CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Telling Environmental
Histories

Katie Holmes and Heather Goodall

The farmland in the valley wasf{greeny the creek running through it
lined with eucalypts—a reminder that once this stream flowed through
a forest. The rolling hills were beguiling. Some of them were covered
in regenerating bush: new” growth shooting straight from the ground
while alongside blackened trunks told of recent burning. In the upper
canopy, branches burstingswith green leaves masked the charring and
the scorched soil was once again covered in leaf litter. Vibrant birdsong
almost drowneéd outtenvironmental historian Tom Griffiths as he relayed
a moving narrative of the events of 7 February 2009 to a group of histo-
rians from Australia, the US and UK. The fires of ‘Black Saturday’ burnt
through, 4500+square kilometres of land and claimed 173 human lives,
including 10 from the small community of Steels Creek. It was to this
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area that Tom, who has written eloquently about the history of fire in
Australia and co-edited a collection of stories from Steels Creek,! had
guided us on a beautiful late spring day in November 2015.

This group of historians had gathered in Melbourne, Australia,
to begin a three-day workshop exploring the nexus of oral and envi-
ronmental history. Our intention was to consider the ways in which
attention to memory and story-telling enhances our understanding
of the relationship between place and story, settlement.and sustain-
ability, environment and change. Our journey to the site of the Black
Saturday fires and our vantage point in Steels Creek, with'wiews through
recently regenerating bush to the valley below, embedded us in the
more-than-human world.? We ventured into nearby\forest where stands
of mountain ash (Eucalyptus regnans) abut temperate rainforest, a leg-
acy of the Gondwanaland period of the Australian continent. Within a
20-kilometre radius we had traversed an.area of recent ecological disas-
ter, heard powertful stories of human tragedy and survival, witnessed the
extraordinary recuperative powersof the natural environment and wan-
dered through remnants of Australia’s deep time landscape.

Humans have been making sense of this landscape for millennia, shap-
ing it with fire, stone, axesy ploughs and tractors. They have cared for it,
denuded it, tended it, lived*within it, creating it in their minds and with
their hands. They have told.stories about its birth, and its capacity to ignite
with devastating ferocity. In the decades prior to 2009, settler Australians
also demonstrated asstriking capacity to forget the “frightening and awe-
some natural for¢e” of fire and the “age-old elemental battle amongst the
stringybark?.’ Tn the wake of Black Saturday, the work that Tom Griffiths
and ChristinesHansen undertook was in part to remember earlier iterations
of this event, and the interrelationship between humans, fire and the ‘“forests
of ash’. Bringing together oral history and environmental history, they exam-
ined the intimate relationships between people and place, between individual
and cultural memory, and their webs of connection with the natural world.

Over the subsequent two days of the workshop we convened at
La Trobe University—only a 40-minute drive from the areas devas-
tated by Black Saturday—to read and talk through papers by each
of the participants, all of whom were working at the nexus of oral
and environmental history. The field trip to Steels Creek had pro-
vided a poignant backdrop against which to consider the entangle-
ment between humans, the ‘natural”’ world, memory and change.
Those papers, reworked and enriched in the light of discussion and
exchange, are part of the collection gathered here.
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The Gondwanaland vegetation we encountered on our field trip was
a reminder that although the Australian continent appears isolated, it has
been connected—and continues to be so in its botany and its people—
with the Indian subcontinent and the lands around the Indian Ocean.
The ancient and continuing botanical connection has survived despite the
great differences in recent history, including colonisation of mest areas
by Europeans in the last three centuries. In Australia, there has been
recent immigration by people from South Asia and the Iadian Ocean,
but European ‘settlers’ have retained demographic as well as political
dominance in this as in other temperate colonies. Tropical colonies in
Africa, across Asia and South America felt the heavy political impact of
Europeans but have retained a demographic and, cultural dominance of
resident populations, although often expanded with. the forced migration
of unfree labourers. In former western colonising nations and in both
types of former colonies, environmental ‘history and oral history—that is,
historical accounts recorded from the memories of everyday people—have
flourished. Yet they have taken différentiforms in each.

