
Uncontrolled runoff h11s resulted in 
severe gully erosion. 



l' 
I 

A Jubilee History of the Soil 
Conservation Service of HSm 

Roland Breckwoldt 





-

- CHAPTER SIX 

The Range War 



T
he Snowy Mountains began yielding to 
white settlement in 1823 when Captain 
Currie of the Royal Navy rode his horse 
over the Limestone Plains, upon which 
Canberra is now built, to reach the open 

tableland country known as the Monaro. Squatters 
quickly followed the reports of new country and every 
part of the tableland was taken up with large sheep 
and cattle runs. The new region s tretched from near 
Michelago in the north down to the Snowy River and 
the border with Victoria. Its natural boundary to the 
west is the High Country and to the east lies the 
forested escarpment of the coastal ranges. 

The mountains that look down upon the Monaro 
from the west are usually blanketed in deep snow dur
ing winter and their bleak prospect protected them 
from the changes taking place on the tableland below. 
Aborigines ventured up there in summer to collect 
bogong moths and cook them in small fires among the 
shelter of granite boulders. The snow that impeded 
the white settlers also fed two great rivers that ran 
west and took water out to much drier country. The 
Murray and Murrumbidgee rivers formed a drainage 
system that shaped south-western New South Wales 
and parts of Victoria and South Australia. Th e High 
Country waters a large part of the driest continent and 
influences people, plants and animals way beyond its 
mountains. 

The mantle of snow lifts in the late spring and 
summer in all but the coldest pockets, and it was not 
long before intrepid settlers began taking their stock 
up into the High Country to graze upon a flush of 
growth that fed on the moisture of melted snow. A 
young stockman nearly lost his life, and his herd of 
cattle, in a late blizzard at Gibsons Plains in October 
1834. That area is now known as Kiandra but it was 
then named after Or Gibson of Goulburn, who had 
his men take cattle up on to the high plains via Gun
dagai and Tumut for summer grazing. 

Outstations were established on the headwaters 
of the Goodradigbee River in 1839 by Terence M urray 
of Yarralumla, w ho had made his way over the Brin
dabella Mountains to find new country for his cattle. 
Although the gold rush to Kiandra in 1859 did not last 
very long, it left a track to Cooma that gave access to 
pockets of open grazing land along the way. This was 
quickly taken up by those who had failed on the gold
fields and some who had hoped to supply the miners 
with food. 

Precedi11g Page: The Rooftop of 1\ustmlia- tire setti1zK for tlze RmzKe 
War fPizotofacoll l!mz Ce111) 
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Tlze alpi11e meadows that were at tlze ce11tre of tlze conflict betwee11 
Monaro graziers mzd those wlzo wa11ted to protect tlzem agai11st soil 
erosio11 mzd to retai11 tlzem for 11ature co11servatio11 . 

The greatest livestock invasion of the High Coun
try coincided with the Robertson Land Acts, w hich 
started to diminish the runs of the large Monaro 
squatters in favour of free selectors. The closer settle
ment that follmved led to severe overstocking on the 
Monaro as the larger holdings tried to maintain their 
flocks and herds and the selectors crammed stock on 
to their blocks to meet Government regulations, debts 
and the promise of wealth. Suddenly, the High Coun
try was seen as relief grazing and a new form of 
nomadism evolved to replace the moth hunters. 

By 1860 a distinct pattern of alpine graz ing had 
developed whereby thousands of sheep were driven 
up into the alpine meadows and woodlands to graze 

Heauy s tocki11~ l•y cattle qui<·kly rt'IIW<•ed pi tal grow ul-pn>tcfflllS 
l•egt'laticm {IPI II tlzc al!'i11c soils mzd a/lmc•ed eroswn to oct"zlr. Clul> 
Lake Creel. catclz me11t l>etwec11 Mt. Kosnusko a11d Mt . CazT11tlzt'r~ . 
(Photo courtesy vf tlze Tifndl Co/ledzt>ll) 
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the spring and summer pastures. An early winter or 
a late blizzard could make this a hazardous venture 
and heavy losses were commonplace. Even so, the 
advantages of so much free grazing outweighed such 
losses. For example, H.T. Edwards carried one sheep 
to 0.4 hectare on Bibbenluke station in the 1880s but 
it depended entirely upon sending between ten and 
twenty thousand head up to Kiandra for the spring 
and summer of every year. 

Only the unwritten law of the range applied to the 
High Country until the Crown Lands Act, 1889, made 
provision for the Department of Lands to allocate 
snow leases that ran for seven years. Unfortunately, 
this was merely to raise revenue and had nothing to 
do with proper management of the alpine ecosystem. 
The graziers took exactly the same view but perhaps 
for what we would now say were. the wrong reasons. 
Few bothered to apply for a lease and pay for what 
they had been using for nothing. The Government 
interpreted their reluctance to apply for leases as a 
boycott to ensure that the system would fa il . 

The Department of Lands countered with a wider 
range of leases with varying terms and costs to cover 
different alpine environments. They ranged from 
scrub licences that ran for fourteen years to annual 
leases, but the end result was an administrative night
mare. The law was amended in 1917 to allow the snow 
leases to run for fourteen years only. These were more 
attractive to the graziers, who now had an incentive 
to pay the fee, invest in fencing and build rudimen
tary stockyards and huts on their leases. The leases 
had an average area of 2763 hectares and were soon 
incorporated into the management strategies of the 
properties whose owners were lucky enough to have 
this additional grazing at little cost . 

The leaseholders were not all locals from the 
Monaro or the eastern Riverina, the areas on either 
side of the Alps. Many wealthy western landholders 
purchased leases as drought insurance and then 
rented them out as agistment to local graziers when 
they were not using them. There were also itinerant 
drovers who used the High Country as illegal 'grass 
thieves'. Added to these were the city speculators who 
obtained a lease to fatten stock or who simply wanted 
to hold a lease in case the chance arose to convert the 
land to freehold . 

Some graziers ensured that neither their home 
ru ns nor their leases were overstocked . O thers 
showed less concern for the High Country and the 
effect their stock and fires could have upon it. There 
was little leadership from the State Government 
because there were very few controls over the way the 
leases and permissive occupancies could be used . The 
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The New South Wales Govem me11t begn11 reservi11g nlpi11e ln11d from 
grazi11g with this 1906 11otificntio11 . 

clauses that prevented the destruction of timber were 
to protect the Crow n's commercial interests rather 
than the enviro nment . 

First impact 
Richard Helms, a remarkable self-trained natural 
scientis t fro m the Austra lian M useum w ho could 
repair a watch, pull out a tooth and describe the 
natural and social science of the High Country, 
sounded one of th e fi rst public ale rts o n the effects of 
uncontrolled grazing around Mount Kosciusko in the 
Agricultural Gazette of 1893. H e described the area as 
'splendid grazing country and covered o n the open 
parts with a dense coating of grass, assuming in many 
places a carpet-like compactness'. Helms added that 
the sweet grass sward was greedily eaten by horses, 
cattl e and sheep. His generous desc ription of the 
value of the area for grazing was qualified by some d is
turbing changes caused by ind iscri minate annual 
burning to bri ng on a burst of green g rass . Frequent 
fire was exposing soil to e rosion and it could a lready 
be seen washing into watercou rses. He warned that 
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The more or less constant diminution ofhumus in the 
soil of the slopes is a danger not generally recognised: 

The uncontrolled use of fire in the High Country 
disturbed Helms greatly and he addressed the Royal 
Geographical Society of Australia on the subject stat
ing, among other things, 'That ignorance and maybe 
greed should be allowed to interfere so drastically in 
the economy of nature is pernicious, and should not 
be tolerated.' 

Added to the concern being expressed by people 
such as Helms was a growing awareness of the value 
of the water that was being shed by the Alps. There 
had been a Royal Commission into the distribution of 
the Murray waters as far back as 1902 and the estab
lishment of the River Murray Commission in 1915 fol
lowed, albeit tardily, one of its recommendations. The 
Burrinjuck Dam was built on the Murrumbidgee dur
ing the First World War. Together, the two rivers car
ried the dream to water the west and turn the 
Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area and the Murray Val
ley into an agricultural Garden of Eden that promised 
endless prosperity for the State, and indeed the 
nation . 

Vague s teps were taken to protect the catchment 
but they were in name rather than action. In Decem
ber 1906 the Governm ent of New South Wales desig
nated an area of about 160 square kilometres as the 
Snowy Mountains National Chase for the purposes 
of public recreation and the preservation of 'game'. 
This took in the country from the Murray River, over 
the summit of Mount Kosciusko and down to Spen
cers Creek. By October 1925 it had been increased to 
280 square kilometres and the preservation of native 
flora was added to its objectives. However, there were 
no s taff to ensure that even these objectives were met, 
and g razing and burning went on just as before. 

The Commonwealth Inspector-General of Forests 
and Acting Principal of the Australian Forestry School 
in Canberra in 1930 was C.E. Lane-Poole, a distin
guished forester of mternational experience and 
repute. He was concerned about soil erosion in moun
tain catchments and began a research project on the 
catchment of the Murray River. That project was com
pleted in 1932 by a young and energetic forester who 
loved the mountains and the outdoors and w ho 
would also leave his mark on environmental conser
vation. This was Baldur Bytes, w ho became an 
employee of the New South Wales Forestry Commis
sion in 1933. Readers will recall that Byles represented 
the Commission at that historic meeting late in 1933 
that led to the establishment of the Erosion Commit
tee. He was also a foundation member of the Catch
ment Areas Board . 

