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Story by Natsumi Penberthy 
Photography by Randy Larcombe

As the managers of majestic river red gums on the Murray River 
know, it could take the destruction of trees to save a forest. 

River guardians
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Child’s play. Ali McDonald plays 
hide-and-seek around a tree that 

is thought to be more than 500 years 
old, in Barmah Lake campground.
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The twisted river red gums that rise up around 
us are a recurring feature of the Australian landscape: 
long valued by Aboriginal people, often depicted by 
landscape artists such as Hans Heysen, and highly 
sought after by timber-getters who once made a 
living from their wood. Across the continent, red 
gums have a strong link to water bodies, be they 
creeks, billabongs, floodplains or thundering rivers.  

Here, about 200km north of Melbourne, this 
remarkable forest habitat straddles the narrowest 
reach of Australia’s longest river. Forming much 
of the border between NSW and Victoria, the Mur-
ray is the source of irrigation water for some of the 
nation’s key agricultural regions. It’s also famed for 
its highly variable flow – it can slow to a trickle 
between summertime pulses of life-giving waters 
that come from rainfall in its catchment and melting 
snow in the Australian Alps. 

Occasionally, the Murray breaks its banks and 
nutrient-laden water spills out to create fertile flood-
plains. It’s been doing this for hundreds, possibly 
thousands,  of years at the aptly named Barmah Choke 
(see “A historic course”, p84) and the Barmah-Millewa 
Forest is the result. When flooded, it transforms into 
a verdant expanse of swamps and waterholes that 
ripple with opportunistic life – waterbirds, frogs, 
insects and small mammals reproduce en masse, in a 
desperate, short-lived frenzy. But the most enduring 
feature of this internationally renowned wetland is a 
gnarled network of highly specialised trees, which 
make up Australia’s largest stand of river red gums. 

Few other trees survive the dual rigours of drought 
and flood as river red gums do (see “Extreme special-
ists”, p88); in fact, they need both extremes to reach 
the sorts of proportions seen in the Barmah-Millewa 
Forest. Trees here can be as tall as 10-storey buildings 

and may be 500–1000 years old; many are knobbly 
and contorted by the struggle for survival against envi-
ronmental extremes. The irony for wetland managers 
is that, to protect such spectacular old specimens and 
the ecosystem they support, they have to sacrifice large 
numbers of young red gum saplings.

THE RIVER RED GUM, Eucalyptus camaldulensis,
has the widest natural distribution of any 
eucalypt. It’s found right across the continent, 

except for isolated spots of the mainland in the far 
south-west and pockets of the eastern seaboard, and 
Tasmania. However, it only forms great forests on 
the floodplains of the Murray, Murrumbidgee and 
Lachlan rivers and their tributaries. As the largest of 
these, the Barmah-Millewa Forest covers 66,000ha; 
Barmah (29,500ha) lines the Victorian side of the 
river, and Millewa (36,500ha) the NSW side.

Few people know and understand this river-
dependent forest as well as Keith Ward. A wetland 
ecologist with Goulburn Broken Catchment 
Management Authority, Keith has been working in 
this ecosystem for more than 25 years and contrib-
uted during that time to almost every major report 
on its conservation and management. Currently, he 
says, the survival of flood-dependent Moira grass 
(Pseudoraphis spinescens) – lesser known than the spec-
tacular red gum but equally important – is one of 
the forest’s major management issues.

As Keith and I wade through a huge plain of the 
lush green, floating plant, he explains that this native 
species now covers less than 5 per cent of its original 
range in this forest. These grasslands have a unique 
problem, he says, pointing to a nearby stand of spin-
dly red gum saplings that shouldn’t be there. More 
than a century of logging and flow restrictions on 
the Murray have created a complex problem for the 
Barmah-Millewa Forest – too many small trees. 

It’s not just an issue for the grass plains. Too much 
competition for resources and “the trees strangle 
each other”, Keith says, explaining that this means 

MOST PEOPLE WILL TELL YOU
that the Barmah-Millewa Forest is at its spectacular best when 
it’s flooded with water. But we’re here in the driest part of the 
year, and near the end of a long drought, and even now there’s 
a certain magic to this region of the Murray River.

