Memories of Val by Jackie French

I met her in 1972, that heady time when the Whitlam government had just been elected; when we thought we could create a world of peace and self-sufficiency. But neither of us wore beads and cheesecloth much. You can’t bushwalk in cheesecloth. I  had already read  and been awed by much of Val’s work when I was a  student. I expected a standoffish academic. That was never Val.   

Both of us were married. (Neither marriage would last.) We both longed for land to fall in love with, to live on, to build a house with our own hands, to grow our food, to live as we thought humans aught to be, with bodies as well as brains.

Val and Richard were older, and had money, so we spent our weekends hunting for land for them, while we saved to buy our own. The first weekend we climbed a mountain.  Val named every flower and tree, and knew the shapes of birds from the flicker of their wings. (It was only years later, when I got to know her mother that I found out where this encyclopaedic knowledge came from- not just observation and reference books, but growing up with a woman with the deep and hardy self education of the depression years, who knew each orchid too).

Up on the mountain Val unpacked vitello tonnato- veal in tuna sauce- new potatoes in dressing, green salad, and two bottles of wine. I’d made a pie. On the way back she showed me how to eat bush cherries. But the mountain wasn’t the land either of us knew we could love.

A few months later she found it, though it took longer to convince the owner to sell. I was shocked, as we drove along the track for the first time. It was overgrazed scrubland- not the sort of country I thought Val would love at all. Suddenly it changed, as granite soil turned into basalt, and the rainforest began. Val had found not just her forest, but a clearing, too, where she and Richard could build their house and garden without chopping down the trees.

We explored for months, through the dusty stillness of the tree fern canopy, almost as though our feet  were the first to step into a primeval  world, though Val  knew better than anyone who the land been changed by long human occupation, and was soon to run the risk of a defamation case  when she claimed that the land’s previous logging showed that the spread of phytophthora cinnamoni was due to human intervention.

We found a creek for water, the clear rainforest trickle through  banks disturbed by lyrebird scratching, not flood or weed; measured it’s flow rate with a bucket and the second hand on a wrist watch; decided it was a site for a hydraulic ram, installed it, carrying long coils of pipe through the forest;  dug and walled the first bit of the vegetable garden, carted rocks to make the track in passable for  trucks to bring in building material.  We found a lookout, the view that swept across the escarpment to the see that Val most loved,  where a lyrebird crept up and stole the change that dropped out from my pocket as we sat on a log. Two weeks later a tornado ripped through, scattering trees where we’d sat- and providing firewood for the next ten years. 

Val and Richard had chosen their lifestyle deliberately; partly- perhaps mostly- from a longing to live among trees and animals; partly because of the early 70’s zeitgeist, the feeling (part hope) that  society might collapse and self sufficiency be necessary; but also from a deep philosophical underpinning. Both felt that most academics valued mental effort over the physical, just as they ignored physical data that might be contrary to their philosophic opinions. (This was a recurring theme of Val’s,  in for example her belief that animals and birds too had language , as anyone who had lived closely with them would understand.) Val’s choice of life was as much a blow at the Platonist mind body split, as it was  a love of that way of life itself.

Val and Richard’s book the Fight for the Forests came out of that viewpoint, too. It was a social, economic as well as philosophic rebuttal of current forestry practices, possibly the first book of such breadth ever published, and one that was to have an enormous influence on the way conservation battles would be seen and fought. 

I have never known anyone as happy as Val in those days, as we explored under the tree ferns and watched that first plumwood flowering. It was like  a Disney movie where the cartoon heroine has found true love. But this love was deeper and more fulfilling than any on the screen; not for a person, but  a place, a life, a philosophy, and all the riches that went with it. 

We had long discussions about the best way to build a house. Both of us had read the Nearing's book, Living the Good Life, though Val said it should really have been called ‘Living the Good Life with 1001 tons of Concrete.’  The Nearings outlined a simple way novices could build stone walls. Stone was cheap, too.

They chose the house plans from a book of ‘new age’ designs.    We dug the foundation trenches. The trucks delivered the concrete for the floor and footings. We worked till dark to float it all, then kept working by lamplight. By the time the final bit was smooth both Val and I were so exhausted we could only crawl on our hands and knees up to the garage, where the stew waited that I’d made the day before.

Slowly, very slowly, the walls went up. Val lugged most of them on her back, in a pack, up from the escarpment. Richard was in charge of shaping them, putting up the forms. Val, to her surprise, had found a talent – even genius- for laying stonework. Each rock in the house is placed exactly as she wished, often after two days or even three of looking and studying, of making sure the lichened side was outward, to preserve both the lichen and the integrity of the wall. And while they worked they talked. A day’s work on the house, garden, track would lead to another paper scrawled by lantern light that night.   