In considering how to engage even further with the questions around
how oral and environmental history ¢an inform each other, it has been
important to recognise thissdiversity of forms. It is impossible to cover all
variations, but we have extended the range of countries and communities
represented in the volumegand included chapters from authors unable to
attend the workshop: One dimension of that extension has been to draw
on authors from on¢ region—the Indian subcontinent—which allows
a comparisen between the two broad types of colonial experience. The
other dimension has been expansion of the category of ‘settler colonial’
to include/@anada, where, in addition to debates over indigeneity and
‘settlers’,"debates about the languages of memory occur as they do on
the Indian subcontinent.

There are good reasons for building the conversation between the for-
mer colonies in temperate and tropical areas. There has been great depth
of oral accounts in Indian environmental history, but because it has been
conducted by anthropologists, sociologists and ecologists rather than
historians, it has not often been recognised by historians from the west.
In India, however, this rich body of oral accounts has usually been con-
sidered collectively, in class or caste analyses, and so it is seldom seen as
‘oral history’ by Indian historians. So, a conversation will be of value to
all sides. Furthermore, there have been innovations in Indian analyses—
using visual representations as one example—which offer exploratory
pathways for oral and environmental historians everywhere.
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Yet there are clearly many regions absent from this volume, includ-
ing the diverse ecologies and societies of Africa, South East and East
Asia, and tropical Southern America. While each has fostered unique
forms of both environmental and oral histories, they have common
themes with those of the tropical and formerly colonised regions. One
of these themes has been that of displacement of human and non-human
species caused first by imperial land use and more recently by national
parks, conservation and eco-tourism. Another has been deforestation and
similar damage generated by monoculture and extraction for globalised
trade. Yet another theme is the ecological impact of.development and
urbanisation in post-colonial nations as well as that arising from the dis-
tortions of colonialism. Another theme again has been’ the impact of
warfare, leading to massive damage to ecologies as well as to human pop-
ulations. Yet for each of these themes, in“€ach region, research in oral
history and environmental history have,tended to proceed in parallel
rather than together. Our purpose in this wvolume then is to explore—
using just a few areas—the ways i1 which these two productive method-
ologies could be brought into effective conversation.

In many countries, oral history—as both a methodology and a sub-
ject matter—and environmental history are now thriving sub-fields of
the historical discipline.” Eachthas its own journals, its own conferences,
and a large number of practitioners researching, writing and theorising
about various aspects of their field. And within each field, there are those
who engage with themes of the other: oral historians often write about
place, attachment and meaning, but much less about the human /nature
inter-relationship and the way these change. Environmental historians
have used.oral history to talk to people about landscape change, but have
rarely problematised the nature of memory, story-telling or the interview
relationship.

This collection is the first devoted specifically to exploring the inter-
sections of oral history and environmental history. Oral history ofters
environmental historians the opportunity to understand the ways peo-
ple’s perceptions, experiences and beliefs about environments—places
in which people have lived, worked and played—change over time. Oral
history brings attention to memory and story-telling, and in particular
to the stories that everyday men and women tell about the environments
they move into and across. It brings the opportunity to explore dimen-
sions of class and race and gender into the experience of places. In turn,
the insights of environmental history challenge oral historians to think
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more critically about the ways an active more-than-human world shapes
experiences and people, the mutually constitutive relationship between
people and places that is a core understanding of environmental history.
The integration of these approaches enables us to more fully and criti-
cally understand the ways cultural and individual memory and experience
shapes human interactions with the more-than-human world, just as it
enables us to identify the ways human memory, identity and«€xperience
is moulded by the landscapes and environments in which peeple live and
labour.

Oral historians have been increasingly attentive to-theicomplex ways
in which people experience and remember place.# Places carry collec-
tions of meanings built up through patterns ofsbchaviour and interac-
tion, and through the wider connections peaple bring to their places of
significance.® Geographer Doreen Massey-has argued that places can be
seen as nodes in networks of meaning through which people link the
meaningful places of their past and present lives.® Drawing together this
work by anthropologists and geographers, oral history grounds abstract
ideas about place by locating thewmemory of particular experiences in
particular places; they are embodied and affective memories, reflecting
years of knowledge and astrong sense of locale, emotion and identity.”