Baldur Byles, later in 
life, when he had 
made a11 i11delible 
imprint 011 Austmlia 
through his work to 
save the alpi11e 
catchments. 

When Byles began working in the mountains in 
1930, the only concern for the environment came 
through the Crown's ownership of the trees. Lessees 
could not mill or sell timber without a Forestry Com
mission licence, as was the practice for all commer
cial timber harvesting. However, there were no 
safeguards against indirect damage to trees through 
grazing and burning. There was also ~n aware.ness 
that the management of native vegetation was t~ex
tricably intertwined with soil erosion in what mtght 
still be argued is Australia's most importa~t cat~h
ment. It was this combination of trees and soil erosiOn 
that took a forester into the High Country to carry out 
research into the impact of grazing. 

Byles covered the High Country o.n ho~seback, in 
the same way as the graziers whose rmpnnt he was 
studying. This was the first objective study of the 
impact of mountain grazing and its findings were not 
pleasing. Byles noted that the graziers knew full well 
that their fires dried out the alpine swamps and bogs; 
indeed, one of the main reasons for so much burn
ing was to improve access for horses and livestock . 
The other reason was, of course, to encourage new 
grass growth and hopefully fight back the eucalypts 
in the areas below the treeline. Baldur Byles con
cluded that fire was the main culprit in soil erosion 
and also impaired the value of the Alps as a water 
catchment : 

through out the Mu rray Plateau, the countn; is, on tl~e 
testimo11y of me11 who have mustered cattle there all thet r 
lives, definitely drier 110w than it was thirty years a~o. They 
point out again and again swamps and creeks Z~Jhtcl~ were 
formerly impassable but where now a man can nde Without 
a11y da11ger of si11ki11g. Co11sequent upon the drymg of the 
swamps, thecreeks are getting lower, a11d I can foresee the 
time when some of them will not last through the summer 
mo1rths. 
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1 

No. 21. 1880. 
C1·own Lands. 

3G. 'l'he ~linister may, upon the rccomm~ndation of the L ocal L cnsiug of suo,... 

Land Board, lease by auction any Cro1vn L ands not being- unr1c r land; . 

pastoral or conclitiona.l leasc, which may be usually co,·crc<l "\ri tl1 sn ow 
for a. l)art of each yeat' and unlit for ~.,ontinuous use or occupation. 
Such 1'1ncl shall be leased in areas of: n ot less than one thousand two 
hundred and eighty or m ore than terr thousand b1·o lnmdrccl and forty 
acres, and during the cmTcncy of the lease sklll be exempt front ~ale 
or other lease unclcr t he p ro,·isions of i.ho 11rincipal Act or this ..-'u:t. 
EYery such lease shall commence from t l!c day of !"ale, anrl ~ltall 
withdraw the laml from any annual lease or liecnsc under "·hich i t 
may be held, and r ent therefor shall lJe paid nm1ually in arhanec not 
latet· than the last clr1y of each year 0E tl1 c lea:-;<', suhjcct ill dcl"LwiL lo 
forfeiture, hy notice in i!1c Ga::e!IC'. Ko rig·h t o f impouuclinp; any 
::;tock of the ontgoing licensee or lessee shall Ycst in t he holtlcr or a 
lease tmdcr this section unt il one month after the commencement o[ 
such lease. 'l'h e prescribctl fee for the surycy of the land and th~ iirst 
year's rent sh nll llc paid by the purclwscr nt tl!c time o[ ~ale, a n cl 
upon default the lcnsc maY thc::rc and. then he J·coll"crctl for sa]c. '1'11n 
]case shall have :1 t erm of SCYen ~·car~, and at the cxp iraiioll thereof 
the le::;sce shaH have a ri ~·ht of exten~ion for a tnm of t ll rt'<' ~·c·a r~ , 

L ' ::-ulJjcct 

1. The Snow Lease 
pro1'isions of the 
Crmt>n Ln 111is Act of 
1889 formal ised 
~m::i11~ on the Snowy 
Molllllaills lands. 
Pn•1'iollsly only the 
lllllt>rillell law of the 
ra11~e prcuailed. 

2. Clayto11 prepared 
a11 illllslmted folder as 
a res11lt of his 1940 
i11specti01r n11dthe 
cnpticm he gave this 
photograph rend: "A ll 
the soil has bee11 
washed off this hill 
a11dthc flat below is 
coveredl1y 11seless 
coa rse erosi01rnl 
del>ris". (Photo 
collrlesy Pat 
Cm11{ield! 
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4 

3. Sam Clayton, stamii1151 cczlfre, together with Jim Pendergast, seated left, a11d Jack Whittet from tlze 
Dcpartmnzt of Agriculture on an inspection of the High Cowztn; in 1940 using packhorses to earn; 
camping cquipmmt. Clayton never forgot his days i11 the Light Horse a11d would use mzy excuse to earn; 
out a horse/Jack inspection of the mountai11s he loved. (Photo courtesy Pat Cmnfield) 

4. One of the 1940 
inspectio11 party on 
horseback between 
Ingebira mzd the 
Snow;t River 0 11 a 
track that had been 
badly eroded btJ 
travelli11g stock. 
(Photo courtesy Pat 
Crmzfield) 

5. Some of the 
members of the 
Kosciusko State Park 
Tmst photographed 
outside the Chalet at 
Charlotte's Pass i11 
1945. The 11aturalist, 
Noel Roberts, who the 
Govem mezzt 
appoi11ted to help 
ezzsure that zzature 
cvzzservatio11 was 
co11sidered, is third 
from the left , while 
Garfield Banoick 
(later Sir Garfield), 
who took pride i11 
moderati11g what he 
co11sidered to be the 
extreme views of both 
sides i11 the gmzizzg 
dispute, is second 
from the left holdilzg a 
fishilzg md. (Photo 
courtesy Pat 
Cmnfield) 
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Management of the High Country became a life
long obsession for Byles and he was one of the most 
influential individuals in the long struggle for its con
servation. However, he did not at first support the call 
to prevent alpine grazing and end the snow leases. He 
believed that grazing could continue provided that fire 
practices were changed by employing rangers to 
police the area. Byles also made the first recommen
dations for the rehabilitation of badly eroded areas. 

The move against grazing gathers momentum 
Quite suddenly, a new group of people emerged to 
covet the High Country. In the early 1930s adven
turous bushwalkers from the city carried packs across 
alpine meadows and camped along mountain 
streams in the land that had belonged to the horse
men who had made the 'Man from Snowy River' a 
legend. These young people held different ideals and, 
with no allegiance to the grazing industry, they saw 
another use for the High Country. Their leader, Myles 
J. Dunphy, formed the National Parks and Primitive 
Areas Council in 1938 and immediately proposed that 
about 400000 hectares of the High Country should be 
set aside from grazing and conserved as the Snowy
Indi Primitive Area. Not surprisingly, Myles Dunphy 
was also at the 1933 soil erosion conference. 

Dunphy's proposal received wide support, not 
the least of it coming from the Leader of the Opposi
tion in the State Government, William McKell. More 
support for protecting the High Country catchments 
came from a group that included many farmers. The 
Murray Development League was formed in Albury 
soon after the Hume Reservoir was built in 1936. This 
well-organised group published a monthly journal 
called The Riverlander in which they railed against the 
loads of silt that were coming down the Murray and 
being deposited in their brand-new dam. 

Clayton and McKell ride the range 
In January 1942 a p arty of m e n on horseback, leading 
packhorses that carried their gear, went to look a t the 
Alps. They were not m o unta in cattlemen looking for 
strayed stock. This party included the Premier, Wil
liam McKell; Jack Tu lly, the Minister for Lands; Jack 
Seiffert, the Member for Monaro; Charles Harnett, 
the District Surveyor; Hamilton Mathews, the 
Surveyor-General; Dave Mackay, horsetailer; and 
Sam Clayton. The men met at Kiandra and made their 
way to the Boobee Hut on Happy Jacks River where 
they stayed the first night. Premiers and their depart
mental heads do not often go riding together unless, 
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of course, there is urgent business th at can only be 
done from the back of a horse. 

Once again, Sam Clayton and William McKell 
recalled different versions of an event that led to a 
milestone in resource management in Australia. Clay
ton said that one of the first things h e did when he 
became Chairman of the Catchment Areas Board, 
through his position as the Director of Soil Conser
vation, was to take the other members of the Board 
to inspect the impact of grazing in the High Country 
catchments. The terms of the snow leases were about 
to expire and would be automatically renewed by the 
Lands Department. At this early stage, Clayton was 
not totally opposed to grazing the High Country but 
he wanted its control taken out of the hands of the 
Department of Lands and much stricter limitations 
placed on stocking rates. The Board voted to oppose 
the renewal of the leases in their present form and 
wrote to McKell seeking his intervention in the matter. 

