MAKE THE YARRA ‘YARRO YARRO’ AGAIN
The Yarra, once known as Freshwater River, could be restored

Melbourne could grow its international reputation as a green metropolis with the world’s biggest and possibly first reconstitution of a river- the Yarra River to its natural and original condition.
Not many people realise that the Yarra was once crystal clear, with rapids and cascades punctuating deep clear holes all along where Flinders street is now and with a large rock ledge near the Crown Casino site. 
In fact the Yarra was named after the Wurrudjeri word ‘yarro yarro’ which means fast flowing cascades. There was even a significant waterfall near Queensbridge Street and early Melburnians would swim there and drink the water above the waterfall which, protected from the high tide, was always fresh.
Additionally, the Yarra was first named ‘Freshwater River’ in 1803 by Charles Grimes who was the acting Surveyor General of New South Wales at the time. All of our early explorers were looking for around Australia was fresh water. To find a source right close to the sea would have been considered a remarkable treasure.
No wonder John Batman said ‘this is a good place for a village’, because of the plentiful supply of fresh water in the Yarra combined with the navigable waters of the nearby Maribyrnong River (which was a natural estuarine river where salt and fresh water combine and where the tide travels upstream for miles).

The Bunwerong and Wurrudjeri lived in a kind of paradise with this plentiful supply of fresh food and water, the combination of estuarine and fresh water fauna so near. They would have speared freshwater fish in the Yarra and collected shell fish and crab along the tidal banks of the Maribyrnong.

They would have been so happy year in year out, meeting at the change of seasons to talk, settle disputes, court wives and plan. Like Aboriginal people around Australia they would have held long ceremonies culminating here in a ‘moomba’, which to my ear means ‘bums up’…the ancient equivalent of a dance party.
I think we should re constitute the Yarra, build a monument and give back some pride and some rights to the local aboriginal people in the process, perhaps reconciliation for some of our sad local history could ensue. 

I first had this idea after speaking with some Aboriginal friends of mine who told me their handed down story handed about John Batman rowing up the Maribyrnong to camp near today’s Airport West. It struck me as to why Batman never rowed up the Yarra. 

Simply put he couldn’t because of the cascades and a massive rock bar near the site of Crown Casino, and because he didn’t need to, having found fresh water right under Richmond Hill.

In 1835 Batman’s surveyor John Wedge asked the local Wurrudjeri the name of the river. We now know this name to be Birrarrong but then they must have misinterpreted his question and answered ‘Yarro Yarro’ which actually meant ‘fast cascading water’. 
Sadly, after the expansion of Melbourne with the gold rush, and the misguided philosophy for demonstrating power over nature, the Yarra was unnaturally transformed into another estuarine river by blasting away all the rock bars, cascades and the waterfall. 
British engineer John Coode was commissioned in 1879 to gouge a canal from the old river bed out to the to Hobsons Bay allowing sea water into the Yarra for the first time and creating Victoria Harbour and the Coode Canal.
This allowed more shipping into town but also alleviated the flooding that regularly seeped into the south Melbourne area from the then undammed river. Needless to say the devastation of local food sources in the diplomatically shared aboriginal landscape left whole families and clans homeless; well landless!

So how could we restore the freshwater river and once again hear the cascades ‘yarro yarro’ and walk along its banks to see native freshwater species swimming near the bottom and, what’s more, to one day drink its fresh water? Could we somehow work this project to heal some of the cultural and social wounds to the Wurradjeri and Bunwerong inflicted establishing Melbourne? 

Arguably the method would be relatively simple, that is, by putting back a few mega tonnes of rock from Crown Casino to Docklands. Alternatively we could build a low dam waterfall at Docklands. 
Both methods would restore the freshwater to the Yarra by protecting it from the high tide. Either method would require little construction, no relocation and the result would be sustained by natural forces and hence have no ongoing costs. In fact with the development of a water lock it could raise revenue whenever boats pass form the river to the bay.
Having restored the Yarra with global interest we could then build a monument to celebrate our achievement and perhaps aim to make it the tallest water fountain in the world. It could reticulate water from the river and perhaps even be driven by wind power. 
The outcome, I am sure, would be to create the world’s most amazing ‘green’ project in a uniquely Australian context and this would then become a universal tourist attraction to rival any (except perhaps the Eiffel Tower which was built to demonstrate mega hydraulics). 

It would be quick, cheap and not too disruptive to build; compared to say the channel deepening project which, because it works against the force of natural sedimentation, is absurdly expensive with ongoing cost forever.
One can only wonder what Batman would have thought of the Melburnians of the 19th Century who could not even recognise why he chose this place for a village and proceeded to gouge out the environmental jewels of our city, its seaside yet fresh water river. That this history has remained forgotten until now demonstrates how the spinning momentum of old world ‘industrial revolution’ thinking has pervaded our city planning. 

This research article was written by Richard Micallef.
