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An article about the late Helen Gee 
On Sunday 18 August, about 60 people gathered in 
the rain at Hobart’s Botanical Gardens to pay 
tribute to the conservation achievements of the 
late Helen Gee. In a pretty corner of the gardens, a 
small stand of rare Wollemi pine trees had been 
established to commemorate Helen’s life and 



honour her enormous contribution to the 
environment movement. 
It doesn’t need me to say it but it’s worth repeating: Helen 
Gee was one of the most important individuals in the 
Tasmanian conservation movement. 
Helen, who died in December 2012, was an adventurer, a 
writer, an editor and a poet. Crucially, she was also an 
activist. She was perpetually engaged in the political 
processes determining the future of the wilderness areas 
she loved. Had she been able to attend her own memorial 
ceremony, she would probably have gone to the 
concurrent Tarkine protest instead. 
While Peter Dombrovskis’s photos and Bob Brown’s words 
shaped the way we feel about Tasmania’s wilderness, 
Helen’s works heavily influenced the way we think about 
it. I don’t mean ‘thinking’ in a dispassionate, dry and 
detached way; I mean ‘thinking’ that embodies lively 
curiosity and an intense fascination with life. 
This is exemplified by the ‘South West Book’, published in 
1978 and edited by Janet Fenton and Helen Gee. The 
subject matter of this landmark publication runs broad 
and deep. There are contributions from geologists, 
biologists, speleologists, archaeologists, geomorphologists, 
recreationists, foresters, skiers and a pilot. Unafraid to 
confront the conflicts over land use in the South-West, the 
book presents assessments of forest resource side by side 
with explorations of the value of wilderness. Graphs of 
power-demand projections coexist with drawings of 
extinct mega-marsupials. Helen herself contributed 
articles dealing with Tasmania’s wild rivers, the tourism 
potential of the South-West, and Tasmania’s evolving 
environmental consciousness. The resultant encyclopedia 
of South-West Tasmania has been an essential tool for 
conservation campaigners for over 30 years, retaining its 
relevance today. 
Perhaps the book’s most compelling achievement was to 
make us think of the South-West as a single entity. Yes, 
the immensely special features, such as Lake Pedder, the 



Franklin and Gordon rivers and the Arthur ranges, 
received their due. But this wilderness was greater than 
the sum of its parts. In this vein, the concluding chapter of 
‘The South-West Book’, by geomorphologist Kevin 
Kiernan, canvassed the notion of World Heritage listing 
for Tasmania’s wilderness. This is a vision that has 
inspired conservationists to this day. 
What a shame it is that Helen did not live to see the 
172,000-hectare extension to the Tasmanian Wilderness 
approved by the World Heritage Committee in Phnom 
Penh in June. The World Heritage Area now embraces the 
Mt Field National Park, the Mole Creek karst, most of the 
Great Western Tiers, the rainforested canyon of the Dove 
River, and the forests of the Weld, middle Huon, upper 
Florentine and Styx valleys – the tallest flowering plants 
on Earth. Helen herself played a major role in 
campaigning for these places, fronting direct-action 
protests in the Huon at least twice in the grim 1990s. Yet 
the work of securing this World Heritage wilderness 
continues. Large tracts of wilderness south of Macquarie 
Harbour, in the Tarkine, as well as outstanding features 
such as Reynolds Falls, the Tyndall Range and the Vale of 
Belvoir are yet to be fully protected. We can only hope that 
new generations of activists will take up Helen’s vision for 
an expanded World Heritage Area of 2.2 million hectares, 
fully protected from mining, logging and inappropriate 
tourism developments. 
Helen’s visionary work in fostering the concept of 
wilderness continued, in both word and deed. The 
Wilderness Society journal that she edited in the late 
1970s and early 1980s featured probing articles by the 
likes of Paul Smith into the spiritual values of wilderness. 
Yes, protecting large tracts of natural country was 
important for biodiversity conservation. But wilderness 
was also important purely for its own sake. Helen’s deep 
belief in these ideals led her to become a driving force of 
the push to restore the original Lake Pedder, drowned by 
part of a hydro scheme in1973. This work stimulated a 



