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on an afternoon in the desert winter, I stood 
not far from the base of Mount Leisler, near 

the border of the Northern Territory and Western 
Australia. Amid sandplain country of spinifex 
and mulga, Mount Leisler, the highest peak of the 
Kintore Range, is a tor of red rock with one sheer 
face. At its base, following drainage lines that must 
cascade during rain, are bloodwood trees and 
grasslands. Grasses caught the lowering light, fine 
and bleached wheat-blonde. I’d never seen such 
native grasses – a stretch of woodland in this arid 
environment, alive with an array of seed heads and 
panicles.

We were looking for a campsite in the abrupt 
silence left after the engine noise that had filled 
our ears for the past hours had ceased. We waded 
through whorls of grass, low tussocks shaped in a 
twist of fine strands. Unlike the spinifex that covers 
about two-thirds of the central Australian area, these 
were soft, pliable, and gave with a whispery rustle 
at our shins. Olive, twelve months old and new to 
walking, squatted to touch the wispy leaves.

This was my third trip back. I was reading about 
exploration and settlement of the region, and how 
the arid landscape has been perceived. As a visitor, 
and a novelist, I kept wanting to see the country 
again, to walk about in it, and come to know it 
physically as well as on the page. I hadn’t planned 
to write about grasses, but before driving out west 
I’d stayed with a botanist friend in Alice Springs and 
he had drawn my attention to the vulnerability of 
desert plants. I wanted to think about the environ-
mental as well as cultural history of the place, and 
grasses tell one story of that conjoined history.

This, at least, was the more formal explanation 
– but I was also seduced by the desert’s austerity and 
spare lines, tempting interpretation as pure nature, 
too harsh and unruly to be harnessed to prosaic 
economic purposes, as if existing only as itself.

Next morning we would head south down the 
Sandy Blight Junction Road, in places little more 
than a set of wheel ruts with spinifex bunched in 
between. This desert track travels 400 kilometres 
before reaching the first main intersection. It passes 
over ridges covered in smooth round stones that 
slip and grind under the tyres; it brushes through 
thickets of mulga, or winds among rises and falls 
of dune country. The flats between sand crests are 
interspersed with dark-trunked desert oaks. We 
carried spare tyres, jerry cans of fuel, fifty litres of 
water, and a satellite phone just in case.

One of the first white people to visit this part of 
the Western Desert was William Henry Tietkens, 
leader of an expedition that travelled west of Alice 
Springs, then south to Lake Amadeus in 1889. Be-
fore white settlement, the area was occupied by a 
group of Aboriginal people known as the Pintupi. 
In a series of relocations, mainly between the 1930s 
and 1960s, Pintupi people moved eastward away 
from their own country. Then, with the growth 
of the ‘outstation’ movement during the 1970s, 
they began to go back west to establish sites now 
renowned for their Aboriginal painters. Looking 
back on this piece of desert landscape, it now seems 
inscribed with complex passages of leave-takings, 
home-comings and journeyings.

Tietkens approached by camel from the east, 
and in his first glimpse of the range, he saw a “no-
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ble-looking bluff”. Many expeditions at the time 
were sponsored by pastoral interests hoping to find 
grazing lands or gold or other valuable minerals. 
Tietkens approached Mount Leisler (named by 
him) with high hopes of “important discoveries” 
and “better grassed and more hospitable country” 
than the “monotony” of sandhill country he’d 
just passed through. In his journal, the word grass 
reverberates with hope and expectation, followed 
most often by bitter disappointment. The Kintore 
Range (also named by him) proves no exception. 
Tietkens discovered that it was both waterless and 
grassless, except for the one small patch that I now 
stand on at the base of Mount Leisler. Of the na-
tive grasses which I’d so admired as we searched 
for our campsite he wrote, “here there was a small 
area covered with bloodwood trees and very beau-
tiful grass.” He marked the spot by carving his 
initials and date, May 1889, into the trunk of one 
of the bloodwoods – traces of which still remain. 
This seems a small marvel. Almost 120 years later, 
despite widespread environmental change wrought 
by settlement and colonisation, the “very beautiful 
grasses” continue to thrive.

