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Anstey-Keane—Lots 67 & 171 Skeet Road, Forrestdale

Y

EARS OF NEGOTIATIONS between land owners and the WA Planning Commission finally resulted in acquisition of Lots 67
and 171 Skeet Road, Forrestdale in June 2020. These blocks were the last remaining parcels of land to be acquired for
inclusion in the Anstey-Keane conservation reserve.
Unfenced and uncared-for, the two blocks have for
years been mistreated. Joyriding and rubbish dumping
have been, and still are, unremitting, with obvious
environmental consequences.
While it is a victory that these blocks of significant
environmental importance are now government owned,
and it’s at last possible to curb the relentless abuse, much
is still to be done.
Fences are to be constructed along Ranford and Skeet
Roads (red arrows on the map indicate perpetrators’ main
access points), signage and cameras need to be installed
and a considerable amount of rubbish removed.
The Friends of Forrestdale eagerly await completion of
these vital works, which at the time of writing are yet to
commence.
Of the two blocks, Lot 171 has suffered less
degradation. The photos on page two show some of the
vegetation on that block which is mostly in excellent
condition and free of weeds. The photos below, also taken on Lot 171 (near Skeet Road), show what can happen to
pristine bushland when people display a lack of appreciation of the natural environment.
Parts of Lot 67 have become badly degraded and will
require committed rehabilitation work to repair the
damage. But a large section of the block contains quality
banksia woodland—Banksia Woodlands of the Swan
Coastal Plain now being listed as an endangered Threatened
Ecological Community. This block also has a section of
wetland that, while degraded, can be restored in time.
Because the blocks have up until now been in private
ownership and have undergone limited survey work,
important flora and fauna species could potentially be
discovered there.
The Anstey-Keane nature reserve as a whole is roughly
the size of Kings Park and its size and richness of animal and
plant species make it a significant Swan Coastal Plain
conservation reserve. Importantly too, it can serve as a
valuable source of environmental education for the many
current and future schools in the vicinity.
Education, starting at a young age, underlining the
importance of the natural environment has far-reaching
benefits. Encouraging children to appreciate and care for
nature goes a long way to reducing harmful behaviour that
ravages so many natural sites around Perth and beyond.

Above and below: Lot 171 Skeet Road, now officially part of the Anstey-Keane conservation reserve.

The photos below, taken in Lot 67, show some of the wetland areas that when dry are a magnet for joyriders. A look at
the site on Google Earth reveals the full extent of tracks and scarred areas on the block caused by unlawful use of offroad vehicles. The environmental damage resulting from this type of activity is extremely costly and difficult to repair.
Now that the government has acquired the two Skeet Road blocks, top priority is to keep perpetrators out. This is key
in preventing further damage to the two blocks and to the reserve as a whole.
But it will be a challenge. The reckless culture of joyriding in bushland often displays a level of persistence and
determination that defies belief. Gates and fences are repeatedly breached to gain access to Anstey-Keane and other
reserves, even high-grade cable wire fencing is no deterrent, as offenders carry a range of metal cutting tools including
portable angle grinders and the like.

Surveillance cameras and prosecutions are crucial to addressing this widespread problem. And again, the long-term
solution is education. Teaching children in schools and in the home about the value of our natural places and the need to
care for them is paramount.
Unlike
the
more
healthy
pursuits
of
walking and cycling, the
use of quad bikes,
motorbikes and 4WDs in
natural areas causes
wildlife disturbance and
lasting
environmental
harm. Noise pollution,
toxic
air
pollutants
emitted by the vehicles
and the minimal amount
of exercise involved,
makes joyriding using
such vehicles a less than
healthy activity for young
people.
One of many new tracks through bushland, Lot 67, caused by the unlawful use of off-road vehicles.