The Department of Lands representative on the 
Board at the time was Lester Ferrier, whom Clayton 
described as a well-informed District Surveyor who 
had been promoted to head office. Clayton knew that 
if Ferrier voted with the other members of the Board 
to end the snow leases he would be vilified by the 
Lands Department. He used a break in proceedings 
at the Board meeting to draw Ferrier aside and say: 
'You needn't agree to this or sign the determination 
because it will take the snow leases away from your 
Department, and your Minister and your Department 
will crucify you if you sign it.' But Ferrier put his name 
to the Board's decision, saying to Clayton, 'I'm con
vinced so I will sign it.' According to Clayton, the 
Department of Lands never forgave this man of high 
principle and character. 

While this was occurring another District Sur
veyor helped bring matters to a head. Charley Har
nett, whose territory extended over the Monaro and 
the High Country, presented a plan to his seniors in 
the Department of Lands to allow closer settlement 
of the Snowy Plain . Harnett was himself a son of 
Monaro, having been raised on a grazing property in 
the Eucumbene Valley, and he carried the traditional 
view that undeveloped land was wasted land. 

1. Soil erosio11 i11 the alpi11e area that was caused by acombination of 
grazi11g and frequent buming. 

2. Boobee Huts 011 Happy fack"s River where Sam Clayton 's 1942 
i11spectio11 party stayed duri11g the horseback ride through the High 
Cormtry. (Photo courtesy Klaus Humeke) 
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The notion that the grass la. . 
clean water into the Gung Y.P Rm which funnelled1. . ar m iver Id bdivided and alienated from th C cou e sub-
Clayton immensely. He and ~ rown annoyed Sam 
emies since they clashed m a arnett ha? been en
subdivision of the mallee la1Y~rs earher over the 
tained that H arnett and th n ~· layton had m ain
were sending settlers into po~er;partn:ent of Lands 
would be blow n and wash d Yon hny blocks that 
efforts to eke out an existe~caway as a result of their 

e. 
Clayton's opposition to the 

leases and the proposal for do rene~al of the snow 
to the Premier's office w here ~er sett ement got him 
McKell to go for a hors ·d . e says he persuaded 

en e m the mountains Cla 
ton wanted the Premier to see th d · Y 
1 d . e amage that had a rea y occurred and VISualise th . 

tlem ent would have on the area eHimpact closer set
. f · owever, McKell's 

version o the events that led to the h . t . h . 
· 1· · IS one orsende
IS a rttle different. He said that it h . 
affair w ith the m ounta ins that mad;ah~ Ibs 1 .ongclove 

H Im nng lay-
ton , ~ett and Tully together on the ride. As McKell 
recalled It: 

I d.ecided when I became Prem ier there were th ings I 
was gozng to do. Oneofthe things that was always in mind 
was the SnOWIJ and Kosciusko, the wholeof that area. The 
whole area was so much to me, because I was born down 
th~re. I was born in ~ambula and as a boy I used to go ou t 
with my fa ther get~zng stock for his butcher's shop and I 
develop~d an affectwn f?r the area. I said I am going to do 
somethmg about a Kosc1usko State Park, Iam going to have 
a look at the w~ole area and get the complete picture. So I 
got m touch w1th my officers and away we went. 

Doubtless, both Clayto n's and McKell's s tories 
abou t how the ho rseback inspection came about are 
corre.ct. There were simply d iffere nt forces operating 
to bnng these key players together. First, th ere was 
Sam Clayton and the decision made by the Catchment 
Areas Board to oppose the renewal of the leases. 
Second, there were the representatio ns made by 
Myles Dunphy and the National Parks and Primitive 
Areas Council . Third there were the pragmatists such 
as th e Murray Development League who wanted 
water from the catchment . Finally, all these claims fell 
upon the ears of a Premier w ho was committed to 
environmental conservation and resource manage
ment, particularly in the High Country where he had 
his own vision of harnessing the water for irrigation 
and electricity. 

At first it d id not appear th at everything on the 
horseride would go Clayton's way. McKell insisted 
that both Harnett and Tully a lso come o n the trip. 
Clayton, ever the gentleman- and supreme strategist 

- thought about Harne tt's inv itation and said to 
McKell tha t the tr ip would be a nightmare if h e a nd 
Harnett spe~t th~ w hole time a rg uing . The.refo~e,. he 
would remam quiet and g ive the Premier his o pmio n 
only w hen asked . Th is, he said, would a llow the 
Premier to m ake up his own mind . But C layto n also 
knew that Harne tt w as inclined to ove rs ta te his case 
and tha t this would not go d own well w ith McKeil. 
The man is best described by C layton himself : 

Harnett was a big, handsome 111 an, big w ide ri111med 
hat, curved pipe, heavy tweed jacket w ith double patches 
and reinforced leather elbows, riding britches and revolver, 
bowie knife, anemomete1; prismatic compass, extendable 
telescopeand afew small survey instru ments in astrap over 
his shoulder a11d about six pouches over a wide body belt. 
Buffalo Bill Cody would have looked like all amateur. 

M r. McKe/l had never seen him before and was 
impressed. Harnett had thoughtfully brought a tremendous 
sombrero for the Premier to protect him frolll the sev~re sun 
and the wind at the high altitude. He put this on h1111 and 
let his city ha t sit in the car which was to drive away and 
meet us in afew days elsewhere. We started offand th e wind 
was tearing the Premier's hat nearly off his l~ead. He had 
tohold the reins with one hand and his hat w1th the other. 
I let him ride fora mile. McKell was in distress. I said I will 
ride back to the car and get your lw t . Betterto be s~mburn t 
than have your head torn off. I went back and arn ved ;ust 
as the cars were about to leavem1d gave McKell back his h~t . 

Well, M r. Harnett proceeded just as I ~o~d the Prenuer 
he would. He inundated him with his op1111011S, he never 
let up. The Premier was a very patient and gen tlemanly 
man. So Harnett and I disagreed on everytl1111g and I hated 
his guts for what he did in the southwest and what Ir e was 
trying todo here, yet I did not hate him personally ?ec~use 
he was a good tempered man and he was si11cere. Hzs Vle1~1s 
on agriculture were quite wrong, but he was f?enuzne zn 
them. Healways carried a pocket edition of Ba n;o Paterson 
and that night he read to the party 'The Man From Snowy 
River' and other poems. He gave the111 at111osphere. 

Clayto n and Harne tt , th e two p rotagonis ts w ho 
had so much in common w ith their love of ho rses and 
country, escorted the Premie r and the Minis te r for 
Lands aro und the areas tha t had been da m aged by 
grazi ng and frequent burning. It is difficult to know 
what explanatio n Harnett gave for the d n ed-o ut peat 
swamps, e roded g ullies, caved-in stream ba n.ks a nd 
bare s lopes th at Clayton made a point of showmg the 
Premier. The chances a re that H arne tt would have 
presented the traditional view tha t it was w ildfire and 
natural erosion that ca used these proble ms a nd that 
controlled grazing and fire would eve ntua lly era.dicate 
them if only the Hig h Country cou ld be le ft 111 the 
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Above: Fire has always been a coll felltious issue i11 the High Cowttn; 
n11d i11 the Australimt m viro11melll ge11erally. These s11ow gw11s have 
bem killed by fire but there is sti/1110 agreeme11t 011 how fire slwuld be 
used as a ma11ageme11t tool i11 the mou1ttai11s. The evide11ce at the time 
of grazi11g showed that the nwu11tai11s were bum f too frequelltly for 
rege11eratio11 to occw: 

in the pockets of Tully's greatcoat as he slept under 
it. Upon rising, Tully donned the coat and put his 
hands in his pockets to warm them. Grasping ice 
instead of warmth, he was amazed at how cold it had 
become overnight to produce such a phenomenon in 
his coat pockets and exclaimed, 'It certainly gets cold 
up here in mid-summer.' 

Clayton asked McKell to take the mountain catch
ments out of the control of the Minister with ice in his 
pockets but knew that he would not take such a radi
cal course. McKell liked Tully and Clayton's own 
Minister for Mines and Forests, Jack Baddeley, had 
taken li ttle interest in the Snowy Mountains issue. 
Nevertheless, it was on that ride that McKell finally 
decided to create the Kosciusko State Park and change 
the snow lease system. 

Clayton returned to the mountains for an oth er 
long and detailed inspection in March 1943. Dave 
Mackay was once again the horsetailer and used the 
opportunity to catch an outstanding grey brumby stal
lion near the Tin Mines below The Pilot. Dave named 
the stallion Cascade Blue and took him back with him. 

The SIIOW gum Eucalyptus pauciflo ra that grows at the treeli11e i11 
the High Cotmtn; where rege11eratio11 is importa11t to hold the soil a11d 
protect the catchme11t . (Photo fall Maso11) 

hands of the graziers, the people who knew how to 
manage it best. 

Despite the serious intent of the horseride with 
Premier and Minis ter, the re were lighter moments as 
these men with arduous responsibilities took in the 
rarefied mountain a ir ins tead of th e equally rarefied 
d ebates th at normally occu p ied them in Macquarie 
Street. Clayto n got u p ea rly to find long icicles h ang
ing from the roof of the hut w here they had spent the 
night La rge chunks of ice were broken off and placed 
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Charley Hamett was on that trip too but became sepa
ra~ed from the party and had to spend one night alone 
Without food orgear. Clayton's field diary records little 
concern for Harnett's discomfort but he spared a 
thought for the mountain graziers and cattlemen 
whom he wanted brought under his control. He said 
of 'Sanchd Jack Smith: 

He was left in charge ofsheep in the mountains at the 
age of nine for five weeks bt;himselfafter his father was taken 
to Cooma with appendicitis. No-!.Va battler in the mountains 
for grass - I hesitate to be hard on a man like this. 