national parliamentary committee of inquiry whose final 
report in 1995, disappointingly, failed to recommend 
restoration of this former jewel of the South-West. This 
campaign was never a populist one, and drew all sorts of 
facile criticisms that were readily propagated by a hostile 
media. Yet the vision remains and hopefully one day 
Tasmania will be mature enough to undertake this great 
endeavour. 
Yet for all Helen’s ideals, she could never be boxed as an 
environmental ideologue. Perhaps because she and her 
husband Bob were farmers, her views on management 
always had a practical, feet-on-the-ground edge. She was a 
supporter of controlled burning of buttongrass plains for 
the sake of maintaining biodiversity and to provide 
protective buffer zones for fire-sensitive rainforests and 
alpine vegetation. She put such views to the World 
Heritage Area Consultative Committee of which she was a 
member in the late 1980s and early 1990s. She was never a 
total opponent of all native-forest logging and had doubts 
about the desirability of establishing large-scale 
plantations, even when other conservationists were 
promoting such an expansion. 
Helen and Bob were also instrumental in turning our 
attention eastward, towards hitherto neglected parts of the 
state’s environment. After the 1983 Franklin victory, when 
the Wilderness Society was becoming preoccupied with 
the forests of the Lemonthyme and Farmhouse Creek, we 
were suddenly confronted with a proposal to create a 
Douglas-Apsley National Park. This country was different 
from the tall eucalypts and rainforests of the west. These 
ecologically intact catchments of Tasmania’s east coast 
contained rocky spurs of open dry-sclerophyll forest, moist 
gullies, rivers whose flow varied wildly, and spectacular 
waterfalls and pinnacles. 
Once again, Helen’s role as an educator came to the fore – 
except this time, our education came as much through the 
feet as via the mind. Helen, Bob and friends such as Jeff 
Weston surveyed and constructed the Leeaberra walking 



track, running from north to south through the proposed 
park. Other tracks to waterholes, waterfalls and lookouts 
were established. Maps and brochures were produced. 
Open days and walks were organized. These initiatives 
opened up these forests – then threatened by logging – to 
bushwalkers, picnickers and tourists. 
The declaration of the 15,810-ha Douglas-Apsley National 
Park (as part of the Labor-Green Accord) in December 
1989 was one of the great unsung victories in Tasmanian 
conservation history. It’s a landscape of great biological 
and scenic value. When I visited the park in 2011 not long 
after returning from a study tour of World Heritage areas 
in North America, Europe and Japan, I was bowled over 
by the area’s integrity and beauty. The Douglas-Apsley 
certainly stacks up well against more celebrated forests in 
the northern hemisphere. 
Helen also pioneered campaigns for other East Coast 
areas. With Sally Meredith in 1990 and 1991, she battled 
against the odds to make the Wielangta forest an issue. 
The declaration of new reserves in Wielangta in 1999 arose 
from the Regional Forest Agreement, but would this have 
occurred without the public campaign run by Sally and 
Helen? And who can forget the look of unadulterated joy 
on Helen’s face as she stood behind Senator Bob Brown on 
the steps of Hobart’s Federal Court when the initial 
positive judgment about Wielangta was handed down in 
2006? Forestry Tasmania’s management of biodiversity 
had been tried and found wanting. Although this decision 
was later overturned on legalistic grounds, the damning 
evidence against Forestry Tasmania was not. 
Meanwhile, Helen’s work in publishing continued 
unabated. If ‘The South-West Book’ is a portrait of a 
wilderness, then ‘For the Forests’ is the profile of a 
movement. This detailed compilation of personal stories of 
individuals involved in the forests battle over many years 
was published by the Wilderness Society in 2001. It 
contains vivid contributions from tree-sitters, scientists, 
wood-turners, members of Parliament, artists, river-



