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I clumsily inchworm on my bottom down the steep granite rock, aware of how foolishly alone I am in such a precarious situation. My red hoodie - which I had intentionally chosen in case someone has to come looking for me - must make me look like a gigantic crimson snail to the two wedge-tailed eagles hanging in the soft blue sky above me. I take a moment to shake out my clenched calf muscles once I safely reach the base. Now I am faced with a tangled band of Gimlet trees, that are growing among the thick granite shards that have smashed down the cliff face over millenniums. They make a seemingly impenetrable barrier to the narrow valley floor beyond, and I carefully consider, and test, each step as I make my way through this ankle-twisting maze. Once I am on the firm red dirt of the clearing, I look up to the massive, tumbled mounds of red streaked rocks towering above me on each side. I can see a little face, a thick black stripe smeared on either side of its nose, shyly poking over a ledge keeping a wary eye on me.
It’s the rock wallabies that I have come to see.
‘I can see you’, I shout, causing a flurry of excitement as at least a dozen wallabies ricochet, like a gang of demented parkour fanatics, across the enormous jumble of fractured rocks - slipping in and out the deep crevices where they shelter from the extreme temperatures and predators. They have developed thick textured pads on their feet to grip these vertical rock faces and long strong tails to provide balance. Their sweet smiling little faces with their black, buttony eyes and compact, furry bodies mean they look more like their Insta-famous relations on Rottnest Island, than their rangy grey cousins who stick to the plains below. These are the Black-Flanked Rock Wallabies that have evolved to go without water over long, dry summer months. They survive by sheltering deep in the thermal protection the granite fissures offer, only coming out to graze on the valley grasses in the cool of the evenings. Meanwhile I’m already onto my second water bottle, thirsty again even on this cool Autumn morning.
There is still dew glistening on the ground, clinging to the first green tinges of grass poking up after a long summer slumber. Morning dew is one of the first signs of the start of the Noongar season of Djeran - when cooling winds from the South-West cast out the hot summer nights and bring the first of the winter rains. Djeran is the time of red flowering gums and flying ants. But it’s not the flying ants that bother me, it’s the masses of sticky bush flies that swarm my face, relentless in their quest for the moisture of my eyes, nose, and mouth. Djeran is also the time of the annual search to find the fly nets that were carelessly discarded at the end of the previous autumn. 

I’ve been climbing Mount Caroline, known to the Noongar people as Chirrining - or the place where the yonga (kangaroos) are always fat. It is part of a 352-hectare nature reserve south of Kellerberrin in the Central Wheatbelt, and one of the four colossal granite-domed outcrops which the Noongar have always known as the Moullean. Their dreaming tells of the great sacred water-snake Moulack rising out of the salt river plains - its bulging coils forming Mount Caroline, Mount Stirling, Nangeen and Kokerbin Rock. Kokerbin is distinguished for being the third largest monolith in Australia after Uluru and Burringurrah (Mt Augustus). Between the Moullean the land is split by two ancient river systems that converge at the base of Mount Caroline. They are the Lockhart and the Yilgarn salt river chains, whose vast catchments cover an area almost one and a half times the size of Tasmania, before they meet here at Caroline Gap for their westward journey to the Indian Ocean. They are rare ‘reversed rivers’ - unique compared to large rivers found elsewhere in the world. During the Jurassic period they flowed in the other direction - eastwards into the Great Ocean – which is now the Nullarbor Plain. When Gondwana split into Australia and Antarctica the edge of the south-west coast dropped, reversing their flow, and choking these prehistoric river valleys with millions of years of sediment - the diminishing rainfall unable to flush out the salty silt.

