
 
 

“Talk the Walk” with Martin Royds 

 

Tombarra – Come to Learn, Leave to Take Action 

 
Part 4 
 
Hugo: Could it be a seed that farmers could plant in their rows where they have the tree rows? It would let 

them- 
 

Martin: Yes. I think it was interesting to observe the yam daisy growing underneath the eucalypts. I think we 
have been able to harvest a lot of yam daisy seed this year, too. I was just thinking of that today when 
we were planning out a whole lot of eucalypts to plant, and a few yam daisies, and a few wild sorghum 
in amongst them. Then manage the grazing so that they should then start getting thicker and thicker. 
 

Hugo: Yeah. If you can't manage grazing, then maybe you can plant them in a plantation format where your 
grazing can be managed in accordance to that particular ... the yam daisy, and the native sorghum. 
 

Martin: Precisely, yes. 
 

Hugo: It's well worth implementing. 
 

Martin: Well, if you look back at the early records in this area from the 1830s to the 1860s, the stock numbers 
just exploded. They didn't have worm problems. They didn't have fly problems. They didn't have grass 
staggers or any of those problems. Their sheep numbers exploded to the tune that in 1875 I think it was, 
there were more sheep in Australia, I think it was 160 million, which is more than we have today. With 
all the modern agriculture, with all the water we've found since, all the dams, all the improved pasture; 
there were more sheep in 1875 than today. 
 

 Also, I found a journal in this area where they were saying that they had been noting that the pasture 
was not as productive as it used to be. The erosion gullies, they were eating up all the valleys and that. 
Even in the 1860s and 70s, they could observe that the pasture was not as productive, because we'd set 
stocked it and over-grazed it. Consequently, we were getting erosion gullies and the good grasses were 
disappearing. Funnily enough, in this journal entry I found the letter was actually to ... he was writing a 
letter to the New South Wales Government then, asking if they could send him to America to bring in 
new grasses to plant so the pasture could be as productive as it used to be. 
 

 Instead of saying, "What have we lost, and can we get it back again?", they went looking for new grasses 
to bring here to make the pastures as productive as ever had been in the early 30 years. Now, we've got 
the ability to go out. There are a few of these little patches of native grasses still left, and we might be 
able to cultivate them and propagate them, and get the pastures back with some of the introduced 
grasses and make a really productive pasture once again on the farm. We've got 80 different herbs and 
grasses. Half of them are probably native, and probably another third are introduced grasses. Then, 
another third are the weeds that actually benefit the soil as well. 
 

Hugo: Martin, what you just said gets back to ‘Tombarra’s purpose. My thinking that ‘Tombarra’ is, with your 
Holistic Management course or the ones you work with - the various instructors that come there - that 
farmers could actually farm in such a manner that the Australian native grasses come back. They can 
farm and graze in accordance to that, and possibly lift productivity. Is there merit in what I just said? 
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Martin: Absolutely. Bruce Davison - who you've got as one of your course participants, or you've got videos of 

him - he rang me two or three years ago. He bought a farm, as you know. It was smothered in African 
love grass and fireweed. Through grazing management and fertilizing the love grass and fireweed, he's 
managed to get a whole lot of different grasses coming back. Funnily enough, he sent me a photograph 
of the grass that had suddenly shot up out of his love grass and said, "What on Earth's this? I've never 
seen it before." It had the classic seed head of wild sorghum, and I went, "That is wild sorghum, and that 
is very rare. You have clearly got things working well for that to start reappearing in your pasture." 
 

 Another one I had come up here was Blue Devil. I don't know if you know that one, Hugo. It's a very 
spunky, bright blue shrub-herb. I started getting it coming up in my paddock, and I didn't know what it 
was. My neighbor said, "Oi, you've got a horrible weed there! You'd better get rid of that!" I took it into 
town and said, "What on Earth's this?" They went, "Oh, that's an Australian native herb, and very rare. It 
only comes up in a pasture that's getting back to functioning." I was pleased to find. Now, I get them 
coming up on two or three paddocks around the farm now. The cattle funnily enough eat it. It's got 
quite a nasty looking spike on it, but they definitely eat it into the ground at some stage. 
 

Hugo: Yeah. Peter Andrews  has explained why some plants do have those spikes. 
 

Martin: They are there to repair what human has destroyed. Once they've done their job, their spikes wilter and 
the plant can be eaten. 
 

Hugo: Amazing, isn't it? 
 

Martin: It's exciting, Hugo. It really makes farming a joy, and it's exciting to have these big groups of people now 
coming to Tombarra. To hear the excitement around the campfire. "Wow, I never knew this would 
happen." "I observed that." Two or three of the participants had just purchased farms, and they'd got 
their local agronomist in who'd said, "You'd better spray this." "You'd better put some sulfur phosphate 
out." "You'd better put some lime out." They just didn't think it felt right. 
 

 To come and listen to Brian Wehlburg in the Holistic Management Course or Stuart and Peter Andrews 
in the Tarwyn Park Training Course, they felt that working with nature felt much better for them. They 
were keen to get back to their farm and use a minimum amount of artificial fertilizers to kick-start the 
operation. Then, work with nature and start getting things going. With their learning, hopefully we're to 
get Bruce Davidson up to do a course on worms. He's so scientific, and so good at making his compost 
teas, and worm brews, and things like that. I think there's more and more people wanting to learn about 
that. 
 

