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This is my story of the creation of a 
garden juxtaposed with the surrounding 
untamed botanical wonderland of far south 
Tasmania. For 20 years, I grew this garden 
in Lune River, turning a button-grass hillside 
into a verdant acre of food, fruit and flower. 
Digging and working, getting strong and 
sunburned, I would stretch and look out 
past the tannin-stained waters of the Lune 
River to Adamson’s Peak and Mt La Perouse, 
rising from the World Heritage Area, and 
marvel at the stark timeless beauty of it all.

My garden1 was 10 kilometres from the type 
locality (a scientifically distinct region) of 
Recherche Bay and the historically significant 

French Garden heritage site, a garden planted by 
Felix Delahaye in 1792. The area’s heritage has 
spurred and informed my environmental activism 
to this day.
In 1791, two scientific research ships under the 
command of Rear-Admiral Bruni d’Entrecasteaux 
sailed from Brest in France in search of the great 
maritime hero La Perouse. They did not find 
him. Their amicable encounter with the Palawa 
people of Recherche Bay – the Lyluequonny – 
and the many collections of botany, zoology and 
language that came from this peaceful visit form 
a remarkable story. It is one of a brief, trusting 
exchange between the two cultures before the 
ensuing British colonialism devastated Palawa 
society and culture. It is also a story of amassing 
an important scientific collection that helped 

A wild garden in remote Tasmania
In the footsteps of Labillardière 
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to inform a groundswell of popular support in a 
campaign more than 200 years later to protect the 
cultural landscape of Recherche Bay.

Resilient gardening
Walking and plant collecting while singing freely 
is a rich theme in my life. I returned to Tasmania 
in 1991, marking my transition from a life focused 
on song as a member of the a’capella group 
Arramaieda, singing songs of social justice and 
sense of place. Arramaieda was groundbreaking, 
original and deeply satisfying – but song is voiced 
and then it’s gone; it is ephemeral. I desired to use 
my hands, to put myself to work to create a home: 
to do something physical, tangible, practical.

I chose to go from one of the biggest cities in the 
world to one of the most isolated regions. My 
partner Laurie and I built a rustic dwelling with 
new and salvaged materials; we lived off the grid. 
The button-grass slope was virgin, acidic, peaty 
quartzite, among dolerite outcrops, the natural flora 
atop the shallow soil reflecting the different geology 
beneath. Wherever I dug in the button-grass soil, 
the land would be forever changed. I saw this as 
an enormous responsibility, knowing native species 
would be eclipsed in areas of cultivation. Water 
management was another constant duty with the 
sandy free-draining soil.

The garden soil was first enriched with a layer cake 
of organic raw materials, into which we planted 
pears, plums, apple trees, olives, berries, currants, 
herbs – making raised beds for veggies and 
planting fruit trees into bottomless apple crates. 
A gardener from way back, I know that healthy 
soil is the secret and that weeds are inevitable. 
We gathered seaweed in big feed bags for use as 
a top mulch. I’ll never forget our later garlic crop, 
a marching battalion of spears, pushing up through 
the soil, through this salad mix of seaweed, crystal-
edged with frost in the moonlight.

Huge winds are a torment in far south Tasmania, 
with prevailing westerlies, fierce north-westerlies, 
wet southerlies and gentle, foggy easterlies. 
Come spring, these winds would strip blossoms 
and break branches that I’d worked so hard to 
protect. I learned how to bottle all my fruit and 
vegetables, pickles and chutneys. Nothing was 
wasted and the harvest was busy. Even on a hot 
day, standing over a hot woodfired stove, the 
resulting bottles of summer sunshine held promise 
for the cold winter.

1 My story intersects with others in two families, acting as joint custodians of the 45 hectares of Lune River land;   
all are creative people with a special synchronicity. Recognition is gratefully given to my ex-partner Laurie Fraser ;  
my sister-in-law Wren Fraser Cameron, author of The Oyster Girl; and her husband David Cameron, a highly regarded 
marine scientist and amateur botanist.

A B C My Lune River garden on the button-grass hillside 
  in 1991 or 1992, photos Laurie Fraser
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We held working bees to build wildlife-proof 
‘floppy fencing’ and hosted over 100 WWOOFers 
(World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms 
then known as Willing Workers on Organic 
Farms), who helped move along our garden and 
building projects. Some WWOOFers have become 
lifelong friends. Leaving Lune River, having 
also birthed our two children there, was difficult. 
Now, I realise, I have taken my garden with 
me and am able to amplify it in a different way. 
There is an abiding connection that comes from 
a long time spent not talking, not interrupted, 
building a garden from scratch. I know this 
intrinsic value and I draw from the memory of it. 
There is nourishment in the land, and delight in 
respectfully learning to work with the wild.

From Versailles to Recherche Bay
While at Lune River, I collected and pressed 
many of the surrounding wild plants (always with 
permissions), building a varied collection of 190 
species – not all of them from button-grass ecology; 
some were rainforest, marine, moss and fern species. 
I would press these plants, draw them under my 
microscope and create large-scale drypoint plates for 
printmaking, using my etching press.

This practice echoed the French d’Entrecasteaux 
expedition to Recherche Bay, which had 
resulted in a historical collection containing 
significant botanical, zoological, cartographic, 
geo-magnetic and ethnographic/linguistic 
material. The expedition’s scientists collected 
in the vicinity of 5,000 species and 30 genera2 
on this early scientific mission, which pre-dated 
precise methodology in the modern sense. 
The specimen collections of the lead naturalist, 
JJH Labillardière, form the backbone of 
Australia’s earliest herbarium collections and 
resulted in the first published work on the flora 
of Australia, the two-volume Novae Hollandiae 
Plantarum Specimen. 