The first white man to reach the Moullean was Ensign Dale in 1830 who named Mount Stirling after a fellow explorer, and Mount Caroline after Caroline Broun who was the wife of the first Colonial Secretary. It wasn’t long afterwards that the long tentacles of the early settlers reached into these rich sediment-filled valleys. The Noongar people, who had lived here for tens of thousands of years, were banished from their country - their ‘budjar'. And almost completely losing their language and their culture in the process of colonisation. Ensign Dale also had a part in a more shameful legacy towards the Noongar which I will leave you to discover. But be warned it is a deeply disturbing insight into how the British viewed the Indigenous Australians then, and for most of the two centuries since.
It was just one of the many spectacularly bad ideas of the early settlers to introduce foxes for recreational hunting, which eventually led to the almost total decimation of the rock wallabies. The foxes wiped them out from every other one of their habitats across Western Australia apart from Mount Caroline, which was only due to its exceptional rock defenses. By 1979 the Department of Conservation and Environment could only find a mere nine individuals left on this reserve. The Department initiated a fox-baiting programme, and over the next two decades their numbers slowly started to increase until there were 275 in 1998. It was the continued success of this project that then enabled small groups of the Mount Caroline rock wallabies to be carefully relocated. This was initially just to other nearby granite outcrops, and then eventually to other nature reserves - some as far afield as the Pilbara where their rock wallaby species had been completely lost.

An hour earlier at the summit, 340 metres above sea level, I had enjoyed a sweeping view of the plains below - a twenty-kilometre panorama each way at least. The vast rumpled patchwork quilt of paddocks flung to each horizon were faintly striped by the grain that was being sown in rows of GPS precision – the sporadic trundling air-seeders looking like mechanical ants. From each arable hectare that I could see, three tonnes of wheat can be yielded in an average year - which equates to roughly 5000 loaves of bread per hectare. This meant that from my vantage point I estimated that I was looking at the equivalent of a quarter of a billion loaves incubating in the fresh sown soil. Sparsely dotted on this bread-generating landscape were a few farmhouses - I counted barely a dozen. Some of these lie empty now as farms continue to grow by absorbing their neighbours, and as they become more automated. My old farmhouse is the closest building I can see - its door closed behind us for a final time fifteen years earlier. I couldn’t see any blobs of green around it – I know my beloved garden would have perished soon afterwards without my care. 
A red kangaroo startled me from my contemplation, bounding right past me before it realized that it had human company up on this peak. I was pleased to see it. Their Noongar name is ‘marloo’ and they have become a rarity compared to the grey kangaroos who keep to the flats, and who have exploded in population thanks to the easy pickings of wheat crops and water troughs. I followed its worn track down through the scrubby acacias until I found myself at the brink of the massive sheet of granite that falls for over 30 metres to the valley floor. To one side of this imposing escapement there was a wide cleft that was fenced with rabbit-proof netting, its posts bolted perpendicularly into the rock. This incongruous barrier is protecting the critically endangered ‘Granite Tetratheca’ - a cousin of the quandong tree. The only known population is found on this singular rocky outcrop. I edged to the other less precipitous side, where deep channels grooved from a million winter rains gave me something to hold onto, as I slithered my way down the crest towards the surer ground of the secluded gully below.

I grew up on a farm 100 kilometres away in the Avon Valley, so it was just one of those odd coincidences that I met and married my husband whose farm adjoined Mount Caroline - the place that had been named after my distant grandmother 200 years earlier.
We were so happy to be making our lives on the land but in those first ten years we were also jolted by two life-changing disappointments. To find some respite I spent my spare time clambering up the closest side of Mount Caroline to a broad sheltered plateau. A rocky retreat where I could believe in the mechanics of my body again - it not betraying me in this wild space. I would wander around the stacks of enormous red boulders - the size of double decker buses that look like they have been thrown down in a pile by a petulant giant toddler. The calmness of this ancient space helped soothe me and accept that my childlessness was not going to be the end of this world, or mine. I would think of the Noongar families that once lived happily in this verdant sanctuary. The yok – the women - tending to their kurloongar – their children. The maam – the fathers - only hunting what they needed of the moorang - the rock wallabies – which would have provided them with plentiful and first-rate meat. Countless generations lived safe and sheltered here on their koort budjar - their heartland - high above the valley before my people - the Wadjela - marched up it to take it all away. 
I know to a much lesser degree what it is to lose your home, your livelihood, your footing in the only world you want. Farming with family is the cause of more estrangements than I care to count, even among my own friends and neighbours. Generations must live and work together on isolated holdings and each one wants their own way; each generation is often frightened of the future the other wants to bring. Succession is a complex and emotional process where compromises need to be made by all – by fathers and sons, mothers and daughters-in-law, brothers and sisters-in-law. In our case it was messy, toxic, and heartbreaking. A non-compromising mountain that we could not find our way over. One afternoon my husband and I packed our meagre belongings and drove out the farm gates for a final time to start another life - away from the crippling angst and anger that was driving us slowly mad.
We moved to our local town - familiar but still foreign to us with our deep roots in the farming life we left behind. We each had a small retail business to run – and every day was its own mountain to climb. There was no time to climb real ones. It would be fifteen years before I found myself back on top of the rock bearing my ancestor’s name.

