
Kathleen McArthur - Wild/Flower Woman 

Kathleen McArthur (1915 - 2000) was a wildflower illustrator, writer and 
conservationist who used her art to champion Queensland wildflowers and 
their environments and ecosystems. 

 
Kathleen drawing, c1950s. Image courtesy of Hugh McArthur. 

Kathleen McArthur can also be called a ‘wild flower woman’, as she could be ‘wild’, determined and 
difficult, to ensure there was a voice for the wildflowers, creatures and landscapes that she loved. 
Her passionate desire was that her work might help others come to know, love and protect our 
natural heritage. 

When the mind opens the flower blooms    

Because our flowers have never settled into our consciousness they are not seen. People can drive 
through square miles of colourful, massed display of bloom and simply not see it. It is only when the 
mind opens that the flowers bloom. 

It follows that if the flowers cannot be seen, they do not exist in the mind, so there can be no thought 
in those minds of protecting and preserving them for posterity1. 

This online exhibition was created by Associate Professor Susan Davis, Central Queensland 
University, for the 2018 Fryer Library Fellowship. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people should be aware that this website and links to 
resources may contain images, voices or references to deceased persons. 

 

1. Kathleen McArthur. The Bush in Bloom: A Wildflower Artist’s Year in Paintings and Words. (Sydney: Kangaroo Press, 
1982, p.8). 



Background and family 

It was in September 1934, when my parents discovered Caloundra and immediately set about 
building a seaside residence, that my life first linked with its destiny.2 

Kathleen McArthur was born Kathleen Evans in 1915. She was the third of five children to Daniel 
and Kathleen Evans, who named their children Barbara, Florine, Daniel and Joan (later known as 
Judy). 

Coincidentally, Kathleen was born the same year as her future friend and colleague Judith Wright. 
 

 
Kathleen, Judy, Barbara, Dan and Florine Evans, 1923. Image courtesy of Hugh McArthur.  

The Evans family were among Brisbane’s prominent families. The family home ‘Cardington’ sat on 
six acres at Cavendish Road Coorparoo. It was on the site of what is now ‘Our Lady of Mount 
Carmel’ primary school. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Kathleen's Parents 
 

 
Daniel Evans and Kathleen (Kit) Evans (nee Durack) 

Kathleen’s father was Daniel Evans, one of the founders of Queensland engineering company 
Evans Deakin. The company was in the shipbuilding, rail and engineering business. Prominent 
projects included steel forged for the Story Bridge and the Kangaroo Point Docks in Brisbane. 
Daniel Evans was a major supporter of the engineering profession including the Engineering 
Faculty of The University of Queensland. 

Kathleen's mother was Kathleen (Kit) Durack, a woman of note, of the Irish pastoralist Durack 
family made famous via Kings in Grass Castles the book written by cousin Mary Durack. 

The family built a holiday house at Caloundra in the 1930s named ‘Restorer’. Kathleen notes that 
there were wildflowers everywhere and her interest in them was sparked by the curiosity to find 
out what the plants were. 

… Truly, wildflowers were everywhere!  Wherever one walked, and it was where walking came 
naturally, one walked amongst wildflowers.  

At first it was enough to look and enjoy, with names for only a few better known plants, until gradually 
an interest developed … The time would come. Before that time, there was a lot of living to do…3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/evans-daniel-edward-6120
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/durack-dame-mary-gertrude-27045


Married Life And Beyond 
 

 
Kathleen Evans, c1930 

Kathleen married Malcolm McArthur in 1938. They moved several times, including to India, Perth, 
and Duntroon. Once she began to have children she wanted a home base. She chose Caloundra 
and a modest home she later named ‘Midyim’. Kathleen and Malcolm were divorced in 1947 and 
Kathleen never remarried. 

Kathleen and her children travelled for a time and lived at Mt. Pleasant near Dayboro. 

From this time on she found the focus for her life’s work, devoting herself to writing, painting and 
protecting Queensland wildflowers and unique coastal environments. 

  

 

2. Kathleen McArthur, Living on the Coast (Sydney: Kangaroo Press, 1989), 11. 

3. McArthur, Living on the Coast, 11. 

 
 

Other wild/flower women 

Kathleen’s work built upon a legacy of women who loved wildflowers and the land from which they 
sprung. She has since influenced many others with her art, publishing and actions to protect the 
environment providing models of practice, creativity and activism. 
 