In the context of climate change and the recognition of a new,
human-induced geological #age—the Anthropocene—environmental
history takes up_the'challenge to think about nature, people and place
differently.® However, environmental historians have generally been slow
to integrate oral history methodology and insights into their histories.’
As with_geographeérs and ecologists who have used oral history to chart
envirofimental, change,!? the tendency has been to weave interview
material into an environmental analysis without critical reflection on the
nature of the source, the significance of memory or indeed the method-
ologies used to collect such material. Exceptional studies show how rich
interpretations of environmental change can be when considerations of
memory and story-telling are incorporated into historical analysis and the
usefulness of integrating oral history to deepen an understanding of envi-
ronmental change, experience and meaning.!!

One reason for the lack of work that critically engages these
approaches is their differing intellectual traditions. Oral history as an
intellectual field in the British academic arena emerges from social his-
tory; it prioritises the human story—human experience, memory and
meaning are its central concerns.!? ‘Nature’ is a given, something upon
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which humans act but which has no inherent agency itself. In India,
interviewing the members of subaltern or marginalised groups has been
widely pursued, but although historians have been involved, this rich
body of interviewing has been most often undertaken by researchers in
anthropology and sociology. In each of these strands of Indian environ-
mental scholarship, there has been more attention to the collective and
less to the individual processes of memory and retelling. Soj although
extensive interviewing has occurred, it is often transformed.into collec-
tive and structural analyses. The closest perhaps to th¢ approaches of
social history have been in comparative literature, which has inquired
into oral forms of literature as well as into the long-time depth of writ-
ten Indian languages, alongside the more recentsliteratures of European
languages.

Environmental history in the west andJnithe developing tropics may
have more roots in common. In bothj this arena of analysis emerged
from the early engagement of European expansion with Chinese and
Arabic scientific approaches, genérating the rationalist sciences of the
Enlightenment. In both the eolonising and colonised world, environ-
mental history was yoked todthe.developing environmental movement of
the 1960s and 1970s, but-also draws heavily from ecology and environ-
mental sciences, which themselves arose from botany and zoology during
the same movements.'3 Only some work, notably that of Ramachandra
Guha and Madhav Gadgil, and later Richard Grove and then William
Beinart and Lotte“Hughes, has engaged with the critical role of colo-
nialism in efivirohmental change.!* Many others took these disciplinary
engagements to more simplistic consequences: in the west, environmen-
tal historysseeks to decentre the human and foreground the agency of
the more=than-human world; humans—if they appear at all—are often
portrayed as a homogenous, destructive force upsetting the natural eco-
systems believed to exist prior to European expansion. A dominance of
‘declensional narratives’, which lament the loss of an imagined ‘pris-
tine’ pre-colonial non-human environment, drive many environmental
histories that have emerged from these ‘settler colonial’ roots in North
and South America and in Australia and New Zealand in the Pacific.

Yet if romanticisation of pre-colonial environments has been car-
ried on by colonising ‘settlers’ in the ‘settler colonies’ of the temper-
ate zone, it has also been practiced in the environmental histories in the
tropics, although in these cases the pre-colonial landscape was imagined
to have been harmoniously peopled by small-scale village agriculturalists
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and forest harvesters. There, the ‘colonial watershed” approachin
environmental histories to environmental history has argued that it was
the impact of European colonisation—bringing capitalism with its bureau-
cratised land taxation, cash economies, mono-cropping and plantation
exploitation—which caused a sudden, catastrophic break with past stable
environmental conditions. This ‘watershed’ approach had some paral-
lels with the ‘declensionist’ narratives of the temperate ‘settler colenies’,
where a stable and idealised ecology was imagined to have existed before
colonisation. In the colonised tropics, however, the simple dichotomies
between dominant European colonisers and colonised Indigenous peoples
simply do not hold. What does ‘settler’ mean in South ‘Asia, for exam-
ple, which for many centuries has seen wave after wave /of mobile peo-
ples taking up land and political dominance over already resident peoples,
sometimes through exploitation and sometimes through conciliation?
The complex questions about what a ‘settler” might be and who might
be ‘Indigenous’ has been brought directly into recent environmental law-
making of both the temperate and tropical post-colonial worlds where,
in all cases, ‘Indigenous’ peoples have been identified for particular roles,
despite seldom being guaranteed.access to serious political power.

