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Northcliffe is a very small 
town in the south west of 
Western Australia. It’s at 
the end of the line. No-one 
knows where it is. I always 
have to explain it in relation 
to somewhere else. It’s hard 

to put my finger on why I love Northcliffe so 
much but it’s a strange, wonderful place with 
this amazing 750 acres of pristine forest right in 
the centre of town.

I snuck the idea for a sculpture walk over the table at our 
visitors’ centre committee meeting. Our town was in crisis 
then. It was hard, hard times. The state government had 
just deregulated the dairy industry and that’s a major 
industry for us. And also the timber industry was going 
through a major restructure. There were protests of all 
kinds, you know, about the logging of old growth forests. 
The town was split and the social fabric was just being torn 
apart and the way everyone was relating to each other was 
just spiralling down. I got good interest in the project right 
from the start but then I pulled back because I thought, 
‘This is going to be huge and I don’t have the time.’ Hah, the 
irony! That was when I had no children. I didn’t realise that 
that’s actually when I had all the time in the world.

It was three or four years later when I had a toddler and was 
pregnant with another baby that we launched the attack. 
A particular grant came up and it was like, ‘Okay. Let’s go!’ 
The slow germination over the years was good though. We 
had a long time for the roots to sink in and I think that 
was really important because it did grow pretty darn big. 
Once the momentum had started you just couldn’t stop. No 
matter how exhausted you got. You just had to keep going. 
We had a core of about eight people, all volunteers. It was 
an amazingly strong team of very, very courageous people. 
And nutty. But mainly prepared to have a go. The walk was 
never conceived as a ‘healing project’ but as it turns out, 
we’ve made some good ground there.

I wrote 35 funding applications in that first establishment 
phase and we had to be really creative about how we got 
the big dollars. It was such a huge project for a small town 
and there were no boxes we fitted into. Arts funding is 
actually really small so I delivered the walk as an economic 
development project. I had to have a frontal lobotomy 
and learn how to speak economic rationalist jargon first 
but that’s when we suddenly hit real money – about three 
quarters of a million was in the budget all together.

It’s a very bold project. A 1.2 kilometre walking trail with 
just under 20 permanent works and an ever-changing 
series of ephemeral pieces. They’re predominantly Western 
Australian artists but we have a mix, nationally and 

internationally. And it’s not just visual arts, it’s multi arts. 
Writers and musicians as well. There are five tours and 
visitors listen on MP3 players to music and to stories for 
kids and youth. And there are funny, personal anecdotes 
from all the artists saying why they chose to make this 
and why they put it there, and so on. It’s very site specific. 
Everyone had to come here, spend time and meet people 
before we’d even let them develop a project for us. It was 
like the stories were written for a particular stump or 
cluster of trees. And the sculptures, you couldn’t just make 
something in a workshop and then bung it in the middle of 
the forest.

The scale is certainly not what most people think should be 
in a small town. People are surprised to find such quality 
of works and such breadth of vision. There seems to be 
this sense that you’re only allowed to have a project or a 
dream that’s related to the size of your population, which 
is ridiculous. I’ve never felt that living in a small town was 
an impediment to a big idea. In fact I think when you live in 
a smaller place you’re less restricted than you are in a more 
urban context. We’ve been able to do something far bigger 
because of our lack of experience and our naivety. And also 
because everyone went, ‘Yeah alright, we’ll support you.’

On the day I wrote our first application, I found a quote by 
Goethe. It went, ‘Whatever you can do, or think you can do, 
just do it. Boldness has genius and power in it. Begin it now.’ 
And that’s it for me about this project. It’s bold and that’s 
where the strength came from. People felt compelled to help 
us. We had so many artists give so much more than was 
ever financially rewarded because the idea was captivating. 
They thought it was something they could believe in. And 
all our consultants, they just kept on giving and I truly 
believe it was because the idea was just SO bold. If it had 
been a sort of a mediocre-something, we would never have 
got the money or the calibre of artists. It’s that whole leap of 
faith thing. We went, ‘Holy cow, let’s jump off the edge!’

You can’t be certain you’ll land safely. And that’s why 
everyone wants to watch.

fiona sinClair 
project coordinator



CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: 

Artist Lorenna Grant looks up from the base of a Karri tree as 
her sculpture Whole, You were meant to be here was about to be 
raised �� metres above the ground
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Women Meeting by Cecile Williams
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Detail of Pathways by Peter Hill
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Written in the Wind created by Norma MacDonald
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Sundew by Nat Williamson
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