 



Sylvia Fox (Nee Dalton)(1906-1982) - 'My Friend Sylvia' 

[Sylvia] knew the native language of plants and all edible things, while being able to spell those 
names also and insist on the correct pronunciation.4 

 

 
Sylvia Fox. Image courtesy of Judy Nelson-Gracie. 

Kathleen had an important friendship with an Aboriginal woman named Sylvia Fox, who lived in the 
Caloundra area. Sylvia was born to Richard Dalton and Rose Coolwell and grew up on Stradbroke 
Island. 

Kathleen recalls Sylvia as being tall and slim with a lovely face, having a dignified reserve and 
being a wonderful storyteller. Kathleen also talks of Sylvia having a warm relationship with her 
children. 

Sylvia taught Kathleen many of the Aboriginal names for plants, including Midyim, the sand berry 
plant, that grew prolifically around Kathleen’s house. Kathleen later named her house Midyim. 

We are so lazy with the use of our language and will not make an effort for unusual sounds – such as 
the ‘y’ which we confuse with ‘j’. So when Sylvia told me the native name of Austromyrtus dulcis was 
Midyim, and I wrote it down as Midjum, MIDJUM which made her unusally cross and it had to be 
practiced putting the emphasis on the ‘y’ as it is in ‘yes’ – Midyim.5 

 



 

• Left image - Midyim, Austromyrtusdulcis, by Kathleen McArthur 

• Middle image - Midyim, by Sue Davis, 2018 

• Right image - 'Midyim', Kathleen McArthur's house at Caloundra 

Sylvia’s later years were spent at Cherbourg (inland from Gympie). So important was Sylvia to 
some members of Kathleen's family that her daughter Alexandra visited Sylvia in Cherbourg a 
number of times and made a headstone for her grave.  

Sylvia died in 1982 and is buried in the cemetery at Cherbourg. 
 

 

Estelle Thomson (1894–1953) – Queensland’s ‘Wildflower Lady’ 

Kathleen was influenced by the life and works of Estelle Thomson, a naturalist and 'wildflower 
lady'. Estelle's book Flowers of the Bush was one of the first Kathleen found that featured plants 
she could find locally. Moreover, Estelle's family had a holiday house in Caloundra.  

Estelle Thomson (née Comrie-Smith) was originally from Scotland. Her family always had a love of 
nature and for her, this became focused on wildflowers. She married Aubrey Thomson (an 
Australian surveyor-engineer, who was also a second cousin), they met when he was in England 
serving during WWI. 

During the 1930s, Estelle was known to Queenslanders as ‘The Wildflower Lady’, just as Kathleen 
McArthur was to be, some decades later. Estelle published weekly newspaper columns, gave talks 
about Queensland wildflowers, with some accompanied by ‘lantern slides’. 

Estelle’s public profile was extended through her membership of clubs and organisations, with her 
voted into office-bearing roles with the Brisbane Women’s Club and the Lyceum Club. Estelle also 
became president of the Queensland Naturalists Club. 

Estelle’s writing goes beyond providing scientific and botanical information. It engages and 
speaks to a wider audience. Flowers of our Bush includes botanical information and combines 
stories and anecdotes and details about where the plants can be found, how they grow and if they 
can survive when picked. 



   

• Left - Gwen Hughes, Freda Bage from Women's College, and Estelle Thomson at Caloundra, Queensland, c1918 

• Right - Brisbane Boronia, by Estelle Thomson 

 

Judith Wright (1915-2000) - 'A Poet And A Protestor' 
 

 
Kathleen McArthur and Judith Wright, Currimundi, 1961 

Kathleen and Judith Wright enjoyed a decades-long friendship based on a love of the environment. 

There are times in one’s past which remain warm and vivid, and can be taken out and looked at, so to 
speak, with renewed pleasure. Such, for me, were my first meetings in the early 1950s with Kathleen 

https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:179673
http://onesearch.slq.qld.gov.au/permalink/f/1oppkg1/slq_alma21269633120002061


McArthur, and our continuing friendship. They brought me joys of discovery, new knowledge and 
shared appreciation. Those ‘wild-flowering days’ at Tamborine Mountain, Caloundra, Noosa or Lake 
Cootharaba, when I was able to wander with her, helped train my own eye a little to her ways of 
seeing and her devotion to the flowers of the coast, the mountains and the wallum plains and 
swamps.6  

After initially meeting at Judith and Jack McKinney’s house ‘Calanthe’ at Mt Tambourine, the two 
families exchanged visits which often included ‘wildflowering’ expeditions. 