For both environmentalshistorys/and environmental sciences, there has
been a particular focus onm“industrialisation: the ‘great acceleration’ in
carbon usage and release, in.global population and in urbanisation. Some
critique of this view has emerged from archaeology, which has demon-
strated the environmental impact of both early agricultural and hunting/
gathering societi€s.

Oral history, however, brings a different critical question to challenge
the western-declensionist assumptions. This critique asks: what happens
to oral history when the human world is decentred and the more-than-
human world is given real agency? What does it mean for environ-
mental history to take seriously the embodied and affective nature of
memory and its gendered, racialised, classed nature? And even, as Meera
Oommen asks in this volume, what does it mean for both if animal
memory is considered alongside and in interaction with human memory?

For many in the formerly colonised tropics, however, the ques-
tions have shifted attention to the far longer time depth of human-
environmental impacts, which were occurring well before any
colonial ‘watershed’. Without minimising the impact of colonial-
ism, this shift has broadened the recognition of environmental change
in much recent work.!> With such a greatly extended time depth in
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human—environmental interaction, attention to human memory and
oral history may at first seem less useful. Indian environmental history
has certainly turned to different tools, one being archaeology, which
rely little on the short timeframe of oral history. Another frequently
used resource, however, is literature—and the recognition of orality in
long-surviving literatures, even after they have been transformed.by writ-
ing, is an important field which is necessarily informed by the emerging
approaches of oral history and memory studies.

In both the colonised and colonising world, humans have been recog-
nised as observers of and actors in ecologies for millennia. ‘While much of
this interaction has been documented in archival or material records, analy-
sis of recent decades allows historians to access human memory and emo-
tions to better understand this interaction, even as‘it.might have occurred
in the distant past. Moreover, it allows us“to access the perspectives of
the many groups who seldom have power to contribute to the written
record—the economically and culturally marginalised, the colonised, the
displaced and the excluded.!® As thic authors in this volume note, oral his-
tory reveals stories which conventional archives do not yield and, in turn,
the stories we uncover change theways'in which we read the archive.

This has been of particular relevance in Indian environmental stud-
ies. Across the subcontinent'there is a strong interest in active and urgent
environmental conflicts, As _pointed out earlier, many studies have now
been undertaken to record the voices of the subaltern peoples who have
no access to power==not only under the colonial British but also under
the variousdocal structures of power, before and after Independence—
enacted through caste, religion or race as well as class. Just a few of the
specialist areas.in which the work of Indian historians can readily be iden-
tified as emvironmental history would include wildlife studies!”; artisanal
fishers in coastal environments!'8; rivers and water, including recent dams
and hydropower!?; forests and Adivasi land rights??; grazing, ‘nomadism’
and herders?'; mining??; and urban studies, including communal vio-
lence and the communalisation of urban spaces.?3 All of these are often
explorations of the gendered relationships between humans and the more-
than-human world.?* This work is frequently based on extensive ethno-
graphic work, including formal and informal interviewing, with subaltern
groups across a number of generations, yet the authors of these studies
have generally analysed such material in the collective structural analyses
of religious, caste or class groups and the third-person style of econom-
ics, geography or sociology.?®> However, some recent analyses—based
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in anthropological methodology but attentive to historical analysis of
memory—have begun to explore their narrators’ perceptions to a far
greater extent than has been the case in earlier work. Examples are
Ajantha Subramanian’s Shorelines and Annu Jalais’s Forest of Tigers, both
of which demonstrate the strengths of cross-disciplinary approaches in
linking oral and environmental histories.?® Meera Oommen’s chapter in
this volume takes this approach in an ecological and geographical study
that recognises the important role that memory has played. in shaping
identity building and contemporary decision-making.