Meanwhile, a Bill that eventually led to the end 
of alpine grazing for people like Jack Smith was being 
drafted in Sydney and was introduced in Parliament 
by Jack Tully on 22 March 1944. The Kosciusko State 
Park Act became operative on 5 June 1944. It provided 
for 541600 hectares of the High Country to be set aside 
in the State Park to protect its catchment values and 
provide a recreational resource. Grazing was permit
ted only where it did not conflict with these uses. To 
ensure that these objectives were met, the Act pro
vided for the area to be managed by the Kosciusko 
State Park Trust. The Chairman of the Trust was to be 
the Minister for Lands and the remaining members 
were to be a representative from each of the Depart
ment of Lands, Soil Conservation Service, Forestry 
Commission and a tourism interest. In addition, there 
were two representatives from outside the Govern
ment who were appointed by the Minister. 

Both Sam Clayton and Baldur Byles were ~p
pointed to the Trust to represent their r~spective 
organisations and, along with the natur~hst, Noel 
Roberts, were the only strong conse~vatwn vOic~s 
among those who still saw the park m commercial 
terms. This situation was exacerbate~ ':hen the Act 
was amended in 1952 to allow the M~niste~ to nom
inate four members representing pnvate mterests. 

.-~~-s:·.# ···-~~~

.•: . .... _.,... .. -....._. -
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1. The Pilot, Sllowcnpped, i11 the distance. This is the countn; that 
Sam Clayton 's 1943 Parh; rode through. The area near the Pilot was 
where the Party's horsetailer caught a magnificent bnmllnj stalli011. 
(Photo courtesy SIIOWJl Mountain s Hydro Electric Authorihj) 
2. While grazi11g may have beenhavi11g one fonn of impact, 
tech11ology m1d the 1111bridled l11mger of post-war development had 
a11otlzer. This shows gravel wim1ing during construction of the SnOWlJ 
Mow1tains Scheme. 

3. "Blue Gwn'; or judith Cnssell, was widely known and respected 
through her colwm1 i11 The Land llelVSpnper. Here she is taking 110tes 
011 the side of Mou11 f T<VlJIInm nmo11gst erosio11 on n stock route across 
the 1110untni11S. Her diligmt mrd objective reporting about the impact 
ofgrazi11g i11 the High Cormtn; helped gni11 support for the Service 
from the wider fam1i11g comllllmity bet)Oild the Monaro. 
4. The same area showing how a masonn; wntenvny was built from 

the local sto11e soon after 1958 whe11 the Snow Lenses above 1476 m 

were withdraw11 m1d the Service comme11ced rehabilitation work. It 

was soon foulld that once stock were removed the area could be 

repaired more easily thm1 at first thought possible. 

5. Co11four bn11ks 011 the roof ofAustralia- another example of the 
first rehabilitation work i11 the High Countn;. This bank is on the side 
of Mou11/ Cnrrutl1ers looki11g towards Khnncobnn with The Sentinel 
011 the right. Dick Condon is i11 the centre. 
6. The collslanllramping feel of tourists causes erosion loo and part of 
the work of the Service has been the desig11 and CO IIStruction of 11e<v 
walking tracks. This is o11e of the work tem11s i11 the 11101mtains in the 
early 1960's with the SIIOW)l Mowrtai11s Engi11eering Corporatio11 
members 011 the left in hard-hats n11d the Soil Conservation Service 
members of the team with more traditiollnlhead gear on the right. 
Seated holdi11g the cup is the Foremm1, Peter Swane, m1d stm1dil1g is 
the District Soil Conservatiol!ist, Allm1 Plum mer. 
7. Tlze Summit of Mo1ml Kosciusko. The captio11 011 the back of the 
origi11al reads " . .. before tlze buildi11g of Observaton; by C/eme11t 
Wragge': 
8. Tlze Top of Australia 11ow supports a good cover of grass and other 
soil-protecti11g vegetatio11. 
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This opened the way for Leo Barry, the Chairman of 
the Snow Lessees Association, to gain a position on 
the Trust. Clayton and Byles found themselves out
numbered on many of the conservation issues about 
which they felt so strongly. 

The other impediment to conservation of the 
High Country was the lack of funds to enable the Trust 
to perform the function it had been given by Parlia
ment. It was a savage irony that the only funds the 
Trust could rely upon were the fees it collected from 
the graziers for their snow leases. The park that had 
been established to help protect the alpine catchments 
was therefore chronically short of funds and com
promised in the way it gained the small amount that 
was available. 

About the only joy that Sa m Clayton got from the 
Kosciusko State Park and the Trus t was that the Soil 
Conservation Service was given the task of examin
ing all the snow leases and setting new stocking rates. 
Clayton did most of the inspections himself and loved 
the hundreds of hours of horseriding that this 
involved . He was assisted by Tom Taylor from the 
Service, and his old foe, Charley Harnett, also came 
along from time to time. He and Clayton must have 
retained their mutual disdainful respect because: 

It was a miracle that Harnett didn't shoot me or I drown 
him in one of the river crossings. He would have sunk like 
a stone with all that gear on him. One of his deputies, a sur
Vet)Or, died on the job, in his bed one night. The altitude 
didn't agree with him. Fortunately, it agreed with me and 
being an old ligh t horseman, I liked riding and looking at 
countn} I loved these mountains. 

The revision of the snow lease system in 1944 
resulted in 10000 hectares of the Kosciusko summit 
area being closed to grazing. 

The large leases taken up by western graziers 
were eliminated in favour of smaller areas for those 
adjacent to the mountains on the Monaro and eastern 
Riverina. Stocking rates for each lease were set and 
rangers were employed to ensure that they were not 
exceeded. The rangers did make an honest effort to 
see that the rules were obeyed, and they counted the 
stock as they moved on to the leases each year. 

Peter Treffry is now a Special Soil Conservationist 
with the Soil Conservation Service but he started his 
working career as a jackaroo after graduating from 
Hawkesbury Agricultural College in 1953. He worked 
for Max Leitch of Bulgary, Collingullie, near Wagga 
Wagga and one of his tasks was to take the sheep and 
cattle up to the two snow leases each year. Peter recalls 
how one year they had an extra twenty-five rams late 
in the season and, as was the p ractice, notified the 

stock ranger at Yarrangobilly Caves. The ranger would 
not let the rams on to the lease before an equal num
ber ofewes had been mustered, counted off and taken 
back to Bulgary. 

The rangers' conscientio us efforts to contro l the 
overall stocking rate on each lease were undermined 
by the habit of sheep and cattle to selectively graze cer
tain areas. Livestock converged on areas that were 
moist and always had green growth or removed par
ticularly palatable species from between the less 
attractive tussocks to leave the inter-tussock areas bare 
of soil. In theory, the s tocking rates seemed very con
servative but in practice selective g razing mitigated 
agains t their usefulness. The use of fire also con
tinued. Burning was entrenched as a mo untain graz
ing tradition and many of the lessees would send their 
men up to the leases to light up the bogs, meadows 
and woodlands a mo nth or so before the stock were 
allowed to enter. Peter Treffry recalls how he soon 
became adept at ' the one-handed art' of flicking 
matches from horseback and having them land alight 
on the ground. Wax matches were s till in use in those 
days and they made excellent incendiaries. 

In 1946 the Park Trust requested a Joint Advisory 
Committee of the Linnean and Royal Zoological So
cieties of New South Wales to carry o ut a n atural his
tory survey of part of the Park. The Committee 
recommended the removal of g razing and the ap
pointment of an ecologist as Directo r o f the Park, or 
failing that at least as a consultant to the Trus t. None 
of these recommendations were acted upon but the 
report represents o ne of the milesto nes in co nside r
ing the natural va lues of the Hig h Country as eq ual 
to its importance as a water catchment. 

The Snowy Mountains Scheme 
In contrast to the Trust, the Snowy Mountains H yd ro
Electric Autho rity was allocated all the money it 
needed to remodel the mo untains by creating mighty 
wate r storages and making rivers run in different 
directions from those w hich na ture h ad fashio ned. 
The S.M.A, as it came to be known , was formally 
established in 1949 and al so owed its beginnings to 
William McKell. He was now Governor-General and 
convinced the Prime Minister, Ben Chifley, to under
take the Scheme in the interests of nationa l defence. 
The link with defence was rathe r tenuo us but McKell 
was able to persuade Chifley that this was the most 
favo urable approach to getting Fede ral Government 
funds for the Scheme. 

Tod ay, people might wonder w hethe r the Snowy 
Mountains Scheme would be approved if it had to run 
the gamut of con tempora ry env iro nmenta l impact 
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1. Leo Barry, as Chairmm1 of the S11ow Lessees ' Associatio11, was a 
tireless figl1ter for COiltilllmtioll ofalpil1e gmzi11g. (Photo courtesy 
Gonio11 Barry) 

2. The trigollometrical statio11 at the Sllllllllil of Mou11 f Kosciusko
1898. 

3. Gmzi11g markably affected SI!Owgum rege11erntioll i11 the S11owy 
Moulllai11s. Both areas were bumf i11 the 1939 ilushfire but the 
exclusio11 of stock from the Kosciusko Water Resen>e (right) allowed 
regellcmtioll. No regellerntioll at all occuned 011the grazed area to the 
left. 