rafters, small sawmillers, lobbyists, photographers, 
tourism operators and an anonymous logtruck driver. It 
painted a broad canvas of concerns about the management 
of forests stretching from the Tasman Peninsula to the 
Tarkine. Issues raised included clearfelling, loss of 
wilderness, destruction of specialty timbers, 1080 
poisoning, plantations, water quality, biodiversity and 
corruption. Nobody but Helen, who enjoyed the respect of 
all components of the forest movement, could have 
brought this labour of love to such a positive outcome. 
Yet Helen did not shy away from difficult issues within the 
movement. There were crucial times when she stood up 
for what was right, even if it meant disagreeing with some 
of her colleagues. She stood for ‘no dams’ during the 
furious but necessary internal debate about whether to 
support the Lowe government’s compromise Gordon-
above-Olga scheme in 1980 and 1981. In 2004, when 
WWF told the Howard Government that it did not have to 
protect tall-eucalypt forests in the Florentine, Weld and 
Styx valleys, Helen spoke out against such treachery. As 
someone who was in the public spotlight at awkward times 
like this, I was always very reassured to have the support 
of Helen Gee. 
Given her crucial role in the tense and divisive forests 
battle, it is unsurprising that Helen became one of the 
targets of Gunns. Then the world’s biggest exporter of 
hardwood chips – and the most powerful corporation in 
Tasmania – Gunns launched a lawsuit against 20 
organisations and individuals, seeking damages well in 
excess of $6 million. Helen was defendant number 12. Her 
alleged offences were to have damaged the company’s 
commercial operations by providing accommodation for 
protesters against the Triabunna woodchip mill, and for 
having issued a media release. Gunns’s action, widely 
condemned for its impacts on free speech, became 
infamous and rebounded on the company. Virtually all of 
the charges brought by Gunns were eventually dropped 
and compensation was paid to some defendants. However, 



at the time, the shock of the company’s ruthlessness 
reverberated through Tasmania’s small population. Many 
forestry critics went back into their shells – at least for a 
time. 
If Helen was rattled, she certainly didn’t show it. I was 
defendant number 2 and remember one occasion in early 
2005 when I was feeling rather oppressed and 
directionless. With my head buried in a newspaper, I sat in 
an obscure café, hiding away from work and all who knew 
me. Suddenly Helen was there. She was organizing a rally 
about the forests. She was not worried about the Gunns 
case but was concerned that the Tasmanian House of 
Assembly was withholding permission for her gathering to 
be held on Parliament’s front steps – the traditional 
rallying point for public protest. A deposit of $10,000 for 
‘public liability’ was being demanded from her tiny and 
impoverished South East Forests Protection Group. I 
immediately cheered up and told Helen that this could be 
the best thing to happen to her proposed rally. Together 
we cooked up a media release about democracy being 
undermined by the very institution that should be 
upholding it. The story ran on the front page of the next 
day’s Mercury; Parliament House relented; the rally went 
ahead; and the forests – particularly those at Recherche 
Bay (another campaign where Helen played a vital role) – 
were back on the agenda. 
It was not one of the greatest Tasmanian forest rallies ever 
seen, and nor was it a key turning point in any particular 
campaign. But it was one of those little bits of defiant 
humour that keeps an activist’s body and soul together 
during tough times. Helen and I had had a good laugh at 
the politicians’ expense. 
Yet the constant stress and myriad disappointments of the 
campaign must have taken their toll. It was certainly hard 
on Helen and her young family growing up in the 
Triabunna area, where hostility against ‘greenies’ was rife. 
When Helen was diagnosed with a brain tumour in early 
2010, most of us in the close-knit conservation movement 



were shocked. She had led such an adventurous, healthy 
outdoor life. Why Helen? It seemed so unfair. 
A card I received from Helen during that time described 
the wonderful bushwalks she was enjoying on Mt 
Wellington between bursts of treatment. She wrote of the 
glorious weather, and the features of the mountain that 
she was discovering anew. It projected such a positive, 
reassuring spirit, it was as if I were the one with the 
serious illness and she the one offering consolation. 
Helen has been deservedly lauded for her towering 
achievements in the field of conservation. But she will also 
be remembered for her personal qualities. The joy she 
experienced in the outdoors, whether walking in the 
mountains, rafting wild rivers, or swimming in the 
rockpools of the west coast. The loving attention to detail 
she brought to all her projects. Her sense of humour that 
was both gentle and wicked. The sheer delight she took in 
reading, poetry, art, music and the company of friends. 
She was a woman who brought a very special grace to 
everything she took on. 
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1. “Her sense of humour that was both gentle and 
wicked”, yes indeed Geoff. 
The last time I saw her was amongst a large circle of 
friends, playing and listening to music in the paddock 
beside her last home, overlooking Norfolk Bay as the 
sun set and the fire crackled. Husband Bob beside 
her on his ukulele. 
After three brain operations she was virtually unable 
to sit upright on the chair, but when someone made a 
mischievous comment (about FT, maybe), that quick 
comprehension and naughty smile was 
instantaneous. 