The history of political campaigns or identity mevements‘has been
more often associated directly with recording and analysis of memory. In
India, a substantial body of oral history recording has been undertaken
by the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, antended to illuminate
the long campaign for independence, andsthere have been parallel stud-
ies in Pakistan and Bangladesh. These, however, all align with a theme
that is readily recognised by ‘environmental’ historians: that of borders,
Partition, displacement and ‘lost places’. Memories—and imaginings—of
places have formed a major part of the many historical studies around
formal independence from Britain accompanied by Partition in August
194727 and then the birthwof Bangladesh in 1971. Furthermore, analy-
ses of memories of emplaced experiences may not be expressed only
through academic writing. In India, documentary film continues to be
an important medium for analysis as well as communication of narra-
tives of displacement.”® Finally, expressions of memories of environment,
including that of catastrophe, may not be in either oral or written form
but in graphic or performative media. The Chitrakars of West Bengal, for
example, have recorded their memories of the 2005 tsunami—and the
meaning they ascribe to it—in painted scrolls.?? While the Chitrakars do
sing and speak to their audiences as they present—and sell—their scrolls,
it is the graphic which conveys most fully their complex cross-cultural
analysis. An important innovation in the engagement of memory stud-
ies and visual representation has been the Eaglenest Memory Project,
undertaken by wildlife biologist and historian Nandini Velho and graphic
artist Anjora Noronha, who have worked with the communities living in
and around a forest wildlife sanctuary in the foothills of the Himalayas in
western Aranchal Pradesh, India. Velho recorded and Noronha sketched
the stories of villagers, and these are then drawn together to be discussed
with the story-tellers. This has developed into an analytical collaboration
to understand more fully the history of a forest.3°



10 K HOLMES AND H. GOODALL

Establishing a critical understanding of our subjects and sources is a
central tenet of the historian’s craft. If environmental historians are to draw
on human memory and emotions, we need a critical insight into how mem-
ory is formed and shaped by ongoing events, emotions, fears and hopes.3!
Furthermore, we need to understand the ways the historian’s involvement
in the creation of her or his sources shapes the archive we create.3? If we are
to explore what environments mean to people, as we need to de as histori-
ans of memory and orality, then we need to recognise the diverse types of
‘environmentsin environmental histories’ and the differing forms of ‘envi-
ronmental history’ that have emerged. These range from the analyses of
changes in vegetation, species and landscapes through to wrban histories,
disease studies, disaster studies, heritage and envirenmental justice.33

3

Each of the articles in this book explores<the way that changing envi-
ronments and changing human sogcieties arerentangled with each other.
They take up some of the key issues across the wide range we have out-
lined here. As we have explained, the geographic areas of focus are the
developed industrial economies” of .the UK (Skelton, Dudley), Canada
(Chatterjee and High) and the USA (Valk), the colonised settler environ-
ments of Australia ('kwigg, Holmes, Frawley, Anderson) and the post-
colonial tropical settings. of India and Bangladesh (Oommen, Lakshmi
and Sharma, Goeedall). Some consider industrialised and others deindus-
trialised urban spaces*(Chatterjee and High, Valk, Lakshmi and Sharma,
Skelton, Dudley), while a number consider watercourses and rivers in
both urban andsrural environments (Frawley, Goodall, Valk, Skelton,
Dudley).<Some papers compare the perspectives of Indigenous peoples
with settlers in both colonised and post-colonial settings (Oommen,
Frawley, Goodall). Other papers consider the questions around gender
and rurality in both developed economies and developing economies
(Holmes, Oommen). Questions around migrancy, access, and envi-
ronmental justice in urban and rural conditions are addressed in many
papers. Each of these authors argue that the memories and even the lan-
guage chosen by participants can offer insight into the more-than-human
world. Oral history, in seeking out those people who are most often
powerless to shape the written record, allows a glimpse of the people
most directly affected by environmental crisis, change or injustice.