The friendship between Kathleen and Judith sustained them through decades of working together 
with the Wildlife Preservation Society of Queensland and campaigning for their conservation 
causes.  

They also shared personal triumphs and despair. Kathleen looked after Meredith, Judith's 
daughter, when Judith was hospitalised with an ectopic pregnancy. Later in life, Judith also 
confided in Kathleen when she was worried she had cancer. 

After Judith moved south to Braidwood, New South Wales, she became consumed by other 
causes, in particular working with Nugget Coombes and the Aboriginal Treaty 
Committee.  However Kathleen and Judith maintained contact and correspondence and a 
collection of cards Judith sent Kathleen (often at birthdays) is held within the Fryer Library 
collection.  
 
Happy 74th 
Now all our world predictions are coming off we can at least say we told you so – love J.7 

 

 

Margaret Thorsborne (1927-2018) - The 'Cassowary Lady' 

Kathleen McArthur’s work has influenced many individuals and groups. One such disciple and 
friend was ‘the Cassowary Lady’ Margaret Thorsborne. Margaret was a Queensland 
conservationist who acknowledged that much of what she learned about conservation and 
campaigning was from Kathleen. 

Margaret created cards based on her artwork, to sell, to help fundraise for campaigns.  With her 
husband Arthur, she published a book Hinchinbrook Island: The land that time forgot about the area 
they came to live in and love. 

Margaret and Arthur Thorsborne first became involved in the Wildlife Preservation Society of 
Queensland while living on the Gold Coast. Margaret and Arthur began their work in the 
Hinchinbrook area in the 1960s before moving to Cardwell in 1972.  

One of Margaret and Arthur’s major campaigns aimed to stop the killing of Torresian (Nutmeg) 
Pigeons on the Brook Islands. Even though they were protected, people shot at them during 
nesting season for decades. 

Margaret also lobbied for the protection of habitat for native birds, including the Cassowary and its 
habitat. One of the ways Margaret would convey her message was through her hand-painted 
envelopes. On these envelopes, Margaret included a small painting (usually of a native bird), 
accompanied by a simple message like "Cassowaries Need Rainforest". 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/192873593?q=Hinchinbrook+Island%3A+The+land+that+time+forgot.&c=book&versionId=211128657


Margaret was awarded an Order of Australia (OA) in 2011 and was the patron of the Wildlife 
Preservation Society of Queensland for 18 years, following the passing of former patron Judith 
Wright. 

Margaret was thrilled to hear that some of her envelopes had been displayed alongside Kathleen’s 
work for the ‘Wild/flower Women II’ exhibition in Caloundra 2018.  

Margaret died in October 2018. 
 

 
Handpainted envelopes addressed to Kathleen McArthur, by Margaret Thorsborne 

A collection of Margaret's envelopes and other correspondence was donated to the Fryer Library 
by Kathleen (F3282).  

 

4. Kathleen Mcarthur, "My Friend Sylvia." Lunch Hour Theatre Scripts (Heritage Unit, Sunshine Coast Libraries, 1992). 

5. McArthur, Lunch Hour Theatre Scripts.  

6. Judith Wright in McArthur, Kathleen. Looking at Australian Wildflowers. (Kenthurst, NSW: Kangaroo Press, 1986), 
p.7.  

7. Card to Kathleen McArthur from Judith Wright, UQFL404, Box 3, Kathleen McArthur Collection, Fryer Library, 
University of Queensland Library. 

 
 

 



A wildflower education 

One day I found myself confined to the farm by the flooded North Pine River that my little Anglia 
Tourer couldn’t cross, with a few Mt. Mee flowers for company and time to look at them carefully, 
find the children’s poster paints and being to try to paint them.8 

Kathleen began illustrating and painting in part to help her document and identify the wildflowers 
she noticed growing in her environment. 

She embarked on a major program of investigation and exploration in 1953, documenting all the 
native plants that were in bloom across key locations of the Sunshine Coast region. 

She documented her findings in a journal that is set out month by month. This journal later 
provided the content for numerous publications including her first book Queensland wildflowers in 
1959, many newspaper columns and later books such as The Bush in Bloom in 1982. A typed 
manuscript of this journal is held in the Fryer Library. 
 

