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Review of Trish FitzSimons, Navigating Norman Creek, Museum of Brisbane, 19 June to 11 October
2015, https://www.museumofbrisbane.com.au/whats-on/navigating-norman-creek

The Museum of Brisbane website describes this exhibition as a series of short films
by filmmaker and Griffith University academic Trish FitzSimons, but it is so much
more than this. FitzSimons achieves the difficult balancing act of analysing diverse
impacts on the waterway while at the same time evoking personal connection and
sentimental attachment to an important natural resource.

I know how difficult this is. Many years ago, as the 1990s drought was still
raging, I worked with an official from the Department of Primary Industries, a
local environmentalist and a farmer to produce an oral history of the Condamine
River. Despite being the headwaters of the Murray-Darling, the river system was
being ravaged as industrial users fought over its precious water. Our aim was
to try to cut through the politics and remind locals that a waterway is much
more than economic resource — a repository of history, a recreational resource,
a place of aesthetic enjoyment, an Indigenous place of spiritual significance, a
basis of landscape and a rich source of biodiversity. The politics, even within the
committee, was hard fought but in the end the project was completed and received
an enthusiastic reception on the Darling Downs.

Navigating Norman Creek reminds me of these difficulties. Rather than being
treated as a valued economic resource, Brisbane’s creeks have been abused as waste
systems, dammed for being obstacles to roadways and reducing space for develop-
ers, and condemned and re-channelled for flooding homes and businesses built on
natural floodplains. FitzSimons manages to tell this fraught history by drawing on
interviews with individuals who hold not just diverse, but often opposing, agendas,
yet is still able to leave viewers admiring the waterway’s scenic beauty and the
wonder that it has survived at all.

There is nonetheless a strong theme that, despite the community’s efforts at
restoration, Norman Creek cannot endure too many more assaults if we want its
ecological attributes to survive.

The exhibition comprises five short film clips with an average duration of nine
to ten minutes, able to be viewed privately on a small screen with headphones or on
large public screens in the gallery. Additionally, a number of fixed visual displays
show historic maps and photographs. My favourites are the aerial photographs
from fifty or so years ago and one from recent years showing the encroachment of
development and the loss of bushland along the creek’s length. They remind me of
the wonderful work that Dr Carla Catterall has done on the loss of bushland in
South-East Queensland — and, sure enough, she pops up on the film clip entitled
‘Creekology’, discussing the science of creek and floodplain.
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The Aboriginal history is retold by Uncle Bob Anderson, who fondly remembers
netting prawns and catching fish in abundance below the creek’s floodgates. His
stories feature as part of ‘Creekology’, which covers the tributary’s natural history.
It rises near Mt Gravatt traversing several suburbs before joining the Brisbane River
to the north. The system once supported wetlands from its headwaters to its tidal
reaches, so its birdlife and native fish were rich and diverse. It was delightful to
discover some of this has survived to be captured on film.

‘Creeks/Boats’ gives an account of the boat-building industry that developed in
the days before boats were imported. At least one boat shed survives. The rich
polished timbers and craftsmanship of past Norman Creek boat building don’t just
evoke nostalgia, but also remind us that this water system is part of a bigger marine
system of Moreton Bay.

Residents’ tales of swimming in the creek and exploring its vegetated banks are
the focus of ‘Creek Kids’. Not only do people remember the clarity of the water,
but they recall that its most northerly reaches were deep enough for the Church of
England Grammar School to have swimming lessons there at high tide.

All the work of residents’ action groups in confronting developers — especially
during the ‘greed is good’ 1980s — is captured in ‘Creek Making’. Planners, activists
and developers all agreed to be interviewed, explaining their respective visions for
the inner-city reaches. Not all was saved, but the community did succeed in having
a small part of the floodplain returned to the community, revegetated and declared
parkland.

Lastly, ‘Creek Dreamers’ deals with all those whose lives revolve around the
waterway through work or recreation and the community spirit the creek generated
in times of flood.

The overall effect is to foster appreciation of just one of the many creeks of
Brisbane’s landscape. The project was partly funded by a Helen Taylor Award for
Local History. As Helen’s children grew up on one of the Norman’s tributaries,
Ekibin Creek, and since she as an historian always sought to capture the community
spirit of places, I am sure she would be delighted to have her name associated with
this project. That it was also curated by a female academic from her old Alma
Mater, Griffith University, would also have made her proud.

Libby Connors
University of Southern Queensland

libby.connors@usq.edu.au
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