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From the Editor 

What a year to date! 
2020 is only half over 
and so far we’ve had 
drought which has 
brought dust and 
despair and bushfires 
which have brought death, destruction, smoke, 
ash and some a fiery catastrophe. 

We thought/hoped the war with Nature was 
over then she dealt another card that affected 

humans world-wide - Covid 19.  Social distanc-
ing became the new normal and the future is ?
Our Winter Newsletter contains much history 

and little of the moment as our parks as well as 
people went into compulsory lock-down until 
June 1st.  Take care, stay safe and wait it out.           

Pauline 

 

PLEASE READ THIS   To assist your volunteer 

membership team by renewing your membership by one of 

our preferred methods below. 

Renew online at our website with a credit card, this 

method is fully automatic, requiring zero volunteer effort. 

Make a direct deposit into KHA's bank account BSB: 

062 912 Account Number: 10140661 then login to register 

your payment on our website by making an 'offline' payment. 

Deposit your cheque at your local Commonwealth Bank 

Branch to the above bank account, then login to register your 

payment on our website by making an 'offline' payment. 

Instructions for the above can be found under the 

'RENEW' menu item on the website. 

Kosciuszko Huts Association 

Incorporated (KHA)   

KHA (formed in 1971) provides volunteer support to the 

NSW and ACT Governments to preserve the ‘settlement 

era’ vernacular architecture of the northern Australian 

Alps as part of the continuum of total landscape 

management. We are one of only a few organisations in 

Australia dedicated to the preservation of traditional 

Australian bush building skills. We research and 

document history associated with these vernacular 

structures and conduct public information sessions in 

conjunction with the various parks services and other 

bodies to raise awareness of this history. We are 

acknowledged on both the NSW NPWS and ACT PCS 

Volunteering websites and we have a demonstrated track 

record of performance.  

IMPORTANT -  PLEASE NOTE 

For security reasons we are no longer able to accept 

credit card payment details  (numbers and type) sent to 

the KHA Post Office Box.   

For information about paying membership fees using 

your credit card online please go to the KHA Website -

 khuts.org 

KHA Insurance - Information for KHA members 
attending a work party or working on the huts - 
please be aware of the following: KHA Insurance will 
not consider any claim under any section of the 
policy if: 
 The insured is over 80 years of age 
 The insured person is under 12 years of age 

KHA Insurance Policies are available on the website 
if any member would like further information or 
clarification. For members not connected to the 
internet, please contact KHA's secretary.   

PLEASE be advised that the opinions expressed in 
the letters and reports in the newsletter are those 
of the writers. They do not necessarily reflect views 
or policy of the  

 

Kosciuszko Huts Association 
GPO Box 2509  

Canberra ACT 2601 

All memberships are due to be renewed on 

July 1st 

http://khuts.org/
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Welcome to all members of the new Committee for 2020-21, 
especially the new members.  

Minutes of the Annual General Meeting of the KHA are 

available on the members’ portal of the website: 

KHuts.org 
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Annual General Meeting of the  

Kosciuszko Huts Association :  

Saturday, 16 May 2020 

 2020 has given us many challenges in the first quarter of the year.   

We have, as a community of volunteers had many changes thrown at us including 

loss again by bushfire of our core activity in our stewardship of the vernacular huts 

and homesteads of Kosciuszko National Park and Namadgi National Park where 15 

huts were lost. Thirteen in KNP and 2 in NNP. Some were lost for the second and 

destroyed the third time through fire—one that comes to mind is Boltons on the 

Finn. This did not include the devastating loss of the remaining restored heritage at 

Kiandra.   

Then  …  COVID-19.   

Social distancing, enforced by law, prevented our committee and members from 

physically attending a specific place for our 2020 Annual General Meeting/general 

meeting. At the committee’s last face to face meeting, Peter Charker ran the 

members through the basics of  ZOOM -  a simplified video conferencing and 

messaging platform which works across any device. It was given a run at the May 

committee meeting. 

And so our 2020 AGM was set up and invitations sent to members to attend through 

the medium of their laptop/pc/phone. 

The committee, members and representatives from the National Parks & Wildlife 

Service logged in on Saturday May 16 at around 12:30pm, chatting to each other 

while Peter Charker facilitated and gathered up stray or late-coming members (he 

had wisely showed a few novices ‘the ropes’ in the week prior). 

The AGM was successfully completed to the satisfaction of those attending— the 

committee is listed on the preceding page. It is heart-warming to see that all 

positions were filled and we welcomed a new HMO in Simon Plum (Jagungal) and, 

on Committee, Jenny Charker and David Argall.  

Clive handed over the Presidency to Simon  for 2020/2021, though Simon admitted 

his agreement was a moment of lunacy, I consider we are well served to have 

someone so meticulous and diligent at our helm. We go forward strong. 