4. Peter Treffry 11101111ted ready for a day's stockwork 011 the SI!Oll ' 

Leases, while worki11g as a jackeroo at " jo1mama Statio11 ", 
!'rlrrallgol,illy, i11 1955. Old jow1mtw Homestead i 11 thr backgro1111d. 
The statio11 is 11010 part of Kosciusko Natio11al Park. 
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assessment and its accompanying legislation. The 
conservation movement is now a powerful force and 
a zealous public may take a very different attitude to 
the changes wrought upon the mountains by what 
was hailed as the greatest engineering feat of its time. 
Postwar development frenzy drowned the voices of 
those who spoke out against the Scheme because of 
its impact on the mountains. 

The geologist and geographer, Dr W.R. Browne, 
d eserves a place in the history of the battle to protect 
the High Country. He had always been interested in 
both the natural history of the mountains and the 
need to control soil erosion within them. One of his 
attacks on what was happening in the High Country 
was made while delivering the David Memorial Lec
ture at the University of Sydney on 21 August 1952. 
Browne had a tendency to speak 'tongue in cheek' 
and added a little exaggeration to drive the point 
home: 

There is no longer a soil erosion problem in the high
lands: there is little soil/eft to erode. The glon; that was 
Kosciusko is a barren, stony desert; the spoliation of our 
heritage - man's triumph over Nature- is complete. 

Browne became a forceful spokesman for the pro
tection of the mountain catchments and influenced 
Dunphy, Byles and Clayton. Later on he would lead 
the successful protest against the proposal to build 
one of the dams on Spencers Creek, high up on the 
beautiful alpine meadows around Mount Kosciusko 

itself. 
Sam Clayton was also deeply troubled by the 

. pact the men, machines and money of the S.M.A 
Ill re having on the High Country catchments. 
~~wever, he sensed that William Hudson (later Sir 
William), the Director of the S.M.A, shared his con-
ern for soil erosion because it threatened his water 


~torages with siltation. Clayton believed in the Snowy 

Scheme so his approach was to get to know Hudson 


d try to work with him so that procedures could be 
an dified and rehabilitation after disturbance by con
~:uction work could be properly designed by the Soil 
C servation ServiCe. It was not long before the 
A~~hority also em~loyed its own ~esearch tea~ to 

oil erosion, siltatlon and the Impact of grazmg 
studYS

the snow leases. . . . . 
During this penod a young sOil conservat10mst 

d Alec Costin was making his mark upon the 
name 

agement of the High Country and would go on 
~:come the leading Australian authority on alpine 

and mountain catchment management. Alec 
J0 gy eco f. S il C · S · dC tin was the 1rst o onservatiOn ervice ea et 

obs put through University. He began studying 
to e 

agricultural science at Sydney Univers ity in 1942 and 
graduated with Honours and the Univers ity Medal 
in 1947. Until some tension entered the relationship, 
Sam Clayton would refer to Costin as his 'brightest 
cadet'. 

Upon graduation, Costin was sent to Cooma to 
open the first Soil Conservation Service office in the 
town. His love of alpine ecology led him to embark 
on a PhD thes is on the ecosystems of the Monaro. 
Costin's monumental study was published in 1953 
and is now regarded as a classic for its meticulous 
study of natural ecosystems and the impact livestock 
and fire had upon them. Costin found that while 
some ecosystems could be safely grazed with very 
light stocking rates, it was impossible to prevent catch
ment degradation. This was because, regardless of 
every good intent, cattle and sheep will concentrate 
on the wetter areas and/or the most palatable plants 
and degrade those areas. Fencing these areas off was 
economically out of the question so the only al terna
tive was to take the stock out of the mountains. As for 
fire, Costin wanted the indiscriminate burning h alted 
immediately and the d evelopment of a prope r fire 
management plan. 

Sam Clayton and Cordon Kaleski had big plans 
for Alec Costin so in 1950 they sought to bring him to 
head office. Costin wanted to continue his research 
and chose to resign and s tay in the mountains. He 
completed his work and then travelled overseas to 
examine the impact of grazing on alpine country 
before taking a position w ith the Soil Conservation 
Authority in Victoria. Clay ton was annoyed about 
Costin's 'defection' and did not communicate with 
him. That little stand-off d eveloped some real ten sion 
when Costin returned to the summit area of 
Kosciusko and took some photographs showing that 
the highly eroded areas were not regenerating even 
after grazing had ceased . He circulated a re port that 
included the photographs and notes explaining that 
once d amage had occurred to these a lpine eco
systems, they would require extensive rehabilitation 
work. Clayton came across o ne of the unpublish ed 
reports and was furious about Costin - now a Vic
torian - commenting on catchment man agem ent in 
New South Wales. 

A formidable alliance 
While Clayton refused publicly to acknowledge 
Costin's findings he now privately held the view that 
the catchments were in grave danger of be ing 
degraded to the point whe re rehabilitatio n would 
become impossible . He conferred w ith William H ud
son and together, in the mid-1950s, they bega n a cam 
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. "·: _ -~·.. . ;' ..... 
Sa m Clayton, on tile right, ami Cordon Kaleski on another horseback 
inspection. The year is 1950 mzd they are at Pretty Plains Hut 
collecting evidence 011 the impact of gmzilzg on tile High Cozmtn;. 

paign to revoke all leases above the 1476 metre contour 
line. They combined their resources to fight a bitter 
duel with the Departme nt of Lands. Fortuitously, two 
private organisations published reports that captured 
the public inte res t and gave Clayton and Hudson the 
support they so badly n eeded. 

The Murray-Murrumbidgee Development Com
mitte e carried out an inspection tour of the catchme nt 
early in 1955. The o rganisers h ad invited Sam Clay
ton along but h e declined . A lec Costin, who had left 
the Soil Con servation Service in 1950 to take up a posi
tion as Principal Research Officer of the Soil Conser
vation Authority of Victoria, did attend . His hand was 
certainly the re among the recommendations that 
were publis h e d in April 1955 a s 'Th e Condition and 
Adminis tration of the Murray-Snowy- Murrumbid
gee Catchment Area'. It recommended that all high
altitude s now leases should b e revoked, that soil con
servatio n work should be increased in the catchments, 
a nd that m ore ecolog ical research should be under
taken. The greatest threat to the Department of Lands 
lay in the recomme ndation that the High Country 
should b e p laced under the control of a powerful new 
body calle d the MmTay and S nowy Mountains Catch
m e nt Authority. 

Two years later, the Acad e my of Science added its 
influe ntia l weight to the arg ument . In 1957 it pub
lis h e d a re p o rt on the condition of the high mountain 
catchments of New South Wales and Victoria. The 
committe e that m ade this report was chaire d by }.S. 
Turne r, Professor of Botany and P lant Physio logy a t 
the Unive rs ity of M e lbo urne. A lso o n the committee 
was A lec Costin , w h o by now was the Senior 
Research Office r, Alpine Ecology Section , CSIRO, and 
s tatio n ed back in the m o unta ins a t Is la nd Be nd. The 

Sir William Hudso11 
who put the huge ' 
Snow;z Mountains 
Scheme in place, was 
concem ed that 
sediment from erosio11 

en used bt; I ivestock 
grazing the alpine 
catchments would 
lessen the life of the 
Scheme's storages. 
(Ph oto courteSJ; 
Snow;z Mountai11s 
Hydro Electric 
Authority) 

Alec Costin was th 
fz rst Soil e 
Conservntio11 Se . 
Cadet. After nl!ce 
completing his 
mammoth work 011the M onnro he went 
0 11 to become 

1111 
nee/aimed nutlz .onty 
on the High Country. 

report to the President and Members of Cou ii 
Academy stated: ne of the 

Your Committee is unanimously of the . . . 
1111011there is serious deterioration of the veoetativop that 

0 . . · e cover ,;these catchments and a declme 111 catchment efti . a, all 
that there is widespread swface soil erosion -vJc~ehn.cy; also, 

' t 11C 1 f'kto reach extremely serious proportions 1Jnot 1 s 1 ellJ 
c 1ecked 

The report compared the tiny pro o r . . 
revenue that was earned from grazing to th tion of 
the water for generating electricity and ir . e Value of 

. ngatio recommended that a ll g razmg should c n, and 
. ease in

above 1476 metres. The Commtttee was . . a reas 
· fl f h c cntJcai fd ominating m uence o t e Department of la 0 the 

the Kosciusko State Park Trust and recon-.~ nds on 
· Id b h Min. ..,.,lended h its Charrman shou e t e 1ster for C t at 

. onset'V f
It also stated that no pnvate member of tl a Ion. 
industry sh ould sit on the Trust as the D le g razing 
of Lands already represented the inte. epa rtment 

. I . I . I d tests of l . g roup. This re ations 11p 1a developed d . t lis 
history of the snow leases but the Com . unng the 

. mittee fAcad emy of Soence wanted that liaiso o the 
n ended. 
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A photo taken lA; Sam Clayt01r in jmman; 1957 of illegal grazi11g on 
regmemtion works carried out by the Snowy Mou11tains Authority i11 
Perisher Creek valley. 