 
Wildflowering, by Kathleen McArthur, 1953  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Wildflowering Case Studies 
 

Case Study of Christmas Bells - from 1953 Wildflowering Journal, Kathleen 
McArthur 

A flower that captured Kathleen’s heart was the Christmas Bell. These vibrant vermillion and 
yellow blooms were once collected by the bucket load on the ‘Pademelon’ plains near Caloundra, 
and even sent by train to Brisbane to be sold. 

      

 

 

“Old Arthur Fox is a notable Caloundra identity [and husband to Sylvia]. Twisted by years of suffering 
he jog-trots out to the Duckholes each day and returns with bundles of Christmas Bells made into 
bunches with ferns and carried over his shoulder. They have an all too ready sale and to the 
unknowing this may seem an easy way of making a living – certainly I thought so before 
yesterday.  Because I had at one time said how I should like to see the bells growing so thickly they 
made a sea of colour. Arthur Fox had promised to tell me when he found a good patch.  He kept his 
promise and assured me we would have only a mile to walk to and from the car, so I took along my 
ten and eight-year-old and set off with Foxy and his wife.  The mile stretched on and on, in and out of 
Pademelon swamp, and still we walked.  It was pleasant in the very early morning, for we had left at 
six-thirty, but time and distance made it hotter. 

At last we saw them … 

Certainly they were in large numbers, perhaps in thousands but still not enough to make a splash 
across the landscape as my mind had pictured; The bells at Duckholes, though greater in number are 
only half the size of those in the Currimundi area and many we saw yesterday were plain yellow and 
plain orange without the vermillion streaks.9 

Yellow Christmas Bells were to be found further north behind Noosa and in the following month 
Kathleen was to find these as well: 

“Behind the park, running right through at the back of Sunshine Beach the Christmas Bells are to be 
seen in thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands.  It must make a striking blaze of colour at the 
very peak of the season. The reasons for these numbers is undoubtedly their protection by the 
authorities.  It is a declared sanctuary with large notices advertising the fact.  The notice-boards are 
undesirable in themselves but when they serve to train the public are most welcome.10 

 

Christmas Bell, 
Blandfordia flammea, by 
Kathleen McArthur 

Christmas Bell. Image 
courtesy of the Wildlife 
Preservation Society of 
Queensland 

Christmas Bells near 
Caloundra. Image courtesy 
of the Wildlife Preservation 
Society of Queensland 

Christmas Bells, by Sue 
Davis, 2018. 

file:///C:/Miranda/Digital%20Stories/Kathleen%20McArthur/Word%20Version/Christmas%20Bell,%20Blandfordia%20flammea,%20by%20Kathleen%20McArthur


Case Study of Banksia - from 1953 Wildflowering Journal, May, Kathleen McArthur 

Kathleen once said if she could be a tree, she would choose to be a Banksia. 

And when my blossoms from rain were made 
and filled with honey, honey so sweet, 
I’d call the honeyeater and the lorikeet, 
the noisy friar and the wattle bird. 
Oh, then what music would be heard … 

Yes that’s the tree whose spirit I’d be, 
a banksia growing wild and free. 

(A Banksia Tree, K. McArthur n.d.) 

She acknowledged the popularity of Banksias across Australia. In this journal entry she introduces 
the five Banksia species that grew on the coast. 

     
 
 
 

May makes an entrance. Golden Candlesticks (Banksia collina) are burning brightly under the 
eucalyps on the Northern bank of Tooway Creek and at the Eastern base of Little Mountain beside 
the Lansborough Road. We are lucky to have them here in Caloundra for they are more commonly the 
banksia of the mountain (being known also as Hill Banksia) and grow particularly well on the 
Glasshouses and Mount Mee where they may be found flowering in winter when little else is prepared 
to face the cold winds. So at this time all our banksias are in flower – Coast Banksia or Honeysuckle 
(B. integrifolia) Red Honeysuckle or Saw Banksia (B. serrata), Banksia robur, Golden Candlesticks (B. 
collina) and finally the Wallum (B. aemula). It is this banksia, the Wallum, which gives its name to the 
poor sandy, often swampy country so extensive in our coastal areas. These are the five banksias of 
Caloundra.  It is understandable that trees of such character as these should bear Aboriginal names. 
Three separate names for the coast banksia are Pomera, Tchoomeroo and Burthargong.  The first 
two are from Stradbroke Island and the last from Bundaberg natives.11 

 

 

Learning The Botanical Arts 

Kathleen’s education in wildflower painting was informed by her study of other wildflower painters 
and botanical artists of note. She was very familiar with key artists, and had a particular fondness 
for the work of Ferdinand Bauer. 