Randy Larcombe has been an AG photographer since 

1996. In issue 91 he covered silt and salinity problems at 

the South Australian end of the Murray. His last story was 

The makers, which was about rare trades (AG 121).  
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Taking stock. Environmental manager 
Rick Webster sometimes requests water 

flows from Hume Dam, which will inten-
tionally drown saplings, so mature trees 

have room to reach their potential.
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none can grow into the carbuncled, grandfatherly 
proportions of the mature trees. Instead, they’re 
condemned to remain stunted and spindly. 

HUGE MIDDENS in the Barmah-Millewa 
Forest attest to the fact that this highly 
productive stretch of the Murray once 

supported one of Aboriginal Australia’s highest pop-
ulation densities. The history of the Yorta Yorta is 
written in the red gums. Shane Charles, a Yorta Yorta
man and education coordinator at the Yenbena Indig-
enous Training Centre, shows me scars on trunks 
where bark was excised to make canoes, bowls and 
shields – and he points to circles created by thick mot-
tled branches. These were made by tying them together 
when the trees were saplings, and they act as signposts 
for good hunting grounds or places of signifi cance. 

In 1936, during what’s thought to have been 
Australia’s fi rst act of indigenous civil disobedience 
(see “Cummera’s rich history”, p90), more than 200 
people camped here for months amid the giant gums. 
Charles says many Melbourne-based Yorta Yorta 
continue to return here to feel the connection to coun-
try. His grandmother used to sit here with him beneath 
an old red gum, passing on cultural knowledge; it’s 
one of the reasons he’s returned to Barmah as a teacher. 

The Yorta Yorta were granted joint manage-
ment of Barmah when it was gazetted as a national 
park in 2010, amid fears about the river’s health 
(see AG 92) and red gum dieback at the end-of-
the-millennium drought. Across the river in 
NSW’s Millewa Forest, the other 

River border. To the south 
are the trees of Barmah 
National Park in Victoria; to 
the north are the gums of 
Murray Valley National Park 
in New South Wales. 

South of Mathoura township in southern NSW, you 

can see the strange uplift of the Cadell Tilt. It formed 

20,000 years ago as a result of the Cadell Fault, which 

slowly tipped a wedge of land up to form a natural 

dam for the mighty Murray River, and pooled water to 

create an ancestral lake. It also forced the Murray to 

travel north; that section now forms the Edward River, 

Bullatake Creek and Gulpa Creek. Somewhere between 

550–8000 years ago, the Murray broke through the Tilt 

to the south. The lake drained and the Murray turned 

south to form the constriction now known as the 

Barmah Choke. This narrow channel regularly overfl ows 

onto the fl oodplain left by the drained lake, forming 

ideal conditions for the river red gums of the Barmah-

Millewa Forest. To this day, for a 4–5km stretch of the 

Cobb Highway that runs parallel to the forest, visitors 

are treated to the strange sight of the shivering tops of 

red gums, their trunks hidden below the dip of the Tilt.

A HISTORIC COURSE

Continued page 88

Uplift stroll. Paul Childs and Rick 
Webster walk along the Cadell Tilt.
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B A R M A H - M I L L E WA  F O R E S T  R E G I O N

ECHUCA AND MOAMA
Established in 1854, Echuca soon became one of Australia’s 

busiest river ports and today its paddle-steamers and river trade 

history are a major tourist drawcard. It’s located on the Victorian 

side of the Murray. Its counterpart on the NSW side is Moama. 

BARMAH NATIONAL PARK
Located about 220km north of Melbourne, this 28,500ha Victorian 

national park was created in 2010 to protect critical river red gum 

habitat on the Murray River. It’s also an internationally recognised 

wetland and one of Victoria’s largest waterbird breeding areas.

MURRAY VALLEY NATIONAL PARK
Protecting the forest on the NSW side is this 38,632ha enclave, which is 

home to 60 species of threatened animals. Here, similar to the Victorian 

side, there are scar trees – evidence of Aboriginal people having carefully 

cut bowls, shields and canoes out of the red gum bark. 

POINTS OF INTEREST

Visit the bygone paddle-steamer 

era in Echuca: 

www.echucamoama.com

For information about Barmah NP:

www.parkweb.vic.gov.au and

www.nathaliabarmah.com.au/ 

Find out about visiting 

Murray Valley NP:

www.nationalparks.nsw.gov.au

Discover caravan parks, 

campsites and accommodation 

at: www.turu.com.au

 USEFUL LINKS

RIVER TOWNS

NATIONAL PARKSTimber treasures. Echuca 

is home to a large fl eet of 

historic paddle-steamers 

(right). The Discovery Centre 

and Wharf (below) was 

restored in 2014 using huge 

red gum beams.

