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Throughout the 1950s and early 60s, P.A. and Rita Yeomans, and their sons Neville, Allan and Ken 

regularly threw open the doors of Yobarnie to the public. The Yobarnie Field Days, as they were called, 

were an opportunity for P.A. to share his experiments in-situ - exceeding the bounds of the two 

dimensional graphics and textual descriptions in his numerous (mainly self-published) books, brochures 

and magazines. Almost every week, farming families, soil scientists, and representatives from 

government and industry would make their way to Yobarnie (and the neighbouring Yeomans property 

Nevallan) to witness the Keyline system in action. Black and white photographs document dapper 

farmers in tweed jackets and wide brimmed hats looking on as P.A. opens a water valve, allowing 

gravity to inundate a paddock via his patented ‘Flood-flo’ irrigation system. In her foreword to The 

Keyline Plan (1954), P.A.'s first wife Rita gives an insight into the strategic position of Yobarnie on the 

outskirts of Sydney. Attendees of the Field Days, she writes, were often entranced by what they saw:

[they] arrive for a quick inspection, checking their watches on arrival and allotting perhaps a 

fifteen minute ‘stay’. These people usually are on their way from the city to their inland properties 

and the visit to our place is to be ‘just a passing look’. They generally remain for hours. 

(Yeomans 1954)

Queensland farmers arrive by bus to visit Yeomans' farms in North Richmond (Yeomans 1958)

Our Yobarnie Field Trip, then, is something of a re-enactment of events taking place more than 50 years 

ago. The difference, however, is that rather than showcasing an exciting possible future for agriculture, 

our trip has sober undertones. Yobarnie has recently been approved for redevelopment as medium 

density housing. Within a few years, as many as 1500 single-story homes may occupy this land, wiping 

out its agricultural heritage.
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For me, the Yobarnie Field Trip was originally planned as a means for learning more about P.A. 

Yeomans' farming and landscape design techniques. Comparing my experience on previous farm trips 

with the experience of reading Yeomans' books, I knew that walking the topography of the land was a 

powerful heuristic. And yet, as the day of our Yobarnie trip approached, I became increasingly aware 

that agricultural design was going to be just one of the things we would be learning about. The other, 

and perhaps more pressing issue, was the politics of rural space and urban development.

In a recent article examining the use and value of land on the outskirts of Sydney, geographer Sarah W. 

James argues that peri-urban agricultural zones have often been treated with scant regard by government 

planning departments  (James 2014). They are in-between spaces, undervalued as places in their own 

right, seen merely as sites of future housing and commercial development. Peri-urban sites, James 

explains, are considered ‘transient’, in the sense that their eventual transition away from agriculture is 

accepted as inevitable, and even encouraged via the state government’s incentives to release new land 

for housing in response to rising urban population:

In the 2005 Metropolitan Strategy, the majority of new greenfield development was in two 

Growth Centres in the north- west and south-west of Sydney, where the majority of Sydney’s 

vegetable farms were located. (James 2014: 380)

In fact, it is the ongoing surge in property values which is putting pressure on owners of agricultural 

land to subdivide, sell off, or develop. The per-hectare proceeds of fruit, vegetables, beef or egg 

production on the outskirts of Sydney cannot possibly compete with the return on investment offered 

by housing development. And yet, ironically, it is precisely the bucolic proximity to those few remaining 

agricultural sites which is attractive to potential home-buyers.

Sydney's Growth Centres, map by Borce Dimeski (James 2014)

This is the broader social, geographic and economic context in which Yobarnie is currently situated. On 

our Field Trip, we are addressed by members of the North Richmond and District Community Action 

Association (NRDCAA), who actively oppose the rezoning of Yobarnie as 1500 medium density home 

sites (NRDCAA 2015). As we learn, the group has been working for more than five years on this 
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project. One angle of attack has been to lobby for the land to be listed under the NSW state heritage 

register. Despite eventually succeeding in this campaign, the heritage listing has only slowed down - not 

halted - the development process. The coming estate, marketed as ‘Redbank’ will be required to make 

some design changes to acknowledge the significance of P.A. Yeomans’ Keyline system - but these will 

be relatively minor concessions in an otherwise standard housing in-fill scheme. What’s more, the 

NRDCAA has compiled exhaustive data showing that there is insufficient civic infrastructure in place to 

accommodate the influx of new residents. Without wholistic, well-planned upgrades (which do not seem 

to be forthcoming) water, roads and sewerage will all be placed under major stress. Still, the 

development goes ahead. 