Golden Candlestick, 
Banksia collina, by 
Kathleen McArthur 

Coast Banksia, Banksia 
integrifolia, by Kathleen 
McArthur 

Green Banksia, Banksia 
robur, by Kathleen 
McArthur 

Banksia Man, Banksia 
serratifolia, by Kathleen 
McArthur 

https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733682
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733684
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733662
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733683


The next step in my education was to go to the British Museum of Natural History to see the 
Ferdinand Bauer Australian paintings … That day I wrote in my diary just two words, ‘exquisite’ and 
‘perfect’, and later added: ‘It is a shame these paintings cannot be reproduced for Australians.’12 

Ferdinand Bauer (1760-1826) hailed 
from Austria and he and his brother 
Franz established careers as 
renowned botanical artists working 
on projects in the Mediterranean and 
England. Ferdinand Bauer was 
engaged by Matthew Flinders (upon 
advice from Joseph Banks) as a 
botanical draughtsman to work with 
botanist Robert Brown on Flinders’ 
Investigator voyage from 1801 to 
1803. During this time Bauer made 
thousands of drawings of plants and 
animals from Australia, using a  
complex system for annotating 

colours and sheen. After the voyage, 
he continued work on the drawings 
to prepare plates for printing, refining 
detail and accuracy. 

Little of Bauer’s Australian related work was published until 1976 with The Australian Flower 
Paintings of Ferdinand Bauer. The Fryer Library purchased an edition and communicated with 
Kathleen McArthur about it, but she informed them she had already purchased an edition herself. 

Kathleen was also familiar with books such as The Art of Botanical Illustration by Wilfrid Blunt and 
William Stearn, Florence Sulman’s A popular guide to the wild flowers of New South Wales, and 
Thistle Harris’ Wild flowers of Australia illustrated by Adam Forster). 

 

8. Kathleen McArthur, "Wildflowering in February" (unpublished manuscript, January 2019), typescript. 

9. McArthur, "Wildflowering in February". 

10. McArthur, "Wildflowering in February". 

11. Kathleen McArthur, "Wildflowering in May" (unpublished manuscript, January 2019), typescript. 

12. Kathleen McArthur, Living on the Coast (Sydney: Kangaroo Press, 1989), 28. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Page from The Australian Flower Paintings of Ferdinand Bauer, by William 
T Stearn 

https://search.library.uq.edu.au/permalink/f/18av8c1/61UQ_ALMA2188206730003131
https://search.library.uq.edu.au/permalink/f/18av8c1/61UQ_ALMA2188206730003131
https://search.library.uq.edu.au/permalink/f/12kerkf/61UQ_ALMA21101263250003131
https://search.library.uq.edu.au/permalink/f/12kerkf/61UQ_ALMA2184929450003131
https://search.library.uq.edu.au/permalink/f/12kerkf/61UQ_ALMA21106003610003131
https://search.library.uq.edu.au/permalink/f/18av8c1/61UQ_ALMA2188206730003131


Art, publishing, cards and prints 

The native flowers of this State lack neither numbers nor quality, only publicity.13 

Kathleen published her first book in 1959, entitled Queensland Wildflowers. In the 1970s, she 
published a number of books that focused on specific environments and locations (Pumicestone 
Passage, The Living River, The Living Beach). Most of her other wildflower works (The Bush in 
Bloom, Looking at Australian Wildflowers and Living on the Coast) and possibly her most 
successful Bread and Dripping Days were published in the 1980s.  

For decades Kathleen wrote regular columns and articles for local newspapers. These 
included Wildlife and Landscape in the Caloundra Weekly and Birds of the Sunshine Coast, in 
the Sunshine Coast Weekly Advertiser. Kathleen contributed to other series, including Bushland and 
Seashore in the Nambour Chronicle. 

Kathleen had a number of exhibitions of her paintings during her lifetime including in Canberra, 
Melbourne, Cairns and Brisbane. 

To help raise money for the campaigns and to educate others she commissioned prints and cards 
of her works. Many of these found their way into various collections and many people’s homes 
across the country. 

