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ILLUSTRATED BOOKS

Shining visions

‘coffee-table books’, most of the books discussed in this chapter—

despite their glossiness and colourfulness—provide in-depth analysis
of almost every environmental issue of the past thirty years and often are
invaluable reference works. For example, on the Franklin dam dispute alone
there are many dazzlingly attractive books featuring the work of leading
wilderness photographers like Peter Dombrovskis and Chris Bell. Other
books in the vast genre cover all the regions of Australia—all the way from
the Great Barrier Reef to Antarctica, from the deserts of South Australia to
the wild islands which ring the antipodean continent, even examining under-
water ecologies at risk.

Hlustrated books rejoice in the glories of pristine and magnificent places,
and carefully categorise the risks and the perils in which many fragile areas
find themselves. In many of the books, just when readers thought they had
learned about almost every creature and every genus of the wild, there is a
stunning, glowing photo of something new to stimulate the imagination.

The importance of illustrated books was recognised by influential activists
like Christine Milne as pivotal in raising people’s consciousness. Milne, a
longtime member of the Tasmanian Green Independents who was largely
responsible for stopping the Wesley Vale pulp-and-paper operation at Burnie
in the late 1980s, said in 1999 that photographs such as those of the beach
at Lake Pedder before its flooding were an ‘anchor point’ in raising awareness
and became ‘symbolic of a lake that was lost’. Milne said that, apart from
their inspirational quality, such books were a valuable resource. She said they
were very important to her as a research tool and she often referred to them
when writing political speeches.!

Most people don’t go to wilderness or other remote areas under threat of
environmental damage, therefore it is especially important to present
publications of good photographic quality, backed up by informed text. An
influential wilderness photographer, R obert Rankin, has described the impor-
tance of fine illustrated books as highly significant.

Rankin—a prolific author of illustrated books as well as calendars and
bush-walking guides—in 1997 told of the logistical challenges, of the hard-
ships and of the fierce and dedicated commitment required whenever a
publication is being put together. The Brisbane-based Rankin has described
how when he’s on a major bushwalking expedition he gets up at sunrise for
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days on end, and it may take him up to a week to get into a remote area
like the wilds of south-west Tasmania. When such an area has been reached,
he may have to endure wild weather, and once even had to crawl along the
ground for fear of being blown off a ledge. All this follows at least a month
of thinking and logistical preparation.?

ANY illustrated books are highly ambitious in concept and stupendous
M in their execution, and among the most profound achievements is
Australia’s Wild Islands (1997), in which Quentin Chester and Alasdair
McGregor postulate on how the thousands of islands which surround the
Australian mainland hold many keys to the ecological survival of the conti-
nent. From the most over-developed and overly accessible of the tropical
resorts of North Queensland to the near-Antarctic and remote conditions of
Heard Island, the authors show how these far-flung places are central to our
understanding.

Between them, Chester and McGregor brought a range of disciplines to
this book and the earlier The Kimberley: Horizons of Stone (1992). Chester is
a respected chronicler of Australia’s remote regions; his book The Wild Calling
(1998) examines the ‘unusual aspects of being out in the wild’. In this book,
Chester seeks to explain what happens out in the bush rather than present a
‘how to’ book about venturing into the wild. It was part of a wider aim to
reconcile life in the city and being in the bush—and to appreciate and
experience what is there.?

Chester was born in 1957 at Blackwood in Adelaide and spent his for-
mative years in the Adelaide Hills. He developed his love of nature while
roaming around the hills in areas that were then ‘wild and woolly’ but are
now encircled by Adelaide’s urban sprawl. He regularly trekked around the
Belair National Park, which he described as one of the oldest in Australia.

While in his 20s, in useful preparation for the journeys he would undertake
with McGregor, Chester trekked to Nepal and became proficient in rock-
climbing and in leading expeditions. Chester, who had studied English and
history at the University of Adelaide, honed his prose skills by writing
brochures and catalogues for Paddy Pallin and contributing to climbing
magazines. With his brother Jonathan, a well-known adventurer, he pro-
duced The Outdoor Companion, which contained information useful for the
tasks he would undertake in such remote places as Heard Island.

McGregor and Chester set out for the wild islands and the Kimberley
because of their growing concern about many environmental issues, chief
among them the destruction of habitat and the increasing numbers of endan-
gered animals. Chester added in 1999 that they saw their collaboration as an
opportunity to take people to wonderful places they would not be able to
see for themselves, something Chester had already undertaken in his articles
for Wild magazine.

Alasdair McGregor, a Sydney artist, was bomn in 1954 and studied
architecture at the University of New South Wales. In the early 1980s he
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of course, there are the corals themselves in a splash and explosion of con-
trasting colours.

HE significance of illustrated books in awakening and kindling the

nation’s consciousness towards ecological issues has been stressed by
environmentally aware photographers and commentators. It is vital to make
as many people aware of what the wilderness is, says Robert Rankin, who
sees his own work as an extension of his great interest in exploring wild
areas. Rankin regards the advantages of exposing the wilderness to as wide a
readership as possible as outweighing any intrusion by cameras and crew.

‘Am [ being in any way destructive in advertising the wild places?” he
asked in 1997. ‘I don’t think that on balance I am, because if I didn’t take
my photographs I can’t whip up enthusiasm for protest against the increasing
encroachments on the wilderness.’*®

Rankin, who has made numerous science documentaries with the ABC,
said his aim was to extend information about the wilderness, not to withhold
it—and above all he aimed at accuracy. He said illustrated books had played
a role in pushing green issues into mainstream thinking and he noted that as
a result ‘all political parties now address these issues’.

At the same time, Rankin noted that it was very difficult to maintain the
rage about environmental destruction. He said an intensity had built up
between the campaigns for Lake Pedder and the Franklin but after that a
war-weariness had set in with ‘much of the passion gone’—and illustrated
books were one way to keep informing the public who could then vividly
see for themselves what was to be lost.

Rankin wistfully noted in 1997 that a major pictorial work was needed
to depict what was at stake in the Port Hinchinbrook tourist development
in North Queensland because, unlike at the Franklin River where an entire
landscape was conspicuously at risk, at the Hinchinbrook Channel it is
perceived that just the dugongs are endangered and the issues are usually
presented in a simplistic fashion.

The significance of spreading the environmental messages through means
such as illustrated books is seen in the political realities of Tasmania, as
described by Christine Milne. In 1998 she failed to be re-elected to State
Parliament as the major parties, in an effort to eliminate ‘minor’ parties such
as the Green Independents, lifted the quota requirement for winning a seat
from 12.5 to 16.5 per cent of the vote. Three of Tasmania’s four Green
Independents thereby lost their seats, and spreading the green message outside
of the mainstream political system assumed greater significance.

The last word on the importance of illustrated books is best left to the
feisty Nancy Cato, who in 1990 defined the importance of fighting for what
was worth preserving: ‘Once people stop fighting for the environment, the
country’s finished, the world’s finished, we’re all finished.’®
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