Her wonderful sense of humour - and her sheer 
goodness - were with her until the last. 
Posted by Neil Smith  on  26/08/13  at  11:54 AM 

2. in the late 1970s, i sat on a hay bale between a young 
dr called bob brown and the inimitable jeff weston in 
jeff’s barn up in germantown. it was at that meeting, 
instigated by helen gee and a few others, where we 
discussed whether or not to form a new political 
party. some of those present there were (or had been) 
in the UTG, but helen felt we needed something 
more. 
no one was sure what. there was a lot of too-ing and 
fro-ing but the idea of a party called ‘the greens’ 
emerged. a few years later, in a rowdy meeting in the 
hobart town hall, that new party was born, but it was 
in that barn at germantown where the conception 
took place. 
helen gee’s influence on tasmania can never be 
underestimated. she was an extraordinary woman. 
Posted by alan taylor  on  26/08/13  at  09:09 PM 

3. alan taylor 2. I’ve met both Dr Brown and Jeff 
Weston and yet I struggle to understand how 
compromise, pragmatism and collaboration with 
another party was reason enough to start a whole 
new party. Why didn’t they just join Labor and do 
what Nick and Cassy do today? Somehow it no longer 
adds up. Does it matter if the Greens have saved a 
few hundred thousand hectares of forests while the 
rest of the planet nukes, poisons and blasts itself to 
dust? We are still selling Uranium to Japan, we are 
about to join our new ally Al Qaeda in destroying 
Bashar al-Assad, and our nearest neighbor is still 
brutalising West Papua. We have embraced the Taib 
regime in the form of Ta Ann and even paid Gunns 
debts with taxpayer money. The marketing of the 
Greens has failed and every anti-environment party 
uses them as a benchmark on how not to sell policy to 
the public. Offering refugees $500 a fortnight during 



a massive economic downturn is ridiculous while 
people struggle to pay their bloated bills, mostly to 
governments that the Greens are propping-up. When 
did the Greens ever lower the price of anything in 
their entire history? It may have started out on hay 
bales but it ended-up on designer furniture and it’s 
pitch is straight to boring middle class suburbia. 
Posted by Karl Stevens  on  26/08/13  at  10:41 PM 

4. some of us get fitting tributes at our passing, karl ~ 
some of us don’t…. 
Posted by alan taylor  on  27/08/13  at  07:12 AM 

5. I never did meet Helen Gee, but from reading your 
article Geoff I would have liked to. 
I feel proud to be one of a large bunch of people 
trying to save some of our beautiful land from the 
greedy. 
Thankyou Geoff for the article and for showing us 
some of what Helen was, I have read the For the 
Forests book she wrote and was glad to see many new 
friends in that book. 
I only hope that her example will lead to many more 
people standing up for this beautiful place. 
Well done Helen and Thankyou. 
Posted by Pete Godfrey  on  27/08/13  at  07:51 AM 

6. Geoff:  thanks, you write well!  Pete (#5):  Helen was 
a nice person. Smart. True. Possessed of an open & 
honest commitment. I saw in her no malice.  It 
seemed she was drawn to the positive, like a moth to 
light.  We meet these people, rarely & see dignity, 
openness, beauty, direction, good sense & validity.  
Forgive me, if what I write is tedious. I liked Helen.  I 
didn’t know her well.  Let me tell my memories.  
I was playing & singing in the bar at the Pier, George 
Town.  I had a few mates, Richard, Dave, Mark, Mick 
& Les.  The beautiful lady behind the bar, Judy, used 
to take a plastic bucket round, to collect money off 
the drinkers, so that it’d pay for our drinks.  I had 
some good times in the Pier, like when Scrumpy, 



banjoed his walk along the bar-top.  Hitting every 
note!  Stepping over every glass, but mindful of the 
bar he was walking on, … but ..., oblivious of the 
ceiling beam… crash! Amidst broken glasses, flying 
beer & down onto the floor, picking himself up & 
making his way up to get some fish&chips; round the 
corner.  Many, many memories there. 
Me, singing, in the bar: 
“I laid me down to sleep last night 
& strange as it may seem 
there came to me a rare delight 
A most peculiar dream… 
I was back upon the Apple Isle 
a lovely place to be 
where people never ever fight 
and seldom disagree… 
I was driving down to Deloraine 
& had a stroke of luck 
on a very narrow corner, 
I met a logging truck 
well he pulled right of the road to let  
me and me car pass by 
and gave me such a friendly wave  
it almost made me cry 
but … ooh ….  
I was only dreaming!...etc]” 
It was good for a laugh, then & sadly, even now, I 
suppose.  When I’d finished, a lady came up & 
wanted to talk to me about the song.  I asked her 
name - she was Helen Gee.  She was collecting 
environmental folk songs & liked the sound of mine.  
I didn’t know who she was, but I knew the name Gee.  
(There are a few of them and I don’t mean to have a 
shot at anyone, but shall we say, they are not all of 
the ‘green’ persuasion – said by me, not with malice, 
but with some remembered humour.)  Anyway, 
Helen took it easy on me - humble as she was, she 
didn’t do a ‘Don’t you know who I am?’ routine.  