   

 

    

 
 

False Sarsaparilla, 
Hardenbergia violacea 

Parrot Pea, Dillwynia 
floribunda 

Hovea, Hovea acutifolia 

 
Mirbelia, Mirbelia reticulata 

Rhododendron lochae Hibiscus divaricatus Possum-Flower, Boronia 
rosmarinifolia 

Wedding Bush, 
Ricinocarpus pinifolius 

https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733664
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733666
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733667
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733670
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733672
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733674
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733637
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733639


    
 
 

 
A Gift For A Friend – Scrapbook For Amy White 

Kathleen created a handmade scrapbook for her friend Amy White (nee McConnel) of Buderim. 

It contains a selection of her prints, notes about the plants, anecdotes and reflections, and a 
number of extracts of poetry by Judith Wright.  
 

 
Scrapbook given to Amy White, from Kathleen McArthur 

This scrapbook is held as part of the McConnel Family Collection at the Fryer Library, The 
University of Queensland. The McConnels are a notable Queensland family who have been 
pastoralists since the 1800s, owners of Durundur Station and Cressbrook. Amy White was 
daughter to one of the McConnel’s, she was also a nurse during World War I and a cousin to 
Anthropologist Ursula McConnel.  

Elsewhere Kathleen honours Amy through a Buttercup painting and says: 

Doubletails, Diuris aurea Beach Bean, Canavalia 
rosea 

 

Garland Lilies, 
Calostemma luteum 

 

Tecomanthe hillii 

https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733680
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733676
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733671
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733675
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733837


Amy Beatrice White died on Friday, 31 July, 1981. She was a dear friend, a very fine  woman and she 
grew buttercups in her charming, old-fashioned Buderim garden, in company with lavender, forget-
me-nots, English violets and other old-world flowers. Yet hers were Australian buttercups like herself. 
It gives me much pleasure to pay her this small tribute …14 

 

 

The Wildflower Shows 

Over 5,000 came to the 1970 show and over 4,000 plants were sold.15 

 
Kathleen’s desire to educate Queenslanders 
about their own native flowers led to her setting 
up a native plant nursery at her home ‘Midyim’ in 
Caloundra.  Her paintings were also displayed in 
the ‘wildflower room’ underneath her house with 
prints and cards made available for sale. 

Kathleen also established the Sunshine Coast 
wildflower show in 1967. Kathleen hosted five 
shows at her home which included wildflower 
displays. Kathleen would rise early to collect 
specimens from key locations, and the flowers 
were displayed in a special board she had built. 

These shows were the foundation of 
the Sunshine Coast Wildflower Festival which is 
still held today. 

 

 
 

Leaflet, A wildflower show presented by the Caloundra  
Branch Wildlife Preservation Society of Australia, 17th - 24th  
August, 1968 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13. Kathleen Mcarthur, Queensland wildflowers : a selection (Brisbane: Jacaranda Press), 1. 
 
14. Kathleen McArthur, The Bush in Bloom: A Wildflower Artist’s Year in Paintings and Words (Kangaroo Press, 
Kenthurst, NSW, 1982), 33. 
 
15. Kathleen McArthur,  Living on the Coast. (Sydney: Kangaroo Press, 1989), p.49  

 

https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733620


Conservation and activism 

We still look upon our country as a source of wealth rather than a heritage to appreciate, manage and 
hand on intact, or even enriched, to the next generation.16 

 

 

The Wildlife Preservation Society Of Queensland 

The friendship between Kathleen McArthur and Judith Wright underpinned their shift into public 
roles as conservationists and campaigners. Their concerns about the limited knowledge of most 
Australian children regarding our rich natural heritage led to them forming the Wildlife 
Preservation Society of Queensland (WPSQ) in 1962 after being contacted by naturalist David 
Fleay. Jacaranda Press founder Brian Clouston offered to assist through publishing an 
educational magazine (entitled Wildlife Australia, which is still published today). 

Judith Wright served as the first Wildlife Society President, with Kathleen McArthur as Secretary. 
In 1963 Kathleen formed a Caloundra branch of WPSQ and led Sunshine Coast campaigns to 
protect the Cooloola region, Pumicestone Passage, beach dunes and local Wallum. 
 

