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Many thanks, first of all, to Terry Fewtrell, Suzette Searle and the Wattle Day Association for inviting me to speak at this dinner. It is a great honour – but also a daunting task. In this room are many of the most hard-working advocates of Wattle Day and its celebrations. As they have promoted their cause, they have researched their subject very thoroughly, both historically and scientifically. I owe a personal research debt, for example, to Suzette’s own useful books, The Rise and Demise of the Black Wattle Bark Industry in Australia (1991) and Black Wattle (Acacia mearnsii) for Farm Forestry (2000). The dilemma for me has been how to present anything new and different about Wattle Day to such a distinguished group. 
But perhaps Wattle Day isn’t about coming up with something new every year? Perhaps it is something different – more about celebrating and remembering something familiar. As I was preparing these words, all of Australia was celebrating the Heroes of Beijing. And for those of you who missed a lot of sleep for a fortnight last month – I thought it might be rather fun to have a reprise.  All those Australian athletes were, after all, wearing the green and gold because wattle created the sporting colours of our nation. 

In this room I have the equivalent of the International Olympic Committee of Wattle Day. So for all the highlights junkies, tonight I offer a reflection on some highs and lows of Wattle Day over some one hundred and seventy years. In keeping with Olympic highlights spirit, I am not going to simply celebrate the wins, or to follow a simple chronology of ‘firsts’ – after all wattle is often Gold, sometimes Silver and neither has anything to do with order of merit. Rather, I’m going to begin with the personal.
My first encounter with the Wattle movement started not with wattle but with birds, and with one of the great Wattle leaders, Archibald Campbell – who was also one of Australia’s great ornithologists. In the first year of the modern Olympic movement, 1896, Archibald Campbell took a group on a camp-out to Cape Woolamai on Phillip Island east of Melbourne to collect the eggs of the mutton bird – or short-tailed shearwater, Puffinus tenuirostris.  ‘Puffinus eggs and bacon (fried) make a most recherché meal’, he wrote.
 I don’t think Teatro Vivaldi would be allowed to add these to the degustation menu now, but it is worth remembering that egging was not about stealing the eggs but rather the skill of the hunt, the celebration of the seasons and being in the great outdoors. 
Campbell introduced his group, which included many smartly-dressed ladies, to the genteel practice of egging using a ‘crook’. First, take the staff of thin swamp ti-tree, then prod in the burrow in a good rookery: 

If the bird is at home it will rap the end of the crook with its bill: Then you commence to fence the bird and feel for its egg, till by practice you soon learn by a turn of the wrist to hook the egg and gently withdraw it to the surface. So on from hole to hole.

Most summers between Athens in 1896 and the Stockholm Olympics of 1912, Campbell persisted in nature study with his genteel crook, recherché breakfasts, his notebook – for he was also a journalist - and his pioneering camera. Ever conscious of the seasons, he developed new excursions to celebrate their changing – especially the change from grey winter to hopeful spring. 
Campbell established the first Wattle Club in 1899 to host his spring excursions. Like egging, wattling was about collecting. Blossom was taken home to brighten dull city houses. Wattle Day Leagues sprang up in Victoria, New South Wales (one of the earliest in 1909, led by Government Botanist, Joseph Maiden) and in most other states. The Wattle Day League sold Wattle sprigs for lapels in central business districts to remind city people of the spring and at the same time raise money for charity – and later the war effort. The Leagues also undertook other citizenly ceremonies.  Sydney celebrated Wattle Day on 1 August, while Hobart chose 10 September – each picking a day when their wattles were in best flower. In Melbourne, the dates were variable, often being tied to weekend excursions, in line with the purpose of the earlier Wattle Club. Generally, some time near the end of August, special trains were scheduled to take enthusiasts to wattle-growing areas like Hurstbridge north-east of Melbourne. There was still yesterday a steam-train running from Flinders street station to the Hurstbridge wattle festival. In 1912 it was an excursion to gather ‘only such wattle as you can wear’ on the Saturday, 31 August. This year on Sunday 31 August, a train took punters to a festival featuring the best wattle-decorated hat! 

In 1912, there was also ‘Wattle Day’ ceremony on Sunday September 1. This was a pilgrimage to Adam Lindsay Gordon’s grave at Brighton Cemetery. Perhaps the association between wattles and death began with the annual decoration of Lindsay Gordon’s grave with wattle following his death in 1870.  The idea of wattle and grief has continued: The National Association for Grief and Loss marks Grief Awareness Week this week each year and suggests wearing sprigs of wattle to provide a focus for mourning.
Former PM John Howard named 20 October 2002, as a Wattle Day for Mourning the people killed in the Bali bombings: ‘As a simple unifying tribute could I encourage the wearing of a piece of wattle during the day and also where possible the planting of wattle seeds as a quiet personal gesture of remembrance and reflection’, he wrote in his media release.
 

But Archibald Campbell did not associate wattles with death: rather with new life. He celebrated Adam Lindsay Gordon for his poetry, not his gravestone. Campbell created an association between classical allegory, photography and wattle in early spring, through his annual illustrated lectures. Starting in 1908, the year of the other London games he presented lectures on: ‘Wattle time or Yellow-haired September’. The ‘Yellow-haired September’, was a reference to the poetry of his friend and fellow ornithologist, Henry Kendall, and the images presented in lantern slides were instructive of the new craft of photography: 

As our theme, “Yellow-haired September” with her plaits of gold is suggestive of the feminine gender it is to be supposed that many of our pictorial illustrations, whether allegorical, idealistic, or purely botanical, will be accentuated by the introduction of the human female form – the beau ideal.

