
 
 

“Talk the Walk” with Martin Royds 

 

Tombarra – Come to Learn, Leave to Take Action 

 
Part 2 
Hugo: That's great because I think farmers are still treating weeds, thistles, as absolute enemies as though 

they're occupying space that could be used for ... in what you're illustrating, it's quite the other way 
around. 
 

Martin: They are the nursery plants, the repairers. ... That's what you also learn in harvesting management, 
is go out and observe. It's amazing. I love taking people out ... I took a doubter up to one of my 
paddocks the other day where I just had rotary hoed through a paddock that we'd locked up for 
quite a while to plant some [inaudible 00:00:45]. Where I'd rotary hoed two or three months ago, a 
mass of weeds had come up. There were thistles and mustard weed and sorrel and all the weeds 
that we used to spray out. 
 

 I pointed out to this person this strip of weeds and then I said, "Just step half a foot away from 
where we rotary hoed and see how many of those weeds you can count." It was just an advanced 
pasture grass of microlaena, danthonia - the native grasses, perhaps a lot of cocksfoot, phalaris and 
fescue and clovers. 
 

 The person stood there and went, "Oh, my gosh! The weeds only grew because I disturbed the soil." 
I said, "Yes." And then we went down to a paddock where I had a lot of the mustard weed and 
thistles coming up. I said, "This paddock has got a lot of weeds, because last year it was my sacrifice 
paddock." I was running out of grass and I left the cattle in here longer than I normally would to try 
and let the other paddocks recover. 
 

 Consequently I've turned it into a weed paddock this year. I'm not panicking about that. Their role is 
to break up the soil, feed the soil again, and be a nursery for the next crop of pasture grasses that is 
coming up underneath them. 
 

Hugo: You don't have to spray those weeds out. 
 

Martin: I last sprayed any weeds 15 years ago. You go ... most of my paddocks, people would say are weed-
free. I think Peter Andrews would say I don't have enough weeds in there. He thinks you need some 
of those deep-rooted tap roots. He thinks there should be five to 10 percent deep-rooted, tap-
rooted plants there to bring up deeper nutrients and fertility that could be leaching away from the 
soil. 
 

 I have planted into my pasture some big tap-rooted plants. Chicory and plantain and things like that 
that I think do that job rather than have the mustard weed and thistles. Quite frankly, you've got ... 
they've disappeared out of 90% of my pasture. But it is interesting, as soon as you rotary hoe a 
paddock or graze, the weeds always come back. Even though they might not have been there for the 
last four or five years. I don't think we'll ever get rid of the seed. Likewise I even get a few serrated 
tussocks coming up but they don't last long. They normally get pretty sick and die off after a couple 
of years. 
 

Hugo: What I'm hearing from you is that the weeds don't spill over ... Although you have this large area 
where they grow, they don't spread over the rest of the farm.  
 

  



Martin: Not at all. Also another thing that Peter Andrews taught me was when I had some big compost 
heaps here and I was going to spread them over my paddocks, like we normally would spread 
fertilizer. It was a dry time and Peter said, "What's going to happen to that when it lands on the dry 
pasture?" I said, "Probably dry up and blow away." He went, "Exactly! So what else could you do?” “I 
don't know, put it in piles and direct water into it?”  
 
So we put 40 piles of this compost - there's up to a ton and a half in each pile - then we directed 
water into the base of these piles. And now, eight years later, those compost heaps are still active. 

 On those piles we get huge amounts of weeds growing up. Stinging nettle, marshmallow plants, a lot 
of the carrot weeds and those things, even thistles. They'll grow up to three meters high, some of 
them, on these compost heaps. But those weeds don't spread out into the paddock. The fertility gets 
processed by those weeds and then you get this really thick dense grass growing right up to the edge 
of the compost heap. 
 

 Today I put some cattle into a paddock and they ran straight over to those compost heaps and 
started eating all the weeds. It's something ... unless you stand back and observe, we've been told by 
chemical companies that an efficient farmer doesn't have any weeds. Well, that's in their view. They 
think an efficient farmer is somebody who is paying them a lot of money every couple of months to 
buy their chemicals and then buy more chemicals to fix up the problems that those chemicals have 
done, etcetera. 
 

Hugo: And buy some seeds as well. 
 

Martin: Buy some seeds and fertilizer and then fix up the compacted soil, etcetera, and etcetera; Yes, I 
haven't had to do that for many, many years. Consequently we've got beautiful grass, fat cows and a 
fatter bank balance. And not a very happy chemical company. 
 