• 

An indication of the close relationship between 
the Kosciusko State Park Trust and the graziers who 
leased the High Country can be seen in the submis
sion the Trust made to the Committee when it was 
gathering evidence. The Trust noted its deep concern 
about soil erosion but considered that major bushfires 
were its greatest cause and that pasture improvement 
and controlled grazing were one of the best ways to 
prevent it. Leo Barry, the Jindabyne grazier and mem
ber of the Trust, forcefully articulated the views of the 
Snow Lessees Association at public meetings and in 
the local press, saying that grazing and burning actu
ally reduced soil erosion because it prevented wildfire. 

It is important to mention that not all Monaro or 
eastern Riverina graziers were in favour of grazing the 
High Country or the snow lease system. Some 
believed that the system of cheap relief grazing 
encouraged poor management of the homestead 
properties as well as the leases. Others were content 
to use the leases while they could but would readily 
give them up with a change in Government policy. 
However, the Snow Lessees Association, with its 
forthright and outspoken members, did maintain a 
constant vigilance against any possible loss of what 
they claimed was a traditional right to graze the High 
Country. 

That same view often came from the Trust wh ose 
membership could easily vote in favour of grazing . It 
angered Clayton immensely that his view was over
ridden and that the Trust's statem ents were so 
opposed to his own beliefs and the research results 
of his own organisation. The main thing that had 
stayed Clayton's hand to date was his reluctance to 
take on the Minister for Lands, Billy Sheahan, w hom 
Clayton described as: 

.. . one ofthe toughest men in thecountn;. At full blast 
he could have eaten me and my gentle Minister, Em 
Wetherell, who didn't like fighting. Billy Sheahan was a 
fighter and if there was one Minister in the Govern 111en t 
who I hated to lock horns with, it was hi111 . 

Sheahan was the Member for Burrinjuck, the 
eastern Riverina seat th at included Gundagai and 
Tumut where many of the graziers held sn ow leases. 
He knew many of them personally. To him, they were 
not wealthy sq uatters but farmers wi th mortg~ges to 
service and families to raise. It was hard ly the1r fault 
if th ey had taken the opportunity to get a lease and 
were now dependent upon it. Sheahan was one of 
McKell's hand-picked candidates from the 1940 elec
tion campaign and a fearsome advocate of the 
underdog. 
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Billy Slrealzau, as 
Member for 
Burri11juck, 
represe11ted mmry 
S11ow Lessees ilr 
Parliameut . 5/realzmr 
saw tlzem as people 
will! a livi11g to make 
mrd fam ilies to mise, 
miller tlzmr as 
wealtlzy squatters. 

Em Wetlzere/1, as 
Miuister for 
Couservatiou, gave 
stroug backiug to Sam 
Claytou iu tire battle 
over tile SIIOW leases. 

This was 1957; by now Clayton had worked under 
a number of Ministers and was a good judge of their 
capacities and commitment . Although Wetherell 
might not be a fighter w ho spilled blood, Clayton 
knew him to strongly su pport his Department of Con
servation in Cabinet and as a man who would stand 
up to S heahan if he believed in his cause. So Clayton 
began pre paring Wetherell for the bitter fe ud that 
would follow w hen Clayton played his trump card. 
He secre tly took Ern Wetherell on one of his guided 
inspections of the mountains and fed him the results 
of his experience, that of his many officers now sta
tioned in the area and Costin's research . 

Next, Clayton took the Catchment Areas Protec
tion Board on a similar inspection . Alec Costin's 
knowledge and position with the CSIRO meant that 
Clayton was obliged to invite him along. To make his 
point about the impact of grazing, Costin suggested 
that they go and ins pect G innini Swamp in the Brin
dabella Ranges. This swamp was in a less favourable 
environment for s phagnum growth than many in the 
higher a ltitudes around Kosciusko yet it was in per
fect condition s imply because grazing had ceased in 
the Brindabellas some yea rs earlier to protect Can
be rra's water catchments. The members of the Board 
were a lready impressed with Costin's ev ide nce and 

that visit to Ginnini Swamp totally convinced them 
about the detrimental effect of grazing and the burn
ing that went with it. Clayton had won the day, but 
not without Costin's contribution. His resentment 
towards him melted and Clayton walked over to 
Costin, put his hand on his shoulder and said, 'You 
can call me Sam'. 

Dan Murray, who represented the Department of 
Lands on the Board, was the only member who 
remained unconvinced that all grazing above the 
snowline should be banned. The Board met in Syd
ney and voted to veto the renewal of all leases above 
1476 metres. Murray rushed from the meeting, furi
ous and shouting that he was going straight to see his 
Minister who, he said, would tear the Board to shreds. 
Clayton liked a lot of the people he opposed and 
described Murray as 'a strong capable man with the 
highest courage and determination and integrity'. 

Murray arrived at Sheahan's office and poured 
out his indignation, certain that his Minister would 
pick up the phone and destroy Clayton as well as the 
decision the Board had just taken. But Sheahan sat 
there unmoved. Clayton had been given a master 
stroke of luck. Only minutes before Murray had 
arrived, Joe Cahill, the Premier, had phoned Sheahan 
to tell him that he had been promoted to Attorney
General. Sheahan was a barrister and to become 
Attorney-General was the peak of his ambition . He 
told Murray that there was nothing he could do, it was 
now up to the new Minister for Lands, Roger Nott. 

The Trust, also under the control of the Depart
ment of Lands, promptly rejected the Board's 
authority and claimed that its Act had overridden the 
Soil Conservation Act and that it had complete con
trol over all land use matters in the Park. This split 
between two Government organisations caused a 
similar division in Cabinet. The Minister for Conser
vation, Ern Wetherell, backed Clayton and the Board 
and threatened to resign if the leases were renewed. 
The Minister for Lands, Roger Nott, declared that he 
would resign if they were terminated. 

The Member for Monaro, Jack Seiffert, sat on the 
Government benches but supported the graziers in 
their fight to retain the leases. He raised the matter in 
Caucus and in the House, and led a deputation of 
graziers to see the Premier. Seiffert also took the mat
ter to the ALP Executive who convened a special night 
meeting to be addressed by Clayton and George Vin
cent from the Lands Department. At that meeting, 
Seiffert sprang to his feet, pointed at Clayton, and 
shouted to the Executive: 'That man, a public servant, 
has more power than the Minister for Lands, in fact 
anyone else except Wallace Wurth .' 

105 



l.ce all the illegal 
employed by the Trust could not P.0 1 

servationistsClayton would have quietly relished this as a 
grazing so Clayton had the two soil ~on work madeback-handed compliment but replied modestly, say b1·rtatlon
who were employed on reha ' . . keeping stocking that he had no power at all and that everything he 	 1Stock Impounding Officers to assist n oil conservadid was merely through his responsibilities for the 
off the high alpine meadows. Those s d stock policeCatchment Areas Protection Board under the Soil 

Conservation Act. tionists who suddenly became fl1:0unl~thier. 
were Lindsay Durham and Dav!d C a sheep'You are the Board; said Seiffert in anger. Clayton 


responded by pointing out that in fact the Minister for David Clothier was brought uJs ~~ge, and as 

property at Queanbeyan, on Mona_r k n sheep from
Conservation was the Chairman of the Catchment 


Areas Protection Board. This arrangement still exists a small child he saw the drought-st~!CtoeCooma from 

out west being transported by rail the snow leases.
today, whereby the Minister for Agriculture and Rural 


Affairs is the Chairman but in practice the duty falls where they would be walked up to when he was 

1938

He also vividly remembers the year y of Soil Eraupon the Commissioner of the Service. Clayton knew 

as well as most others that the Minister never attended a ten-year-old boy and his father left a c~ften by a man 
 \ 
Board meetings and that Seiffert was more than half sion lying on the kitchen table. It was ~~~r read it from 

correct. called Sam Clayton. Young Oave Clo d then that he 


Both Clayton and Vincent chose to show slides of cover to cover and decided the re an 


the High Country to the Executive. Clayton asked Vin would become a soil conservationist ..d not come to 

centhow many slides he was going to show and learnt That he did, and his long career d~ uty Regional 


0that he intended showing his entire collection of one an end until1987 when he retired ~s ~orange. He 

hundred and fifty. On hearing this, Clayton said that Director, Soil Con servation Service, a e experience 

since he only had twenty, would it be all right if he joined the Service in 1949 and after so~

0 
design the 


spoke first: at Walcha was appointed to Cooma Borrow Pits 

1showed about 15 really goodslides. No repetition, no rehabilitation works at the Eucumben~he construe


insult to their intelligence. And I explained how important where material had been excavated for ved higher 

. 	 hemo

it was to correctly interpret what you were showing. Then tion of the Eucumbene Dam. Later Soil Conserva-

Vincent started on his 150 with his wrong interpretations up in the catchment to work from the e known as 


. 	 h. becam bwhich became evident in time. He had aweak case, and he tion Hut at Carruthers Peak. T IS in , piece Y 

weakened it further with futile repetition. He had 110 idea the 'hut that flew' because it was floW_n alSO \e t the 


. 	 Cl 0 th1er
how to interpret, how to interest and how to hold an p1ece, slung under a h elicopter. . n of the rare 

audience. We all had to be revived with coffee and biscuits. ~ut~ fly fairly loosely with his inventl~f the fore~gn 