Forrestdale Settlers

I

N THIS ARTICLE we reflect on

the early European settlement in Forrestdale on Lot 283 Commercial Road, starting with the
Taylor family who came to live on the property they named ‘Homesdale’ in 1905. Over a century later, in 2018, the
property was purchased by the WA Planning Commission to be included in the Lake Forrestdale Nature Reserve.
In her book Morning Sticks to Microwaves, written in her eighties for her family, Katherine Clara Taylor Smith, born in
1905, describes an idyllic childhood on the five-hectare property she called the ‘farm’ next to Lake Forrestdale. Between
1905 and 1917 her parents raised four children on this small piece of land and through necessity and hard work were able
to live a self-sufficient lifestyle.
Living in these modern times of convenience and comfort, it is difficult to imagine the hardship experienced by the
family in the early 1900s who had to live off the land in what often must have been challenging conditions. Hot summers,
cold winters and a lack of the most basic amenities were just some of the things these early settlers withstood.
But Katherine’s parents were able to create a productive life on this small property and a happy, safe and nurturing
home for their children.
A swamp (now known as James Swamp) lies at the rear of the property and directly across Commercial Road is Lake
Forrestdale. The higher part of the land comprises white impoverished sand, but the soil on the edge of the swamp is rich
and fertile and this is where Katherine’s parents, Mont and Catherine Taylor, grew their crops. Sugar beet, turnips, wheat
and a range of vegetables were grown for home use, stock feed and for sale at the Fremantle Markets. They kept a small
herd of cattle, pigs, workhorses, a hundred or so chickens and beehives.
Nowadays, it is unimaginable that this small property could support such a lifestyle for a family of six, and it makes the
Taylor family’s achievement all the more remarkable.
It must be said, though, that circumstances in those days were a lot different from what they are now. The Taylors for
instance would have enjoyed a much higher rainfall for growing food than experienced in the district these days, and with
no car, electricity, running water or a host of other conveniences, their day-to-day expenses would have been
considerably less.
In her book, Katherine talks a lot about her early memories of the lake. She describes it as “a beautiful clear lake with
pure water. Its white sandy banks appeared as though they had been pushed up by a falling meteorite thousands of years
before.”
There wouldn’t have been many dull moments for the children on the farm. Katherine, her elder brother and two
sisters spent many happy hours swimming and boating on the lake, which in those days was much deeper than it is now.
They played on a flying fox they rigged up between two gum trees; they climbed the paperbark trees, some of which were
blanketed with dodder in which they made ‘nests’ to play in high up in the canopy. Another activity was catching gilgies:
the children would fill a billycan with the small crustaceans to take home for their mother to cook, and Katherine describes
them as “nice and tasty…and went down well with homemade bread and freshly churned butter.”
But it wasn’t all play. The children also had their daily chores before and after school: milking cows, picking vegetables,
feeding chickens, and collecting the eggs to be sent by train to market. Another chore, which Katherine didn’t enjoy, was
collecting ‘morning sticks’ or kindling wood that her mother needed to light the wood stove each morning.

The Taylor family in front of their home made of paperbark on Lot 283 Commercial Road, Forrestdale c. 1910. Katherine is the
child on the left. The house was demolished many years ago, but the shed on the left of the picture remained standing until 2018.

Katherine loved living in the house her father built from the paperbark trees that grew on the property. It had a dirt floor
and a roof made of wide strips of paperbark. In Rod Giblett’s book Forrestdale People and Place, she described the house
as “so cool” in summer, thanks to the paperbark roof, and “very friendly and warm and cosy in winter.” Her father later
built a timber house on the property with a corrugated iron roof. Katherine did not like that house at all and said that in
summer it was very hot.
Katherine describes her time at Homesdale as “wonderful days”, adding, “why, oh why, did they ever have to end?”
But in 1914 life in Forrestdale for the Taylor family did indeed come to an end.
Had it not been for WW1, the family would have continued to live on the farm. But in 1915 Mont Taylor enlisted in the
First Light Horse Regiment, leaving for Britain and France in 1916. The farm was too much for Katherine’s mother and
four children to manage, so the property was sold.
Once Homesdale was sold, Katherine’s mother and the children moved to South Fremantle to await Mont’s return.
When he returned from the war in 1919, the family moved into a war service home in East Fremantle and Mont retrained
as a plumber.
Homesdale had several owners after that, and around 1944 Fred James purchased the property and lived there until
2016. He and his wife Edna raised eight children, and in the early days Fred grew a variety of crops for home use with the
aid of a horse-drawn plough. He also kept sheep, poultry, beehives and milking cows. But the family never lived entirely
off the land. Instead Fred took various jobs, including roustabout, shearer’s cook and a long-held job in the wool scourers
at Yangebup.
By the time Fred arrived on the property, most of the Taylor’s buildings were gone. So he and Edna lived for a while in
the small shed in the above photograph until he built the first couple of rooms of the house they were to live in, which he
added to in stages as the family grew.
In the two books referred to above, Katherine Taylor Smith
talks about some of the wildlife she remembered as a child
and teenager in Forrestdale in the early 1900s: kangaroos,
wallabies, bobtails, racehorse goannas, dugites and tiger
snakes. She also mentions some of the birds of her early
memories, including cockatoos, eagles, owls and splendid
fairy-wrens.
When Fred James first came to live in Forrestdale in the
early 1940s, he came to a place rich with waterfowl and said
that the flocks of ducks flying overhead were like big black
clouds. Animals such as long-necked tortoises, koonacs,
rakali, kangaroos, western brush wallabies, echidnas, quokkas
and quenda would have been plentiful in the wetlands and
bushland at that time. Numbats, too, were likely to still be
living in the district back then. But because of habitat loss,
feral animal predation and a range of other factors, most of
these animals have now vanished from the area. A few, such
as long-necked tortoises, still cling on in shrinking numbers,
but some mammals, such as quenda, kangaroos and brushtailed possums, remain reasonably plentiful.
The above photo, taken by an early settler, is of a bush stone-curlew near its nest in a paddock near Broome Street,
Forrestdale. These birds have long since disappeared from the district and their wailing night-time calls, that Fred James
remembered hearing in the 1940s, have sadly fallen silent. Being ground nesters, these striking birds, their eggs and chicks
are particularly vulnerable to fox and cat attack.