Hugo: No, you say you're not beholden to them, for sure. 
 

Martin: In small moderation some of those products can be of assistance if people don't have patience. I'm 
not averse to occasionally using a good drench on my cattle if I bought stock in or we're coming on a 
hard season and they get weaker and then get worms in them. But definitely I only spend at most 
probably 10% of what I used to spend on all those products. 
 

Hugo: That's a huge difference. Do you want to tell us something about the Brian Wehlburg course, or 
what sort of course you might have in the future? A little bit about ‘Tombarra’ and how it sort of 
happened and what's your vision for ‘Tombarra’? 
 

Martin: ‘Tombarra’ has a beautiful set of cabins sitting on the Mongarlowe River which is one of the few 
pristine rivers left in Australia. We had some of the participants in the Holistic Management Course 
see platypus and some trout land right on our doorstep.  
It's a 28-acre property, 15 kilometers out of Goulburn. The idea is that you come and you stay there, 
enjoy the nice setting, and eat healthy food. We've got the guy who started Dojo Bakery, Matthew 
Hulse, come out and catered for the Holistic Management Course and the Tarwyn Park Training 
Course. He fed the participants breakfast, lunch, and tea. Helen and Tom, who manage Tombarra, 
also assisted with that greatly. 
 

 People get nice, healthy, nutritious food: farm fresh eggs, beef off the farm, even some of Matthew 
Hulse's pork and local vegetables. In the process of feeding ourselves healthy food, then we learn 
about how to make healthy soil, healthy pasture, and then healthy nutritious food to sell into the 
market. That's the idea of ‘Tombarra’. It's a place of learning, a place of sharing. It's great!  Tom set 
up some fire seats around a fire pit. After a long day of learning from Brian Wehlburg or Stuart 
Andrews, people sit around the fire pits, exchanging ... talking about what they learned and how that 
might work back on their farm. That's when I think people build good relationships with the people 
they're doing the course with. That could help them in the future. 
 

  



We've had past groups keep in contact. It's great, you can see they link us in with the new websites 
and people saying, "Oh, I got home and this happened." Somebody else might say, "Oh, yes, I found 
the same and I tried doing this." That's where you can really start the exciting phase of learning and 
sharing, which is what we want Tombarra to be a place of doing. 
 

 We've done the holistic management course, the first course we hoped to get 8-10 participants and 
we got 40. Brian and Tony split the course into 28, which they think is the optimum number and they 
did two courses in the last fortnight. The next one is again in February, I think. And then they do a 
phone link just to keep people on track with doing their homework and keep learning and 
exchanging ideas. 
 

 That Christmas period is a tricky time to try and keep courses going. So then again we've got a 
Tarwyn Park Training Course starting probably Stuart is looking at doing the next one in late 
February-early March and then another one in late 2017 and another one in early 2018. We've got 
people already booking in for some of those courses. 
 

 Matthew Hulse does his baking course, which in a way is very similar to farming. You're fermenting 
down grains to break it down so our digestive system can get all the right nutrients out of it. We do 
some courses on developing compost teas, worm farms. We did the eucalyptus distilling course. 
We've got a native flower course coming up early next year, too, looking at how to cultivate and 
propagate yam daisies. We're doing a preliminary course on that at the moment. We're filming on 
that on Thursday because the yams are all out flowering at the moment. 
 

 We're incorporating now with Shane Mortimer, who opened Tombarra. 
 

Hugo: Let's hear about that. 
 

Martin: Shane Mortimer is the local elder from the Canberra region. He came and opened ‘Tombarra’ and 
put a cloud of ochre through the opening of Tombarra, which was lovely. We had Major General 
Jeffery and Gary Nairn, who's the chair of the Mulloon Institute, yes. He's our ex-politician from this 
area and Major General Jeffery, of course, was the head of the Army and then later the Governor-
General of Australia. He runs a group called ‘Soils for Life’, which he's put Mulloon farm as one of the 
demonstration farms. He was happy to come along and launch the ‘Tombarra’ program a few 
months back. Shane was there to welcome us as an Aboriginal elder. He had some very wise words. I 
just clicked through that video you've got, Helen. It's lovely to revisit Shane's opening. He's got some 
lovely thoughts on how the Aborigines worked with the land. Oddly enough, very similar to what 
we're learning from Peter and the holistic management group. 
 

Hugo: Fantastic. 
 

 

 
  

  

  

  

 