Members of the NRDCAA speaking at the Yeomans Project Field Trip, Yobarnie, January 2014. (Photo by Caren Florance)

When our bus stops on the main road, high above the top dam at Yobarnie, we look down onto the 

rolling green pasture, and process all this information. Colorbond roofs, garage doors, manicured lawns, 

cul-de-sacs and queued traffic are mentally overlaid on the green fields, dams and disused irrigation 

channels. Even though we understand the fundamental economic logic of why Yobarnie must become 

Redbank, the sense of injustice at this transformation is palpable in our group. This feeling begins as an 

undercurrent, growing in volume as the day progresses. And so later, when the opportunity presents 
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itself, at the encouragement of a disgruntled local resident, we trespass en-mass onto Yobarnie through 

an unpadlocked gate at the bottom paddock.

The affective experience of this group-transgression is intoxicating.We spread out, scattering across the 

green field in groups of two or three. There is no sense that Milliss and I are any longer ‘in charge’. We 

are participants in an event that we have organised, but we have no privileged knowledge or authority 

about what happens next. This is no longer a tour. We have brought our ‘tourists’ to this place, and 

have framed the situation in terms of geography, economics and agriculture. But in choosing to illegally 

occupy Yobarnie, even temporarily, we are each implicitly voicing our opposition to the next step in its 

transformation. Walking on the land, some of us report feeling lost, or ‘at sea’ - there is no clear 

itinerary. And so we wander until we find remnant Keyline water channels, dams or contour tree lines, 

follow these along, beginning to piece together the logic of the landscape’s design at 1:1 scale. These 

remaining legible aspects of Yeomans’ agricultural ingenuity seem to possess some quality of the relic; 

there is an archaeological aspect to this experience. For students of permaculture, this is as close as you 

get to ‘holy land’.   Some of the trespassers sit down - just to be with the place for a while. 

Field Trip participants explore Yobarnie/Redbank, January 2014. (Photo Anneke Jaspers)

Our occupation of Yobarnie (now officially fenced off as a construction site) is quietly thrilling, and the 

activity seems justified under an alternative moral code - a system of value which sits apart from the 

logic of real estate and property investment. There’s a romance to it - there’s no denying that. And it 

lends each of us a personal relationship to the place: powerful embodied experience trumping the 

detached transmission of information about the place. But there is, of course, something significant 

missing in all of this. Yobarnie’s heritage value as agricultural land only goes back sixty years. What was 

1
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here before? How, if at all, do Indigenous histories and relationships to this country connect with this 

discourse of peri-urban politics?

Our Field Trip includes a stop at a place not far from Yobarnie called Navua Reserve. This is a 

convenient spot for our punters to have a toilet break and a picnic, and there’s sufficient space for the 

bus to turn around. But Navua Reserve is significant on a deeper level. It’s the site of a sort of sandy 

river-beach, an important local recreational resource. It’s also threatened with oblivion. Here, according 

to one council/state development proposal, a major bridge could span the junction of the Grose and 

Hawkesbury Rivers in order to carry all the extra motor traffic created by the Redbank development. 

One of our group, Naomi Parry, knows this place. She is an historian who has chronicled Aboriginal 

connections to Navua Reserve - or Yarramundi, as it is traditionally known. A few months after the 

Field Trip, Naomi sent us an email detailing a fragment of her research. We posted this on the Yeomans 

Project blog alongside photographs of our Field Trip (Ihlein and Milliss, 2014). Her account presents a 

completely different side to the discussion around Yobarnie’s provenance. I quote here from Parry’s text 

at length to give a sense of the complexity of Aboriginal-European relations that gave rise to the 

eventual transformation of land use in Western Sydney. She writes:

To me this place is Yarramundi, a favourite summer destination for people from Richmond, 

Penrith and the Blue Mountains. It's a bit scarred at the moment as it's had a lot of water 

flowing through it, but it's a beautiful soft place, of riverstones and clear water. 

