
PEGGY SVOBODA   Vera Deacon helping to restore the health of the Hunter River estuary  

Vera is such a remarkable woman in so many ways that it is difficult to know where to start in writing a tribute to 
her and her contribution to the restoration of the Hunter River estuary. I have been lucky enough to have had Vera 
as an important part of my life since 1993 when I started working on the Kooragang Wetland Rehabilitation Project. 
She gave me the best introduction I could have had to the essence of the Australian psyche: naturally elegant, Vera 
combines passion with humour; contribution to community with devotion to family and friends; and a commitment 
to excellence with humility.  

Even when expressing strongly held views, Vera is unfailingly kind and polite, always with a gentle sense of humour: 
knowing you are good friends when you can insult each other; saying he is her second best friend just to keep him 
guessing; describing herself as a LAMA (Late Advanced Middle Age) who is determined to grow old disgracefully; 
and wearing her signature bright pink pants and gum boots at the monthly planting days. Her house in Stockton is a 
metaphor for this approach to life with its beautiful garden, azaleas and other flowers in full bloom, framing protest 
posters on the veranda – passion and poetry: an example for us all. 

I searched for references to Vera in the 26 years of digital archives for Kooragang Wetlands and found more than 
ten folders and nearly 200 documents and photos. I was on notice that summarising her contribution to the project 
in one page was going to be a challenge if not impossible. One of the first pieces of correspondence that I received 
on the Kooragang Wetland project was from Vera in September 1993. I can remember the feeling of optimism I had 
that it would all be possible when I read in her letter the essence of what the project was trying to achieve. She was 
generous in spirit, sharing her family story and first-hand view of the degradation of the river and was so 
enthusiastic about working to restore the health of her beloved river.  

Vera’s knowledge of the social as well as environmental history of the Hunter River estuary helped in the design of 
an ecological restoration project that integrated improved ecological functioning of the project area with 
community facilities and education to increase awareness of the value of the estuary and encourage people to 
become involved in looking after it.  

For over 20 years, Vera has made a difference on the ground by attending monthly volunteer planting days to re-
establish rainforest and woodland on Ash Island; she established many friendships while helping to plant over 
200,000 seedlings of approximately 100 local native species including Red Cedar and the Ash Tree of Ash Island. Her 
efforts on Ash Island link back through the years to other remarkable women associated with Ash Island including 
Helena and Harriet Scott who in the 1800s provided illustrations and species lists for the vegetation of the area 
prior to it being cleared. 

 Gavin Farley met Vera recently when he became the coordinator of the Kooragang volunteer program. Over the 
past few years, Gavin has had rich and rewarding conversations most months with Vera when he calls to inform her 
of monthly community tree planting days. At over 90, she is ever gracious in her response whether able to attend 
or not, and shares with eloquence about another always fascinating, socially progressive idea, tee-totaller socialist. 
It was only last year that she suggested that she might move toward light duties, and then fit happily into a 
different task in the mix of community  furthering the meaningful work of estuary improvement through 
revegetation of Ash Island.  



 

Gavin and Vera making up tree guards in Nov 2018; 64 more photos from 2001 to 2018 attached!  

Vera’s generosity and commitment has extended to being a great communicator, always willing to help spread the 
word about the value of the river, its degradation and need for restoration. Over the years, she has provided 
history commentary for estuary boat tours; been interviewed for a chapter in the International River Foundation’s 
River Journeys (2008) book; been filmed for the project’s Performance Story video; and provided interviews to a 
variety of other media. As well as giving freely of her time, Vera has donated funding to develop education material 
acknowledging the families of the islands of the estuary. 

Making a difference for the better has been Vera’s life work and with these words I have touched on only one 
aspect, very briefly, that is her devotion to a better environment. On behalf of your many friends at Kooragang 
Wetlands, I wish you all the best, Vera. We are all richer for knowing you. 

Peggy Svoboda 
 
 
 
Vera filmed at 1:16-2:02 in the following video: 
https://Kooragang Wetlands Performance Story 
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