Scarcity of feed and water means the country has 
never been much used for grazing. Early explorers 
such as Tietkens, with their emphasis on “dreary 
wastes”, discouraged the establishment of stations 
in the region during early settlement. From the 
1870s to the 1890s cattle stations were set up on 
the periphery of the Western Desert. Pastoralism 
occurred here late because of the distance from 
major population centres, and the lack of transport 
routes and other infrastructure. The region further 
west of the Western MacDonnell Ranges was not 
considered good livestock country. A cattle station 
was established in the Haasts Bluff area (east of 
the Kintore Range) for a few years around 1911. 
In 1940 the government bought back the lease and 
created a new Haasts Bluff reserve in response to 
concerns about increasing numbers of Aboriginal 
people from the Western Desert moving eastward to 
stations, missions, missionary outposts, and towards 
Alice Springs. In 1941 a ration depot was set up 
south of the Haasts Bluff range, run by Hermanns-
burg mission and subsidised by the government. 
During the 1940s bores were sunk on the reserve 
so that livestock could be run at the depot. Later, 
people from Haasts Bluff were moved to the new 
government settlement of Papunya.

More recently, cattle have been put on Haasts 
Bluff trust land. Feral animals such as camels, hors-
es, donkeys, cats and foxes are common. Camels are 
currently of particular concern, with their numbers 
increasing exponentially. The first evidence I saw of 
them was their tracks close to Papunya – dinner-
plate sized, perfectly imprinted into flour-soft red 
sand on the roadside. We stopped the car to look 
more closely at vein-like patterns in the leathery 
texture of their soles, each foot shaped like a pair 
of kidneys. Everywhere we stopped, camel tracks 
and pads abounded. A day or two later we saw 
our first group of camels, bringing Olive into the 
front seat as she pointed in excitement. Soon these 
encounters became regular. Once, as we walked 
through the bush, a bull camel made deep throaty 
noises nearby, watching our every move. On other 
occasions we came across wild horses and donkeys, 
and saw cat tracks in the dunes.

W.C. Gosse reports tracking three escaped 
bullocks close to Haasts Bluff during his 1873 
expedition: “They are three that were lost from 
Alice Springs just before we arrived there, and were 
always supposed to have made down the country.” 
Since their escape, the bullocks had travelled around 
300 kilometres west. Domestic pets were also on 
the loose. In 1897 a gold prospecting party led by 
Carnegie passed through the Winneke Hills, west of 
the Kintore Range, and met two Aboriginal women 
with a dead black cat – “we … surprised two gins 
hunting, and, among their spoils of the chase, were 
astonished to see a common domestic black cat … 
just killed.” Anthropological studies have shown 
that cats were important in the diet of Aboriginal 
people still living ‘traditional’ lifestyles in the West-
ern Desert during the twentieth century.

Damage wrought by feral species is damningly 
referred to by anthropologist T.G.H. Strehlow, who 
worked extensively with the Pintupi’s southern 
neighbours, the Aranda. He recollects the older 
people lamenting environmental change:

“Our country has been turned into a desert by the 
senseless whites,” many of the older Aranda used to 
tell me … as they pointed to a land sadly reduced 
from its former state of fertility by years of unprec-
edented drought and overstocking, and by millions 
of introduced rabbits. They commented bitterly 
on the swift destruction of the natural food plants 
and the almost complete extinction of many of the 
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formerly abundant species of marsupials, and said 
sadly – “The old men [who] knew how to summon 
the rain clouds, how to create the animals, and how 
to keep the country green, are dead now; and our 
land is dying too”.

During my early visits to central Australia I’d been 
familiar with stories of feral animals and their impact. 
But it wasn’t until conversations in Alice Springs that 
I became aware of problems posed to native plants 
by an introduced species named buffel grass.