Below is an excerpt from the minutes …                             Pauline Downing Editor 
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 Update on Namadgi National Park                Jean Hammond HMO Namadgi  

 

 

 

At the beginning of April the Glendale Depot was robbed, the contractors quarters and the shed which 
contains Parks equipment and supplies. The Police and the Forensic team have been involved. Not only 
was the depot robbed but they then travelled up the hill to the KHA containers where again they cut the 
locks on both as they did at the contractors quarters. The perpetrators stole keys from the RFS(?) for the 
main gates to the depot. They knew the layout and when no one would be around to enable them to 
remove equipment and supplies. They also knew about the KHA containers. Nothing was removed from 
the top container given that it only contains building supplies, chemicals, ladder ,lawnmower, cement 
etc. However, in container 1 (lower container) they did search through boxes. The only item stolen was 
our generator and possibly our PLB about which I am not 100% but I did not see it yesterday. The large 
metal box lid has been damaged but hopefully we can repair it.  

Parks staff contacted me a week after the event. I contacted Brett by phone and then Nathan 
who finally sent me photos of what the container looked like when he opened it. Due to the 
restrictions of travelling I could not go down till yesterday. The main gate currently has a code 
to enter and this will be changing. Only staff at NP know this. As for container 1 (the lower 
container) NP have secured it with their lock which is now locked centrally so it cannot be cut. 
I have the second key, and opening is a little tricky but the contents are now safe. This lock 
will be changed once the park returns to normal. Until then if anyone requires equipment, 
photos, historical info, you will need to contact me and arrange a time for me to come down. 
The top container does not have central locking so NP will secure it with their lock as well. 

Also, according to Brett, the park will remain closed for some time. It was suggested that the 
first area that might open to the public, once COVID 19 and the park is deemed safe, will be 
around the Settlers track. No work parties, inspections etc. will be undertaken until I have been 
notified by Namadgi Staff. 

Lastly, I am in the process of securing resources (wood) for repairs and ongoing work for our 
huts in Namadgi. I will be liaising with the Head Ranger in regards to upcoming plans for the 
next two years. One area that will be closed for some time will be the Orroral Valley due to the 
damage to the area and the roads. Finally, I doubt the two huts in Namadgi will be rebuilt, which 
is very sad. This might change, if Heritage believes they are of value. 
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Anzac Day 2020  by Jack Abernethy  
 
This year, 2020, we were unable to publicly revere 

our lost defenders due to the national lockdown in 

Australia. This is our salute to those who have given 

their lives for us. 

 
 

On Sunday 25th April 1915, 105 years ago, 

thousands of young men – the Australian and New 

Zealand Army Corps (ANZACs) huddled anxiously 

in boats before charging ashore on a foreign beach 

in a far and distant land, at Gallipoli in Turkey. 

 
The ANZACs went ashore under the cover of 

darkness, but as morning dawned they faced an 

entrenched enemy and rugged, unforgiving terrain. 

It was the largest amphibious invasion in history.    

 

More than 75,000 men from Australia, New 

Zealand, Britain and France invaded the Gallipoli 

Peninsula. The aim of the campaign was to open a 

supply line to Russia through the Dardanelles and 

capture Constantinople (now Istanbul), capital of 

the Ottoman Empire and an ally of Germany. 

 

The 3rd Australian Brigade (4,000 men) was to be 

the covering force on 25th April, with the other 

Brigades to come ashore later on that day and the 

next. In the darkness the boats landed in the wrong 

positions. Those who made it to the beach, under 

heavy enemy fire, then faced high cliffs and deep 

ravines.  

Scrambling up the hills, the ANZACs took the first 

ridges but their objectives were still a long way 

away. 

 

Heavy casualties were suffered on both sides and a 

stalemate developed. The campaign dragged on for 

eight months and soldiers endured extraordinary 

hardships. The most successful operation of the 

campaign was the evacuation of the troops on 19-

20thDecember, under cover of a comprehensive 

deception operation. 

 

In all, 8709 Australians and 2700 New Zealanders 

died as a result of the failed campaign, yet the huge 

sacrifice and news of the campaign had a profound 

impact back home – and stirred fierce patriotism. 

Reports of the ANZAC’s courage under fire, 

commitment to the task, loyalty and sacrifice forged 

a powerful and lasting legacy.     

 

The medal awarded for the most conspicuous 

bravery, or some daring or pre-eminent act of valour 

or self-sacrifice, or extreme devotion to duty in the 

presence of the enemy is the Victoria Cross.  

Nine Victoria Crosses were awarded to Australian 

soldiers and one to a New Zealand soldier during 

the Gallipoli Campaign – seven of them at Lone 

Pine on 9th August. 

 

Gallipoli inspired Australian courage, mateship, 

endurance and valour like nothing before or 

since.  This motivated young Australians to lead the 

way when the call was made for more recruits, often 

to replace those already buried in a foreign land. 

The ANZAC legend was born. 

 

Lest We Forget  the freedom we all enjoy today. 
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 Remembering Reet Vallak                               From Doug Miller (Canberra Bushwalking Club)      
   

 Long time members of the club will be saddened to learn of the death of Reet Vallak who died on 
30th April, aged 83, after a very full and active life in the Canberra region. For some time Reet had been 
cared for at the Calvary Community Care centre having suffered with dementia.  
 