By now Val and Richard rarely left the mountain. We shared a mail box in Braidwood so we could  bring their mail in, and supplies. On our way out we’d take the reams of paper- often yellowed by the rainforest damp, and frequently illegible- containing the astounding amount of  work they had jointly written that week, for a secretary in the ANU Coomb’s building to decipher and type out. 

The house was finally finished- mostly. (Owner built houses are rarely quite complete.) The beams were red ironbark, discarded by the mill as too tough to cut. It took months to find the right slate for the floors, from a quarry they regarded as sustainable. Heating came from the giant fireplace- often not much heat, either. Even ‘dry’ wood is rarely dry if you live in a rainforest, and it often didn’t throw out much heat. (Val had a large collection of long johns.)  They installed a  solar system, but with eternally over optimistic ideas about how much power that would produce, too. The toilet, at least at first, was a long drop dunny . (Avoid the leeches on the way around the garage, and the tiger snake in the pots too. But it did provide a stunning view of the gliders if you took your torch at night.)

The toilet was a problem, sometimes, as the water table rose.

Even then there were the animals, that Val would increasingly share her life with later. When she met her first antechinus she bent and picked it up. ‘I wonder what this creature eats owww!’ she said, as it took a small chunk from her thumb.

We had found out. 

Val grew to love the bush rats, the black snake that took over the swimming pool. She developed what we called the ‘leech dance’- even down here, where there are few leeches, she’d unconsciously lift one foot after the other to examine the back of her legs. She learnt to ‘roll’ a leech, rubbing them in a circular motion till the heat from the friction made them drop off, rather than killing them with salt or matches. 

She tested the various fungi of the mountain by experimentation- nibble a bit with a friend who’ll check to see if you live; and at other times we used the same technique on different foods we thought might be edible in her bush and mine. 

No, I wouldn’t do it now. But we both survived the experiences. 

Then Richard went on a visiting fellowship to Canada. Val stayed on her mountain.

Their marriage foundered. It was the saddest divorce that I have ever seen, two people who still loved each other, even in their anger, two people who had produced the most extraordinary body of joint work together that Australian philosophy has ever seen. Neither was never to find an intellectual partnership like it. Both, I think, felt that particular loss until they died.

But the divorce also liberated both of them. Val lost weight (‘When I looked at the film about saving Terania Creek forest, she said 'all the bad guys were fat'.) She took up the tin whistle, and then the accordion. Her clothes became brighter, the hippydom she’d never had as an academic wife, soft fabrics, greens and purples, feathers, soft hats and long skirts. But it was hard, too. Val had a better publishing record than possibly any other contender for an academic job, except for her ex husband. But they were mostly joint papers. She had never held an academic position, or even had a PhD.

Now, in her forties, she had to begin an academic career almost at the beginning- humiliating. (Val never took humiliation well.) 

Those were our free years, too, husbands temporarily then permanently mislaid. By then I had land, and then a house (which Val helped build. A I look out the window so many of the plants are the ones we shared too, one or the other buying a plant, or growing it from seeds or cuttings, then   dividing it to give to the other). We still explored the rainforest together, finding the lyrebird nests, or to the beach or other forests. I had been sharing my life with wombats for some years when Val met Birubi, the first wombat she shared her home with. At first the phone calls began ‘he’s chewing up the bed. What should I do now?’ Later, we simply shared our growing wonder of the ‘other intelligence’ in our lives.

It is impossible to describe the joy of Val’s face as she walked in her forest. It was part of her, as she was part of it. She knew it as no one else ever could. There are few people, today, who actually live in the bush. The bush that most Australians know is modified, humanified, simplified.). Val not only lived there, she knew it with the eye of a botanist and zoologist and lover. She understood it on every level, from the physical to the philosophical.

She knew each bird in her world, not just the residents but the migrators. She knew their private lives. I remember one phone call  as both of us stared out our respective windows at male blue wrens fighting another male while the female looked on and then in both cases, at exactly the same time, the female mated with the vanquished, not the victor. Who else can you have phone sex with, about blue wrens? 

A lone woman on a mountain is vulnerable.  Val was attacked. I won’t go into details here. She fled Plumwood Mountain, terrified- her attacker promised retribution if she told the police. Val went to Kakadu, to put both physical and mental space between her and what had happened.

You all know the rest- the crocodile. Val’s triumphant survival. They said she’d never walk again, but three weeks later she limped from the hospital, carrying her pack. She worked for months, lifting a brick in a stocking, to try to rebuild her leg. I took her for her first walk into the forest, down the mountain, leaning on my shoulder.