I stayed with a botanist friend who has painstak-
ingly removed buffel grass from his twenty-acre 
property. If you were to pass this property by car, 
you would barely notice the regenerated vegetation, 
and it isn’t until you wander on foot that a subtlety 
begins to reveal itself to eyes unaccustomed to arid 
zone vegetation. This is what’s known as ‘ironwood 
country’ dominated by a type of acacia (Acacia 
estrophiolata), the soil relatively fertile river flat. I 
went along the fence line: buffel on one side, absent 
on the other. Being winter, the buffel was dormant 
and grey, creating a dense groundcover that looks 
like deposits of weathered straw. It lay about in 
hummocks and heaps. The property without buffel 
had a minimal look with pale orange-pink soil creat-
ing intervals between delicate weeping canopies of 
ironwoods and bleached groundcovers that at first 
seem a messy tangle of dry stalks and tough foliage. 
I wandered slowly about, noticing more detail as 
I went – fine sprawling creepers; compact nubs of 
blue-green leaves studded with tiny red berries; hakea 
in flower, with fissured bark like groves of old cork 
trees I’d once seen in Spain; other forms of acacia in 
among the ironwood; numerous groundcovers with 
a variety of elaborate and intricately formed barbs, 
hooks and prickles bleached to pale yellow-golds and 
off-whites; everlasting flowers which had died back, 
their papery petals intact. Next door, on the other 
side of the wire fence, none of this delicacy remained. 
Instead the ground seemed smothered by heaps of 
grey fallen tussocks that stood at knee-height, densely 
stacked together. My friend estimated that over 120 
native species had re-established themselves with 
the buffel’s removal, but it would take a trained eye 
to identify such diversity, much of which exists at 
ground level – small unobtrusive plants.

I began to see buffel everywhere, grey wads 
inhibiting what I now knew was an entirely differ-
ent plant community. Once I recognised the grass 

I couldn’t stop seeing it, my eye searching it out, 
and searching out its absence too. Whenever I saw 
its dense infestations – of which there were many, 
not only in ironwood country – I couldn’t help 
but lament the loss of delicate compositions of 
groundcovers and creepers interspersed across their 
backdrop of bare pale orange-pink soil.

No-one knows how long native seeds can remain 
viable, unable to germinate in the monoculture buf-
fel creates. My friend estimated that on his prop-
erty, seeds of the 120 species that had managed to 
re-establish themselves may have lain dormant for 
as long as ten years: an astonishing return to life. 
The concept of regeneration, so commonplace in 
relation to a range of environmental issues, takes 
on new meaning: seeds lying in the soil with their 
potential locked in them, waiting for the return of 
optimum conditions.

As we drove west from Alice Springs towards 
the Kintore Range and Mount Leisler, passing vastpassing vast 
stretches of buffel, with horizons opening beforehorizons opening before 
and behind us, I couldn’t help wondering what 
other kinds of seeds were waiting in these expanses, 
a potential landscape beneath the visible one. I kept 
watching for shifts in the landscape. When Olive 
began to tire, we pulled off by the road and followed 
a drainage line to some fine-filtered shade beneath 
a mature acacia. The creek bed was dry, filled with 
deep drifts of coarse-grained sand that for Olive 
was like a huge sandpit. Compared to the pale soils 
of the ironwood country, this was vivid orange-red. 
We sank our feet into it, warm at the surface and 
cool beneath, and ate lunch.

We wandered further from the road, away from 
the creek bed onto sand flats. No buffel. There were 
stands of a tall grass, a perennial locally known as 
Mitchell grass (Astrebla pectinata), and another 
perennial resembling wild oats, seed heads inter-
leaving like parquetry, and fine, almost spiky, leaves 
(locally known as woollybutt, Erogrostis eriopda). 
Out here in the desert, these bountiful looking seeds 
suggest the origins of agriculture. I began collecting 
samples in clip-seal bags, some with long exuberant 
curling fronds of leaves, others wiry and open, and 
many kinds of seed heads – feathery, plumed, and 
all, at least at this time of year, bleached and pale 
and catching the sun.