The wattles in his slides were accompanied by different mythical and anonymous ‘muses’ posing classically draped in sheets, to capture the spirit of Cootamundra, Golden, Silver and other wattles. These wattle lectures were modified and adapted and finally published in his book Golden Wattle soon after Antwerp, in 1921 to be precise. 

The muses evoked the young nation and its aspiration to classical culture. Indeed the youngest figure posing sturdily with a wattle, aged just 2, was younger than the nation itself - and decidedly not female. Duncan Campbell, A.J. Campbell’s youngest son complements the Sunshine Wattle, Acacia discolor.
 The accompanying caption reads ‘The sunshine of Autumnal days’.  This was a double entendre:  the wattle was autumn-flowering; the child, the only son of his second marriage, born when Campbell was already in his sixties. And Duncan was important for the future because it was his son, Ian, who cherished the manuscript material associated with Campbell’s Wattle League days, and showed it to me in his home in Sydney, soon after the Olympics were held in that city. It is now all in the National Library’s manuscripts collection; if there are others here wanting to research early federation ideas about wattles, this material is highly recommended.

***

But time for some other snapshots:

Our first National Wattle Day began in 1992, the year of the Barcelona Olympics, when the archer so memorably lit the Olympic Torch. The then Governor General, The Hon. Bill Hayden, ruled that 1 September would be observed as ‘National Wattle Day’. He solved the century-old problem of ‘which’ wattle day, by simply adopting the first official day of Spring.
 Its purpose was ‘to celebrate our floral heritage, particularly through the planting of an Acacia’.
 Thus the central activity of this Wattle Day was tree-planting, rather in the spirit of the earlier Arbor Day. At the height of the Decade of Landcare and amidst concerns about the salinisation of pastoral country, it had become a national duty to plant trees. Perhaps in the twenty-first century, amidst concerns about the carbon cycle, it has now become, arguably, an international one. 
So why did we have to wait until the year of Barcelona, when the idea began so much earlier? Quite simply, because the wattle was not the official national flower until the Bicentenary of British Australia (and the year of the Seoul Olympics) in 1988. The idea of an official national flower was revived by Maria Hitchcock who recommended Golden Wattle Acacia pycnantha.
 The growing awareness that some wattles had become pests led to the recommendation that wattle plantings should be ‘species suitable for your own region’. So we have a specific wattle for the nation, and a general idea of wattle that is all-Australian. 
The democracy of wattles – the fact that they grow in all states - was the overpowering reason why the wattle and not the waratah was chosen as the emblem in the early twentieth century. The wattle symbolised an egalitarian, classless, free citizenry:
The wearing of the blossom at the same alike by people of all classes and creeds and political parties … is meant to impress upon the mind and the imagination of Young Australia in particular that on the day of its exhibition everybody stands forth as an Australian.
 

The Golden Wattle was first the symbol of the Adelaide Australian Natives’ Association’s Wattle Blossom League. On Foundation Day, 26 January 1891, the Adelaide ANA represented itself with a Wattle Blossom Banner, embroidered with Golden Wattle by its ladies’ branch.
 It was a South Australian wattle, prominent on Mt Lofty – and the South Australians, particularly the ANA, were proud early supporters of women’s suffrage. Golden wattle represented the rights of women.
The Wattle Day chosen by the Wattle Day Association’s own brochure was 4 August 1999. On this day, another Governor-General, Sir William Deane and his wife cast 14 sprigs of wattle into the Saxeten Gorge in Switzerland, one for each of the 14 Australians killed in the canyoning disaster on 27 July. The flowers came from Government House in Canberra.
 
Further back, before the modern Olympic era began, we have another ‘first’ Wattle Day, 170 years ago - in 1838 in Hobart Town. This one marked the jubilee of the hoisting of the British flag in Sydney cove. It was an historical not an ecological moment, but perhaps also an economic one: the actual wattle was probably Acacia mearnsii, Black wattle, the species used extensively in the Tasmanian leather tanning industry.  Flowers enlivened the occasion, but the date – 26 January - was at the height of the summer ‘barking’ season.
So is Wattle Day firstly about seasonal change or planting trees? Is it about flowers or bark? Or is it about Women’s Rights or Australian citizenship in general? Is wattle a symbol of mourning? And is the day in July, September, August, October or January?

All of these different wattle days, whether on 1 September or at another time of the year, provide a reason to stop, reflect and remember: the nation, the season, the state of the environment and the passing of people. There is no ‘right way’ to celebrate Wattle Day – though I’m sure Archibald Campbell would have approved of eating the coat of arms, as we have tonight. It is more about taking a moment to think – and appreciate our own local bush as Campbell suggested. Today Black Mountain and the ANU campus here are covered in wattles. The smells of spring are in the air. The vivid gold of the blossom is literally arresting: let’s take advantage of a rare pause in a world where Olympic world records for speed are constantly being broken. Wattle day is a time for reflection, and each of us can benefit from that.
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