 As the Russians occupied her homeland of Estonia Reet’s family left for Germany and spent time in 
a  German Refugee camp before migrating to Australia.  Reet and her mother were placed in an 
Queensland migrant camp where the camp cooking put her off eating onions for life. They moved to 
CharIeville in Central Queensland where she had to go to school without knowing any English at a time 
when there was no special assistance in schools for refugees and migrants. She left school without having 
matriculated but did this at nightschool whilst working during the day, at one time in a stinking pineapple 
packing factory. Reet won a Commonwealth Scholarship, gained a Science degree, then a Masters Degree 
in Astronomy. She worked at the Woomera Rocket Range before relocating to Mt. Stromlo Observatory in 
a position that she enjoyed for the rest of her working life, as it gave her the chance of eating her 
sandwiches at lunchtime with the birds and plan her (yearly) next major adventure overseas to climb 
mountains or keep in contact with her Estonian cousins.. It also enabled her to leave work at four on a 
Friday afternoon, collect her pack and go off bushwalking for the weekend.  A long time member of the 
Australian Native Plants Society  she developed an in-depth knowledge of Australian plants. Once retired, 
she worked, among so many other things, as a volunteer for the Cooleman Ridge Park Care group.  
  
 Reet’s first bushwalk club trip, when she arrived in Canberra in 1963, was with the Canberra Walking 
and Touring Club. This was a walk to explore the Bungendore Cemetery and Lake George. She enjoyed and 
took full advantage of the Canberra Bushwalking Clubs activity program which over the years 
encompassed bushwalking, bush song evenings, IT collations, ski touring and tours overseas. She was a 
strong walker, an excellent cross country ski tour leader, a good navigator and  a good companion.   As 
many of the bush walking trips that she led were to explore the old huts in the Kosciusko National Park, 
when the Kosciuszko National Huts group was formed she became its Secretary and later its President. She 
visited and photographed all the known huts at the time, informing  Park Management of their heritage 
value, at a time when the Park Authorities were considering  demolishing even more huts...  
  
 She enjoyed travelling with camels in the Australian outback with the Rex Ellis Camel Company and 
organised  a club trip through the  Australian Painted Desert for 18 days with 18 camels. During her many 
trips into the Himalaya and Karakoram mountains, her last to circumnavigate the sacred peak of Mount 
Kailash, she took  many beautiful photographs of Tibetan temples and shrines, and the mountain 
people. Once she had  returned to her house in Weston she would go into her garage to develop the 
negatives and print out so many fine pictures, a shame so few were displayed. As an active member of the 
Australia/Nepal Friendship Society she would join in their dances in full costume. 
  
 Reet had a chequered relationship with many persons in the club over the years arising from the fact 
that she enjoyed a good argument and needed to correct you if she  heard  something that she felt she 
knew was not accurate. Always dependable, always on time, a very efficient secretary to the many clubs 
she joined. She enjoyed making pots and painted, belonging to the Canberra Art Shop Experimental Group. 
She was a foundation member of the Canberra International Folk Dance Association, a good dancer, a 
member of its performing group and sometime librarian who was always particular about the spelling of 
the dance names. Her lasting gift to the Canberra Bushwalking Club was to hand to the Club Committee a 
complete set of all the clubs publications that she had stacked on the floor of her house over the years. We 
all benefitted from her dedication to so many of the different activities that she enjoyed and  remember 
her warmly. 
 

 Reet asked that her ashes be scattered in the Kosciuszko National Park. It seemingly will be some 
time before we can get together to do so. 
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Reet Vallak       A founding member  and KHA’s first woman President passed away at Calvary 

Hayden Retirement Community, Bruce, on 1st May 2020. 

Born 30 August 1936 at Parnu, Estonia. Reet was a trekker, bushwalker, cross-country skier, folk dancer, 

painter, photographer, potter, astronomer, traveller, translator, conservationist and botanist. Daughter 

of Mari & Evald; sister to Rein & Endel; aunt to Staeven and Brendan; cousin to Lauri & Viiu; beloved of 

friends worldwide. Such a vibrant and intelligent individual, struck down by an insidious disease, now 

released and at peace. Private cremation. Reet's life will be celebrated post COVID-19.  

 

Below: A collection of Reet Vallaks' photographs was passed to KHA in 2018. Reet Vallak was a member 

of the inaugural Kosciusko Huts Association, the first woman president and was a Life Member.  

These are but a few of her photographs taken when many huts were uncared for  

and many huts are long disappeared. 
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In 1970, Neville Gare, Superintendent of 
the then Kosciuszko State Park, called a 
meeting to discuss huts in the Park. 
Seventy-four people sat through six hours 
of discussion enabling the following 
motion to be passed: 

"That an Association tentatively to be 
named the Kosciusko Huts Association be 
formed and an interim committee be 
elected."  A small committee produced the first huts list, an information booklet on the 
huts, "Notes for caretakers of shelter huts". By 1974, 33 huts were listed with 25 

caretaker groups. 

 

 

 

Where Are They Now?   

 

KHA is 50 years old. The decision to create KHA occurred on 5th December 1970 
at a meeting held at Sawpit Creek in, the now, Kosciuszko National Park. Follow-
ing is a list of the attendees of that meeting. A few are still members and we are 
able to get in contact with them, but many of these original attendees we have lost 
touch with.   