 

The Cooloola Campaign 

… the first grassroots conservation campaign in which large numbers of private citizens finally 
convinced their government … The Cooloola Campaign – is a story that has needed documentation.17 

 
The genesis of the campaign to save Cooloola began 
while Kathleen and Judith were on an expedition 
near Noosa in 1953. Climbing to the top of Mt. 
Tinbeerwah with their families. Kathleen and Judith 
looked north across the untouched plains and 
coastline stretching to Double Island Point and Wide 
Bay and declared ‘this would make a great national 
park’.  

Returning to Brisbane Judith began inquiring about 
whether a national park could be established at 
Cooloola, but at the time they were told by Romeo 
Lahey of the ‘National Parks Association’ that ‘the 
area was not threatened in any way, whereas there 
were far more important areas of rainforest that 
were, the rainforests were the priority’.18  
 

Judith Wright and her daughter Meredith McKinney,  
Mt Tinbeerwah, 1953 

In March 1953, in company with Jack, Judith and little Meredith McKinney, I had stood on the top of 
Mount Tinbeerwah behind Noosa, looking out over the white-edged arrow head of land that has 
Laguna Bay on its right and Wide Bay to the left… it was obvious that this was great wildflower 
country … It would make a unique national park.19 

https://wildlife.org.au/
https://wildlife.org.au/
http://www.fleayswildlife.com.au/about-david-fleay/
http://www.fleayswildlife.com.au/about-david-fleay/
https://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php/Brian_Clouston
https://wildlife.org.au/magazines/


 

Judith Wright at 
Cooloola 

Further north at Boreen Point on 
Lake Cootharaba is a little village 
of nine or ten houses and a 
general store. We stayed there a 
week and fell most awfully in love 
with it….They are wild and birdy 
lakes, lost in the Wallum country … 
And what should be there but a 
half-finished cottage for sale 
awfully cheap, and lovely, really 
lovely.20  

Judith Wright's daughter Meredith McKinney at Boreen Point, 1954  

 

It was during the 1953 expedition that Judith Wright also came to buy a house in the Sunshine 
Coast region. The cottage was called ‘Melaleuca’.  

Judith’s engagement with the location and history of the area resulted in a number of memorable 
poems, one of these being ‘At Cooloola’.  Verses of this poem were also used in the brochure for 
the Cooloola Campaign.   

At Cooloolah 

The blue crane fishing in Cooloolah’s twilight 

 Has fished there longer than our centuries 

 He is certain heir of lake and evening, 

 And he will wear their colour till he dies; 

 ….. 

 those dark-skinned people who once named Cooloolah 

 knew that no land is lost or won by wars, 

 for earth is spirit; the invader’s feet will tangle 

 in nets there and his blood be thinned by fears.21 

 

 

 
 

 
 



The Crisis And Postcard Campaign 
 

 
Protest cards. 

The Wildlife Preservation Society Queensland and Noosa Parks Association had been advocating 
for a national park for the Cooloola region throughout the 1960s. They felt a crisis point was 
reached in 1969 when there were up to 10 sand mining leases pending for the Cooloola area. 

The novel initiative that activated the public campaign was stimulated by Kathleen borrowing 
ideas and reshaping them into the Cooloola postcard campaign. 

A postcard had been sent to the WPSQ Brisbane headquarters which had been used in the United 
States as a protest to the White House. That campaign had resulted in truckloads of mail 
descending upon the US government, and a campaign success. 

While others were sceptical about such a campaign, Kathleen saw the potential to use it for 
Cooloola.  She therefore proposed a postcard, letter and brochure be created that could be 
distributed far and wide. 

 

https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733632


 
Cooloola Wildflowers, by Kathleen McArthur  

To build a nation-wide network of support, Kathleen proposed that they create lists of contacts 
including all the natural-history organisations in Australia, hence thousands of postcards were 
distributed right across the country.  

Hundreds of letters of support started to flow back to the ‘Mistress of Midyim’ and the ambition of 
their campaign was further promoted through multiple means including media articles, public 
talks, and selling cards featuring ‘Cooloola Wildflowers’. 
 

 

Other Campaigns And Work 

… As a community we are inclined to undervalue what cost us nothing to acquire and to take for 
granted a fascinatingly rich environment that on a world scale is of estimable value.22 

Following the 1970 Cooloola Campaign, while Judith Wright was increasingly caught up in national 
agendas and campaigns, Kathleen’s efforts returned to the local, gathering information to 
establish the Pumicestone Passage on the National Heritage Register. This work was also 
published as the book Pumicestone Passage.  