Hugo: He's made very scientific stuff so easy for farmers to follow. I think it would be great that you get him up 
there. 
 

Martin: Yes, well we're in negotiations at the moment. Bruce has the runs on the board. 
 

Hugo: [inaudible 00:08:40]. 
 

Martin: Oh, definitely. Yeah, he's done a couple of training courses in the Bega District already, but we want to 
do an intensive where people come and stay at Tombarra. I'm looking forward to doing that in the New 
Year, too. 2017 is going to be an exciting year I think for all that. As you noted earlier, we don't have 
much time to start turning things around. People asked Peter Andrews, "How long does it take to start 
seeing positive change?" His reply was, "One rain event." 
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 If you start for instance understanding how to slow the water flow down, spread it out, get mulch trails 
going, and recycling nutrients within your landscape, the first rain event will start seeing positive things 
happening on your farm. When Walter Jehne says, "We've only got 10 years," we can do it. The good 
thing is not only do we start harvesting more carbon, building biodiversity, reducing erosion, we can 
start producing healthier food and make more money in the process. It's a win-win-win. 
 

Hugo: Yeah. When you say you can make more money in the process, do you think the people who have done 
your courses would actually be able to put those courses into practice so they do make more money? 
 

Martin: Definitely. For those two couples who'd just brought new farms, they were about to spend a large 
amount of money spraying weeds. Now, they're going to go back and review that decision and spend 
less money putting in some steps that is going to spread their water and get some compost going, and 
things like that. They'll end up spending less money, and actually get their farm functioning better. In 
the future, they'll have to spend less and less money doing productive things. The work that they're 
going to do is actually going to be building biodiversity and building function within their landscape as 
opposed to spraying some pretty nasty chemicals out there that can only send the system backwards. 
 

Hugo: Not only that, Martin. Most of those chemicals, if not just about all the chemicals the farmers use, are 
neurotoxins. In other words, they affect your brain. The chances are you're getting some sort of illness 
that affects your brain is very high by using those sprays. 
 

Martin: It does seem a very close correlation to the increased amount of chemicals we've been using in 
agriculture and the increased amount of cancers. All the neurological diseases. Alzheimer's - when I was 
a kid, you never heard of that. Now, it's so prevalent. Even the Green Army team I had today, I think 
every single one of them was suffering from hay fever. The three of us farmers who were there, none of 
us were suffering because we've all grown up drinking cow's milk straight from the cow, eating healthy 
beef straight from our farms, vegetables straight from our vegetable patch. I think that's the reason why 
some people get healthier and some people are getting sicker. I saw a study this week where a huge 
number of people in America have got glyphosate in their blood system. 
 

Hugo: Yeah, it can't do them any good. I think that's what's great when you said there's fewer farmers who've 
bought new farms, and that they had advised to use certain products and they're going to take things 
more naturally. The end result is that I'd say they're going to enjoy their farms far more than if they 
went down the particular track that was advised that they go down. 
 

Martin: Most definitely, yep. They were just ecstatic learning what they learned from the four days here. They'd 
come away from the agronomist, who ... he was looking after the company who pays him to sell more 
and more chemicals, so you can't blame him. They felt it was not right, and they learned here that there 
was another way. That's what the ‘Tombarra’ song says: there's another way to do things. They were 
going back really happy, really excited about working with nature. I think they're going to be coming 
back to ‘Tombarra’ again, too, which is good. I look forward to hearing their story. 
 

Hugo: Martin, I'd like you to wind up. You've covered a lot of ground. I'd like you to give us some sort of a 
message for the farmers. 
 

Martin: I don't think I can say much more to you other than when you start working with nature, the life 
becomes a lot more pleasant. It's a joy to see people learning and observing, and I find it exciting now. 
Everyday I go out there, instead of looking at what I've got to kill, I'm looking at, "What can I promote?" 
My cattle are happy, my pasture's happy. I've got to get wet to my knees with dew in the morning, and 
the grass is growing green as a result.  
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Hugo: Sorry? 
 

Martin: Working with nature is a joy. 
 

Hugo: Yeah, yeah, it is. On that note, Martin, I'll say goodbye. Thank you very much for coming on the line and 
spending your valuable time to talk to our farmers. We'll get this on a CD for them, and they can listen 
to it. I know they'll pick up very good points. 
 

Martin: Thank you. You know, I learn every time, too. Particularly, I feel very privileged to be able to get people 
like Stuart, and Peter, and Brian Wehlburg, and Bruce, and all those people to come and share their 
knowledge. There's a wealth of people out there who want to share it, and I take my hat off to you and 
Helen, who give that opportunity to many farmers. I've got a good friend who's one of your participants, 
and he said he loves getting your CDs every couple of weeks and listen to them as he's driving around 
the farm. I've noted over the last couple of years he's learned a heap. He really enjoys it. 
 

Hugo: That's fantastic. 
 

Martin: Just the other day, he claimed he's enjoyed supporting you and Helen because he thinks you do a great 
job, too. 
 

Hugo: Oh, thank you. We're trying, we're trying. As someone said, farmers are the drivers ... Actually, it's the 
family farmer who's the driver. He is the driver for humanity. 
 

Martin: Correct. 
 

 