KHA is keen to find out the whereabouts of these attendees for our upcoming 50th 
Anniversary. Unfortunately, given the age group, some will have passed on. If you 
or somebody you know, knows the whereabouts (including if they have passed on) 
of any of these attendees we would greatly appreciate you getting in contact with 
us to let us know. We are keen to hear from anybody who was, or knows of 
someone, who was a committee member or general member in 1971. 

Contact is Simon Buckpitt, hmosupport@khuts.org             mob.      0403 917 633  

Rob Pallin—Patron 1999 

mailto:hmosupport@khuts.org
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We celebrate 50 years - Photos and stories 
wanted… HELP!!   I really  hope that my presentation 

at the KHA 50th celebrations can be illustrated by photos 
of our work on the huts since KHA was formed way back 
in 1970. It would be so helpful if you could go  through 
your collections and send by email some photos of our 
members and /  or NPWS staff working on the huts. 

My contribution to our 50th celebrations is to present an 
overview of the history of KHA, beginning with the 
informal hut repair and maintenance before KHA was 
formed in 1970, our early days, and the changes, threats, 
strategies and successes up to the publication of the 
landmark Huts Conservation Strategy in 2006.  In the 70’s 
and 80’s caretaker groups were formed. Workparties 
required a one page management proposal and were 
often advertised for all comers, including families and 
children, BYO tools and many dunny holes were dug. 

WHS was unheard of. However, with increased hut 

usage more huts were accidently burnt down so pot 
belly stoves began to be introduced. Hope you can 
find some memories for me to share. Thanks for 

your efforts.      Graham Scully  
scully.graham183@gmail.com  

 

WELCOME NEW MEMBERS 
 

Paul Harrington 

Wayne Holgate 

Trevor Rix 

Benjamin Small 

Shane O’Brien 

Mark Walters 

Edie Swift 

Daniel Hunt 

Owain Tilley 

Nigel Royce  

Isabella Comfort 

Ty Domin 

Alex Schoonkaker 

Matt Flaherty  

Richard Connelly 

Karen Buchner 

 DONATIONS—THANK YOU  

13 December 2019-29 May 2020 
 

Anonymous 

Bob Anderson 
Max de Kantzow 

Libby Adamson 3FIFI Cycling Club 

Lynn Pickersgill 

Hazel Radford Newcastle Ramblers Bushwalking Club 

Adam Thomas Lee 

Anonymous 

Christopher Phil Omafilets Dutch Bicycles 

Nicholas Hoye 

Thomas Rooney 

Alexandra Kennedy 

Family Mullholland  Mullholland Design & 

Construction 

Karen Thorley 

Libby Adamson 3 FIDI Cycling Club 

Clare Weatherly 

Heidi Pierce 

Cameron Foster 

Karen Lawrie 

Karen Buchner 

Donation in memory of Ken Cameron  
a member of KHA 

JM & JA McKenzie 

Mary Finlay-Doney 

Maurits Zwankhuizen 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:scully.graham183@gmail.com
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Conserving the High Country 
Matthew Higgins 

Many of us might take our high-country national parks for 
granted.  These conservation areas have been with us for 
decades.   

Kosciuszko was gazetted a state park in 1944 and national park 
in 1967.  The ACT’s Namadgi began as Gudgenby Nature Reserve 
in 1979 and became a national park in 1984.  In Victoria, Alpine 
National Park was amalgamated from earlier smaller parks in 
1989. 

But these places did not just ‘happen’.  Their birth was due to 
the insights, passion and persistence of many people over long 
periods of time.  Some of those people came from backgrounds 
that might surprise us, given the contemporary make-up of the 
environmental movement. 

Baldur Byles played a role in the declaration of Kosciuszko.  He 
was a forester, who in the 1930s walked the grazed areas of 
Kosciuszko’s main range and beyond.  He became increasingly 
concerned about the burning practices of stockmen, the burning 
done annually to bring on new grass but which when done 
indiscriminately burnt native vegetation to such an extent that in 
Baldur’s view put whole water catchments at risk. 

Given that the Snowy Mountains contain the key catchments of 
the Murray, Murrumbidgee, Snowy and other rivers, this was a 
significant conclusion. 

Byles’ observations contributed to the NSW Government’s 
decision to proclaim Kosciuszko State Park in 1944.  Premier at 
the time was Labor’s William McKell.  A few years later as 
Governor General (and Sir William), McKell officiated at the 
ceremony to mark the beginning of the Snowy Scheme in 1949 
near Adaminaby, ironically a scheme which would pose major 
challenges to the environmental integrity of the new park but 
which today continues to produce renewable electricity as an 
environmental plus. 

Others preceded Byles.  Bushwalker Myles Dunphy proposed a 
Kosciuszko ‘Primitive Area’, a fore-runner of the national park 
idea.  He and his family had bushwalked much of NSW.  The 
pram in which Myles and his wife pushed their baby Milo across 
the Blue Mountains is today in the collection of the National 
Museum of Australia. Milo in adult years became a major figure 
in the NSW conservation movement. 

In the ACT, the formation of the National Parks Association 
(NPA) in 1960 had repercussions.  Led by CSIRO botanist Nancy 
Burbidge, the association set out to educate people about the 
bush and had as its ultimate aim ‘A national park for the national 
capital’, a slogan under which it campaigned vigorously. 