Kathleen also campaigned to protect beach dunes and lobbied to prevent the creation of canal 
estates on the passage.  Following the pattern of previous campaigns, she engaged in detailed 
research, drawing on expertise nationally and internationally. 

Kathleen identified several areas that should be protected as reserves, including the one 
posthumously named Kathleen McArthur Conservation Reserve just north of Lake Currimundi. 

https://parks.des.qld.gov.au/parks/currimundi/
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:733681


 
Currimundi Lake (Kathleen McArthur) Conservation Park, 2017  

An ongoing project that both fed into and drew from her publishing was her establishment of a 
series of monthly presentations called ‘Lunch-hour theatre’. 

This format was borrowed from something she had seen in Canberra and adapted for her own 
purposes. The form is a spoken word presentation where performers read the text, they generally 
also included several songs. 

Kathleen would write the scripts drawing upon various writings, poetry and literature, focussing on 
different topics from local history, to family history, and more. 

 

16. Kathleen McArthur, Living on the Coast (Sydney: Kangaroo Press, 1989), 73. 

17. Lawrence. S. Hamilton, Foreword in Living on the Coast. (Sydney: Kangaroo Press, 1989), 8. 

18. Kathleen McArthur, Living on the Coast (Sydney: Kangaroo Press, 1989), 52. 

19. McArthur, Living on the Coast.  

20. Judith Wright in Patricia Clarke, and Meredith McKinney, eds., With Love and Fury: Selected Letters of Judith Wright 
(Canberra: National Library of Australia 2006), 82. 

21. Judith Wright, Five Senses (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1953), 108. 

22. Kathleen McArthur, Pumicestone Passage: wetlands of importance (Caloundra: Kathleen McArthur, 1984), 70. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Kathleen's legacy 
 

 

A Living Legacy 

With my mind I saw the flower 

and all was dissolved, 

for the flower was a symbol 

around which thought revolved.23 

 

 
Members of Wildlife Queensland, Sunshine Coast Branch, 2018 

The knowledge base Kathleen accumulated was extensive and shared through different forms 
from her delicate watercolour paintings to well-researched submissions and publications.  

Her legacy lives on in multiple ways including through the Caloundra branch of the Wildlife 
Preservation Society of Queensland. Now known as Wildlife Queensland – Sunshine Coast and 
Hinterland Branch, the members keep a vigilant eye on council meetings and decisions that 
impact on the natural heritage of the region. 

While significant achievements and gains were made in her lifetime, Kathleen often grappled with 
frustration as she witnessed the loss of so many unique environments that she loved. However, it 
was her love of nature and her art-making that fed her soul.  That intertwining of art, environment 
and action is what sustained her: 

At times it has all seemed too much to bear and it has been tempting to sell out and shift to some as 
yet unspoilt beach ... But when despair has led to hopelessness, that state of mind has to be 
overcome with the therapy of painting and writing or escape into fiction. It is such a beautiful coast it 
deserves all the care we can give it.24  



Kathleen’s achievements were recognised in many ways. She was awarded an Honorary Doctor of 
Science from James Cook University in 1996.  She was named the Sunshine Coast  ‘Citizen of the 
Century’ in 2002. The Currimundi Lake Conservation Park Reserve, that she also crusaded for, was 
renamed in her honour in 2003. 

 
 Wild/flower woman exhibition in Fryer Library and Sue Davis, Feb 2019 

Since her passing in 2000, three exhibitions have featured her work, with two at Caloundra 
Regional Gallery (2004 and 2018) and one at Noosa Regional Gallery (2016-17). 

These exhibitions and related activities help to ensure that Kathleen’s legacy is a living 
legacy.  Her commitment to the environment, to caring for country through art, artistry and 
activism lives on through the actions of many from environmentalists to educators and artists 
today and into the future. 

She reminds us that the task of caring for country is important, is inspiring and that we need to be 
ever vigilant. 

It isn’t until people realise that they’ve lost something, but they begin to value it. There is more hope 
now, that much of what remains may be saved, … but there is never sufficient hope to 
relax.  (Kathleen McArthur, n.d.) 

 

23. Kathleen McArthur, Looking at Australian Wildflowers (Kenthurst, NSW: Kangaroo Press, 1986), 9. 

24. Kathleen McArthur,  Living on the Coast (Sydney: Kangaroo Press, 1989), 149.  
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