WESTERN CROSSINGS: COMMEMORATING THE BICENTENARY OF THE FIRST EUROPEAN CROSSINGS OF THE BLUE MOUNTAINS
David Carment
I am speaking this evening about activities to commemorate of the bicentenary of the first European Blue Mountains crossings that started this year and conclude in 2015. As chair of the Royal Australian Historical Society’s Western Crossings Committee until the middle of last year and a continuing member of that committee, it is a subject that has occupied me for many hours. As you are probably aware, the principal aim is to suitably mark not just the stories of the first crossings but also their very considerable impact.  
Before going any further, I should explain that I am not an expert on the crossings. When Ian Jack, the then President of the Royal Australian Historical Society, asked me three years ago to become involved in the bicentenary I was, however, pleased to do so as I have a long-standing interest in the Blue Mountains and their history. Like many Sydney children I enjoyed family holidays there in the 1950s. The crossings story intrigued me when I first learned about it in primary school and I have sporadically read about it since then. My maternal grandfather was born and grew up in the Blue Mountains, where his parents owned a house at Lawson for many years. He went to school at Woodford Academy, now a National Trust property, where his name is carved into a desk. My sister and her family all currently live in the Mountains and I visit them frequently. For many years I have enjoyed walking in the Mountains. 
The initial European journey across the Blue Mountains in 1813, quite naturally, still often attracts the greatest attention and is probably well known to all of you. Gregory Blaxland, a landholder at South Creek near present day Blacktown and Penrith, was keen to find new pastures for his sheep. He formed an expedition to cross the Blue Mountains that included William Lawson, William Wentworth, a local guide, convict servants, pack horses and dogs. It took 21 days for the group to find its way through difficult terrain to the mountains’ western edge. From there they could see enough land stretching before them to, as Blaxland later wrote, ‘support the stock of the colony for the next thirty years’. 
The story of the first road is less well known but just as significant. Following George Evans’s survey, Governor Lachlan Macquarie commissioned William Cox to construct what was described as a ‘cart road’ over the mountains to the present site of Bathurst. Using convict labour, this took six months. Macquarie inspected the finished road in April 1815 by travelling in a carriage along it. He selected the site of the new town of Bathurst on 7 May that year.
There is also an important and interesting Aboriginal story. Aboriginal people lived in the areas through which the first explorers and road builders travelled. Evidence of Aboriginal habitation is found in many places and includes rock carvings that are about 22,000 years old. According to some accounts, Aboriginal people knew of two routes across the mountains. Although they suffered greatly in the aftermath of the initial crossings, they continue to live in the greater Blue Mountains region and their organisations are generally keen to be involved in the bicentenary. 

The events that I have briefly described are of considerable and cumulative historical significance. They opened up western New South Wales to the pastoral and mining industries and were a crucial component in the colony’s transition from a subsistence-based penal settlement. During the first few decades after 1815 the mystery of the rivers flowing north and south was solved. The boundaries of settlement were hugely extended. The crossings’ legacy resonates throughout Australia today; for the Aboriginal peoples, in the way land has been used, and where Australia is going in the 21st Century. 
The crossings were commemorated in some style in both 1913, the centenary, and 1963, the sesquicentenary. There was a particular emphasis on parades and re-enactments. In 1913 the main Blue Mountains towns were decorated with bunting and railway stations were illuminated at night. Arches were erected in the principal thoroughfares. Thousands of spectators witnessed the unveiling by the Governor of a memorial pavilion at Mount York.  In 1963 a special postage stamp was issued, the first explorers’ journey was re-enacted and there was a wide-ranging program of events.
The Royal Australian Historical Society, which was actively involved in these earlier commemorations, in 2010 organised its first meeting to discuss the bicentenary. This subsequently resulted in the establishment of a quite large and rather fluid group now called the Western Crossings Committee that includes representatives of Aboriginal traditional owners, community organisations, local governments, and federal and state government agencies. It is the only group linking together most of the various areas and organisations from Blacktown and Parramatta in the east to Bathurst in the west that are involved in the bicentenary. Descendants of the explorers Blaxland and Wentworth, the road builder Cox, and various others who made the earliest crossings are also participating in the meetings. Anne-Maree Whitaker, who succeeded me as the Royal Australian Historical Society’s President, took over as committee chair last July. Unlike me, she is a real historian of the Blue Mountains and is also a direct descendant of William Cox, whose biography she is writing. Late last year, the state government provided the Royal Australian Historical Society with a grant of $80,000 to assist with the commemoration. 
Many of the activities that have already commenced or are planned were and are exciting and innovative, and I now want to move on and discuss some of these in no particular order of priority.