Once we had rested for a while, we continued 
for Kintore where we planned to buy more fuel. 
This would be our last stop for 500 kilometres. 
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We’d calculated how many litres we needed, with 
extra jerry cans in case of emergencies. When we’d 
pulled in to the community and found the general 
store, the storekeeper told us to come back the 
next morning. A new concrete slab had just been 
poured around the fuel pump and he was waiting 
for it to dry. We checked our maps, and decided 
to find Mount Leisler where, until then, we hadn’t 
intended to camp.

Our transit permit, issued by the Central Land 
Council (CLC) to allow us to travel through Abo-
riginal land, stipulated that camping was only per-
mitted in an emergency and no further than thirty 
metres from the roadside: “Access to rocky outcrops 
or hills is not permitted under any circumstances.” 
When I’d picked up the authorised document from 
the CLC office, a lawyer came into the foyer. “For 
Aboriginal people,” he told us, “the whole landscape 
is sacred, not just bits of it. You can’t just walk 
around wherever you want.”

Later, someone said, “That’s the official line that 
comes from Alice Springs. When you’re out there, 
if you just explain what you’re doing, no-one will 
mind.” With an almost empty tank we had little 
choice: we didn’t have enough fuel to backtrack, and 
didn’t know anyone on the community to stay with. 
We set up within thirty metres of the roadside, as 
directed, and well away from Mount Leisler itself.

I’d wanted to travel the Sandy Blight Junction 
Road, in part to trace anthropologist and biologist 

Donald Thomson’s 1963 journey, and to see the 
country for myself. But, as we camped, this seemed 
a vicarious form of research, retracing another 
visitor’s steps, absorbing the mood of the land. Our 
plans to visit the art centre at Blackstone where 
Aboriginal artists make functional and sculptural 
objects from woven desert grasses also seemed tenu-
ous. I’d been told some of the women artists didn’t 
want to be contacted because of a recent death, 
and because they were sick of talking about their 
work. I was also told many people would be out on 
a three-week commemorative walk, acknowledging 
the hand-back of Warlu rockhole years earlier.

“But you should still go,” said the director of 
Tjanpi, a weaving enterprise in Alice Springs. “The 
art centres encourage people to come through. The 
artists want to make sales.” At least I would be able 
to see some of the work, and something of the place 
where it is made. I was interested to learn more 
about this use of grasses, people drawing income 
(even if limited) from a freely available resource, 
their works circulating beyond their own communi-
ties and into the public domain. At the same time, I 
wasn’t sure if we would be intruding.

At the base of Mount Leisler, we decided on our 
campsite, beneath one of the bloodwood trees where 
the grasses thinned and gave way to liver-red gravel 
and stones surfaced with a metallic sheen. Once the 
tent was up and a fire lit, we wandered about, wad-
ing through the grasses and back out onto the track 

Curly wire grass
Top and above: mixture of woolly oat grass 
and bunched kerosene grass
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towards some forty-four gallon drums and a white 
post we’d seen on the way in. The Sandy Blight 
Junction Road – the track near our campsite – was 
built by surveyor Len Beadell and his construction 
team in 1960. Beadell was authorised by the Weap-
ons Research Establishment to establish a network 
of roads from Woomera in South Australia to the 
northern coast of Western Australia between Port 
Hedland and Broome. This is such recent history. 
And there is something about recent history that 
speaks pressingly.

The roads were part of the second phase of de-
velopment of the Woomera Range, a testing ground 
for guided missile research established jointly by 
the British and Australian governments, and first 
publicly announced in 1946. For the first time this 
desert would be opened up to vehicles, a process 
surrounded in controversy because it would mean 
contact with Aborigines who’d had little or no 
involvement with white settlement. As late as the 
1960s, this was a ‘last frontier’.

Beadell wrote a series of popular accounts of 
his role as road-maker. For him, Mount Leisler 
was a landmark to work north towards, a “striking 
shape” amid sandhills and salt lakes that reminded 
him of “great jagged icebergs”, coloured a similar 
blue: “Then and there I determined that my road 
would pass as close to this spot as was practicable, 
not only for the convenience of later surveyors … 
but also to bring such majestic scenery within easy 
reach of any future travellers.”

