














The Lost Plantation
A HISTORY OF THE
AUSTRALIAN TEA INDUSTRY

CHAPTER 1.
“THE FORGOTTEN GIANTS OF BINGIL BAY”

Deep in the eternal twilight of North Queensland rainforest live some
of the largest tea trees in the world. Unknown to the general public and
abandoned for almost a century to fight for survival in one of the most
hostile environments in the Pacific, the trees have grown into a giant
species almost unrecognisable as the familiar small tea bush known the
world over as ‘‘Camellia Sinensis’’. This gentle plant is a cultivated
descendent of the wild Camellia. An evergreen, it is normally pruned to a
plucking height of one metre, but has been known to grow to a height of
nine metres in the wild. In the inpenetrable jungles of Far North
Queensland, the law of survival of the fittest has transformed these gen-
tle plants into forest giants fighting for sunlight with tropical hardwoods,
towering far above the ground. A century of natural selection has
resulted in trees that have survived and overcome all their natural
enemies and are now immune to ordinary ills, be they bugs or cyclones or
droughts.

These trees are the ancestors of the tea industries in Australia and New
Guinea, industries which are among the most scenic and picturesque of
all agricultural industries. The vistas of neat lines of tea bushes at Nerada
stretching for miles towards Queensland’s highest mountain, Mt. Bartle
Frere, have become one of North Queensland’s most photographed
tourist attractions. In New Guinea it is hardly possible to get past Port
Moresby airport without seeing posters of the marvellous panorama of
tea hedges at Mt. Hagen in the fabulous Wahgi valley — New Guinea’s
premier agricultural tourist attraction. These industries are now making
a significant contribution to employment and national income. Besides,
people find tea fascinating. No other beverage with the possible excep-
tion of wine, has such mystique, such subtle variations of flavour and
aroma, and it has as well endless variations and conceptions of the right
way to serve it from the ‘‘turn the pot three times’’ of England, to the
elaborate ceremonies of China and Japan.

Believers agree that no other beverage has such power to calm and
cheer you, nor has such amazing variations in flavour and aroma due to
its sensitivity to the differing places where it is grown. It has been the
world’s most popular beverage for two thousand years, and to more than
half the population of the world it is a staple in their everyday lives. It is
little wonder then, that the venerable ancestors of the industries in
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like shelter where they had all taken sanctuary. [t was here that they were
to continue to live during the weeks and months that it took to rebuild
the houses.

In the bay, there still showed the stern of the sailing ship which proved
to be the Mission Launch from the Aboriginal Mission at South Mission
Beach. It had been swept up the coast by the hurricane fully two miles
from its safe anchorage by the new wharf built only the previous year
under the lee on the protected northern side of Clump Point. What
precious treasures it might contain if only they could get out to it - tools,
ropes, kitchen utensils — anything would have been valuable in their pre-
sent circumstances. They set their hopes on the flattie but unfortunately
it proved to be stoved in on one side, and before they could think of some
other way to get out to the ship it slipped under the waves forever. The
carvel built twenty-eight foot launch is probably still there today under
only some twenty feet of water at normal tide.

Very little else remained to salvage at Bingil Bay. The tramline bridge
over Bingil Bay Creek had disappeared having been swept a quarter of a
mile upstream by the tidal wave, and the wooden tramline itself had been
smashed to pieces and washed into the tangled jungle. To the North they
searched for the two hundred thousand super feet of logs which had been
stacked three tiers high on the timber landing of Muff Creek, just op-
posite to where Cedar Creek joins Muff Creek. The tidal wave had
smashed into this valuable stock washing most of it away, and leaving
what was left scattered in a jumbled mess around the landing area. Les
Alexander also tried to find another two hundred thousand super feet of
logs which he and his brother Charles had cut and left in the scrub for
collection. These logs also proved to be a write-off, being inextricably en-
tangled in the smashed wreckage of the jungle, so that the cost and work
in trying to recover them was out of the queastion.

In the Muff Creek area, three men were swept away by the tidal wave
and two of them live to tell the tale. One of the men, Alf James, was
drowned and they buried him where his body was found. Of his two
companjons, Anderson was swept towards Maria Creek but managed to
find refuge in the fork of a large tree where he stayed all night waiting
out the cyclone, The third man, George Brett, in the maelstrom of water
smashing through the forest managed to straddle a floating log, and had
an unbelievable experience when the immense tidal wave tobogganed him
what must have seemed an immense distance across the bay, through the
mouth of Maria Creek and a great distance inland, up the creek.