As a run up to the bicentenary an organisation called the Blue Mountains Blue Wave under John O’Sullivan’s energetic leadership was established to help celebrate Mountains life with walks following the first explorers’ route. An inaugural walk starting at the Nepean River was completed in May 2009. A second walk occurred in 2011 and a third is scheduled for this year. As not all the original route is accessible, the walks are via public schools. They bring together local Aboriginal elders, school children, invited guests and various celebrities as a means of people joining together to celebrate place, space and time. 
Another early initiative came from the Lithgow City Council and the Hartley District Progress Association. In May 2011 they held a forum in Lithgow on the 1813 crossing of the Blue Mountains at which an audience of about two hundred people heard expert speakers discuss the crossing’s significance for both Aborigines and Europeans. Topics covered included Cox’s Road, previous commemorations, the crossing’s cultural heritage, competing versions of the first journey and the impact on the Wiradjuri people. As the forum organiser Naomi Parry said, it was ‘not just a day of celebrating the achievements of notable white men, because the speakers also’ told ‘of the lives of the convicts who laboured on the Cox’s Road and made their own way inland’. Questions were also asked ‘about how the stories of the Crossing grew in the national imagination’. As a follow up to the forum, three more were or are being held in Hartley last year, this year and 2014. The first looked at the area before European settlement, the second examined the crossings, and the third will deal with the surveying and building of the road. 
The National Trust’s Cox’s Road Project Committee was formed in July 2006 to consider long term objectives and mechanisms to preserve the 1814 Cox’s Road alignment between Emu Plains, the Blue Mountains and Bathurst. It hopes to establish a heritage trail or walk over parts of the route through particularly attractive country and where sections of the original road are preserved. The committee was successful in applying to have remnants of the road listed on the State Heritage Register. The preparation of the listing application included the presentation of a description of the features remaining on the ground within each precinct along the route, the preparation of a statement of significance for each precinct, and the collection of photographs of elements that remain such as culverts, walls and pavements. The assessment process highlighted features of the establishment of the heritage trail as a bicentennial project.  Many important sites are on private land and are difficult to get to. There are, however, other sites on public land that can be more easily accessed and interpreted with appropriate signage. Some, such as those near Woodford, are close to the current Great Western Highway. Signage has already been erected in the Oberon local government area. The committee quite rightly sees a need for the road’s economic and social history to be documented and the value of telling the story behind its construction. 
The Blue Mountains City Council, in partnership with the Blue Mountains Aboriginal Culture and Resource Centre, was successful in receiving a state government Arts Program grant for an exciting Aboriginal arts project that commemorates the bicentenary. ‘Crossing Country, Making Tracks and Sharing Culture’ brings Blue Mountains Aboriginal elders, visual artists, dancers and composers together to develop an original multi-art form performance work. Jo Clancy, the project’s Creative Director, says that it both explores the Aboriginal responses to the first crossings and, ‘celebrates that Aboriginal people are still here, still caring for country, and now sharing culture not only with each other, but with the broader non-Indigenous community and visitors to the Blue Mountains’. 
One of the most innovative responses to the bicentenary comes from Gregory Blaxland’s great-great-great-great granddaughter Wendy Blaxland, an experienced writer and theatre professional, in the form of a play, ‘Crossing!’, that she wrote and is being performed in various locations during 2013. ‘Crossing!’ is a recreation of the 1813 expedition led by actors rather than just a theatrical spectacle to watch. Some members of its audiences will become the explorers and the audience itself will act as the Blue Mountains terrain, be invited to participate in songs and celebrate vital moments with the actors. The audience will, Wendy says, ‘experience the hardships and excitements of the crossing through drama, suspense and humour’. The play examines the three explorers’ personalities, the reasons why the first British inhabitants of New South Wales went there, the crossing itself and its aftermath, and the responses of Aboriginal people. Music is an integral part of the show, with songs providing an early nineteenth century feeling. 
Penrith City Council has been an enthusiastic supporter of the bicentenary from the very first discussions about it. The 1813 journey’s starting point is within the Council’s boundaries. The Council secured the well-known Australian actor Jack Thompson as the face of its commemorations. The Council’s 2013 program is divided into what it describes as ‘community celebrations’ and ‘lasting legacies’. ‘Community celebrations’ include a breakfast function at the site of Blaxland’s South Creek farm and the launch there of a re-enactment trek, a family camp out on the Nepean River’s banks, a historical festival, and the commemoration of the 50th anniversary of Emu Plains becoming part of Penrith City. ‘Lasting legacies’ currently comprise a commemorative booklet, the preparation of local newspaper supplements, the production of commemorative memorabilia and the development of interpretative signage. The Council’s communications strategy involves regular media releases, supplements and other information. 
There are numerous other commemorative activities being scheduled or actively considered that I do not have time to discuss in any detail tonight. The Mount Victoria and District Historical Society, for instance, is organising a parade from Mount Victoria to Mount York and an exhibition. The Royal Australian Historical Society is holding its 2013 State History Conference in the Blue Mountains. The Commonwealth government has issued a commemorative stamp. The Royal Geographical Society is organising a forum in London. A new official bicentenary website, www.bluemountainscrossings.com.au, presents much useful information about what is happening. 

There is a strong belief among those concerned with the bicentenary that its commemoration can have lasting benefits. It is likely to enhance community understanding of the crossings in terms of the human achievement they represent, the impact they had on Aboriginal peoples, how Australia was able to develop after the Blue Mountains were crossed, and ways this development changed the land and environment.  Properly planned commemorative activities can boost the economy of the region in which they occur by presenting events to attract tourists, create opportunities for new products and increase direct employment opportunities. Communities can be strengthened through bringing people together to celebrate the crossings. The bicentenary provides opportunities for governments at all levels and businesses to build their profiles throughout sponsorships.
I hope that I have said enough about the bicentenary today to explain why these views are held. The extent of its commemoration depends, of course, on the availability of funding at a time when state and local governments in New South Wales are under considerable financial pressure and private sponsorships are sometimes difficult to attract. Even with no more funds than are currently committed, however, it is likely to attract widespread community interest. The official launch by the state Governor at Katoomba two weeks ago brought together a wide range of enthusiastic people and organisations. As the Blue Mountains City Council puts it so well, ‘Within the great crossings stories is an opportunity to shine a contemporary light on important Australian history that is inclusive and tells old stories in new ways’. I thoroughly endorse these sentiments and hope that many of you here will participate in some of the bicentennial activities.  Thank you for listening to me. 
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