a Sentinel of Lost Wilderness
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n leaving Brisbane, should we
choose to drive north, it isn’t long
before the hulking outlines of the two
largest Glasshouse Mountains loom into
view. Illuminated by Kabi Kabi legend we see
old man Tibrogargan staring disconsolately
out to sea, still offended by a transgression
on the part of his son Coonowrin, while the
matriarch of the group, Beerwah, obviously
pregnant with a new mountain, stands
somewhat further inland. Legend has it that,
in the face of an incoming sea, Coonowrin
was so concerned for himself that he failed to
help his pregnant mother inland, and
Tibrogargan, enraged by such selfindulgence took Coonowrin’s head off with a
mighty swing of his club. Today the family
stand on the coastal plain a short distance
from the sea.
Around their broad feet, the ant-like activity of
the modern world is busy commodifying all
that it touches. So we have packets of pine
plantation here, and packets of houses there,
packets of pineapples, packets of avocado
and so on - everything in its packet ready for
sale. And then, cut in close against the base
of each mountain is a thin ring of native forest
that marks the National Park boundary.
Should you venture across that boundary you

are suddenly immersed in a different world.
Mt Tibrogargan provides one of the few
places where, minutes from suburbia, you
can enter a wild environment, a place where,
if you are just that bit too arrogant, just that
bit lacking in respect for the old guy, your ego
will be served-up on a platter. Future
generations need this sort of wild space, a
place where you check your hubris at the car
park or suffer the ultimate consequences.
Yet for how much longer will such places
remain wild? How much longer will it be
before the current commodification of our
parks is complete, and all is subsumed into
neatly packaged adventure/eco products? It
is critical that climbers recognize this
possibility as being real, and that they see the
incoming flood tide of progress, carrying with
it the flotsam of winners and losers.
Climbers are not special. Climbers are just
people doing the people-stuff that all people
do. As we view this incoming tide, there will
be those who consume the remaining
experiences and move inland as if attending
some Mad Hatter’s Tea Party – new crags,
new crags they will cry, whilst others will go
with the ever-popular peacockery of the
pretentious puritan, loudly declaring
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attempt to redirect the flow of progress,
ensuring that more discretion is applied to the
inevitable cycle of “out with the old, and in
with the new”. Above all is the need to
articulate the values we seek to protect, and
critically, frame such values not as our needs
and wants, but as our desires for the benefit
of future others.
Probably the biggest distraction in the public
discourse is the meme that climbers are all
thrill seekers, and that those, having
ventured upon the mighty mountain and
through misadventure become newsworthy,
should have chosen instead a commercial
bungee jump, if scare themselves they must;
rather this, than burden society with their
immoderate ways. This false equivalence is
the single most damaging shibboleth offered
up by armchair voyeurs and the upper layers
of bureaucracy ensconced in their city offices;
a people to whom an encounter with the
natural world may mean little more than
dropping a pot plant on one’s foot; a mere
$15 loss.
But, what can we do? The tide of modernity
isn’t about to pause.

everybody but themselves morally inferior,
but, in effect, doing nothing to stem the tide.
Most however will simply accept that we are
all doomed in some minor way, as has ever
been the case, and get on with doing what
they have always done, bit by bit making the
adjustments necessary to stay no more than
ankle-deep in water.
But it needn’t be like this. While working with
the system of laws, minority groups like ours
can’t do much to stem that tide, but we can
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“Above all is the need
to articulate the
values we seek to
protect, and critically,
frame such values not
as our needs and
wants, but as our
desires for the benefit
of future others.”

Michael Hirning on pitch one of Celestial Wall, Mt
Tibrogargan, Glasshouse Mountains. Qld.

the bureaucracy of the time and moved from
the environs of the mountains to the State
Reserve now called Cherbourg. Cherbourg
is but 100km away as the crow flies, and yet,
for those whose culture was interwoven with
the unique landscape of the mountains, the
rupture was surely profound. Only a
bureaucrat would attempt to commodify
affairs of the heart in this way.
So the tide of modernity sweeps in, extracting
value, and packaging for sale, all that is
before it. Legislation empowers
bureaucracies, and bureaucracies exist to
tame the wild, to enforce order through
destruction of the spirit. Yet, a smart society
would recognize that there must be limits to
this process if the public good is to be served.
Such a smart society would check the
excesses of its bureaucracy and reserve
pockets of landscape where connection to
land was not a government work product, but
an equitable contract of the free mind.

There is nothing easy about bottling the
quintessential spirit of outdoor climbing, so as
to present it to a Parliamentary Committee. It
is all too easy to appear the crank when
attempting to defend an abstract value,
particularly a perceived natural or cultural
value. This is a “connection to land” thing
because there can be no doubt that the loss
of access to a crag is a net loss to the
community that call that crag home. Such
loss goes well beyond the simple calculus of
“Can’t climb Tibro, so I guess I’ll need to
spend an extra hour driving to Coolum”. It is
not a loss that can easily be explained to a
wider public whose culture attaches to the
portable icons of the modern world rather
than immoveable features of landscape. In
this critical sense, climbers should surely
have a glimmering of the tragedy that befell
the Kabi Kabi when they were packaged by

Over a space of 60 years, I have watched the
tide of progress sweep in to flood old
Tibrogargan to his very feet. His dour
expression has not flickered in all that time,
and, to my eyes, Beerwah is no further
forward in her pregnancy. Undoubtedly, we
humans are in too much of a hurry. Let’s think
carefully about that which we throw-out, and
that which we keep. Just because something
doesn’t fit the range of packages offered by
our bureaucrats, it doesn’t follow it need be
truncated or disposed of.

John J O'Brien, Squealer, Upper Slider Wall, Mt
Tibrogargan. Glasshouse Mountains. Qld.
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