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Fate took a hand in leading Steve Cartwright and his family to Port Macquarie a generation
ago. They left everything behind in California and were nomads when they landed in Australia yet they discovered a new home and lifestyle just made for them, right here in the Hastings.

W

hen Americans Steve and
Jaci Cartwright set out
from their home town of
Santa Cruz - on the California coast south of San
Francisco - in 1980, they turned their backs
on everything they’d ever known and headed
for the other side of the world on a one-way
ticket. From Sydney airport - son Chris, 4, and
daughter Michelle, 14, in tow - the couple got
on a bus and travelled the Parramatta Road
caryards strip, looking at hundreds of vehicles
over several days. They settled on a yellow
Kombi to serve as a home while they camped
out, simply “looking for a new place to live”,
as Cartwright explains.
The pair took a map and drove up the east
coast, inspected a house at Lighthouse Beach
- but then continued exploring northwards
over the border, as far as Surfers Paradise. Yet
something called them back: Cartwright left
his family in a Gold Coast caravan park and
returned to Port Macquarie to see if the house
was still available, slapped down a deposit,
and secured it. “At that stage we hadn’t
even got our personal things coming over by
freighter from the US!” he recalls.
The family has lived here now for 30 years.
It seems fate took a hand in directing them
to Port: after all, as Cartwright acknowledges,
it was quite by chance that he turned off
the highway and in to town … when he’d
bypassed so many other significant settlements
not on the main route, the Central Coast and
Forster among them, as he now knows. By all
accounts, Santa Cruz is a pretty place and had
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quite a serene, simple-life - hippie - reputation back in the ‘60s when baby boomers
like Cartwright grew up there. But the ‘70s
saw it change: rapid population growth and
gentrification affecting the environment drove
him to seek greener pastures, he says. Port
Macquarie was everything Santa Cruz had
once been: clean beaches, good fishing, a
green environment, a nice place to raise kids.
And so it proved to be: Michelle, a teenager
when she came here, returned to the US as
an adult but Chris settled in totally, now with
a career here and three Aussie grandchildren
for Steve and Jaci.
As life’s moved on, Cartwright found he
had to surrender his lawn and gardening business because the sun was too harsh, creating
severe cancers on his skin. He’s given up his
boat, too - but I’m not sure if it’s because of
the sun, or a desire to minimise his personal
carbon footprint. For an eco “warrior” - for
such is his claim to fame - he’s surprisingly
reticent. He tells me of his many environmental campaigns, but in hushed, humble tones.
He’d be totally out of place with the strident
forces that employ strongarm tactics in the
name of sustainability. This is a very gentle
greenie indeed. As we enjoy some of The
Mullet’s fine fresh seafood, I sense from our
conversation that the volume of large fish the
concurrent Golden Lure comp draws from
our ocean does not sit well with this green
spirit. All the same, he’s not about to offend
friends who like to fish competitively - and
has helped despatch some of his mates’ catch
down the hatch, at least ensuring it perishes

for a worthwhile outcome. Perhaps it’s best a
matter of balance, of environmental give and
take.
Among conservation projects dear to
Cartwright’s heart was being part of a community group that helped stop logging and
saved trees in a 1700ha wildlife corridor in
Queens Lake State Forest. “I could never have
planted that many trees!” he muses. He’s still
distressed at the destruction of a 2.4m diameter 65m blackbutt specimen in Bellangry
forest years ago. Water storage is important
too: “our facilities here are progressive,” he
believes. He notes that conservationist Phyllis
Tuite “never let the battle die for Windmill
Hill”; praises work that saved the historic
courthouse; and $100,000 funding attracted
for Koolenbong. Of his involvement in the
Foreshore Protection Association he says: “the
risk of public open space used year-round being lost to vested interests was serious. Most
people thought it a foregone conclusion but a
few got together and their work was successful in postponing change. The State Government has yet to issue a plan of management
[expected soon]: the community must stay
vigilant and be part of the planning process”.
A resistance rally adjacent to a State Cabinet
meeting at Panthers Club was an eye-opener:
16,000 signatures were gathered protesting
at the alienation of public land. “Recreational
fishing generates $34m a year in everything
from hamburgers to rods and boats; we have
to maintain proper facilities,” Cartwright
explains. A Landcare volunteer for near two
decades, he works on Lighthouse Beach stabi-

lisation, rehabilitating sand dunes with native
vegetation.
“We’ve always enjoyed the outdoors walking, camping, fishing - that’s how we
became environmentally conscious. We became active conservationists in 1985 when we
saw changes we’d seen in California - social
change affecting the environment - becoming a problem here. We’ve been involved in a
number of conservation issues and feel we’ve
made a contribution because several have had
good outcomes. We joined Port Macquarie
Conservation Society. [Cartwright is now
president]. It was always an active group but
it’s fallen in numbers: it’s a problem to get
new members to join.” Yet aside from ongoing concerns, new issues - like anti-fouling
disposal - are always cropping up.
“Coming to Port was a step back in time to
a beautiful, unspoiled environment. Conservation issues are now more important than ever
before and need to be addressed because
impacts on the environment worldwide have
become a serious problem. We want to leave
something for the next generation. People
should be active about the environment
they’ll leave their kids. We need progress, but
responsible progress. We need a new sense of
values: we can’t continue in super-consumer
mode forever. Everyone’s going to have to
adjust to a little less or in then end there’ll be
no ecological resources left to debate about!
“We have a healthy, beautiful place to live:
let’s keep it that way.”
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