A salient event in that campaign was in 1962 when NPA 
members did a bushwalk to Mt Kelly on the ACT’s wild southern  
frontier.  The walk was led by statistician Alan Bagnall who for 
many years as a leading member of the Canberra Alpine Club 
(CAC) had not only skied but bushwalked much of the ACT’s 
mountain hinterland.  The Mt Kelly adventure expanded the 
consciousness of NPA members like Robert Story and Fiona 
Brand and gave them knowledge of the mountain country to 
Canberra’s south-west, vital to the national park campaign. 

It is notable that Bagnall first went to Kelly in the 1950s on a 
walk led by the CAC’s John Gdowski.  Gdowski  was a post-war 

migrant from Poland. 

Partial success was realised in 1979 with the Gudgenby Nature 
Reserve decision.  But more protection was needed, as much of 
the Cotter catchment was still under Forestry control.  In 1984 
the reserve was significantly expanded and Namadgi was 
declared, with Federal Minister, Tom Uren, (it was before self-
government) flying by helicopter to the territory’s highest peak, 
Mt. Bimberi, to announce the decision. 

The Canberra Bushwalking Club (CBC) had not been idle either.  
Formed in the 1960s, CBC lobbied politicians and took some on 
bushwalks into the mountains.  It was CBC that put forward the 
proposal for a larger national park than the immediate Kelly 
region which had been the initial NPA idea. 

Inside government, officers worked hard.  Bryan Pratt’s name 
has since become associated with his fishing shop in Belconnen, 
but in the 1970s-80s he played a major role in advancing 
conservationist thinking within government.  He forged the ACT 
Parks and Conservation Service out of the Department of 
Interior’s old Conservation and Agriculture Section. To Bryan, 
Namadgi and other reserves were ‘the lungs of the ACT’. 

Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve as well as Namadgi were of interest 
to NPA. Forester, botanist and landscaper Lindsay Pryor, a man 
deeply acquainted with the ACT’s mountains, chaired an 
important early meeting. 

Given the fights in recent decades between environmentalists 
and foresters, it may come as a surprise today to realise that 
foresters figured in the conservation movement.  They had a 
conservation ethic and land management experience. 

In Kosciuszko, it was forester Nev Gare who became the park’s 
first Superintendent in 1959 and oversaw a significant period in 
the park’s history through till 1971.  Sitting on the then State 
Park’s Trust was Baldur Byles who was an important mentor to 
young Nev. 

On Victoria’s Bogong High Plains in the 1940s, botanist Maisie 
Fawcett assessed grazing’s impact on vegetation and 
contribution to erosion, as the government considered the 
Kiewa Hydro Scheme. She constructed ‘exclosure plots’, fenced 
areas to keep cattle out so that the impact of grazing could be 
scientifically assessed.  Her recommendations played a part in 
the protection of Victoria’s high country and, ultimately, Alpine 
National Park. 

Kiewa Scheme engineers were not alone in their concerns about 
grazing and erosion.  In Kosciuszko it was Snowy Scheme 
engineers worried about siltation of their new dams who helped 
push for the total exclusion of grazing which occurred at the end 
of the 1960s. 

Just as Burbidge (who now has a mountain named after her in 
Namadgi) was from CSIRO, another CSIRO scientist Alec Costin 
undertook major research into Kosciuszko’s flora, with far-
reaching implications. 

Today’s high-country conservation estate owes much to many 
dedicated people from a diverse range of backgrounds. 

 

Matthew Higgins is a former Canberra historian and 
his most recent books are Bold Horizon: High-country 
Place, People and Story and Seeing Through Snow. 
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Too Late  David Poland  I have been walking for over 

an hour now. An hour of contemplation. An hour of 
blackness. The trees are black. The soil is black. Even the 
rocks are black. The only splash of colour the soft grey of 
a termite mound. Or the bright orange of exposed wood 
where a once mighty tree has cracked open - a tell-tale 
sign that it fell after the fire had passed .  
 Here there are no lizards, no insects, no ants, no 
birds, not even any burnt leaves. They have all vaporised. 
There is nothing left of the subtle greens that turned to 
intense red and finally to black. As if to emphasise the 
monochrome a grey mist comes rolling in. Soon drips fall 
from the trees. Too late.  
 Ahead are the first two sandstone tors of many 
more to come - blackened ironic reminders of geologi-
cally wetter times. Surely here there will be some 
surviving green; a fern perhaps hidden in a crevice or a 
sheltered sapling spared from the flames. But no - the 
only life a tiny piece of shrivelled white lichen still clinging 
desperately to the ancient seabed. Dribbles of white rain 
slide down the charred lichen like a writhing hose. Too 
late.  
 How many times have I been here by myself, with 
friends , with my wife, or with my boys and  sat upon this 
rock enjoying the view? But now even the rock is 
shattered, its exfoliated skin discarded as if in a futile 
attempt to return itself to the cool. Too late.  
 And then just around the corner I see a small 
overhang and there sheltered underneath in the far 
reaches of the cavern are a few leaves, also dead but 
unburnt. Not green, but brown not black. Something at 
least has escaped the fire, if only by dying before the fire 
came, too late, to consume it.  
 From my vantage point I look out across the valley. 
In the distance blacks give way to browns but still my 
eyes are searching for green. Is there no tree, no branch 
untouched? I am too late. For that vista I should have 
been here two weeks ago; before the fire. 
 Beside the track lies a piece of aluminium foil shiny, 
and unburnt. A careless discard by a previous unthinking 
visitor. Too focused on his hunger and needs to consider 
the impact of his snack. A rectangular monument to our 
thoughtless actions on climate change. Too little. Too 
late.  
 The wetness rolls in again and beneath my feet the 
ash no longer powders. Instead my shoes sink into 
moistness made muddy by mist. Too late. Too late.  
 Even the track has been obliterated, impossible to 
follow. I am temporarily lost in a jumble of rocks and 
twisted trees. I will be late. For I have embarked on an 
epic walk - to cover some 52 km in two days with one 
purpose. To visit a favourite patch of rainforest hidden 
deep in the sandstone mountains. To see if it survived 
this fire that raged for eight weeks and consumed almost 
half a million hectares. Started by one strike of lightning it 
was noticed too late. Too late for the millions of trees and 
animals. Too late for the towns on the coast and the 