At the base of Mount Leisler, Beadell discovered 
the remnants of Tietkens’ blaze in the bloodwood 
tree, peeling back a seventy-year-old layer of bark 
to uncover an intact T 5/89 carved into the trunk. 
He was carrying Tietkens’ journal with him, and 
followed its directions to locate the bloodwood tree, 
speculating that he must be the first white man to 
stand on this site since Tietkens himself. He then 
erected his own signpost and aluminium plaque 
to acknowledge Tietkens and decided to direct the 
bulldozer blade alongside this doubly inscribed 
historical site. Neither Tietkens nor Beadell had any 
hesitation in climbing to the top of Mount Leisler.

For Beadell, road-making was not simply 
functional. The new roads would be used by the 
Weapons Research Establishment to place instru-
ments, to conduct surveys for satellite tracking 
stations, impact areas and target areas. But for 
him, road construction – the choice of certain lines 

through the landscape – was also an altruistic and 
even aesthetic endeavour. He prided himself on the 
straightness of his roads, the framing of particular 
landmarks, and access to ‘points of interest’. Over 
the years, he constructed a network of roads 6437 
kilometres long.

In 1963, just three years after the Sandy Blight 
Junction Road had been bulldozed into existence, 
Thomson also camped at the base of Mount Leisler 
which he describes as “a stark headland that jutted 
over the desert towards the east … rising 1462 feet 
above the surrounding plain”. He complains that 
someone has disfigured Tietkens’ tree with a patch 
of white paint. (Beadell speaks often and fondly of 
the pot of white paint he keeps in the cabin of his 
vehicle.) Thomson too carried Tietkens’ journal 
with him, but makes no mention of the grasses, nor 
of Beadell’s marker. During Thomson’s visit heavy 
rain falls, as it had when Tietkens was there, leading 
him to commiserate with Tietkens at the “mournful 
cadences” of wind which:

as alternately they pass gently and mournfully by 
the mountain over us, and in other moods of fury 
and rage they scream and roar around its rugged, 
weather-beaten cliffs, do not cheer us in our present 
situation.

Once the weather clears and, finally, Tietkens can 
make his departure, he likens Mount Leisler to 
a “lighthouse at sea” operating as a “beacon of 
warning … [to] the future traveller to avoid its dry 
and waterless surroundings”. The proliferation of 
marine metaphors that surround Mount Leisler is 
striking: headland, icebergs, lighthouse.

And it was true: the sheer faces of rock above our 
campsite caught and created quite different patterns 
of airflow to those below, so that while we sat in 
the still evening, I could hear a rush of wind ebbing 
and swelling high above that continued through the 
night as I woke now and then. It was a sound not 
dissimilar to the soughing of air through pine trees 
or casuarinas.

In Kintore the following morning, the new slab 
at the base of the fuel pump was dense with graf-
fiti that had been etched into the concrete while it 
was still wet. As the storekeeper filled our tank, we 
discussed the recent introduction of Opal petrol. 
“It’s made a huge difference,” he said. “The sniffing 
has pretty much disappeared.”

My partner commented on how rapidly the graf-
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fiti had appeared. “The little bastards, they can’t 
leave anything alone,” the storekeeper said, refasten-
ing the padlock on the metal cage surrounding the 
pump. In the background an old woman crossed a 
bare piece of ground between the store and a row of 
houses, trailed by numerous dogs. The dogs erupted 
into a snarl of fighting and high-pitched yelps. The 
man went across with a tired unhurried gait, thin 
and hunched bonily at the shoulders, throwing 
stones to break up the dogs.

“Okay,” he said, leading us into the store in the 
same tired way.

In Alice Springs I went to see Jo Foster, then direc-
tor of Tjanpi, the enterprise which fosters weaving 
projects. Tjanpi is a Ngaanyatjarra word meaning 
‘grass’. They pay weavers cash upfront for anything 
they produce, and provide an outlet for work from 
remote communities in a vast area straddling the 
borders of the Northern Territory, Western Aus-
tralia and South Australia.

