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the age of aquarius
Over 40 years on from the Aquarius Festival that put Nimbin on the map, 
this Northern New South Wales village still exudes the same commitment 
to sustainability, alternative living and sense of community first highlighted 
back in 1973. By Missy Burrell

Driving through the Northern Rivers of New South 
Wales, I begin to feel the effects of the Rainbow 
Region before I’ve even arrived. The monotony of 
the highway gives way to winding, narrow country 
roads and the increasing static of my car radio 
gets switched off in favour of the soundtrack of 
surrounding bushland and its inhabitants.

The guard rails are all adorned – either by 
overgrown flowers or the colourful paintwork of 
a local artist. While one such creative has taken it 
upon himself to painstakingly highlight potholes in 
the area by painting a neon circle around each and 
every one. So it’s somewhat of a shock to arrive in 
Nimbin’s main drag, which is teeming with visitors 
and locals alike. 

I’m able to maintain my state of zen, though – a 
car park is easy to come by (and free). The bustle of 
visitors provides a buzz in the atmosphere, but not 
enough that I can’t take a seat at the Armonica Café 
to enjoy lunch. Afterwards, I walk off the wood-fired 
pizza with a tour of the main street, which gives 
great insight into the history and spirit of place that 
surrounds Nimbin. 

Murals adorn surrounding buildings (including 
work by Australia’s father of psychedelic art, Vernon 
Treweeke), with rainbows a fitting theme for such 
a diverse and creative community. There are shops 
crammed full of interesting finds, an old butter-
cum-candle factory (specialising in non-toxic, hand 
dipped candles) and an art gallery showcasing the 

latest and greatest local work. Even the trash cans in 
Nimbin are quite literal works of art. 

Visitors looking for a reprieve from the everyday 
can find it here, whether it be through a consultation 
with the Nimbin Apothecary, or a massage at The 
Green Bank with Krishna – a practitioner of Cosmic 
Shamanism. Once the mind and soul are taken 
care of, the body can be nourished with some local 
produce from the farmers’ market – held every 
Wednesday afternoon. 

But it would be ludicrous to overlook the 
cannabis counterculture of the village, which draws 
comparisons to the smoky avenues of Amsterdam 
and their ‘coffee shops’. If you somehow escape an 
on-street offer of hash cookies (or overlook the trio 

The colourful Hemp Bar in Nimbin’s main street. All photos courtesy Lismore Tourism (unless otherwise stated)
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of giggling teens buying a pair of scissors at the 
general store) you can’t miss the Hemp Embassy on 
Cullen Street. Run entirely by volunteers, the non-
profit association sells everything from bongs to 
hemp face cream, with funds raised going towards 
their fight against cannabis laws. They also run the 
MardiGrass cannabis law reform rally and festival, 
held in May each year.

Regardless of your views on cannabis, the Hemp 
Embassy is an incredible example of the sense of 
passion and community that sets Nimbin locals 
apart. The art gallery is also run by volunteers, 
while the Nimbin Community Centre is owned by 
the community itself, thanks to an epic fundraising 
effort over 10 years. This desire to keep the heart of 
Nimbin in the hands of the locals is the reason this 
international tourist destination has avoided falling 
victim to the yuppification that has befallen other 
popular areas in recent years. 

Its authenticity and diversity is what causes so 
many visitors to forgo their return ticket home, 
in favour of becoming a Northern Rivers local. 
The owners of Grey Gum Lodge (the area’s iconic 
‘Queenslander’ guesthouse), Stuart Wilson and 
Darren Welch, say it’s the very reason they made the 
move up from the Blue Mountains. “We liked the 
fact Nimbin is peopled by a variety of interesting 

individuals,” says Stuart. “It’s not your typical 
country town in Australia.”

A hot tip from these two in the know? Don’t 
discount Nimbin as just a day trip. “It’s the ones 
who are fortunate to stay a few nights… that really 
get to develop a rounded impression of the place,” 
explains Stuart.

The strength of local identity so evident here is 
no doubt a permanent effect of the 1973 Aquarius 
Festival, a countercultural arts and music festival 
which took Nimbin from a dairy and banana-
growing region on the decline, to a mecca for 
wanderers, backpackers and disaffected urbanites. 

It’s a fascinating history, which I couldn’t help but 
bring up with owner Amanda Furze during my stay 
at her Eternity Springs Art Farm at the Channon. 
“The people that came from all over the place, 
usually all the black sheep of the families, that can’t 
find a place somewhere else, found a place here,” 
Amanda says. “It’s the residents that create a real 
sense of community.” 

Amanda jokes the only instance of ‘keeping up 
with the Joneses’ that occurs in the region is how 
sustainable your property is. “It’s a very strong, 
energetic little town and it’s colourful, creative, 
wacky and… right out of the box.” Amanda says 
the best thing about Nimbin is it isn’t pretending 

to be anything. It just ‘is’. The same could be said 
of her Art Farm – built on the principles of holistic 
management. (I enjoy a dinner that night made of 
produce grown on the farm… including the pork.)

This fierce sense of community and sustainability, 
established within those the Aquarius Festival left 
behind, manifested during the ‘Battle for Terania 
Creek’ in the late ’70s. Here saw the first time 
protesters physically defended a rainforest, by 
putting themselves in between the loggers and 
the trees. Their efforts led to the New South Wales 
Government imposing a ‘no rainforest logging’ law 
across the entire state – another world first.

But if you listen to Jazmin Theadora, the resident 
psychic (offering sidewalk readings on the main 
street) – it’s no surprise the small village of Nimbin 
has attracted so much worldwide attention over the 
years. “Nimbin, I feel, is one of the major energy 
spots of the world,” she says. “That’s why so many 
people flock here.”

And Jazmin thinks there is more to just the name 
Aquarius; with Nimbin a prime example of the 
Aquarius ‘principles’. “That’s the basis of this area 
– actually think for yourself … I think that sums up 
a lot of people living in Nimbin. Be true to yourself 
and live to your ideals.”
– For more information see visitnimbin.com.au

OPPOSITE: (Clockwise from top)  
// Cullen Street in Nimbin -  
where all the action is.
// Wares on offer at the Hemp 
Embassy. Photo: Missy Burrell.
// These trading hours show the non-
conformist vibe of Nimbin locals.
// Colour is everywhere in the village - 
even shopfront signs.
// A fitting sign in the Candle Factory 
carpark. Photo: Missy Burrell
THIS PAGE: Nothing beats a drive on 
country roads
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