‘This is easy!’ said Val.

It was. Then we tried to walk uphill again. The leg, which had swung down so easily, wouldn’t climb uphill. We had to lift it, step by step, the leeches inching towards us in their hundreds, drawn by the blood.

Six months later Val could roam her beloved bush again, though the injuries would continue to give trouble in various ways for the rest of her life. But she was no longer terrified of being alone (nervous, sometimes, especially of gangs of youths). Once you have outfaced a crocodile you can take anything. 

The attack also meant fame that she used deliberately, to further her philosophic ideas. The only time she allowed the story to be reprinted without the philosophy was when her car had died, and she needed a new one urgently 

By now she was a mostly vegetarian.  It began because she never had a fridge at Plumwood Mountain to keep meat cold, and because she disliked eating meat that had been harvested with cruelty. But she continued to eat her own hens and the odd trapped rabbit, until the repeated goshawk attacks made keeping hens impossible. And the only time I  served her a ‘vegetarian Christmas’ she was irradiated. “I’ve been looking forward to the meat for weeks,” she complained.

She was still a stunning,  almost instinctive cook.  I remember one lunch- served four hours later, as we had to talk about how to keep the possums off her trees first, how to stop the pool leaking, see if the Tasmannia were fruiting (we used the berries in those days instead of pepper)  and go and look for the tracks of feral pigs.  Finally Val wandered into the vegetable garden, picked baby artichokes and bandicooted tiny potatoes; stewed the together with olive oil  and winter savoury. They were perfect, one of the most vivid tastes I’ve ever had.  

There was another side to Val, too.

When someone you admire dies- especially a public figure- people tend to remake them to fit the image they’d like them to have been. Val and I often spoke about how our mutual friend Judith Wright (with whom we spent one of the best Christmases, even if- or perhaps especially when- Judith burnt the pudding) was called a ‘tireless activist’ when she was so often tired. The memory of the true Judith was subsumed.

This should not be allowed to happen to Val. Val was uncompromising. She would defend all of what other might see as her ‘faults’. She would hate her memory to be sanitised- just as she refused to allow her ‘crocodile story’ to be used  without its philosophic implications. 

Val was far too vivid to be recreated as an eco saint, a sort of Mother Theresa on her mountain.  She enjoyed being who she was enormously. She would hate to be diminished into a respectable stereotype now. 

Val didn’t to speak to me for a year, when I too tactlessly criticised her abandoning her adolescent son, already suffering the symptoms of schizophrenia, leaving him for weeks with no contact in a small flat in Canberra while my husband and I tried to get psychiatric care for him, and see that he was fed. Val refused to accept the constraints of motherhood, defending her choices both personally and philosophically.

Many remember Val in full flight yelling ‘let them starve’ at a public meeting when a forestry worker demanded to know who would feed his children if he lost his job. She meant it. ‘The world would be a lot better,’ she told me later ’if people like that were culled.’ 

She meant that, too.

Like all close friends of Val, my feeling of loss is half guilt. Val needed help, and company. And increasingly I didn’t give it to her. 

She was lonely. Plumwood Mountain was her life, her haven, and part of herself. But she knew that in choosing it she had made it difficult to share her life with other people, especially a partner. Val was forever hopeful that she might meet someone- lover, research assistant, or handyperson- who would share her life.

The calls became increasingly desperate over the years, usually about 9 o’clock or even later, and if I said I was in bed asleep she’d just say ‘oh, I won’t keep you long then. (Even when I was in intensive care in hospital the call came. ’Jackie? It’s Val here. I know you’re not well, so I won’t keep you long…’

Sometimes they were calls for help dealing with publishers, contracts, health. The pump failed, the possums ate the apples, the wombat chewed the cupboards, and the solar system had its problems. At other times the calls were just from loneliness, anguish or even paranoia. I remember the night she called, hysterical, to tell me that the publishers of her most recent book were charging over 400 pounds a copy. ‘They’re trying to stop my ideas being heard. It’s global censorship!’

‘Impossible,’ I said. ‘They’ve paid you an advance, sent out an editor to work with you. They simply wouldn’t do such a thing. ‘

‘No’, said Val. ‘They’ll have the copyright and no one will ever be able to afford to read my words...’

It took nearly two hours to calm her down, to get her to read me the publisher’s letter. She read the first paragraph, and then the second...

‘Oh,’ said Val.’ It’s a pound sign. I thought it was a four…’

Sometimes the calls would come night after night, till unable to cope, I stopped answering, or asked my husband to say I’d gone to bed. (In the words of another dear friend, Val was the only person we ever lied to, and said ‘I won’t be home.’).

