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f1got dropped out here in
the middle of the rainforest, I
‘ ‘ could survive for 12 months or
longer,” declares Harold Tayley,
or Mooks as he is known. Mooks
(the word for “elder” in the
Yalanji language) is a middle-aged member of the
Kuku Yalanji tribe, the Indigenous people who
have lived in this part of northern Queensland
for thousands of years. I look at the small group
of tourists gathered around Moo nd then at
the dense rainforest with its tall trees, strange
birdcalls and looping vines. I'm not sure any of us
could survive 12 hours.

But where I see impenetrable jungle and plants
that are indistinguishable from each other, Mooks
sees a pharmacy, supermarket and university.
“Everything you need to survive is right here in
the rainforest,” he says. “You won’t find the plants
in this rainforest anywhere else on the planet.

We have bush medicine and bush food, and the
knowledge to use them.”

It’s this knowledge that has allowed the Kuku
Yalanji people to thrive in these parts for more
than 50,000 years. Mooks is sharing his knowledge
on a Ngadiku Dreamtime Walk organised by
Mossman Gorge Centre, located in Daintree
National Park. Mossman Gorge is an area with
great spiritual and cultural value to its traditional
residents, with its steep mountain ranges, wild
rivers, ancient rainforests and crystal-clear waters.

The park sits within the Wet Tropics of
Queensland UNESCO World Heritage Site, which
extends from Townsville to Cooktown, covering
894,420 hectares. The Wet Tropics covers less
than 0.2% of Australia, but 30% of its marsupial
species live here; 40% of Australia’s birds call it
home; and 60% of the nation’s butterfly species are
native to this area.

Prior to the Europeans’ arrival in Australia, the
Wet Tropics rainforests were among Australia’s
most populated areas, and the only area where

Aboriginal Australians lived permanently in the

forest. Today there are still at least 20 rainforest
Aboriginal tribal groups, 120 clans and eight
language groups in the Wet Tropics UNESCO
World Heritage area. The rainforest provides
them with everything they need - food, medicine,
clothing, spirituality, identity, shelter and
social order.

Before we walk into the 135-million-year-old
rainforest, older than the Amazon by 80 million
years, Mooks performs a “welcome to country”
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ritual - a traditional and sacred smoking The rainforest offers a cornucopia of traditional
ceremony. Among the towering trees and food, but only if you know where to look. Mooks
sprawling ferns is a clear patch where our group shows us the bush foods that grow nbundimtly
walks slowly around a smouldering fire. Stones in this area, but warns against eating anything
crunch under our feet and the red coals glint as unfamiliar. “We have six different types of wild fig,
Mooks throws bark from a melaleuca tree onto but you can only eat two,” Mooks says. “The rest
the fire. The smoke envelops our group before are poisonous, but they all look the same.” The way
rising, the wisps fading into the blue sky. to tell the difference is to stick a little twig in the
Mooks speaks in Yalanji and then translates. fruit. If sap comes out, you know it’s poison.
“Once you’re in our country this smoking This is the knowledge that Mooks’ shaman
ceremony will protect you,” says Mooks. “You are grandfather, who spoke 15 different Aboriginal
strangers to the area but when you leave from languages, passed onto him when Mooks was a
here, you will go with good spirit.” Mooks tells us small boy in the bush. “I didn’t live in a house
this means we will be shielded from “bad spells until I was 16 years old,” he tells us. “I lived in the
or curses”. bush, in a bark shelter with my grandparents.” As
As we begin the walk, Mooks stops every 30 a baby, Mooks’ cot was made out of red stringy
metres or so to point out something that could bark and cushioned with kangaroo skin. “When
harm or heal us. He shows us a pandanus plant, my grandparents passed on I found it hard to go
with its tasty custard-like fruit and long dark from living in the bush to a house,” he says. “It was
leaves with tiny spikes along their edges. “When stressful for a long time.”
the women were out collecting berries and The international travellers in our group shake
digging for wild yams with their head down, they their heads when Mooks asks them if they have
would use these spikes on the side of the leaf to heard of the Stolen Generations. He has living
stick into their skin to massage their temples and memories of a time when Aboriginal children who
stop them from getting headaches.” were thought to have European ancestry were
“What about the men - don’t they get forcibly removed from their families as a result of
headaches too?” someone asks. “Only from their various Australian government policies. Mooks
wives,” comes Mooks’ cheeky reply. was nearly taken a couple of times by government
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RED CEDAR IS USED
TO MAKE
ARTEFACTS,
SHIELDS AND
BOOMERANGS;
ANCIENT STONES
USED TO CRACK
YELLOW WALNUTS
AND CYCAD SEEDS
FOR FLOUR;
FLAMMABLE
CANDLE NUTS ARE
TO PROVIDE

“If you are lost in the rainforest,
find a red cedar, get a rock .
and hit the buttress”

SRR AT AR RE R . VT DA —BRACAAR . ol —Biof S T /e AR 1 )

officials, but his grandmother rubbed charcoal on
him to make his skin appear darker. The second
time a sympathetic police officer’s wife hid him in

a postal bag under her bed when she heard people
were looking for him. “I was one of the lucky ones,”
Mooks recalls.