Some of the Executive asked me some venJ pertinent alpme trotting duck' that had.~an~ the Austrah~n 
questions and thebetter the questions the better I liked them. workers, unused to the perversities~ lakeS in va m 
It showed they understood me. It was not a political quessense of humour, searching the a lpin; 
tion so they were allowed to think logically. Fortunately. for this 'rare and end angered spec_ies · n-spinning, 
Thetj told the Minister the following week, the Executive R~habilitation work, and campfll"e ra~f impou~d
unanimously agreed with our decision to exclude stock. This were mterrupted by the awkwar? taswhom ServiCe 
clinched the matter. The Executive told the Cabinet, nnd ing stock that belonged to graz1ers with, rather 
Cabinet told the Minister; from that mome11t the decision officers would have preferred to w_or~ soil e rosion. 
was the Government's . Not the Catchment Areas Protecthan against, in the long battle aga ins ziers he had 
tion Board's and not mine. BLif the task now was to impleIt also hurt Sam Clayto n to be hated by gr:er says that 
ment how to get the stock out ofthese rugged mountains that once considered his allies . Oavid Clo~ \he coura~e 
had been grazed almost a century. 	 Clayton's feelings were o nly protected Y in that h1s 

of his convictions. Clayton made cert~ect soil era-
officers were always available to help con_ s both to Reaction . 	 pertle ' d 

Many of the graziers who lost their leases did not 	 SlOn yroblems on any_Monaro pro e service an 
repa1r the broken relatiOnship "'nth th rtieS whoseaccept the ban on grazing and took their stock back 
also to help increase productivity on prope ot so easyup the following summer. Others who occupied t "''as n . I howners had lost their leases. Butt a. reeted w 1t 1adjoining leases were less than zealous when it came 
and Dave Clothier can remember being g to repairing fences and their stock had a handy habit 
a shotgun on one farm visit. de difficultof strayingon to the now-vacant leases. It was said that 

Controlling the illegal grazing was mat\ e countrythe Department of Lands stock rangers supported the k 1e' '" 1by the lack of good horsemen w ho 1 
graziers and failed to report breaches. The rangers 
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f.~4-~~f£~¥~~]!;;.+x --:~~'~ , /~·f: __ 
·· .·- · -~'. ··,":-~· .-..- ~·:.:_ ' ~-.:~ ~::::~ · · . -~~<</.f;·.:;_~·... ' ::...~~;.: ;~;· ·..,/;-:·--- '%. ·~ "~:..-~· a. ,. und me. Hehad abig stick 

. . .... .• - . . . ...cv.'->--.)l., 1. '. • 

Tile f,~" Mulcher i,, opcmtioll alollg tile ~uthega Lillk Road. It 

spraye Jr~ss seed lllixed with chaff alld bltwllell to stabilise soil Oil 


reshape meas alollg roadside batters to prevellt them erodillg. 


an~ w ho could be employed as stock impounding 
offiC~rs. NeviJle Gare, the Superintendent of the 
Koscmsko State Park, w ho was an ardent supporter 
of the ban_on grazing and had developed many of the 
conservation policies along with Byles and Clayton, 
wrote a strongly worded memo to the Trust on 15 
March 1960 that said : 

. I believe that unless we have stout-hearted, conscien

tiOUS, and Physically fi t rangers in the southern section of 

the Park, Who are virtual strangers to thedistrict, we will 

never have proper control over grazing practices here. 


. Some_ of the stockmen or rangers employed to 
pohce the illegal grazing turned a blind eye to the stock 
they were supposed to be impounding because of 
therr local a llegiances. Care's emphasis on fitness was 
partly due to the arduous work but also the need for 
self-def_ence with the very real threat of violence 
always m the air. The fo llowing excerpt from a report 
made on 10 February 1959 by C. H. Harvey, a stock 
ranger employed by the SMA, is but one example of 
~any encounters w ith irate graziers. Harvey was driv
mg a mob of sheep found g razing illegally to one of 
the loadi~g ramps so they could be trucked to the 
tmpoundmg yards when the owner and his brother 
rode up: 

. Hekept o11 repenti11g 'You stilzki11goldbastard . You've 
lived on the sheep all your life and IIOW you're doing this. 
You ought to leavethis sti 11ki11g bloody job.' All theti111e lze 

v·~···,..· /.•. . t ridzng ,,0 - 122 cm 
was Sat ing t/HS ~e kep s about foul feet ( . ]l?ng and 
• I . ~ 7d zvhtch u;_a Hekept on pokmg thzs stzck at me 

Ill li_S (11 {5 cml t/11Ck· as speaking all the time. H 

two mches 11d he zv . . e 


t . e he spoke, a fly
1 

afraid he was gomg to hzt me 
every zm s rea A 1 · -r · 
. b. tllan mzd I wa n as angry as re 11e 1 urner. He 
1sa 1g 11a ma 1 I IdIl ve neversee .f /1 is moutt . wou say hewas 


~~va itt thecorners 01 ttinued riding around me pok
Iwd sa 1 th Hecot . ' - I 
frothing at themou td abusing me for so~ne n~mutes. I was Iillg thestick at meat tit hoW tong he d1d thIS: but I think 
too upsettoknowe.Yac_ Yfi aboutfiveortenmmutes. Dur

e thiS or dhewould have 
I 

don · d 1 . 1 tohit me any secon . Eventu~ I:ecte 1111 
' t k'ing this time e.r:p off the sheep, we re a mg them: 

allu he said 'Call yourdogsvn risk by force.' Hethen put his 
::~ d t uour OZ ' d dI said 'You oso a ::1 1 d two or three ogs, an I called 

I ep- he 1a . I t . Idogs 011 tl~!s te e of my dogs was a b!t s ow _gke tTmg off the 
0 11my dogs olJ' _ 1 • hit him w1th a stzc ' . he dog is 

sheep and Archl~ n~~~e~nd although it whinged it stayed 
avery keen workmg . g s hit so I caught it m1d held him

I aftert t wa ,with the steep d to follow the Tu mer's sheep. 
as I did not want my t ~~s dogs on the sheep he said 'You 

Whe11 T~m~~; ~~~is as quick as you like, .you smooth
can go and tepo d , 1said to him 'Mr. Davzes {the SMA 
tongued old ~astard · t] is over at theyard, you 'd better go
Horse Supen11te11 en , '// bl d · . , H 'd 'We w011 t botltet~ we oo y lzkelym1d see h1111. esm 
pull him off his horse.' 

Finding places to hold impounded stock w hile 
notifying the owner could be a problem . It could be 
difficult to find the public saleyards open and som e
times graziers wou ld try and interrupt the road jour
ney to the place of impoundme_nt ..Not only_ were they 
vehemently opposed to the pnnctple, but tmpound 
ment was expensive and inconvenient to the owner, 
who had to pay the cost of freight, feed w hile in the 
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Above: Packhorses were excl1m1ged 
for faster transport in the 1970's. 
The helicopter is transporting hay to 
the slopes of Mount Kosciusko where 
it will be used to mulch soils exposed 
by a combi1za fio11 ofgrazi11g a11d 
badly-placed walki11g tracks. 

Left : Movi11g people a11d materials 
iz1 the S11owy Mo1m fains Summit 
area i11 the S11111mer was diffiwlt. 
Initially, packhorses were used the11 
Haflingers like that pictured here. 
From there the Service progressed to 
four-wheel-drive vehicles m1d then to 
helicopers to transport staff supplies 
a11d rehabilitation materials to the 
summit works. 
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yards and any extra handling charges before regain
mg the s tock. Then there was the cost ofgetting them 
home again . 

More than one g razier gave chase to livestock 
being trucked away to impoundment. Sometimes the 
truck driver, w ith a mind on having to live in the area 
and where the next job was coming from, would 
release the cattle w hen pulled over by an angry party 
of graziers. Such impromptu releases and the threat 
o~ serio us violence to those impounding officers w ho 
tned to escort their bovine or woolly charges to 'gaol' 
meant that truck d rivers carry ing impounded stock 
were p rovided with an armed police g uard during 
some of the most tense periods. 

William Hudson and the SMA had won wide 
support for the vast engin eering scheme with one of 
the best public rela tions campaigns in Australian his
to~y. The SMA was constituted under Federallegis
latron and Hudson used his independence from New 
South Wales politics to put pressure on the State 
Govern~ent to act over the illegal grazing. An exam
ple of h1s forcefulness is the letter he w rote to the 
Mi~ister for Conservation on 12 February 1959. It was 
wntten only two days after the incident between Har
vey and Turner, w hich helps explain the terse and 
very direct to ne: 

Dear Mr. Wethere/1 

I am sending this cornmunica tion to you as I am un
able to contact Mr. Clayton who is out of Sydney. 

Several thousand stock have been driven into the pro
hib_ited areas of the Snowy Mountains for grazing in open 
defi_anc~ ofyour Government 's regulations. The Authority, 
actmg 1n accordance with your Conservation Service's 
~eques t, commenced rounding up some of this stock for 
1111P~undment. Howeve1; threats and inte1jerence by 
~razlers have intimidated some of the men required for 
nnp~unding the stock. To avoid violence we are not forcing 
the 1ssue at this stage. 

It is quite apparent that the graziers are flouting the 
regulatwns and will continue to do so unless strong meas
u:es are taken. It would appear that 110 assistance is being 
giVen by the Lands Department Rangers employed in tile 
Area. Bearing in mind the Authority 's financial obligations 
for compensa ting your Govermnent for the loss of rentals 
and our interests in the preservation ofthe soil in the Snowy 
Mountains A rea, the Authoriht is vitalltf concerned. Do !fO il 
wish us to proceed with the ;ounding. up of the stock? 