These chapters also tell us about how oral history resources might be
used in an engaged comparative manner with archival and image resources
as well as with datasets from the natural sciences. The oral histories
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themselves might be gathered in a range of differing ways: during formal
interviews, in focus groups, with couples, while riding a tractor, travers-
ing far-flung fields, fishing or surfing—or even while being fished out
of the river after falling in! As Karen Twigg observes, “One of the least
appreciated benefits of oral testimony is that it propels historians out of
archives and into the field, offering the opportunity to see—directly
and immediately—how ideas and attitudes expressed in an interview are
reflected in the surrounding environment” (p. 229). Each.author dis-
cusses their methodological approach. Some draw on long, wide-ranging
life history interviews, others on short, focused engagements/crammed
into the spaces available in participants’ busy lives. Many of them record
not only the nature of people’s engagement withstheir surrounding envi-
ronments but also the voice of the more-than-human world itself: noisy
industrial cities, flowing rivers, bird songs"A number of chapters draw
attention to the soundscape of their interviews and the environments they
encounter (Chatterjee and High, Dudley, Skelton, Twigg). In Marianna
Dudley’s discussion of the sonic environment of the Severn Bore, she asks,
“Speaking, and, critically, being/heard, gives humans agency. Can an inclu-
sive understanding of oral setirces that includes environmental noise also
work towards recognitionsof nature’s agency in the histories we produce?”
(p. 99). Finally, these chapters suggest some of the varied outcomes of
using oral history ¢methodologies in environmental history inquiries.
The results might be.in formal reports to policy and management bod-
ies (Frawley, Goodall) or they might be in museum exhibitions (Lakshmi
and Sharma), scholarly writing, education, poetry or theatre. Lakshmi and
Sharma draw attention to the very different outcomes that a prioritisation
of oral history,and narrator perspective bring to conventional museology.
Most muscums focus on material objects—which might be considered
relics of environments—and around those objects the museum arranges
quotes and fragments of memories, almost like decoration. Instead,
the survivors of Bhopal, the worst industrial accident in history, have
demanded a museum that prioritises their understandings. This leads, as
Lakshmi and Sharma demonstrate, to a very different way of understand-
ing how the catastrophe has shaped not only the past and present but also
the futures of the people who were affected.

In some situations, oral history will offer empirical data which can be
aligned with the studies by ecologists of the presence of species of plants
or animals and their interactions with each other. Examples might be
the memories of fishers regarding the changing catches of particular spe-
cies of fish (Frawley) or of bird watchers about sightings and recordings
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of birds (Twigg), each being cases where precise details might confirm
identifications and interactions.

More often, however, oral history is a culturally inflected process. It
reflects the ways in which people observe and remember as well as the condi-
tions of their remembering and the forms in which they choose to retell those
memories. While this means that memory does not always offer empirical
‘facts’, it tells us much more; it allows us to see what environments and the
changes to them mean to people, and in turn allows us to see how they might
decide to act in the present and future in relation to those environments.

One of the distinctive features of this collection is-show many of the
chapters take urban, industrialised environments/as their subject. As
Sorlin and Warde observed a decade ago, the field of western environ-
mental history is dominated by studies of theé impact of human activity
on rural or ‘wilderness’ environments, with*arban environmental history
falling well behind in the publication stakes.®* How can environmental
historians see the ‘environment’ in cities? The awareness that human
beings and their actions and cons¢iousness are inevitably entangled with
all ‘natural’ environments on the ‘planet is at its most intense in urban
environments. While we cafi consider the ‘built environment’ as one
form of environmental history—discussed here by Piyusha Chatterjee
and Steven High—anotherform focuses on the elements of city environ-
ments which are perceived,as ‘nature’, however damaged and distorted
they may be. ‘Nature’ in‘cities is one of the many intermediate or limi-
nal areas where there.is a very deep entanglement between recent human
history and<thesmaterial and processes considered to be ‘natural’. There
is firstlythe underlying geography and hydrology of the urban area—
often simply=not noticed until flood or fire makes its contours visible.
Then there are the more-than-human life forms—some original plant,
animal and insect life may be extinguished by city development but some
thrive—such as pigeons, mangroves and rats, for example, and migrants,
such as the originally rural ibis which now nest in Sydney’s rubbish
dumps and forage aggressively across the city. The ibis were forced out
of wetlands which have been pumped dry for intensive irrigated horticul-
ture and found not just a refuge in the city but better and more reliable
feeding in the cities’ school playgrounds, parks and rubbish bins. Now
regarded as pests, these large-bodied birds fly out, all grubby after their
nights among the garbage, to terrify small school children by snatching
their sandwiches with frightening, long beaks. Understanding the ugly,
the unwanted and the damaged as ‘environment’ and seeking out its
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historical trajectory is as important as seeking to understand the remote
and pristine examples of ‘real’ nature.

