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Camden Head Pilot Station
smells and sounds of the sea. 

The windows rattle 
in a southerly.  

There’s always a shifting 
of tides and river flow.  
It is a wonderful place 

to write.
by ANNIE BOLITHO

I conducted a residency there

during February, inviting many

others to write with me.  The

project was called ‘Writing on

Water’.  

WRITING ON WATER WAS ONE OF THE INITIAL RESIDENCIES AT THIS
innovative ‘Nature Writers’ Centre, which will also host community
cultural development (CCD) residencies, and play a role as an
environmental education centre.  Those who have got the centre
going are quite diverse, and represent the interests of local
historians and cultural enthusiasts, Camden Haven Adult and
Community Education, Hastings City Council, National Parks, 
and the Department of Land and Water Conservation (DLWC).

I am an introvert and I love routine, and would happily have 

spent the month quietly writing at the beautiful desk in the

comforting study which the committee had prepared in the 

newly renovated house.  However, I was funded by the Regional

Arts Fund to do the extroverted CCD work of a writer in, or of,

community.  I was there to take to the roads of the Camden Haven

area, doing what I love — creating an unpredictable weaving of

words and stories on the subject of water.  This was made real 

and possible through the generosity of the Birpai people and 

the elders, Pat Treece and Lois Davis, who gave me an evocative

introductory education in place, on an afternoon sitting 

listening to stories in the old boatshed.

This weathered timber building, with its rough but intricate

interior of little shelves and handy benches, provided the venue

for weekly ‘Water Writing’ workshops held during the residency.

Simply to be in this space, with its airy cut-out windows exposed

to beach, banksias and river, was to enhance delight in life and its

many water-related manifestations.  In writing of the decision 

to attend, a general love of water came through:

Cathie:  “I live near water by luck and choice, so this seemed 

the course to look into.”  

Jenny:  “I am excited to connect with writers and others who 

love the rivers of our land.” 

Cameron:  “My affair with water is a multi-dimensional one.  

Water for me is a means of experiencing spirit. … (and) having

studied Limnology, the science and management of fresh water

systems, I have been shown rivers and lakes through the eyes 

of science and resource management.” 

We read from water material across the imaginative/scientific-

technical spectrum, for example, from Murray Bail’s Eucalyptus,

Leonardo da Vinci’s notebooks, Philip Ball’s H2O, a Biography of

Water, and various NSW DLWC reports.  We had a water tasting.  

We gave each other watery provocations for three, four, five or six

line poems1.   People wrote stories of important connections they

had had with water over the course of their lives.  We enjoyed

each others’ company, getting feedback on writing and sharing

‘rich sensations, moving into (each other’s) minds and spirits,’ as

someone who dropped in for a session, put it. We heard of silken

baths and seaweed baths, backyard streams and foreign rivers.

The only difficulty was stopping the flow at the end of a session.

Top: View of the
pilot station;
below: Open
day after the
residency; right:
Jenny writing in
the sun. 

July 
July 9 - 12

Nova Youth Orchestra Tour:
community based string orchestra (Sydney).
Musicians aged 11—19 sharing their music
with outback communities in a range of
venues across the region. 10am WARREN
Central School 4.30pm Port of BOURKE
Wharf. 

July 10
Nova Youth Orchestra Tour 1.30pm

BREWARRINA Main Street or Tourism
Centre if wet. (see July 9)

July 10 - 11
TAMWORTH Clarinet Choir and

Capriccio Clarinet Choir of Holland together
with Australia's clarinet supremo Don
Burrows with pianist Kevin Hunt are
conducting a two day workshop. Program
includes massed concert. Contact Bill Forrest
Tel 02 6765 5555

July 11
Nova Youth Orchestra Tour 12pm in

LIGHTNING RIDGE Bowling Club and 8pm
St Patrick’s Hall COONAMBLE (see July 9)
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I should also say that we read from Kylie Tennant.  She is dear 

to many who love writing in the Camden Haven2, since she lived

there and wrote Man on the Headland and Lost Haven through

close experience of the area.  We were concerned with the sea, 

as much as with freshwater:  

“League after league the headlands curve up the coast of the

continent.  The white fingers of the sea play on them, each bluff

giving out its unique note, making its own music.  When the

waves surge in under the golden arch of basalt at Diamond Head,

between the ledges dripping with weed and cunjevoi, you can

hear the boom from the cliff-top …” 3

Each contributor to the project brought in specific knowledge, 

in terms of their personal relation to a broader social history, 

or their contemporary experience.  For example, in this

contribution about changes in the fishing industry by Kim Poole:

“(Back then) the days when you couldn’t go to sea stood out …

You’d have all these guys lined up on the wharf,

And my Dad, who never drank, with his pannikin of tea

Just gazing into the water, like you'd had enough. Just telling stories.