pretty villages in the farming communities. Too late for 
those people that died protecting their homes. But now 
that it has been extinguished I wonder about that 
rainforest. Has it survived? Or am I also too late?  
 As I walk onwards the fire seems to have been just 
a little less intense. Scurrying across a rock I see an insect 
- the first I have seen, and then another. A grey moth 
flutters past and perhaps with it hope of better times. I 
spy a shoot, a small green shoot from a xanthorrhoea, 
and another from a lomandra. Five yellow tailed black 
cockatoos squawk from a skeleton. I wonder if the fifth is 
grieving its mate. An owl, with nowhere to hide, perches 
on a branch, no doubt hungry for food. A splash in the 
creek suggests that something there has also somehow 
survived. Again I can't help but wonder about the 
rainforest.  
 I had heard of this secret rainforest many years ago 
and have been fortunate enough to have been there a 
dozen times since my visit in 1980. It must be ancient, a 
reminder of some distant past when the world was 
wetter. Yet most people have only known about it for a 
little over fifty years. About as long as we have known 
about the risks of climate change. Surrounded by cliffs I 
hoped against hope that it was still intact.  
 I had a long way to go, some 52 km in all. I trudged 
on, weary now of the never ending black. My feet 
beginning to blister from the uneven burnt ground. 
Depressed almost by the thought of my goal and how it 
would look. I calculated the remaining hours. There was a 
chance I would make it tonight.  
 In the end I didn't quite make it. This route which I 
had covered so many times before proved elusive. 
Confused by the mist, misled by the obliterated track, and 
distracted by unrecognisable scenes the walk no longer 
felt so familiar, but rather uncertain and changed. I was 
too late. Benighted I crawled under a rocky overhang to 
wait for the morning and the verdict I was sure that was 
to come.  
 With the dawn came a new day. A new hope. Just 
100 metres further on I looked down into a narrow 
canyon. The contrast was immense. A deep green patch 
of trees. Not large but completely unburnt. With a sense 
of excitement I hurried down into the main canyon. First 
there was a tree fern, partly alive. Then another and 
suddenly as I clambered around a large rock there it was. 
Like a giant TV screen or a painting on the wall was a view 
so unrealistic I had to look twice. It was completely green. 
From one hundred per cent black to one hundred per 
cent green in the space of just four metres. I whooped 
with joy. It was just as I remembered. Virtually unscathed. 
Not large or wide but essentially intact. Only the four or 
so metres around each edge had been burnt. But the core 
which winds its way for nearly a kilometre up the canyon 
was there. It and its hanging vines, drooping tree ferns, 
mossy green banks and crystal clear pools was the same 
as it had been for thousands of years. Not a single patch 
of blackness within the zone of green. The contrast was 
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unbelievable. I looked to my left. It was black. I looked to 
my right. It was green. Slowly I spent the next hour 
wandering up the valley savouring the freshness, listening 
to the birdsong, following a lyrebird, drinking from the 
pool and feeling the softness of a moss cushion.  
 In total I would walk fifty one kilometres of charred 
and desolate landscape to experience just this one 
kilometre of unscathed green. Sixteen hours of black. One 
hour of green. It was a joy. It took 
ages to walk back home. My feet 
were blistered and my shoulders 
sore. I ended up being late but not 
too late. Time did not seem to 
matter. I had a message to share. 
The rainforest has survived! And 
another to ponder. When it comes 
to climate change are we all just a 
little too late?  
(Early 2020. Location deliberately 
withheld.)  
 

Solo to Manjar   In August 2017 David Poland tried 

skiing 90 km in four days on an unusual crossing of the 
mountains. Sadly Seventeen Mile, Bradley and Round Mountain 
Huts were all burnt in the Jan 2020 bushfire. Gladly Wallaces, 
Cesjacks, Boobee, and Dershckos all survived 

I had been wanting to visit Manjar Fire Tower  for two years 
after a previous trip to Round Mountain. It has always beckoned 
me sitting out there to the far far west.  That year there had not 
been enough snow. So I spent the next two years planning. 
Most people who ski across the mountains cross from south to 
north. I thought I would try the other way from east to west. I 
was hoping to complete this in a day and a half by going ultra 
light weight and so had buried a food drop out near Round 
Mountain the summer before for my return journey. But like all 
good plans they often go astray. 