Urban environments often include features of the natural world
which still look ‘natural’ but are contaminated and polluted. Rhode
Island’s Mashapaug Pond, discussed here by Anne Valk, is one such site.
Residents starved of space and access to any other less dangerous natu-
ral environments might perceive and experience such places as ‘natural’
until the evidence of contamination becomes too obvious te-ignore. The
polluted Sydney waterways of the Georges and Cooks Rivers were like
this during the 1920s-1970s when industrial expansiontand/the com-
plete absence of any clean water controls produced toxi¢ rivers. Yet, as
Heather Goodall explores, oral histories recorded ‘among people who
grew up there show that people still fished the rivers and even tried to
swim, or at least held picnics on their infilled and reclaimed banks.3®
Similarly, the views across the surface of the water are held with great
affection. Mucking around in the polluted,shallows even generated in
some, as Anne Valk’s chapter shows, a desire for further study and led to
eventual careers in scientific ecology. and /or environmental activism.

This collection also brings alive the ways in which memories are con-
tested and change over.time; as.well as highlighting tensions around
outcomes that environmentalists might unquestionably consider
‘good’—cleaning up avheavily polluted river, for example—but around
which conflicting experiences and opinions swirl. Leona Skelton’s dis-
cussion of thesambivalent memories surrounding the River Tyne beauti-
tully illustrates the ways a heavily polluted river could still be a site for
childhood"play,and adventure, and remembered for the activity and life
it once, carried. The same river, post clean-up and ecologically much
healthier; offers greater opportunities for engagement with ‘nature’
but supports fewer jobs and livelihoods. Meera Oommen’s account of
the diverging of memory between the Travancore people who remain
on the plains and those who become settlers in Ranni exposes the way
environmental challenges shape identity and memory, leading the settlers
into bitter opposition towards ‘conservation’ initiatives. Katie Holmes
and Deb Anderson both explore the ways farmers attempt to reconcile
changing environmental conditions with earlier memories of variable cli-
mates. Anne Valk’s discussion of Mashapaug Pond explores other kinds
of tensions within people’s memories as they endeavour to reconcile
past memories with later information, leading to doubt and uncertainty
as they re-evaluate earlier experiences. Similar tensions are evident in
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Karen Twigg’s consideration of the increased use of herbicides in the
wheat-growing district of the Victorian Mallee, where some farmers
struggle with the fear that they are poisoning the soil at the same time as
teeling compelled by economic and soil-conservation imperatives to con-
tinue to use high quantities of herbicides.

The invisibility of pollution—in the water, under the ground—gives
rise to myths and rumours that circulate through the oral history inter-
views, often repeated as facts. While the historian may seek-to clarify the
distinction, and has a responsibility to do 50,36 such rumours frequently
reflect other long-held suspicions about the environmental record of
large companies or governments and the disregard/ they have often held
tfor the health and well-being of their workers oreitizens.

In some circumstances, these are well-founded. Few more striking
examples of this exist than the Bhopal disaster of 1984. Rama Lakshmi
and Shalini Sharma discuss the challenges of memorialising the disaster;
their oral histories also reveal other knowledge, namely “the groundwa-
ter contamination from [Union @arbide Corporation’s| routine dump-
ing of toxic waste in the factory premises, and leaching of toxic material
that Carbide buried in thedsurréunding areas before leaving the site”
(p- 137). Over 20,000 people have'been affected. The collusion between
Carbide, its new owner. Dow Chemicals and the Indian Government
“manifested in misinformation, lack of information and a process of deci-
sion-making that excluded survivors” (p. 137). The survivors are “moral
witnesses” to the double tragedy of Bhopal.

Oral history enables us to recognise the complexities of entanglements
betweenhuman societies and environments. It provides a foil and correc-
tive for the emerging demands to commodify the natural world. Kanchi
Kohli and,Manju Menon address this issue in their recent book Business
Interests and the Environmental Crisis, which charts the shifting concep-
tion of ‘nature’ into that of a body of ‘resources’.3” A whole profession
has emerged, known as Natural Resource Management, or NRM, and
become a major strategy around the world to deal with environmental
conflicts, through which contentious land use changes such as mining
can be ‘negotiated’ with those affected, including Indigenous owners, by
treating all participants as ‘stakeholders’ with an interest that can ulti-
mately be quantified and monetised. NRM demands that ‘equivalence’
and ‘offsets’ or ‘compensation’ are given for environmental damage and
change. But the values humans ascribe to environments can rarely easily
be quantified and ascribed a dollar value; they are complex and messy.
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In Australia, the debates surrounding the Murray—Darling Basin rivers—
discussed here by Jodi Frawley and Heather Goodall—are about eco-
nomic and environmental flows. But Aboriginal owners and others have
been arguing for ‘cultural flows’, which incorporate all the messy values
that are not included in these statistical categories. The ‘triple bottom
line” has ‘social’ included, but identifying what that might be is challeng-
ing—and ‘cultural’ is an even more complex category.

