Kimberley Society

FIRST DESCENT OF THE DRYSDALE RIVER KIMBERLEY 1986

On 2 May 2018, Joc Schmiechen spoke to the Kimberley Society about an adventurous trip in
which he was a participant. Joc is an Aboriginal tourism consultant and adventurer with whom
some of our more intrepid members have shared bush trips. His summary appears below, with a
selection of images from his PowerPoint presentation on the Drysdale River Expedition.

Clive Richardson, a white-water rafting operator from Canberra, along with some of his
adventuring friends in 1986 formed an audacious plan to make the first descent of the
Drysdale River, which to that time had never been navigated in the post contact period. A
number of early Kimberley explorers including Fred Brockman and C P Conigrave had
touched on the river in their journeys but only in small sections near the Drysdale River
Mission at Kalumburu.

Richardson gathered a team of 23 people to undertake this task using rubber inflatable
Metzler canoes. The expedition was conducted under the auspices of Operation Raleigh,
a round the world expeditionary event for young people organised from England under the
Patronage of Prince Charles. Numerous expeditions were conducted in Australia over a
two year period. Clive had assembled an experienced team of leaders to guide the 14
selected expeditioners, aged 17 to 24 years from the UK, USA, Singapore, Canada and
Hong Kong on the adventure of a lifetime. At the last minute we were assigned two US
servicemen to assist the venture. US Marines Staff Sergeant Sam Pitts and Special
Forces operative Christopher (Woody) Woodall joined the team and provided invaluable
support. | was fortunate enough to join as scientific leader tasked with collecting water
plants for the Canberra Herbarium, surveying the extent of the habitat of the endangered
Purple Crowned Wren and most importantly recording Aboriginal rock art and presence
along our journey. A doctor and journalist from the Canberra Times rounded up the
complement.

Like most Kimberley rivers the Drysdale is an occasional river, shrinking rapidly from a

raging torrent in the wet season to a string of large pools at the end of the dry season.

Timing was everything and an Army Caribou aircraft delivered the team and equipment

from Darwin to Drysdale River Station on May
Koeyers, owners of the station, made us welcome and assisted in moving gear to the

Drysdale River crossing which was to be the start of our venture.
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There was little time to acclimatise for our foreign contingent and after a night camped on
the river bank we set off with Clive already concerned at the dropping river levels. The
thought of long portages in sections seen from the air, where the river seemingly
disappeared in a bed of sand, provided a note of urgency. Our rations were pre-
dominantly dehydrated and hard tack worked out in conjunction with the nutritionist from
Canberra Hospital. We started with two week supplies with a planned food drop at
Crossland Creek junction made with extreme difficulty over a no-longer-existing track by
the Australian Army in Unimog vehicles.

Gear was packed in waterproof drums




Without any real paddling training, the group departed from civilization for the next six and
a half weeks. Start was at the crack of dawn, and paddling with only a short lunch break
until a half hour before dusk.

Clive had organised the group
into several task teams called
OMusterséo wi t h
the scouting navigation group, a
central camp muster to deal
with all the daily food and
logistics, a command group with
Clive and 2IC Warrant Officer
Bob Wicks in a 4 person Juka
raft, rowed by the powerfully
built Sam Pitts and a scientific
group assigned two canoes with
license to roam. Travel was
incessant with no breaks in the
first three weeks. We reached
the food drop a week ahead of
scheduled which meant a
reluctant burning of some of the
excess food.

Fish to supplement dehydrated food



Our paddle took us
through a timeless
landscape of glistening lily-
lined pools, immersed
Pandanus forests, broad
beds of sand dissected by
a thin trickle of water, rocky
reaches, foaming chutes,
and a major fifty-metre-
high waterfall (Solea Falls).

There were also giant
boulder beds where the
river disappeared gurgling
and singing two metres
below, a steep cliff
enclosed final gorge, rock-
sculpted mushroom pillars
and tilting rocks, and a
deep fiord-like estuary
flanked by cliffs at the sea
confluence. It was indeed
the oOLand of
nothing was predictable or
like we expected.

Abseiling over Solea Falls

Expedition canoes at Solea Falls




Tough rocky rapids
Negotiating rocky rapids

Saltwater crocodiles were perceived as a major threat in the lower reaches and we
carried some heavy weapons for protection as well as to shoot feral beats every third day
to supplement our rations. The Leaders were most relieved to pass this armoury to our
US experts. Although encounters with the fresh water crocodilians were a regular feature
of our paddle in the upper reaches, only a few sightings of the man-eating variety were
observed from a good distance as we reached the main habitat near the sea estuary.



Apart from one puncture from a submerged rock, one medical incident of peritonitis, and
one extended 2 km portage, the expedition achieved its task without any major incidents.
After nearly six weeks and some 340 km we were airlifted by BHP oil rig helicopters from
the Drysdale estuary by the lagoon where Don McLeod later established his remote
residence.

All scientific objectives were achieved:

9 First descent of the Drysdale, last major river in Australia to be traversed

Extended the known range of a critically endangered bird species, the Purple Crowned Wren
Discovered a major repository of ancient Aboriginal Gwion Gwion (Bradshaw) rock art
Collected unusual and significant water plants

Assessed feral animal damage
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The undoubted highlight was the Aboriginal rock art. | had come to this task fully prepared
to see lots of depictions of the Wanjina, the creator spirits of the Kimberley. As it turned
out only a few archaic faded forms of this art were seen and the surprise was a
preponderance of the highly elegant, naturalistic, heavily adorned human figures then
know as Bradshaw figures. Subsequent follow up survey expeditions commenced in 1988
and conducted over the past thirty years have found the Solea Falls region of the
Drysdale River National Park to contain a significant body of this art. This rivals any of the
other areas in the Kimberley where this is now seen as widespread, and the alluring
OWi nged Figure6 discovered on our first
art that has intrigued, delighted and drawn many serious rock art hunters, bushwalkers
and now researchers to this region.

Winged Bradshaw or Gwion
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