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his year, Western Australia celebrates
100 years of women's suffrage. At the

same time, we celebrate the achievement
of women in conservation and land
management, a constant factor in the
face of monumental social change.

The story of conservation ethics in
this State belongs as much to women as
to men. Long before Europeans arrived,
Aboriginal women were gathering plants
for food and medicine. During and after
colonisation, women worked on the land
through agriculture. botanical collection
and il lustration, conservation and
politics. All through history women's
presence in the landscape has been as
constant, their practices as influential,
and their contribution to knowledge
and sound environmental practices as
significant as men's. Here, in a series of
short 'snapshots', we pay homage to just

a few Western Australian women who
have shaped the way we understand and
interact with our environment.

a Aboue ight: Wedding portrait of
I Georgiana Molloy, painted in London
I just before she emigrated to WA.
Photo courtesy of the Bunbury family and in
memory of their own daughter, Georgiana

I Below: (Main\ Opening of Kings Park
I terraces by Lady Margaret Fofiest.
I (lnsetl Photo portrait of Lady Margaret
Forrest.
Photo courtesy of Don Forrest

I Belou ighl: Abeautiful glimpse from
I one of the Kings Park grottos.
I showing Melville Water and the
Canning River in the distance.
Photo courtesy of Kings Park archives

GEORGIANA MOLLOY
A LONELY PASSION

In 1830, when delicate, cultured
Georgiana Molloy left behind the
comforts ofwealthy society in England to
settle in Augusta, on the south-west
coast, with her husband Captain Molloy,
she would have had no idea of tne
hardship and loneliness that lay ahead.
With few other families around, she was
left to cope alone for long periods while
her husband attended to business in
Perth. She bore seven children, buried
two of them, and suffered hunger and
sadness through year after year of poor
harvests and social isolation. It was Lady
Stirling, wife of Covernor Stirling, who
came to her rescue by su€gesting to her
cousin, amateur botanist Captain James
Mangles, that he write to Mrs Molloy
proposing an exchange of botanical
specimens. Over the years, collecting and
describing specimens and seeds to send to
Captain Mangles in London became a
passion. By the time her life was tragically

lPreuious page

I lop: A view through one of lhe Kings
I Park grottos to the Swan River.
Photo courtesy of Kings Park archives.
Centre: Brenda lames, wife of retired
National Park Ranger Jack James.
Photo - Chris Carnett/CALM
Below: The CALI4 Bush Rangers
program looks set to inspire a whole new
generation of women in conservation.
Photo - Rolf Perey

cut short by the privations of pioneer
living, Georgiana Molloy's enthusiasm
and talent for botany had made Westem
Australia's remarkable floral heritage
known throughout the world.

MARGARET FORREST
QUALITY OF LIFE

Although history credits Westem
Australia's first Premier, Sir John
Forrest, with the proclamation of Kings
Park, anecdotal evidence shows it was a
decision strongly influenced by his wife,
Margaret. Certainly, Margaret Forrest
believed strongly in the role of nature
in civilising a community; in the
importance of having parks where
families could seek recreation and
contact with the environment. Although
she was a skilled botanical artist, her
ongoing contribution to Kings Parkwas
more intellectual than practical; she
took the opportunity of frequent trips
to England to gather ideas for the
landscape architecture of the Park.
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I A6ore. Magda WittweY was
I inspirational to all those who
I came in contact with her in
appreciating and undeIstanding
W.{s native flora.
Photo courtesy Brian Moss

I Left: Darwinia uilhterorum
I named in honor of Magda.
I Photo - Bob Dixon

to express their passion for the
environment through activism. In
1994, the Conservation Council of
Western Australia created an award tn
her honour: the Bessie Richsbeith
Conservation Award is presented

annually to celebrale and acknowledge
the efforts of people working to protect

Western Australia's environment.

MAGDAWITTWER:
A QUIET ACHIEVER

Shy and reclusive by nature,
botanist Magda Wittwer made an
enormous contribution to Western
Australian conservation through the
survey and mapping work she carried
out as assistant to then Director of
Kings Park, J.S. Beard, in the 1960s.
But perhaps her greatest gift to the
State was through her voluntary work
in training people to propagate natrve
plants and helping schools to set up
native plant nurseries. Her quiet

dedication and determination were
inspiring to all who met her. Many
credit her with introducing and
establishing in Western Australia the
novel concept that there is value in
cultivating native plants in their own
env i ronment ,  and apprec ia t ing  the i r
intrinsic rather than their exotic value.
Fittingly, her name is commemorated
in a beautiful Western Australian plant,

Danninia uittuerorum. It was on a field
trip to the Stirling Range to continue
work with her husband, collecting,
studying and identifuing the remarkable
Darwina species, that Magda suffered an
untimely and fatal aneut1tsm.