3

This volume is organised into three sections but, as suggested earlier,
each of the chapters may touch on themes and methodologies which res-
onate with chapters in other sections.

Rivers contains glimpses of rivers and the, moreé=than-human world
in three countries—Australia, Bangladesh’and the, UK—while a range of
cultural perspectives are explored throughithe oral record. Authored by
Heather Goodall, Jodi Frawley and.Marianna Dudley, the chapters share
an active exploration of water, but each also touches on questions around
the migrancy of people as well as the mobility of waters, and challenges
the deeply embedded assumptions that waters is a simple element whose
‘flow” we can take for granted:/The narrators (or ‘informants’) inter-
viewed in research for each of these chapters see waters as productivist;
whether they are seeking to use water and its products for profit, sub-
sistence or pleasure, the people who tell their stories of water are not
tourists or passive observers but instead want to engage actively with
the water they.remember and observe. Each chapter also touches on the
debatesabout environmental justice and the question of access to the
waters in«€ulturally appropriate ways.

De/Industrialisation grapples with questions around industrial and
deindustrialising landscapes—in which industry might be remembered
as positive or negative, hated or mourned, and in which the tragic
impact of toxicity outlasts generations in both the developed econ-
omy of the USA and the developing economy of India. Authored by
Anne Valk, Rama Lakshmi and Shalini Sharma, Leona Skelton, and
Piyusha Chatterjee and Steven High, these chapters have notable
overlapping themes. One is the use of sound to consider how chang-
ing aural landscapes are created and lost, as well as to consider how
to research the sounds of the past and reach an understanding of how
they were valued in comparison with today. The intense and painful
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debates over ‘restoration’ of damaged deindustrialising landscapes are
foregrounded in a number of these chapters, in both developed and
poverty-stricken developing environments. There are important ques-
tions about the landscapes that are not seen as well as the failure to
hear the voices of the people who have been most damaged either by
the poisons or the loss of jobs.

Living with Environmental Change traces the gendered pérspectives
of settler farming communities in marginal landscapes in. Australia and
India. The chapters are authored by Karen Twigg, Meera Qommen,
Deborah Anderson and Katie Holmes. Each of the.landscapes under
study are coming under increasing pressure—albeit in different ways—
from climate change, eco-tourism and intensifying globalising impacts,
including economic pressures. One common dimension of these four
chapters is the psychological and social strategies developed to deal with
the challenges and disasters that threaten marginal farming land, from
the onslaught of disturbed and opportunistic wildlife to drought, floods
or cyclones. The beliefs and identities that are formed in both India and
Australia in the process of enduring disaster shape the choices people
make in the present about enviconmental policy. This brings these four
chapters into direct resonance with/those in Parts I and II.

Bringing together researchers in both oral history and environmental
history from the UK, the ‘settler colonies’ of Australia, Canada and the
USA, and from tropical and formerly colonised India allows insights into
the parallel but differing approaches that have arisen in each. There are
rich possibilities for historians to learn from each other in these situa-
tions, but'these will only emerge if there is greater communication taking
place between, historians from these settings. Many more conversations
of the type we have been able to open up here can only enrich the field.

g

Our view from Steels Creek revealed a landscape shaped by human and
environmental interaction, layered with memory and meaning, and satu-
rated with personal, local and national significance. The landscapes dis-
cussed in this book and the memories they evoke are similarly eloquent.
We hope that our collection helps advance our understandings of the
entwined nature of the human and more-than-human world and the
interpretive capacity of oral and environmental history to disentangle the
threads of matter and meaning so as to reveal their webs of connection.
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