It was right in the middle of the season of Makuru when my fourth great-grandmother, Caroline Broun, first stepped foot onto the banks of the Swan River in the winter of 1829. Makuru is the coldest and wettest time of the year with frequent squalls and storms. It was this weather that caused the ship that Caroline had spent four months on - the Parmelia - to run aground. The women and children were rescued and ferried to Garden Island where they spent four miserable days without shelter and almost no food. Caroline had been persuaded by her ambitious and naively optimistic husband Peter to leave her comfortable middle-class English life and travel half a world away, with a toddler and a new-born, to a land completely alien and utterly unwelcoming. The Noongar would have watched with justifiable trepidation this chaotic arrival of the sixty-two settlers onto their mia budjar - their homeland - with good reason. Within six months twenty-five more ships had arrived and so began catastrophic change for the Noongar and all the other First Nation people that lived on this far-flung side of the continent. 
    Caroline was to spend the next twenty years in the Swan River colony before returning home. Her only footnote in this history was having a remote granite outcrop named after her. She buried her husband in the graveyard on the hill east of the tiny township of Perth and soon afterwards, at the end of 1848, she sailed for England. Caroline left behind two of her children - now grown men - knowing that she would surely never see them again. She was distraught to learn that a widow’s pension had been denied to her despite her husband having died during service to the British Government. Her only hope of income was to be the publishing of Peter Broun’s journals - full of the stories of the first twenty years of this fledging colonial outpost. But she wasn’t to have much luck with this ship either. The Hindoo caught fire and burnt to the waterline in the middle of the South Atlantic Ocean, and Caroline and her fellow passengers spent the next four days in a single lifeboat. They were astonishingly lucky to be rescued, but of course she had lost the only financial security she had for her future. The rest of her life was apparently spent in genteel poverty - relying on the charity and companionship of her English relatives - and writing to British Government officials pleading her case.

I’m the eventual result of one of those remaining sons. For almost two hundred years my family have farmed the same land near Beverley and each generation has shown great perseverance and passion in caring for the land that is their livelihood. But farming is more than just a commercial venture - it is a way of life that those who aren’t born into it can often find hard to appreciate. They don’t understand how the country seeps into the marrow of your being, becoming part of your DNA, a part of your identity. The Noongar and the other First Nations people understand what being part of country meant, probably better than any other people in the modern world. 
    I’m relieved that it’s only a short walk through the thicket of gnarled yandees – the York gums that grow especially tall at the foot of Mount Caroline - to the ring road that surrounds it and leads the way out. My legs are aching after the unaccustomed climb so it’s a plodding thirty-minute walk back to my car parked on the far side of the reserve. On one side the ancient knoll stands magnificent and proud, a granite fortress defending its intriguing and unique flora and fauna. On the other side is the flat, freshly sown field that our once-neighbour now crops - the precision of the linear furrows a stark contrast to the rugged, random spill of nature I have just left.
    Those unnaturally straight corrugations seem to me how the white man have always seen the land - a commodity to be conquered and subjugated by force, superior technology, and an unrelenting greed for more than we need. In a mere 200 years we have irreparably changed this landscape, its ecology, and of course the destiny of all the First Nations people. In this case those who lived so lightly on this vast western side of the continent for at least 45,000 years before us. As I trudge along the borderline between these two opposing landscapes, I’m aware of the juxtaposition of my privilege to enjoy both its wild beauty and its economic security. But my presence, like all the Wadjela, is from a legacy that has come at a terrible cost to the Noongar, and I know there will never be enough loaves of bread in the world to repay that.
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