Numbats, rakali and western brush wallabies are now gone from Lake Forrestdale, but prior to European settlement these and
other animals would have been abundant.

The Lake
For thousands of years, Lake Forrestdale has been a place of importance for Aboriginal people. According to tradition, the
lake is home to a powerful Waugal or Dreamtime Rainbow Serpent that is recognised by Noongar people as the giver of
life, creating and maintaining all freshwater sources.
Aboriginal people visited the lake seasonally. They camped around its shores and hunted for food. Gilgies, koonacs,
waterfowl and their eggs, mammals and reptiles would have been part of their diet. Long-necked tortoises were a key
part of the traditional diet and people would have gathered them from the nearby swamps. Edible and medicinal plants
were also available in the area.
Because so much has changed in the last century or so, we can only imagine what the lives of the Aboriginal people
would have been like before European settlement, and indeed what the environment itself would have been like.
What we do know is that the lake had the cleanest, clearest water, surrounded by dazzling white sandy beaches, fringed
with native rushes. This is how Katherine Taylor Smith remembered it in the early 1900s. She and her family came to live
by the lake only a few years after the first settlers arrived in the district in 1885. Sadly, no trace remains of the sandy
beaches, once a charming feature of the lake. Over the years they have become buried under a mass of weeds and debris.
Lake Forrestdale has undergone significant change since the settlers arrived. One of the first harmful effects was when
the local Road Board in around 1908 decided to drain surrounding swamp water into the lake. Katherine’s father was
assigned the job of digging the drain, which he accomplished using a hand scoop pulled by his trusty horse named Boxer.
This altered the quality of the water in the lake forever. When water from surrounding properties entered the lake via
the drain, nutrients were introduced. This in turn elevated midge densities and over time swarms of these nuisance insects
that favour nutrient-rich waters became a problem for nearby residents.
But that wasn’t all. In her book, Katherine noted that after the drain was dug leeches entered the lake from the
surrounding swamps and from then on these bloodsucking worms were a problem whenever she and her family went
swimming.
Vegetation surrounding the lake has also changed considerably over the years and it began in the early days of
settlement. Settlers had farms on the west side of the lake and their sheep and cattle roamed free. They grazed and
trampled the native plants, creating an ideal environment for weeds to take hold.
Multiple species of weeds now flourish in the nutrient-rich soils on the edge of the lake. Arums (probably originating
from the few plants the Taylors grew in their garden in the early 1900s), kikuyu grass, Scotch thistle, narrow-leaf cotton
bush, veldt grass, bridal creeper and countless others subjugate the fragile native plant communities which are unable to
compete.
One of the more serious weeds affecting
the lake’s ecology is Typha orientalis.
Formerly absent—or present only in small
numbers—this weed began to take hold
decades ago. Aided by a drying climate, it is
steadily encroaching into the lake and its
control is challenging. In past years the lake
was deep for most of the year, making it
hard for typha to take hold. But the lake is
now dry for about seven months of the year,
enabling colonisation of not only typha, but
also other non-native plants.
As can be seen in the photos, local native
species, too, are now able to establish
themselves on the lake bed as a result of
falling water levels.
Clockwise from top left: encroachment of Typha
orientals on the western side of Lake
Forrestdale; local natives: Swamp Sheoak
Casuarina obesa; Swamp Paperbark Melaleuca
rhaphiophylla and Saltwater Paperbark
Melaleuca cuticularis; Banbar Melaleuca
teretifolia are now able to self-seed on the lake
bed due to the drying climate.

Katherine Taylor Smith had a lifelong affection for Lake Forrestdale. Her memories of the lake
when she lived beside it in the early 1900s are quoted below:

“The moods of the lake constantly changed with the days of each season. This to me was very
relaxing. Reflections of soft white clouds floating on a mirror of clear blue water. Then, at sunset,
it would turn vivid and beautiful, with reds, mauves, and orange, dancing across the still water,
and tinting the Darling Ranges beyond”.
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