Molonglo Valley - A glimpse back into the distant past and near future.
Peter Dowling

Situated to the west of Canberra city the Molonglo Valley holds a rich natural
and cultural landscape which reflects several hundred million years of land
formation and over twenty thousand years of human activitiy. The valley is a
key element in the unique landscape setting of the national capital.

The Valley as we see it today had its genesis some 425 million years ago when
volcanic activity to the south initiated lava flows and air-borne volcanic material
to form in the area. Evidence of this activity can still be seen in the granite
outcrops and the ‘tuff’ formations caused by the build up of deep layers of air-
borne volcanic dust throughout the valley. Marine deposits also played a part in
the formation of the valley when it became innundated with a shallow sea which
extended throughout much of what is now south eastern Australia. Limestone
outcrops formed by the deposition of many millions of shelled sea creatures and
shale deposits formed by shallow muddy waters can still be seen in the area of
the lower Molonglo River. Following broad regional uplifting events which
ceased around 65 million years ago the two major rivers, Molonglo and
Murrumbidgee began to cut their way through the valley. Land stabilisation and
weathering has produced the current landscape of low rounded hills and smaller
valley areas within the major valley.
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Although we do not know precisely when, the first humans to walk through the
valley, probably did so around forty-thousand years ago. We do know however,
that Aboriginal people were in the ACT and region by twenty-thousand years
ago. Radio-carbon dates from Tidbinbilla have shown people using a rock
shelter and using cooking fires from that time. Walking through the Molonglo
Valley twenty-thousand years ago would have been quite a different experience
than it would today. The surrounding hills and mountains would have looked
the same from the valley floor but that would have been where the similarity
ended. Twenty-thousand years was when the last Ice Age was at its most
coldest. The climate in the Molonglo Valley would have been similar to today’s
high-alpine climate. Snow would have covered much of the valley floor for
around half the year and snow-topped mountains would have been visible all
year round.

The two rivers, the Murrumbidgee and the Molonglo would have had much
more water flowing through them. Snow melting from the higher peaks and the
hills within the valley during the warmer months would cause the rivers to swell
annually and spread across large areas of the valley. The small water drainage
lines and creeks we know in the valley today would also have carried more
water into the rivers. Even though rainfall may have been less than today there
would always have been water available for the Aboriginal groups living or
passing through the valley. The vegetation in the valley would be similar to
what we see today in the Snowy Moutains and Mt Kosciusko. Stunted alpine
bushes interspersed with mosses would have been common across the valley
floor. Alpine Eucalypts (Snow Gums) would have been scattered through the
valley avoiding the colder frost hollows.

The people in the valley would have seen some sights which we can only
imagine today. The Eastern Grey Kangaroos which inhabit the valley today were
up to three times the size — giant creatures bounding across the snow covered
ground leaving large footprints in their wake. A wombat-like animal the size of
a hippopotamus would likely have been a familiar sight ten thousand years ago.
It was a marsupial herbivore grazing on the grasses, mosses and low tree
branches. We know it as Diprotodon today but only from the remains of its
skeleton. If it is difficult to imagine such a creature, drop into the Australian
National Museum which has a life size skeleton of this creature. Even the
wombats we are familiar with today were no midgets — they were twice as long
and tall and up to eight times more massive. As the Ice Age gradually gave way



to the present climate these giant animals adapted to climate-change by reducing
their sizes.

We also know that the Aboriginal people remained in the valley using it
extensively right up to the recent past. Several stone artefact scatters have been
found throughout the valley. Although an extensive archaeological assessment
is yet to be done, we know that the artefacts were made from locally occurring
rock sources and some could date back from several thousand years ago. From
around eight-thousand years ago, when the climate began to warm, the
Aboriginal groups would gather in the valley during the early summer months.
This was the time when the highly nutritious Bogong Moths migrated from the
western plains and covered the cool walls of the caves and rock shelters above
the Molonglo Valley. It was the men’s job to collect them and the women would
wait in the valley preparing to cook them in their thousands. Today in the
grounds of Uriarra Station there is a flat rock which has been identified by
archaeologists as a cooking stone often used to cook the very tasty months.

The Aboriginal groups regularly set fire to the valley floor to retain the
grasslands and the open Eucalypt forests they preferred. It was this landscape
that so attracted the European settlers and farmers who ventured into the valley
during the 1820s. They came, they built their houses and they stayed. The
Aboriginal people who had inhabited the valley for so long were displaced. The
landscape was altered even more with the clearing of the trees and the planting
of food crops. Sheep and cattle were now the main large animals roaming across
the valley floor — they can still be seen there today. Properties such as Huntly,
Fairlight, Brookvale, Woodstock, Uriarra, Sherwood and Springvale, which can
trace their origins back to the ACT’s rural past, are still operating today.

The ACT National Trust has the Molonglo Valley (or Uriarra Valley) classified as
a cultural landscape still showing all the elements of its past formation and
human use. But within the next decade or so the valley will undergo another
change. The ACT Government has earmarked the Molonglo Valley as the next
town and residential centre for the growing population of Canberra. What will
happen to these traces of the past as road networks and large and medium
density housing blocks begin to replace the open fields? It is up to the National
Trust and its members — you and I - to make sure that we can still understand the
long history of the Molonglo Valley and preserve the forensic traces of its
evolution.
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