/or unease amidst the seemingly healthy stands of pittosporum, dogwood and lemon-scented gum, the fungi and the lichen, the obliging residents, their smiling children and straining canines.
Eleanor Dark describes the massing early colony as a ‘flood’ which inexorably – via disease, disdain, theft, dispersal, murder – swept most of the harbour’s original inhabitants from their lands and made way for ‘generations of greedy, undiscerning men’. Writing in The Guardian last month, Kate Grenville amplifies these sentiments: ‘the prison settlement of Sydney was a miserable place full of violence, grief and ugliness’ … the ‘partial, simplified or false story about settlement and pioneers that the colonists have been telling each other for 200 years has, until recently, obliterated the one about invasion and dispossession. How to look behind the story that dominates, to see the one that’s been hidden?’.

My challenge, it had become evident, was how to image an attempted obliteration which began decades before the medium of photography itself was invented. I wanted my portraits, my colonial ‘lichen-nesses’ to exhude a mix of blundering arrogance and inquisitive naivety – so it was important that they be realised in a rudimentary, cack-handed manner. Fortunately, I knew just the man!
The reason, I suspect, that non-indigenous folk (like me) are able to feel  somewhat fond of these caricatures is that terrifyingly (!) ‘they are us’ … still ‘settling’ and making home, still somewhat emotionally and spiritually bewildered by this new and ancient place. Still contrition-free.

Eleanor Dark writes of the early settlers being ‘affronted by a land which could withdraw from them – leave them awkward and ignored, like uninvited guests. They wanted to rouse it, to mark it, to shatter its siesta with their commotions; to scar its earth with plough and fire, and raze its trees; to come and go, full of schemes and projects for its subjection; to build and to traffic with what they could tear from it…’.
Seems to me that we entitled, extractivist, fossil-fuelled white folk haven’t come very far in the intervening years. There is much to do, much to learn by listening intently to first nations’ peoples.

This week is National Reconciliation Week – its theme (for us all) is ‘Be Bold. Make Change’.

Thank you.

