MINUTES OF A MEETING OF THE TASMANIAN HISTORICAL RESEARCH ASSOCIATION HELD IN THE ROYAL SOCIETY ROOM, TASMANIAN MUSEUM AND ART GALLERY ON TUESDAY 9 AUGUST 2011 AT 8PM.

Present: The President, Caroline Homer, in the chair and about 65 members and friends.

Minutes: The minutes of the previous meeting were read, and approved as a true record.

Business: The President referred to the forthcoming activities concerned with the Association’s sixtieth anniversary. She remarked also that today TAHO had put on line an extensive and engrossing series of photographs from the Weekly Courier.

Speaker: The President introduced Ian Terry, vice-president of the Association and Senior Curator of History, Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery. His subject was ‘:A Question of Values”: An oral history of the Gordon-below-Franklin debate.
Mr Terry began by remarking that the issue concerned not only divided Tasmanian society in the early 1980s but had national and even global import. Aware of this, TMAG had resolved to record the issue through artefacts, documents, and oral interview. The latter had been his own particular concern. The aim was to provide a systematic overview, drawing from a wide range of participants in the blockade of the Gordon, intended to foil the HEC’s intent to build a dam there. So far he had interviewed 16 people. He began with reference to Johnson Dean, who had canoed on the river so early as 1951. More historically significant was the like venture of Bob Brown in the mid-1970s, the natural beauty of the Gordon profoundly affecting him, and so contributing to establishment of the Tasmanian Wilderness Society soon after. It was the Wilderness Society that in late 1981 began planning for a blockade, a most formidable logistic exercise. Enthusiasts for the cause rallied; there was a radical edge, comprising the ‘movement for a new society’. The general motivation was belief in equality, non-violence, and civic rights such as had prevailed in international crusades from the 1960s. Fervour often rose high. Meetings to achieve consensus on tactical moves could go on for hours, amidst rain and dark. ‘Affinity groups’ of six-to-eight people were formed, to train in non-violent action and provide quasi-familial bonds. Nevertheless the movement had divisions, most evident between local Tasmanians and some interstate people, characteristically more militant, and confident of their superior organising skills Women were extremely active in blockade organising, and such as Pam (now Lilith) Waud, Lisa Yeates, and Helen Cushing had been among the most responsive people interviewed. One of these remembers thinking of young men among her associates as counterpart ‘Lords of the Ring’. Already while the blockade was in progress there was realisation of its potential to inspire, art, writing, music, film.


The blockade entailed danger, and it was remarkable that no serious accident occurred. In some measure this resulted from relations that developed with the police. A scenario developed whereby the protestors would protest, media take their shots, that material be taken away for despatch to the cities, while police moved in and made arrests. Within the police there was division between supporters and opponents of the dam. Even for opponents however the experience was often positive, giving new experience and a different kind of people to meet. Tony Mulder was an ex-police interviewee of particular value.


Mr Terry gave further attention to Bob Brown and the values he represented. In counter-point he reported the views of Chris Rackham, an HEC engineer especially involved with the proposed dam. Rackham ever has maintained that the dam would have benefited Tasmania. He stressed the ineptitude of the ‘Hydro’ in managing the media, especially by contrast with the expertise displayed by the Wilderness Society. Generally former HEC people had shown little interest in being interviewed.

Throughout there were displayed on-screen relevant documents and artefacts, most of them gathered by TMAG. After several questions, the President thanked Mr Terry for a most interesting address, especially applauding TMAG’s good judgment in having this crucial event so recorded. The meeting closed at 9:15pm.

Michael Roe for Secretary                                                              Caroline Homer, President.