Now you drive down to have a look at the bar by car, go home.

You don’t see anyone else.

You can come down and work on the boat for a couple of hours

and you don’t see another soul.”

Early in the project I connected with Hastings Council 

Waterwise to get a practical understanding of the local water

supply, infrastructure and water restrictions. I went on site visits

to Koree Island where the water is pumped out of the Hastings

River on its journey to the tap, the existing dam on Clearwater

Drive, off Ocean Avenue, Port Macquarie, and the new, 

as yet unfilled Cawarra Dam site near Wauchope. 

Other authors and tellers in the Writing on Water process and

outcome were Camden Haven Landcarers, young writers from

Camden Haven and Wauchope High, a mob of primary school

kids, a tour operator and his clientele, and various local water

enthusiasts.  The residency brought to light a delight in writing

and in water, culminating in a ‘One-Off Splash of Water

Celebration,’ which showed that community connections 

on the basis of water can be very wide-ranging.  As a ‘community

consultation’ on water, the project was unconventional.  People

had made tangible products in text and handmade book form, 

and delighted in the process.  In the evaluations, people

commented on the pride and happiness that went with the

makers bringing their work to an audience. 

The water celebration brought out multiple perspectives on water,

and on the Camden Haven.  Some saw it as being like a fair, others

commented on its ceremonial quality.  It included a memorable ‘call

and response’ of stories between the Auntie Pat Treece and Jenny

Kerr, one of the water writers. I think it demonstrated that the

project was successful in generating new writing and in

encouraging deeper looking on the subject of water, and in creating

a rich documentary record of all contributions to the project (now

housed in the Laurieton Library).  The project also put a significant

number of people in touch with the Pilot Station facility.  Above all,

at a time of growing concern for water, it encouraged people to

bring together their practical and imaginative interests in this living

‘stuff’.  Shawn, one of the young adult participants said afterwards:

“The event was making an impression, saying we should be

watching ourselves because water is the most important thing on

earth.  Australia has very low rainfall and it uses a huge amount of

water.  The man who had the showerheads there (Waterwise) was

saying there was something we can do about it.” 

1. A writing exercise from Natalie Goldberg, which brings energy into writing, through
allowing one to work out what one wants to say in the actual act of writing, rather
than through thinking things out.

2. Celebrating Kylie Tennant, an annual literary picnic at Kylie’s Hut in Crowdy Bay National 
Park is held in September under the auspices of the Pilot Station Committee.

3. The Man on the Headland, p.1

Thanks to Northern Rivers Writers Centre and all who joined with me in this
stimulating exploration of writing and water, particularly Krissa Wilkinson,
Connie Chatfield, Janet Cohen and Graham Smith from Hastings Council.
Writing on Water was made possible with the assistance of the Regional Arts Fund, a
Commonwealth Government initiative supporting the arts in regional and remote Australia.  

July 12
Nova Youth Orchestra Tour 12.30

Western Plains Zoo DUBBO (see July 9)

July 12
Poetry and Pose at the Pub with Tug

Dumbley, Star Hotel MILTON. Website
www.ulladulla.info/tabularasa 

July 13
SOUTH WEST ROCKS Markets,

Horseshoe Bay. Tel 02 6654 4485.

July 15 - August 10
Booranga Writer's Centre presents

Campion Decent, playwright and arts
consultant giving scriptwriting workshops +
opportunity for drama students to workshop
one of his recently commissioned plays.
WAGGA WAGGA Tel 02 6933 2688. 
Email booranga@csu.edu.au.

July

Water
“We heard of silken
baths and seaweed

baths, backyard
streams and 

foreign 
rivers”