I asked Foster what kinds of grasses the women 
use to make their baskets and sculpture. In the 
earlier stages of the weaving movement, which 
began in the mid-1990s, woollybutt (wanganu/
wangarnu) was often used. This was the grass I’d 
seen on my travels, with parquetry-like seed heads. 
She said it was traditionally ground to make a kind 
of damper. Later, in a Museum Victoria archive, 
I found a series of Thomson photos of an old 
woman grinding woollybutt seeds in an elaborate 
sequence, using different sized grinding stones and 
coolamons for winnowing, depending on the stage 
of preparation. Many weavers now prefer another 
grass, softer and more flexible, known as minarri 
or minyerri. One of the better-known fibre artists, 
Kantjupayi Benson, had told Foster that minarri 
was traditionally used to weave a kind of spoon 
for feeding young children.

Unlike the painting industry, which often relies 
on arts advisors as intermediaries and for materi-
als, weavers have direct access to grasses. Desert 
grasses are free and have their own history of use 
– as woven hair coils for balancing objects such 
as water containers on the head, bark sandals and 
hair string skirts or face coverings for modesty and 
ceremonial purposes. According to Foster, with 
the activity of collecting grasses, and the practice 
of weaving, women weavers feel they are ‘bosses’ 
of the grass.

Basket weaving was introduced to central 
Australia in the mid-1990s by Thisbe Purich who, 
then employed by the Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara 
Yankunytjatjara Women’s Council, worked closely 
with the women from the start. According to Pu-
rich’s account, from the first informal workshop, 
women developed their own techniques and wanted 
to produce works for sale. Word passed from com-
munity to community, and they experimented with 
shapes, forms and materials, including wool, raffia 
and feathers as well as grass. The works were port-
able and durable, and could be worked on anywhere 
at any time – in camp, while travelling – rather 
than in the set structures of art centres. Over a 
number of years the popularity of weaving proved 
it did not require non-Indigenous infrastructures, 
especially non-Indigenous arts coordinators in each 
community. Over time, different communities and 
regions have developed distinctive approaches to 
their weaving.

In weaver Jennifer Mitchell’s own words:

When we go out to get tjanpi we fill the car up 
tjitji and minyma, all the family mob, and put in 
our digging stick, shovel, wira, wana, some water, 
wiya jarra, sugar, tea leaf, pannikin or milk tin or 
something, and little bit of mai [food] and we are 
ready, and we get excited, and the kids get excited 
too; and papa [dog] and all come. We love to get out 
bush. We love to go for a ride and to feel the country 
shaking us and to think about what we might find. 
We know we’ll get some tjanpi but who knows what 
else we might get in that tjanpi place. We might look 
around for tinka or maku or dig up some shining 
honey ants or it might be urunpa season. We like to 
spend time with family in country and show the little 
ones the different foods to get and family places to 
look after. We like to walk around in our country, 
feel it. The country is walytja [family] for us.

One of the better-known works produced is 
Tjanpi Grass Toyota, a life-size Toyota made from 
panels of woven grass. It won the Telstra National 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art Award in 
2005. It’s a collaborative work, with up to twenty 
people having worked on it at varying levels of 
involvement. But it is largely conceived and di-
rected by Kantjupayi Benson. It has a playful air. 
I have only seen reproductions of the piece, which 
depicts something of the desire that Mitchell voices 
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so unexpectedly, “to go for a ride and to feel the 
country shaking us”.

Foster explained that an earlier work, a five-me-
tre-wide basket commissioned by World Expo and 
exhibited in Hanover in 2000, had been damaged 
beyond repair as the exhibition was disassembled. 
In response, the women wanted to make something 
durable and strong, something large-scale in grass 
that could withstand anything. As we talked, Foster 
and I were sitting in Tjanpi’s main office, which is 
where the woven products are sold, in a building 
towards the outskirts of Alice Springs.