The trip began well enough for this East- West Crossing 
attempt.  Good falls in the last week seemed promising and the 
forecast was good for the coming few days. 

My start was a little delayed as I had registered to compete in 
an ultra long orienteering event at Bungendore in the men’s 
elite category  (19km). I was very pleased to finish in just over 
4hrs - third last. Strangely I felt really good after this event – I 
suppose I had paced myself carefully as I knew I had a big ski 
ahead of me.   I made two navigation mistakes right at the end 
when my glucose levels were dropping.   

That night I reached the snow after an uneventful drive and 
started to ski late in the afternoon. But as I arrived at Wallace’s 
(at about 8 pm) I saw torches. It was full with five Snowy Vale 
people! I dropped in to say hello and chat briefly before moving 
on towards Cesjacks. I thought I would make it – the snow was 
excellent – a fine powder on a firm base – and there was a new 
moon and I had good batteries and felt strong.  

All went well for 15 minutes but then I mislaid my way – unable 
to find the start of the track beyond Snowy Vale. So prudently I 
back tracked and slept the night in my bivvy bag under the eave 
at Snowy Vale. I had to sleep on the narrow concrete floor after 

shovelling snow from it. It was a cold night but warmed towards 
morning when snow began to fall.  

It looked beautiful in the morning but the snow soon became 
very sticky. It took ages to reach Cesjacks Hut.  

Arriving at 10.30 am I was well beyond my planned timetable of 
9 am and I felt sure I would not make Round Mountain today. 
So I spent the next three hours in the hut chatting to a couple of 
skiers – Tim Medhurst and Peter Wilson.  

By 1 pm the sun was shining and it was time to go. I had given 
up my plans to reach Manjar due to the slow snow and so 
headed for Boobee instead – a hut rarely visited as it is at a 
fairly low altitude.  

It is a charming hut reached by crossing the Doubtful River – 
(shoes off – cold feet ! ) – with a quaint old stove for heating. At 
last a warm night and a lazy sit by the fire planning my 
remaining three days with map and ruler. I had not covered 
much ground so far and Manjar seemed out of the question but 
as the snow around here was patchy there was not much 
incentive to stay put – and anyway Manjar still beckoned.  

And so it was that I hatched my plan – Manjar by the long 
circuitous route! But only if the snow proved good. So it was an 
early start and a climb up onto Far Bald Mtn – the snow was 
excellent and I could see that the 24 km was indeed a 
possibility. In fact I arrived at Bradley’s Hut at about 4 pm with 
plenty of time to spare despite dropping 450 m down to the 
Happy Jacks Pondage and up the other side via 17 mile spur. It 
was great to cover some ground I had never been to before and 
I was lucky that only 3 km required taking the skis off. Despite 
some sticky sections it was a very scenic trip. I saw emu prints in 
the snow and Tabletop and Round Mountains from a new 
perspective 

17 Mile Hut was magic- it appeared out of the snow like an 
apparition- why it is painted white I will never know!  I spent 30 
minutes there just taking photos.  

The drop down into Bradleys Hut was tricky through the trees 
but Bradleys itself is cute too. There are no chairs there so I had 
to fashion one myself from an old log and fortunately the 
weather was good as there was little wood – and no log book 
either.  

Another 7 am start meant I caught the excellent morning snow 
passing some magic ponds on the plateau to the west before 
descending to the saddle. The trip to Manjar is delightful – so 
varied. First across a plateau of crisp cold snow then down 
amongst the unburnt mountain ash, across a couple of small 
frost hollows then climbing along a ridge with stunted trees. 
The view from the top is massive – all the way from Mt 
Townsend on the main range to Mt  Gingera near Canberra. You 
can see all the mountains from there … Round, Jagungal, Far 
Bald , Selwyn , Tate , Dicky Cooper , Townsend, Bimberi,  

An hour or so was spent on top relaxing in the veranda of the 
workman’s hut before heading back to Bradleys and then on to 
Round Mountain Hut 

A cold night was had at Round Mtn Hut with a failed attempt to 
retrieve my food drop as it was stuck so deep in the snow. 
Fortunately I had packed enough food regardless for just that 
possibility. Next day I had another decision. Once again as the 
weather seemed so promising I elected to travel back the  >> 
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long way home via Dershkos Hut where I saw my first ski 
tracks – but must have missed the two people by an hour or 
so. 
The trip back via the south side of Jagungal was very sticky and 
I had to hug the north facing slopes wherever possible and 
even gave up at one stage and had an early lunch. This 
strategy worked as the clouds came over and the snow iced 
over just enough to allow a faster glide. 
Back at Cesjacks Hut I saw humans again – the first in three 
days . Karen Cody and her partner. We had a long chat before I 
set off again for Wallace’s and home At Snowy Vale there were 
still no ski tracks other than mine- the party of 5 had evidently 
never even made it up the hill. – but their car was gone so that 

was a relief! They must have made it out safely 
despite a very, very short ski trip. 
 