Today we are the fortunate ones as Mooks guides
us through the rainforest that he knows intimately.
He shows us the stones, some up to 40,000 years
old, used to crack yellow walnut and cycad seeds
for flour; the clay eaten to strengthen bones;
and a flower that glows in the dark, acting like a
tiny candle when night falls. It has been guiding
Indigenous people through the forest for millennia.

He stops at an enormous tree, its ancient limbs
spreading high above us, and its roots stretching
across the path. “This is a red cedar; we have some

in the rainforest that are 400 years old,” says
Mooks. “Rainforest people chop the buttress out
to make artefacts, shields, boomerangs, and the
women made bowls to carry berries and fruits.”
But the tree also has a life-saving use. “If you are
lost in the rainforest, find a red cedar, get a rock
and hit the buttress,” Mooks instructs us. With
that he picks up a big stone and hits it firmly into
the trunk of the tree. A loud, hollow sound like a
gunshot echoes through the valley. “You can hear
that up to 10 kilometres away,” Mooks says. “If you
hear that sound, you know someone needs help.”

This ancient rainforest contains medicinal and
life-saving remedies. Just down the path from
the red cedar is a tall lemon-scented eucalyptus.
Mooks picks up a rock and knocks a small piece
of bark off the trunk. A small trickle of white
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HEALING
POWER
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The medicinal qualities of the
plants that grow in Daintree
Rainforest are starting to be
recognised. A berry from the
blushwood tree, which only
grows in certain areas of Far
North Queensland, has rapid
cancer-fighting properties.
A particular compound in
the berry has been found to
destroy head and neck tumours
as well as melanomas. An
experimental drug derived
from the berry has been used
on cats, dogs and horses,
and in 75% of cases, tumours
disappear and do not return.
Researchers are hopeful that
the drug could be effective in
humans, too.
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sap seeps down the tree. “In the early days when
people had a fever they would mix the sap with a
little water,” Mooks says. “This is one of the most
important trees in the rainforest. The sap acts like
an antibiotic.”

Mooks uses his encyclopaedic knowledge
to bridge the modern and the ancient world.
Alongside a general practitioner, Mooks often visits
members of the 180-strong Indigenous community
who live in Mossman Gorge to offer traditional
healing. Mooks, however, lives in nearby Mossman
town because there isn’t enough housing to go
around in the community. The challenges that
Aboriginal people have faced in this region since
colonisation are well-known - high unemployment

Cairns / 2%

rates, substance abuse, as well as significant
health issues.

Mooks’ passion for teaching people about
the rainforest is unmistakable. It’s something
he has used to impact young Aboriginal people
in the area. “Lots of children in the community
are on their computers playing video games and
on their mobile phones,” he says. “But I take
them out to the country and show them how to
find food, to cook, to make didgeridoos (wind
instruments). Some of these young kids are
breaking into shops and causing trouble. I tell
them, ‘If you can work, make money and buy
something that you need, then you don’t need

1.”

to steal.
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“Every time I go shopping in Mossman, kids
who are working at the supermarket say to me,
‘Mooks, you’ve changed our lives,”” he says,
smiling and looking down at the ground. “Teaching
young ones to survive off the land and embrace
their culture is what I am passionate about. These
kids have to go the right way.”

Integral to supporting young Aboriginal people
is the Mossman Gorge Training Centre, which
offers courses for Indigenous Australians to work
in hospitality, tourism and business. Around
90Y% of the staff at the centre are Indigenous, and
training manager Deb Simpson says the local
Kuku Yalanji people feel proud to share their
stories and knowledge with visitors to the area.
“It’s important for the culture and the tourism

industry,” she says. “Indigenous tourism is about
educating people, but it’s also about keeping the
culture alive for the younger generation.” As an
elder, Mooks is integral to that, shares Simpson.
“When Mooks takes trainee guides on the track he
is supporting them with their culture and ensuring
it’s preserved.”

Mooks has given these tours for nearly 25 years,
and has shared his knowledge with cvcryoﬁe from
prime ministers to movie stars to ordinary people.
But there’s still one person he wants to meet. “I'd
like to meet up with [British adventurer] Bear
Grylls,” he chuckles. “Just me and him out here
with nothing. I'd like to see who’s going to come
back.” The group doesn’t hesitate - our money is

on Mooks. %
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Hong Kong Airlines flies to Cairns
daily. For more information, visit
hongkongairlines.com
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