1  Cadell Fault

2  The Gulpa Creek Walking Trail

3   Edward River canoe and kayak 

trail

4  Reed Beds Bird Hide boardwalk

5  Moira Lake 

6   Yamyabuc Discovery Trail; Lakes 

Loop Track; Broken Creek Loop 

Track; Barmah Lake 

7   Moama Five Mile mountain 

bike trail

8  Echuca Wharf
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Water hazards. Dead river 
red gum boughs can fall 
without warning with deadly 
results, earning these trees 
the name ‘widow makers’. 
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Use the viewa app 
to scan this page 
and watch a fi lm  
about the Barmah-
Millewa Forest.
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1 Musk lorikeets Glossopsitta concinna
Collecting pollen and nectar from red gum flowers 
using their specialised brush-tipped tongues, these 
lorikeets also eat seeds, fruits and insects.

2 Brown thornbills Acanthiza pusilla
These small birds, 9–10cm in length, eat insects, 
particularly psyllids (see leaf close-up). 

3 Superb parrots Polytelis swainsonii
Vulnerable nationally – just a few thousand remain.

4 Squirrel gliders Petaurus norfolcensis
These marsupials feed on sap that drips from 
notches they nibble into the bark of gum trees. 

5 Red gum lerp psyllids Glycaspis brimblecombei 
These small sap-sucking insects create white 
conical shelters of wax and sugar called ‘lerps’ in 
their juvenile stages. These covers help conceal the 
psyllids while they feed on leaves. 

6 Gumleaf skeletoniser caterpillars Uraba lugens
They voraciously consume fresh green red gum 
foliage, leaving a lacy lattice of oil cells and veins; 
they can strip whole stands in summer and spring.

7 Green grocer cicadas Cyclochila australasiae
Juvenile nymphs live in the soil for up to seven 
years, sucking sap from tree roots. They emerge as 
adults in spring, lay eggs in dead or dying branches 
and then die themselves within six weeks. 

8 Lesser long-eared bats Nyctophilus geoffroyi
Nocturnal dwellers of cracks and hollow limbs.

9 Bardi grubs Trictena atripalpis
These live in tunnels below ground, feeding on 
tree roots. They emerge as adult moths to lay up 
to 45,000 eggs on a tree, more than any other 
non-social insect.

10 Azure kingfishers Alcedo azurea
These pretty birds dig nests around red gum roots.

11 Murray cod Maccullochella peelii 
Our largest freshwater fish, they are endangered 
nationally. Most are found within 1m of a gum snag.

 LIFE IN THE RED GUMS

Each mature river red gum tree supports a 
complex community of native animals.

half of Australia’s largest red gum stand has also 
been protected since 2010 as part of Murray 
Valley National Park. Here, grey-green red gum 
leaves arch elegantly over golden grass, forming 
canopies that screen the sunlight from the life 
attempting to take root below. It’s a place to 
experience the open red gum forests famously 
represented by the likes of renowned Australian 
artists Frederick McCubbin and Hans Heysen. 

All logging operations have now ceased in the 
Barmah-Millewa Forest, but, during the 19th and 
20th centuries, the cultural heart of this region was 
carved from red gum hardwood, prized for its dis-
tinctive red colour and white-ant resistance. Between 
1864 and 1966, it’s thought an estimated 2.4 million 
cubic metres of logs were harvested here. They were 
used for railway sleepers and shipped as far away as 
India. Paddle-steamers along the Murray, notably in 
the river town of Echuca, were often made from red 
gum, and these in turn were used to haul logs out of 
the forest to local sawmills. 

Once a busy port, Echuca continues to operate 
a fl eet of historic paddle-steamers, which helps 
attract a steady stream of tourists to the area. 
Shipwright Kevin Hutching, who has been 
restoring these historic vessels since the 1970s, still 
steam-bends red gum planks so they can be shaped 
around old boat frames, using huge clamps. 

