Sisters of unsettling eloquence
How to live, I said, as the flame-tree lives?

--to know what the flame-tree knows; to be

prodigal of my life as that wild tree

and wear my passions so?

‘The Flame-Tree’, Judith Wright, 1953

Something extraordinary happened when a 68-year-old woman died alone in her rather remote bush home recently. It was two days before someone came calling and found her body. However, once the word got out it triggered a small tidal wave of words and tributes that reached across the globe. Of course, Val Plumwood was no ordinary woman and the fact that she chose to live in considerable isolation in a beautiful stone house that she partially built herself, with wombats and snakes as her most common visitors, is part of the reason for her enduring impact on so many people. 
Put simply, Plumwood was one of the world’s foremost ecophilosophers and until her death I would have said she was better appreciated in Europe and North America than in her own country. However, it was not just the words she uttered in all those books, academic papers and lectures that caught the imagination of so many people. It was also the way she lived and the inspiration she drew by immersing herself in the ‘otherness’ of nature that gave here life and work a special kind of integrity. Obituaries, written by a range of different people, were published in the major dailies in Australia and in the Guardian Weekly; tributes were delivered in both the federal and NSW parliaments, an ABC Radio National program was given over in tribute to her; and tens of thousands of messages were posted on the internet. 
Her closest friends fussed lovingly about the most appropriate way to bury her and one set up a blog site to gather together tributes and selections of her own writing. Now there are plans for the National Museum in Canberra to put together a collection of Val’s ‘things’. This might include the canoe she was paddling at Kakadu in 1985 when she was famously attached and taken into three death rolls by a crocodile. Hopefully, any exhibition will also highlight the extraordinary way she reflected on that experience to write a powerful essay called ‘Being Prey’. She was not one to romanticize nature but it is a distortion of her legacy to think of her primarily as the ‘crocodile woman’ 

Plumwood took that name from the ancient rainforest trees found in the forests near where she lived on the escarpment overlooking the coast around Bateman’s Bay. The property that she helped to reforest in order to extend a nearby national park was not far from a similar property—The Edge—where the great poet and conservation Judith Wright had lived in her senior years. The two women, who shared a sharp intolerance of human humbug and who probably felt more at home in the bush than in ‘polite society’, knew and respected each other. Wright had begun a long love affair with flame-trees which sprang as a ‘bush of blood’ and an ‘old cry of praise’ in the forests where she lived in south-east Queensland long before Plumwood began her long association with the tree that had given its name to nearby Plumwood Mountain. They were a generation apart but they were certainly ‘soul sisters’ in the depth of the relationships they forged with the non-human world.
Plumwood was my strongest supporter when I first mooted the idea of holding a four-day festival in Braidwood to celebrate and explore the legacy of Judith Wright. She contributed massively to the first Two Fires Festival held in March 2005 and helped me to organize an academic stream in the second Two Fires Festival in 2007. I had great pleasure in publishing several essays by Plumwood and in including her story in a book titled Ecological Pioneers (Cambridge University Press, 2001). She took every opportunity to tell me that she considered herself an activist first and philosopher aiming to make sense of action in the world second. She seemed most proud of the book she wrote in 1974 with then-husband Richard Routley titled The Fight for the Forest. Any celebration of Judith Wright’s legacy, she insisted, must focus on the art of activism as much as the art of writing poetry. Something similar might also be said about how we should contemplate Plumwood’s legacy.
Martin Mulligan

Deputy Director, Globalism Research Centre, RMIT University.