Another time she rang to say she’d been bitten by a  spider. ‘It hurts and I’m feeling a bit ill. Do you think I should do something about it?’

I said ‘call an ambulance.’ (I was an hour and twenty minutes drive away). She drove herself  to hospital instead. She rang the next morning, quite annoyed. ‘They made me stay in all night. I was quite alright. A waste of time. I have a paper to finish by last Friday, too. ’ 

Val’s whole philosophic life was trying to bridge the gap between humanity and the world of ‘other’. Philosophically she was the most generous person in the world. She was also, at times, quite literally self-centred, unaware and uncaring of her effect, assuming that the work of others, especially in the conservation movement,  was ‘research assistance’ she could use.  But without that wombat like gift of self absorption and concentration she would never have done the work she did, or had the courage to take such contentious positions. She was loved by thousands of people, but drove many  close friends away. She was a friend who would give you everything, but not the one you’d call for help. Once she railed against my spending the day with another friend ‘She has a partner. It’s not fair. I need you more,’ she said.   

Other times we’d talk for hours about our respective wombats, about bird language, the concept of territory in human and other species.

I will never have a call like that again, no matter how long I live. There is no other Val in the world, with whom I can share these things, who watches and thought,  as she did, with whom I shared so much. 

I never knew which Val would be on the other end of the phone.  

We spoke three times in the last week of her life. In the first conversation I convinced her that yes, women over 65 DID have to put in a tax return. We spoke about the rainfall patterns, the changing timing of the seasons, the local indicators (the yellow tailed back cockatoo migrations, the timing of the Plumwood or E. kartzoffiana flowers) and her pet rat, who rode on her shoulder as she walked down to the gate each day. She asserted that a rat was as intelligent as a wombat, and as capable of friendship.

She was confused during the second call. I thought ‘Val is stoned again’, and was short with her; in retrospect, criminally short. I suspect now she may have had a small stroke, before the one that killed her. The third time was the day before she died. She rang to confirm that we were having lunch together in an hour’s time. I said no, I didn’t think we’d spoken of it, and I wasn’t going into town. How about next Friday? (I had a skirt I’d bought to give her, to wear when she went overseas later this year. Its shades of yellow brown, with a fringed edge. I don’t know what to do with it now. )  Thirty hours later Paul called to say she’d died.

The simpler you try to make something, the less likely it is to be  accurate. This is the case with Val. She could be the wisest and the silliest person I ever knew - and both were totally part of who she was. She was stroppy, often angry- she said her creativity came from anger, that at times she had to deliberately work up a fury to finish an article or paper. At the same time she was one of the few people you could walk with in the bush, who would simply smile, and listen, totally at peace. (On other walks her penny whistle could drive you mad.)

I know this will make many people angry. But Val would not have denied this side of herself. And  without the stroppiness, the ability to focus totally on what she held to be important, the refusal to compromise in any way whatever, Val would never have produced the things that we admire, from  the way she lived to her books and papers. Val was- Val. Let’s not forget her, or remake her. 

Val was there at every important moment of my life: the day we bought the valley where I live, the day I brought my baby home, the lunch at Café Altenberg to celebrate my divorce, the night I met the man I was to marry. We shared every Christmas for decades, though increasingly we’d celebrate that day not on the 25th, when family and other friends might be here (who had seen the difficult side of Val, and didn’t want to be here when she was) , but a day or two later.  Yet the most significant things we shared were the journeys in the bush, the conversations, the shared vision of the real world and the possible, the cuckoo’s call at 4 am, the red goshawk dropping like a demon from the sky,  the torn legs of one of Val’s chooks in its talons.  

She could build a house, maintain a chainsaw (badly), grow a garden of flowers and wonder that could feed her for weeks, speak to chooks, parrots and wombats, inspire students, write books, and change the way we think.  You could ring her and say ‘something went ‘yirriup’ and she’d tell you if it was owl, insect, or frog.  She would sit and argue with her garden gnome, Gnome Chomsky, and rescue tiger snakes from the bird netting with her hands. She was closer than a sister, and I suspect we irritated each other in the same way sisters can do, too. But like sisters, nothing either of us did drove the other away for long.  And for some reason I never saw the future without Val.

I would like to tell her I am sorry. I would like to say ‘I love you,’ which I never did, though I suspect that, at least, didn’t have to be spoken.  I would like to explain why so often I simply couldn’t cope, and pretended I was busy, or away. I won’t be at her funeral. I told myself that it was for health reasons, and yes, the shock of her death caused problems for a while. But really it’s because I can’t bear to say goodbye. 