It wasn’t long before the rescue party worried how the residents at
Clump Point and Mission Beach had fared. So they continued on down
the coast with the remainder of their supplies. At Clump Point, Rupert
Fenby was well back in the scrub towards the mountain and was safe
enough, but the mission at South Mission Beach was badly hit. They
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vicissitudes of life through which the Cuttens passed, but the story
would be read with many a thrill, and would read more like a
romance than a determined work of a family of wonderful plucky
people, who, undaunted, fought their way through and established
themselves on a sound focting in a beautiful settlement on the

They devoted themselves to the production of practicaily
everything the tropics would grow, but the bad administration of
the Governments of those days, caused much misfortune to these
plucky settlers. They established a sawmill, boxed all their fruits
and produce themselves, and placed them on coastal steamers,
which called only when they liked, and many a cargo carefully
prepared by the brothers, had to be “‘scrapped’’ because the boats
did not call in for them. This spelt much loss to the Cuttens, runn-
ing into many thousands ¢ pounds. They still struggled on bravely,
and eventually the Tully —e¢ntral Sugar Mill was established. The
Cutten’s land was included in the gazetted area, but somehow their
hopes of turning a good area to profitable account were dashed to
the ground, . . ...,

The name of Cutten is a household word with all the people of
the district and is always referred to in kindly and even affecticnate
terms, for nobody ever visits them at ‘“Bicton’, but who has
hospitality showered upon them by these kindly folk. . . . . ..

““Vale’’ Frederick Herbert Cutten, and may our Infinite Creator
reward you in proportion to the nobility of character displayed by
you, and your kindness and thoughtfulness for all with whom you
ever came in contact. All our sympathies are with the bereaved ones
left behind.”’

Herbert Cutten’s passing spelt the death knell of ‘‘Bicton” for
Leonard, the last remaining brother at ‘“Bicton’’, so mourned Herbert’s
death that he too became ill, and despite all efforts and taking him to his
sister, Mrs Dunn at Irvingdale, he insisted on returning home and died in
Innisfail on 5th July 1930. And so the ““Bicton’’ chapter closed, forty-
eight years after it had begun. The eldest brother, James, who had left
“‘Bicton”’ in the early years of the century, died in a motor accident in
Brisbane, in 1936, aged eighty-four. Of the sisters who survived them,
Mrs Dunn died at Dalby in 1948, Mrs Carne at Wynnum North in 1952.
The last member of the Cutten family, Mrs Alexander died
at Tully on the 20th November, 1952.

The last link with the Cuttens today is their nephew, Les Alexander,
who has outlasted all his pioneer relatives and lives quietly in Townsville.
Born in 1895, he is the only one left who remembers the old days.
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Innisfail Prewar — Saw the start of a new tea garden near Innisfail from the seeds from Bingil
Bay Trees that survived the cyclone.

ARG 5. e R . I | S

47
























While these discussions were taking place, Will Manton of Tully planted
tea on a Government leased property on the road to Kareeya some 20
kilometres West of Tully. Will’s father, Ivor, had pioneered tea in Papua,
near the township of Mt Hagen in the Western Highlands, and eventually
had a plantation of over 1000 acres. Will started a tea nursery of ten acres
in 1967 and by 1969 had some 60 acres of tea planted out. It spon became
evident that the growth of the tea on the Tully lands, with their clay sub
soils, was not as good as in New Guinea; or at Dr Maruff’s property at
Nerada. In late 1969 the Mantons sold their holding to Eddie Collins and
Dan Leahy, from New Guinea, and themselves went back to New Guinea
to commence a coffee plantation. Later John and Vicky McLean managed
the property but it was never to become a tea producer and by the late
seventies all the bushes had grown 40 feet high and were used only for seed

purposes.

In Innisfail the Chamber of Commerce attempted to get Government
Lease Land suitable for tea growing. Ideal lands existed across the North
Johnstone River from Nerada, in the upper Daradgee area. These were
under Forestry leases. Approaches to the Government were unsuccessful,
as the land could not be made available until the fairly long term Forestry
ieases were concluded.

The high cost of land, plus the unavailability of a block of suitable size
gradually whittled away the confidence of the English tea planters. One by
one, with no job opportunities offering they left the area, without excep-
tion, taking jobs outside their beloved tea industry. By 1969 they had all
gone with the exception of Ted Truss and Jock Lees who were working
with Dr Maruff at Nerada.

It was in 1969 that one day Joe Raymond came in to see Rod Taylor at
the Holden Dealership in Innisfail. He had a great proposition. A big block
of 797 acres owned by Queensland Forests N.L. was to be auctioned, and
with a lifetime interest in timber Joe thought good money could be made
from selling the timber if the land could be secured. Discussing the project
with Mr Harold Taylor, predictably the chairman of the Chamber of Com-
merce saw it as a proposition to launch the long discussed tea project as
well. Realising that this potential exciting new commercial industry would
be highly capital intensive, the Taylors wisely researched the attitudes of
the few key people who had been keen on the industry in discussions
through the sixties, and other wealthy friends who would be likely to have
funds available for support, as well as civic interest to participate. So at the
outset the embryo new industry had the support of the Taylor automotive
and accommodation company group, and as well the keen backing of Eddie
Webb, Chairman of the Johnstone Shire Council, and Dr Bill Markwell, his
long time partner in business ventures {including Turalba Farming Syn-
dicate, the largest sugar farming group in the Shire). With leadership from
these four influential and public spirited men, the foundation existed for a
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