MAR]ON BLACKWELL:
FLYING HIGH

For many, the name of Manon
Blackwell is synonymous with
conservation in Westem Australia. Her
achievements demonstrate that women
can make an  es teemed career  in
conseruation and be at the centre of
decision-making and policy direction.
Marion established herself as a

I Lef. llarion Black'rvell in the Chinese
I Carden, part of the award-winning
I landscapes she designed for Murdoch
University. Her particular interests have
centred around the appropriate use o'
adapted plant species in landscape design
to increase quality of life.
Photo - Chris CarnetVCALM
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SUSANNE DENNINGS:
MALLEEFOWLS FRIEND

Another example of a committed
rural conservationist, fourth generation
Ongerup farming descendant Susanne
Dennings believes passionately in grass-
roots action, working at the community
level to address local conseruation issues.

Her concern for the malleefowl,
endemic to the area but under threat
from loss of habitat and introduced
predators such as foxes and cats, led her
to join the inaugural meeting of the
Ongerup-based Malleefowl Preservation
Group in 1992. Her drive and enthusiasm
have seen the group's membershiP
build to more than 1500 people, who
collaborate with CALM, other agencies
and sponsors to protect the malleefowl.

Susanne's leadership of the group
sets a prime example for conservation
partnerships that can be developed
between govemment agencies, sponsors
and people on the land.

BRENDA JAMES :
RANGER COMMUNICATIONS

Historically, botanical collection,
illustration, and even public advocacy
have been well suited to the passions
and position of many women. However,
for others, working with nature came
about through the traditional
partnerships they shared with men.
Marriage, for example, was at one time
a preferred condition of employment
for National Park Rangers, because it
was understood that the job could not
be done without someone to coordinate
the 'home base' while the Ranger
covered his beat. Many hundreds of
women filled the role of 'ranger's

wife'---{penting radios, communicating
with the public, providing the domestic
and social backup for one of the State's
loneliest jobs-their share in the

46 t o"co"a

responsibilities went unacknowledged.
Among these women was Brenda

James who, as a Mobile Ranger's wife in
the 1970s, voluntarily started a regular
newsletter to establish a communication
network with all the State's rangers and
their families. Called Papa Delta
Data-named afier the radio call-sign
for general all-ranger broadcast-the
newsletter kept track ofwho was where,
reproduced articles from environmental
joumals, gave good botanical and fauna
references, and circulated handy bush
hints, recipes and other information.
With editorial and administrative support
from the National Parks Authority,
Papa Delta Data was published and
distributed quarterly from 1976 until the
proclamation of CALM in 1984. It was
often used as the basis for national parks
brochures. The Jameses retired in 1984,
travelled and worked around the State,
and now live in Yanchep, where Brenda
is a community member of the Yanchep
National Park Advisory Committee.

WOMBN'S WORK
As more and more women around

Australia have been able to take up
positions as rangers and in other field-
based jobs in their own fight, it has
become apparent that field-based work

lAboue left: Susanne Dennings at a
I malleefowl mound, near Ongerup,
I Photo - Barbara Madden

l.A6oae.' Brenda and Jack James look
I over some of the original Papa Delta
I Ddld newsletters that she voluntarily
wrote and produced with the help of the
then National Park Public Affairs
Officer, John Hunter (right).
Photo - Chris Gamett/CALM

is a life-style commitment, beset with

difficulties for women seeking balance
between paid work and family. Slowly,
these barriers are breaking down, as

workplace culture continues its slow
catch-up to the feminist revolution.

Accompanying that catch-up has

been a growing understanding of the
way employee diversity and inclusive
workplace policies benefit not only
women, but the community as a whole.
The story of women in conservation
has, after all, been one of doing what
comes naturally; setting examples,
using their fundamental influence to
shape the way society deals with the
environment. The capabil i$. passion.

and potential for community leadership
demonstrated by women in the
environment have always been there.
Their acknowledgement is long overdue.
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