Yours sincerely 
W Hudson 
Commissioner 

There followed a long dispute between the 
Minister for Lands and the Minister for Conservation 
in which Jack Seiffert was a major catalyst. Seiffert 
maintained a relentless campaign for the renewal of 
the closed leases and caused Clayton to write long let
ters that went out under his Minister's signature. For
tunately, Premier Cahill supported the closure of the 
leases so it remained for the few rangers employed by 
the Trus t, the SMA, and the office rs of the Soil Con
servation Service to enforce an unpopular regulation 
in a harsh environment, both ecologically and socially. 

Clayton did not leave his officers to carry out this 
unpleasant work while he buried himself in h ead 
office, far from the conflict. He made many trips to the 
area and David Clothier recalls how he would rin g up 
to say he was coming with some important bureaucrat 
w hom he wanted to convin ce about the legitimacy of 
putting an end to the grazing . Clothier would be told 
to have the car neat and tidy and in road worthy con
dition. One example of the trips Clay ton made was 
in Apri11959 when he brought the Under-Secretary 
of Lands down for an inspection. They boarded the 
train in Sydney the night before and took a sleeping 
berth to Cooma, where they went on a day-long tour 
of works in the mountains with Clothier. In the even
ing they took a return train to Sydney and arrived next 
morning in time to go straight to the office. 

The National Parks and Wildlife Service 
The Trust had lost a large source of its income and was 
saved from complete disintegration only by an annual 
grant of $30000 fro m the SMA to carry out soil con
serva tion work in the catchment. This work was con
tracted out to the Soil Conservation Service but 
Clayto n himself had ceased to attend reg ular meet
ings of the Trust and went only if there was some 
specific item of business on the agenda tha t related 
to his organisation. The Trust itself was m oribund, 
bereft of finance, staff, facilities and policies. 

The person credited with bring ing the Trust out 
of this mire is Baldur Byles. He is still remembered for 
his great physical stamina, matched by a tenacity and 
conviction to reform the management of his beloved 
h igh mountain catchment. Byles also encouraged 
Sam Clayton to continue the fight and told him that 
even if he achieved nothing else in life but to get 
livestock ou t of the mountains, he could look upon 
his life in old age and see it well spent. Byles also made 
an effort to take those on the Trust who did not agree 
w ith him on long hikes through the mountains so that 
they could learn from each other and discuss their 
differences wh ile re laxing around an evening camp
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fire. People such as the grazier Leo Barry, lawyer 
Garfield Barwick (later Sir Garfield, Chief Justice of 
the High Court) and Alec Costin all spent time hiking, 
observing and debating with Byles . 

Garfield Barwick held an important position on 
the Trust because many members who could not 
make up their mind to back those such as Clayton and 
Byles or the opposing side of the Department of 
Lands and the graziers tended to follow his lead. 
Credited with a brilliant legal mind, Barwick took 
d elight in weighing up all the evidence and then act
ing as a moderator. The greatest breakthrough for the 
conservation forces on the Trust came when Byles, 
Costin and Barwick went to inspect Costin's research 

I 	 plots. There were some exclusion trials where 
f 	 livestock had been kept absent by fencing for several 

years. Each side of the fence told the story very clearly 
-outside the exclusion trial the ground was bare andi 
devoid of cover, inside the fence there was a healthy

I sward. Barwick was still not convinced that grazing 
h ad caused the damage in the first place; his legal 
mind would not rule out that the original damage may~ 
have been caused by the huge 1939 bushfires. But he 
was now prepared to admit, for the first time, that 
grazing prevented regeneration and rehabilitation. 

I 
Or Gralzame Edgar's 
report recommended a 
complete ban in 
Kosciusko National 
Park..... 

The persistence of Baldur Byles was rewarded 
with a Trust that started to vote for his conservation 
reforms, but there were setbacks. In 1963 a major fire 
swept through the mountains and the graziers 
exploited this to show w hat happened w hen their 
management was removed . This was followed by a 
severe drought and increased pressure was placed on 
the Government to reopen the area that had been 
closed to grazing. Surprisingly, after all the difficul
ties of policing the original clos ure, approval was 
given for the leases to be used once again from 1966 
to 1968. The win for the graziers held out the hope that 

this arrangement under the name of temporary 
drought relief could be made permanent . 

Ironically, it was a Minister for Lands w ho made 
the most far-reaching change to the Snowy Moun
tains with respect to grazing and many other conser
vation management policies.Tom Lewis, Minister for 
Lands in the Askin Liberal-Country Party Govern
ment, h ad been impressed by the United S_tate~ 
National Parks Service and establis h e d the Natwna 
Parks and Wildlife Service of New Sou th Wales by Act 
of Parliament in 1967. This put all the State Parks under 
a Director based in Sydney and abolish ed the Trustr 
creating local advisory committees with great Y 
reduced powers and responsibilities in thei: pla~~-

Kosciusko Nation al Park was the finest Jewe_ m 
the new Service's crown and Lewis appointed _him
self as Chairma n of the advisory commi~t~~
Moreover, he chaired the meetings and imposeh. IS 

. 	 Id t ac Ievestrong w ill on the Park. What h e cou no h 
th:o~gh the advis_ory committee ~e could _do a~it~ 
Mm1ster responsible for the entue Service. . 
vision, determination and endless energy, Tom ~ew.'s 
changed the administration of nature conservatiOn ll1 

New South Wales. hil 
. · ew eLewis stayed his hand on the grazmg iSSU . f r 

the Snow Lessees Association kept up a campaign ho 
. . · ht Then ethe return of their former grazm g ng s. . h th 

· s w1t eresponded to on e of their d e putatiOn . 
. f . d . . ·nto grazmgprom1se o an m ependent mquuy 1 d 

· ma e anthrough out the entire park. The Pre m1er 
the personannouncement on 21 February 1968 that Ed ar 

chosen to conduct the inquiry was Or Grahame g ' 
a former Director-General of Agriculture. 

the Govern-The Edgar Report was presented to .
h t surpnsment in May 1969 and perhaps som ew a_ .t 

. . d f "t C h airma n , ' mgly, given the backgroun o ' s in Kos
recommended that a ll g razing b e b~nned t the 
ciusko National Park. This was a maJOr bl?w ~ the 
Snow Lessees Associa tion w ho prom_ptly reJ~c~e inac
report, claiming that it was bo th b1ased a db the 
curate. However, the Askin Government stoo Yd ed 

· was e n · report and th e era of mountain g razm g 

Epilogue 	 . h 
p rk w it out

This time the stock were taken out of th~ a_ e nts 
bloodshed or m ajor incident. True, mfnn~e7 the 
occurred and impoundme nt fo llowed u 

. g iven moreNational Parks and Wildlife ServiCe was !so 
as now a resources to carry out its work. There w k of 

. . k to thewora much better mformed public, than s d an 
the Soil Conservation Service, the SMA a n t 

. . g momen u m environment movement that was gamm . 
. . . untam grazday by d ay. It was th1s lmeup agam st mo 
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ing that encouraged members of the Snow Lessees 
Association to keep their organisation alive and lobby 
for a revision of the decision against them. 

As recently as 1973 the Snow Lessees Association 
was still operational and held a symposium in Cooma 
to try and influence public opinion. Peter Cochran 
spoke at the meeting, which was attended by about 
forty people and repeated the view that only local 
mountain cattlemen and sheepmen knew how to 
manage the country from w hich they had been forci
bly removed : 

. To those of you who have been falsely led by the preach
mgs and propaganda of ill-advised, inexperienced, dic
tatorial burea ucrats please take heed because your education 
of the true conservation of our Park is about to begin. We 
true conservationists will not tolerate the desecration of this 
Park which was the birthplace of our forefathers, the Men 
From Snowy River. We have been pitched out of our land 
bit by bit and now is the time to halt this cancerous spread 
of ignorance that 'mechanical conservationists' have dis
played to cause our Park's destruction. 

Such rhetoric would have had Clayton reaching 
for his spurs . Perhaps because he had now retired, 
and perhaps through the Association's persistence, 
a small section of the park around the Blowering fore
shores was opened for relief grazing in 1976. And 
while that too has been discontinued, the grazing 
i~sue is still not entirely dead. Nor will it be for some 
time to come, while memories linger and alpine 
meadows are pe rceived to be unused by people who 
measure country only by the number of sheep or 
cattle it can run. It is s till common to see an obviously 
r~ral car or station utility sporting a windscreen 
sticker that proclaims 'Mountain grazing prevents 
mountain blazing'. 
. This is not to imply that grazing and regular burn
mg ~re the only dangers the High Country faces. 
Tounsm, and the millions of tramping feet of the 
people it brings to the mountains, can also have a dev
astating impact if it is not carefully managed . Hope
fully, the pioneers of environmental conservation in 
the High Country have helped bring about changes, 
b~th in land management and in public attitudes, that 
w tll be difficult to reverse. The ghosts of Sam Clayton 
and Baldur Byles, and all the other fighters for the 
mountain catchments, should not be asked to don 
their spurs and ride the High Counhy to fight another 
range war over the future of Australia's best-known 
catchment. 
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