Few trees anywhere in the world have the capabilities of 

river red gums to survive both fl ood and drought. Their 

range of adaptations to enable this include huge ‘xylem’ 

vessels (through which water and nutrients are drawn 

up the trunk and branches) that are among the largest 

of any tree, making them highly effi cient at transporting 

water. Mature trees also have very deep root systems to 

extract groundwater from the soil in summer. And they 

don’t mind getting their feet wet for months or even 

years, developing fl oating root masses that can extract 

oxygen from the air during fl oods.

EXTREME SPECIALISTS
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Hollowed-out trunks 
and branches are perfect 
nesting sites for wildlife.

Former timber-getter Lee McCann, 91, who waves 
two red gum walking sticks  and jokes that he has “saw-
dust on the brain”, is a lifelong resident of Barmah 
township. His house, constructed from red gum, once 
sat on the site of the abandoned Barmah sawmill but 
was moved by a bullock team in the 1940s. “I’ve for-
gotten more about this forest than you’ll ever know,” 
he says, dwarfed by one of the sawmill’s upturned logs. 

IT REMAINS CONTROVERSIAL, but Barmah 
and Murray Valley NP managers are tackling the 
problem of proliferating red gum saplings using 

techniques borrowed from the forestry practice of 
silviculture, which carefully manages the growth of a 
forest. Retired farmer and timber-getter Tim Man-
nion, who grew up beside the forest, says his father 
remembers riding a buggy through the trees. Now 
you can barely walk through some of it. “There needs 
to be thinning, or they grow too thick and never reach 
their potential,” he says.

To an extent, he’s right, says Keith. A century or 
more of modifi ed fl ood regimes on the Murray and 
150 years of logging have had an impact. With smaller 
spring fl oods and longer summer fl ows, the saplings 
are in “seventh heaven” he says. Most are no longer 
drowned by the spring fl ood, which used to inundate 
the forest to depths of many metres. 

Silviculturalists once kept the forest productive for 
logging by thinning it, says Keith, to grow tall, straight 
trees for better logs. “We like the ‘bad’ ones as well,” 
he says. The old hollowed-out trunks and branches 
are perfect nesting sites for wildlife, such as the superb 
parrot, which occurs here (see previous page). 

As for the grass plains, by looking at aerial photos 
from the 1940s, Melbourne University’s Dr Leon Bren 
has concluded that within 100 years they would cease 
to exist because they’d be replaced by red gums. Keith 
says his most recent work suggests that without serious 
intervention that might now occur in as little as 50 
years. And, if the grass plains go, it could mean a slow 
death for other components of the ecosystem. AG

 Bark heritage. Yorta Yorta 
man Shane Charles with the scars  

of where an ancient canoe was 
peeled off in a single piece of bark.

On the edge of the Barmah-Millewa Forest, the former 

Cummeragunja Mission is now just a handful of houses 

and a medical centre – a seemingly unlikely location to 

help shape Australia’s indigenous civil rights movement. 

But in 1936, with its residents galvanised by substan-

dard conditions, ‘Cummera’ became the site of a 

nine-month protest that saw 200 residents walk off the 

mission and camp among the red gums across the river. 

When requests for better housing and water supply 

were ignored and the strike defeated, it deeply politi-

cised the region. The resulting ‘Australian Aborigines’ 

League’ became an advocate for political representation 

and full citizens’ rights for indigenous peoples. It was 

this group that announced a Day of Mourning on 26 

January 1938, when many were celebrating the 150th 

anniversary of European settlers landing at Botany Bay. 

Later, Sir Douglas Nicholls, who was born at Cummera, 

played a key role in Australia’s civil rights movement. 

Knighted in 1972, he became the fi rst Aboriginal federal 

politician and, in 1976, governor of South Australia. He 

is buried in the Cummera cemetery. 

CUMMERA’S
RICH HISTORY

 FIND more images of Randy Larcombe’s images on our 

website at: www.australiangeographic.com.au/issue127
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River stalwart. Kevin 
Hutchinson, the Port of 

Echuca’s senior shipwright. 
He has been steaming and 

bending red gum planks 
around historic paddle-

steamer frames for more 
than 40 years. 

Copyright Agency licensed copy
(www.copyright.com.au)

Australian Geographic, National
01 Aug 2015, by Natsumi Penberthy

General News, page 80 - 8,951.00 cm²
Magazines Lifestyle - circulation 69,162 (Bi-Monthly)

ID 429457287 BRIEF #BUS-MURR INDEX 1 PAGE12 of 12


	7. Campaigns & Travel: The Murray - Press
	River guardians