Years later, I got a copy, down the Wildos, of her 
forestry history, the interviews over the years, which 
is probably that one which you have, Pete.  An 
immense work.  The work of a true historian.  It sits 
there, in pride of place, in my Liffey home. You can 
see on its cover, if I recall correctly, that pic of the 
hillside burnt down to the track, from the right to the 
left.  (The same scene that years later FT published 
with some regrowth on it, to prove how ‘momentary 
ugliness’ is just a passing moment in their program of 
‘sustainable forest harvesting’.)  
Last time I saw Helen, was upstairs at Fullers 
wonderful Launceston bookshop. I can’t remember 
now, even though it was only a year or two ago, 
whether it was to launch her anthology of poetry or 
whether it was just to be present at Bob’s launch of 
his own little booklet of ‘pomes’.  Perhaps my 
memory is sliding two events into one.  I’ve been to 
Fullers’ Upstairs a number of times.  (I always enjoy 
it!) 
Scusi, but I’ve just done a Tas Times “Helen Gee” 
search.  Now my memory is spurred.  Perhaps my last 
meeting with her was when Ronni Summers 
published his auto/biography.  [see Tas Times report 
& comment here 
at: ]http://tasmaniantimes.com/index.php?/pr-
article/tasmanian-songman-ronnie/]  Ronni has a 
beautiful white guitar.  I also saw him play it to Kevin 
Rudd, when he brought his cabinet to Launceston’s 
Newstead College and when young Kaeo famously 
off-the-cuff asked the PM what good it would do to 
deliver more jobs if it was at the expense of the 
planet.  His mum Lucy, is standing for election for 
Bass.  I’m a Lyons chap, but if I wasn’t, I’d vote for 
her.  I saw her at a recent night-time education forum 
where Andrew Nikolic and Dick Adams were also 
present. 



Helen was a scholar, an historian, an activist, a mum 
and an environmentalist.  I knew her just enough to 
be able to say that. She gave me an inscribed copy of 
her poetry anthology “A River of Verse”.  [please also 
read the Bob Brown ‘bio’ 
at ]http://bobbrown.org.au/content/index.php/foun
dation/media_extended/helen-gee-1950-2012]. 
Pete:  Geoff’s eulogy on Helen’s is timely.  Yes you 
would have liked her.  I’m sure most people would 
have.  Alan’s a likeable bloke too, I reckon you know 
him anyway.  Can tell a good yarn, though not as 
good as ‘Swerver Tubb’, a former neighbour of his.  
Neill must have caught the same Great Western Tiers 
malady as Alan, and is also a pleasing musician.  I 
like what he plays on the mando.  
Thank you Geoff, for what you wrote about Helen 
Gee.  I’ve got some pix of Helen (with two family) at 
Ronni Summers’ launch, should you wish. 
Posted by Garry Stannus  on  27/08/13  at  11:47 PM 

7. Many thanks Geoff for putting down for the record 
such an eloquent history of Helen. A truly wonderful, 
compassionate and totally optimistic person who is 
sorely missed. Helen would never have thought of 
herself as anyone but an “average” person, but try to 
imagine the world filled with this sort of average 
person. Boggles the mind with such huge potential. 
Posted by peter adams  on  28/08/13  at  06:39 PM 

8. >Meanwhile, Helen’s work in publishing continued 
>unabated. If ‘The South-West Book’ is a portrait of 
>a wilderness, then ‘For the Forests’ is the profile >of 
a movement. 
not to forget the poetry anthology ‘River of Verse: A 
Tasmanian Journey 1800 - 2004’ edited & published 
2004. 
Posted by Ralph Wessman  on  05/09/13  at  12:33 PM 

- See more at: 
http://tasmaniantimes.com/index.php?/weblog/article/a-
very-special-grace/#sthash.KNAcxQH4.dpuf 
!