Louise Girardin was purser on board the 
d’Entrecasteaux expedition, remembered for 
being a woman disguised as a man. Her story 
is a fascinating one. Both her parents were 
employed at the Potager du Roi (King’s Garden) 
in Versailles and it was from here that some of 
the seeds in the French Garden made their way 
to be planted in Recherche Bay. Felix Delahaye, 
the d’Entrecasteaux gardener who planted that 
garden, went on to become Empress Josephine’s 
head gardener at La Petite Malmaison .3  

Left Lune studio 
etching under lens

2 Plomley and Piard-Bernier, The General, 1993
3 In 2017 I went on a Churchill Fellowship to access and examine the significant botanical and illustrative collections held 

in herbariums in France, the UK and Italy, collected by the naturalists aboard the d’Entrecasteaux and Baudin Expeditions 
to Australia in the late 1700s and early 1800s. See https://www.churchilltrust.com.au/fellow/deborah-wace-tas-2017/

Opposite

A Bearded orchid 
4 plate etching, 
2m tall 

B Calochilus robertsonii 
(bearded orchid)

C Drosera peltata by 
the top dam

D Inking the Caladenia 
alpina drypoint 
plate

E Scratching the 
drypoint etching 
Eriochillus cucculata

Photos Deborah Wace



Australian Garden History, vol. 33, no. 4, April 20228

OPPOSITE

 Above Mossy rocks delineating 
the 9 x 7m perimeter of the 

French Garden at Recherche Bay.
Photo Joe Shemesh

Bottom Bob Brown, Deborah 
Wace and Dick Smith at at 

Recherche Bay in 2006, where 
the campaign to protect the 

northeast peninsula of Recherche 
Bay from logging was celebrated 

by the many groups and 
individuals who worked so hard 
to respect our history. We won!! 

Photo Laurie Fraser

Above Mounted pressed plant 
assemblage

Right Public rally and walk 
to the Southport Lagoon 

Conservation area to 
protect the type locality of 

Recherche Bay
Bottom The ‘Recherche Baybes’, 

2005 (from left: Anna Spinaze 
on cello, Deborah Wace, Paddy 

Prosser), a three-piece group 
(occasionally more), reached 

over 10,000 people at political 
rallies, music festivals, radio 

and in concert. We sang songs 
about some of the characters 
on board the ships, about the 
French Garden, bawdy yarns, 

and in between we spoke about 
the threat and disrespect to this 
area and why this touchstone to 

history and culture matters. 
Images courtesy Deborah Wace
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Deborah Wace’s art and fabric design is driven by her 
desire to educate about Tasmania’s biodiversity, rich 
environmental values, unique and threatened 
species, and its botanical history, 
advocating for Tasmania’s wild and 
endangered flora and the stories which 
accompany them. See her journal 
at www.deborahwace.com for a 
recommended list of further reading.

Of his Tasmanian garden outlined by rocks, measuring nine 
by seven metres, Delahaye wrote in May 1792:

I sowed plants suitable for the season, which are 
celery, chervil, chicory, cabbages, grey romaine lettuce, 
different kinds of turnip, white onion, radishes, sorrel, 
peas, black salsify and potatoes. I had large quantities 
sown everywhere in the woods, in the more open 
spaces and where the soil was more friable. 4  

Unguarded from drought and grazing, only a few plants had 
survived upon later inspection in February 1793 5, but this 
was the first attempt to cultivate vegetables in Tasmania and 
attentively recorded.
I really like the concept that they brought the seeds from abroad, 
planting expressly for future mariners but also for the native 
people they encountered. There is a generosity of spirit in that, 
which is everything about a garden. Gardeners, in general, are 
some of my favourite people.

Saving the French Garden
Delahaye’s French Garden was re-discovered in 2003 by 
conservationists Helen Gee (a founder of the Tasmanian 
Wilderness Society) and bushman Bob Graham, igniting a 
local grassroots community campaign to protect Recherche 
Bay from the predations of industrial roads and logging. Green 
senators Bob Brown and Christine Milne, Tasmanian Green 
MP Peg Putt and archaeologist Emeritus Professor John 
Mulvaney, helped the community to advocate for this area; 
and adventuring entrepreneur Dick Smith donated money 
to purchase the land for the Tasmanian Land Conservancy 
(TLC). The years-long campaign was successful in highlighting 
the global value and important historical and cultural legacy 
of the d’Entrecasteaux expedition and the type locality of 
Recherche Bay. It also had a pivotal role in the development of 
the TLC and its important work in the custodianship of land 
holding significant natural, cultural and historical values.
My own involvement as a printmaker and singer/songwriter 
in the Recherche Bay campaign built renewed interest in the 
early collections of the naturalists. Art too could advocate 
for the respect and protection of this valuable type locality, 
noteworthy, including for the mapping done, the flora 
collected and list of palawa kani words made during the 
d’Entrecasteaux expedition. 
My practice involves digitising images from my printmaking 
and plant specimen collection for digital printing onto fabric, to 
showcase this historical legacy in a contemporary context. Woven 
through my work is a rich narrative of plant collectors and early 
naturalists, deeply connected to flora and botany. This historical 
foundation builds a greater understanding of the significance of 
these early botanical collections and fosters greater respect for 
our flora. I delight in upscaling and hand-rendering my images 
of these tiny plants to make them large – to immerse you in a 
wonderland of Tasmanian flora, to help you look closer and forge 
your own connection with the spirit of country. 

4 Duyker and Duyker, Explorations 37 (2004), p. 36
5 Labillardière, Voyage in search of La Pérouse (1800), p. 302

Deborah Wace 
will be speaking at 
the AGHS annual 

conference 
in Hobart in 
November.