The name Yarramundi, which really belongs to the locality, is in honour of a man of the 

Boorooberongal Clan of the Dharug. Europeans referred to him as Chief of the Richmond 

Tribes, but he was a doctor, or wise man. Sometimes he is called Yellomundee, as he is in 

Watkin Tench's 1793 Complete Account of the Settlement of Port Jackson. Tench tells us that 

Yarramundi and his father Gomberee, another wise man, met with Governor Arthur Phillip on 

14 April, 1791, just three years after the settlement began at Sydney Cove. 
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Almost exactly two hundred years to the day before our visit [to Yobarnie], on 28 December 

1814, Yarramundi met with another Governor, Lachlan Macquarie, and handed over his nine-

year old daughter, Maria, to the care of the Native Institution, then at Parramatta. It is through 

her that I know the history of this place, as I wrote her story in 2005 for the 'Missing Persons' 

supplement to the Australian Dictionary of Biography (Parry 2005).

Maria was remarkable for her ability to navigate white society without eschewing her familial 

bonds or her Aboriginality. In 1819 The Sydney Gazette reported that an Aboriginal girl of 14, 

thought to be Maria, had won first prize in an anniversary examination, ahead of 20 other 

pupils from the Native Institution and 100 white pupils. In 1822 she had married Dicky, the 

son of Bennelong, but he sickened and died the following year. By then she was living at the 

new Native Institution site at Blacktown and in 1824 met and married a white convict carpenter, 

Robert Lock. As a convict he was assigned to her: an inversion of traditional patriarchal and 

racial relations.

In 1831 she did something no Aboriginal person had ever done. She petitioned Governor 

Darling for land that had been granted to her late brother Colebee, which was sited next to the 

Native Institution. Colebee had received the land as a reward for working with Nurragingy on 

an ultimately abortive mission, tracking Aborigines with Macquarie's men, in 1816. Maria now 

claimed it, citing her relationship to Colebee, as a daughter of Yarramundi. She received a grant 

at Liverpool where she was living but she was resolute on the Blacktown land and was finally 

able to claim it in 1843. It was, in many respects, the first native title claim in Australian 

history.

Maria and Robert lived well and long and had nine children. The land at Blacktown was lost to 

the extended family in the 1920s, but some of it and the Native Institution site remains 

contested. Their legacy, and Yarramundi's, is in the family they created: up to 7,000 descendants, 

many of whom still have links with Greater Western Sydney, and identify as Dharug. The 

Deerubbbin Land Council are active in managing sites like Navua Reserve, and the rivers of the 

area. 

It was a happy and beautiful accident that Ian and Lucas picked Navua Reserve for lunch. It is 

a fine place to think about land, and how the sense of it, and relationships, run through time. 

(Ihlein and Milliss 2014)

Field Trip participants picnic at Navua Reserve / Yarramundi, January 2014. (Photo by Caren Florance)

As a model for socially engaged art practice, the Yeomans Project Field Trip creates a framework which 

can accommodate an unhomogenised array of different experiences. In a precedent project, the Redfern 

Waterloo Tour of Beauty (2005-9), I worked with artist group SquatSpace organising a bus and bike tour of 

the inner Sydney suburbs of Redfern and Waterloo (Ihlein 2015; Vincent 2006). Much like Yarramundi, 

the Redfern area has long been the site of intense contestation. It sits on the fringe of the CBD, home 

to strong and visible indigenous, public housing, and immigrant communities. Now, the inexorable 

transformative pressure of gentrification makes these communities seem more precarious than ever. Like 

SquatSpace's Redfern tour, our Yobarnie Field Trip allows all of these uneasy matters to sit together in 
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a state of prolonged irresolution. The format - borrowed from countless cheerful commercial tourist bus 

tour operators around the world - is in this case détourned. Together, we undergo a disquieting and 

problematic experience at 1:1 scale within a complex environmental and social situation.

Several months after the Yobarnie Field Trip, some surprising news came to light. The Independent 

Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) began investigating Bart Bassett, the state Liberal MP for 

Londonderry (the area which encompasses North Richmond) (Ihlein 2014a). In 2010 Bassett had 

accepted an $18,000 donation from Buildev, the property developer in charge of the Redbank project. 

This donation may have influenced the fast-tracking of the approval process for Redbank’s medium 

density housing development (Winestock 2014). Bassett subsequently resigned from the Liberal party, 

and local residents have successfully lobbied the Hawkesbury Council to put a hold on all developments 

at Redbank, while the ICAC investigation continues (Kidd 2014).

1. Prior to our Yobarnie Field Trip we contacted the developer, North Richmond Joint Venture (NRJV) 

requesting to physically access the land (now fenced off as a building site, and emblazoned with 'no 

trespassing' signs). We also requested that a representative from NRJV join us on the Field Trip to 

speak about the housing project from the point of view of the developers. NRJV refused both requests.
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