The whole room was scented with dry grass, like 
a haystack, or lawn clippings. Along one wall was a 
set of floor-to-ceiling shelves packed full of woven 
baskets stacked into one another. Some were plain 
grass, others had bands of brightly coloured raffia 
among neutral grass tones. In the adjoining room 
were sculptures – birds, people, lizards, dogs. Lots 
of dogs. Some of the lizards were bound together 
with thin strands of wire which had been salvaged 
by one woman from the rubber of old tyres dumped 
at the tip – “tyre wire”, she called it. I hadn’t realised 
how literal the term ‘steel radials’ is.

While we were talking an old Aboriginal woman 
came in with a younger woman and a child. The old 
woman had made some necklaces from seed caps, 
seeds and nuts strung together, and the younger 
woman said that she wanted to sell them. Foster 
took the necklaces and examined them. “How 
beautiful are these!” she said, turning in part to 
me. Then she said to the younger woman, “But 
she needs to thread them on elastic.” She pointed 
to the strands of red cotton holding the necklaces 
together. “This will break,” she said. “You can find 
elastic at Kmart, and then bring them back to me.” 
A conversation went on between the two women, 
with the younger woman then insisting to Foster 
that they wanted to sell the necklaces. Eventually 
Foster paid the old woman for a few, and told her 
to bring the rest back. Once they were gone, Foster 
explained that she’d never seen these women before. 
Some of the weavers had become regulars and were 
prolific, developing distinctive styles of work sought 
after by collectors and curators. Others came in once 
or twice, and were never seen again.

I picked up one of the necklaces, different shapes 
and textures arranged carefully against one another, 
found objects turned to aesthetic purpose. The situ-
ation seemed complex – far more complex than my 

outsider’s understanding of it. Here was someone 
who needed cash so badly that they were thread-
ing together fallen seed caps. According to Foster, 
the women use the money to pay bus fares or buy 
food. I went round the shop, handling the baskets, 
some broad with bands of hot pink and lime green 
and black. Others were plain and small, their sides 
tapering inward, almost nest-like.

“Do the weavers ever use buffel grass for their 
work?”

Jo laughed. “No, it’s too brittle. But wouldn’t that 
be great! The buffel problem solved by a whole lot 
of grass weavers.”

A few weeks later I went back to buy some bas-
kets and noticed that the necklaces threaded on red 
cotton were still arranged for sale near the till. The 
women, it seemed, had never returned.

Once we’d refuelled at Kintore we had to retrace 
our steps past Mount Leisler, past Beadell’s alumini-
um plaque nailed to its white post, and what I took 
to be the remains of Tietkens’ tree, now a fallen log 
lying on its side, hollowed out by termites. Past rusted 
forty-four gallon drums that must have been used 
for fuel on someone’s expedition back in the 1960s. 
Beyond these remains, the grasses come back into 
view. We stopped the car and I bent to pick a sample 
of the low-whorled tussocks of grass, and placed it in 
a clip-seal bag among my growing collection.

Australia’s deserts were disparaged as barren 
wastelands during early settlement, but are now 
recognised as an important part of the world’s 
drylands. Botanists in central Australia are currently 
collecting desert seeds for a worldwide seed bank, 
named Millennium Seed Bank Project (MSBP). 
The MSBP is developed and managed by the Seed 
Conservation Department at the Royal Botanic 
Gardens, Kew (UK), and one of its aims is to “collect 
and conserve 10 per cent of the world’s seed-bear-
ing flora (some 24 000 species), principally from 
the drylands”. Such an archive of species points 
to a growing importance of the role of humans in 
maintaining biodiversity. As I paused to admire the 
grasses that have survived since Tietkens’ time, I 
thought of their seeds stored in Kew, and tried to im-
agine what kind of future they might encounter.

saskia Beudel is the author of the novel Borrowed Eyes. 
Her essays have appeared in Best Australian Essays 
2006, Heat and Australian Humanities Review. Further 
information on Tjanpi desert weavers can be found at 
<www.tjanpi.com.au>.