                     All photos: David Poland 
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SIMPSONS DIGGINGS 

Right: map of location of  

SIMPSONS DIGGINGS  

 

 

 

 https://emmdigital.com.au/
Snowy2.0MainWorksSummary/
downloads/Appendix-B-Detailed-Maps-
and-Plans.pdf  

Graham Scully 
has sent this 
old photo of 
Simpsons 
Diggings —  
unique?  
Watertight 
even?  

Photo is early 
1900s held in 
KHA’s large 
collection of 
photographs 
deposited  at 
the National 
Library of 
Australia— 

Ed: 
comments? 
Stories?  

Send them to 
me please. 

https://emmdigital.com.au/Snowy2.0MainWorksSummary/downloads/Appendix-B-Detailed-Maps-and-Plans.pdf
https://emmdigital.com.au/Snowy2.0MainWorksSummary/downloads/Appendix-B-Detailed-Maps-and-Plans.pdf
https://emmdigital.com.au/Snowy2.0MainWorksSummary/downloads/Appendix-B-Detailed-Maps-and-Plans.pdf
https://emmdigital.com.au/Snowy2.0MainWorksSummary/downloads/Appendix-B-Detailed-Maps-and-Plans.pdf
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BOOKS 

Life on the Currango 
High Plains and 

Beyond 

Edited by Judy Hearn and 
Helen Taylor 

 

An excerpt from the 
book...Ted Taylor, William Taylor’s grandson relates 
the family history: 

“The family had travelled from Braidwood where 
William had been sluicing for gold at Welcome Reef, 
about 25 miles from Braidwood. Tom, who was four 
years old at the time, remembers clinging to the top of 
the wagon and being terrified making the several 
crossings over the Goodradigbee River as they came up 
the Brindabella Valley, fearful that he would fall in, as 
the ropes were so tightly bound over the goods and 
chattels it was difficult to keep a grip. Spare a thought 
for his younger sister Violet, who was only two and had 
to cling on also. The iron wheels of the wagon grinding 
over the rough rocky crossings added to their fears. 
Alice was the babe-in-arms, when they arrived at 
Coolamine. The other children to make the journey 
were Anne (Tottie) age eleven, Elizabeth (Widdie) age 
nine, and William age seven… 

You can purchase this fascinating story of ‘back in the 
day…’ from Helen.  

Email her at currango2@bigpond.com  for your 

copy - guarantee you will enjoy it! 

 

“The history and legacy 
of Australia’s first 
Planned Alpine Resort” 
Built in 1909 by the NSW 
Tourist Bureau to address 
the demands of emerging 
alpine tourism, the hotel in 
the Diggers Creek valley of 
the Kosciuszko National Park, 
became a vibrant year-round 
playground for many 
decades. 
It was the birthplace of 
organised skiing in the 
Kosciuszko region at the 
beginning of the 20th 
Century. Hotel management 
encouraged the early for-mation of numerous ski 
club organisations, who have significantly contributed to the 
establishment of today’s built alpine and recreation 
environment. 
 
Imagine walking through the former hotel’s iconic arch to experi-
ence the full history of its trading and meet its former manage-
ment, staff and guests who patronised the hotel over a 50-year 
period. Hear their stories, anecdotes and eyewitness accounts of 
escaping the fire. Examine the influence of the past 60 years, in its 
guardian role, how the current day Sponar’s Chalet has main- 
tained the Hotel Kosciusko’s legacy. 
 
Wander through the hotel’s remnant precinct, locating the former 
building’s footprint, infrastructure and recreational facilities, that 
offers an analysis of the important cultural, archaeological and 
heritage significance possessed by this unique location. 
Researched and written by Donald A. Johnston, Heritage 
Architect, it contains over 300 pages detailing the hotel’s life, 
many rare photographs, maps, brochures, architectural plans and 
hotel memorabilia. 
 
HARD COVER 310 pages       100’s Illustrations  
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Perisher Historical Society -  NEW Publication 
 

"Hotel Kosciusko" 
The history and legacy 

of Australia's first planned alpine resort 

 
We are delighted to present an important book 
documenting this wonderful building which was so 
important to the growth of skiing in Australia. 
 
The author, Donald Johnston, invested seven years of 
research to provide this fascinating insight into the 
history of the building, the life and times of the period, 
its guests, the staff, and the activities of running an 
isolated hotel. Fascinating too is the documentation of 
the hotel's devastating demise by fire and the heroic 
feats to rescue the guests of the fully booked hotel.  
 
This is a 'must-have' read for those that love the sport 
and demands to be on the bookshelves of all ski clubs 
and alpine hostelries. 
 

The publication of this important record is due to the 
support of the members and member ski clubs of 
the Perisher Historical Society. We would be delighted 
if you or your club would consider joining the Society 
too.                      Regards,  Philip Woodman 

                                                     President, Perisher Historical Society 
                                                    PO Box 1263, MANLY, NSW 1655 

                                       lnfo@PerisherHistory.org.au 
                                              ABN 58 206 993 576                       

A new book on the history of the Snowy Mountains tells the story of how the Kosciuszko National 
Park was established, against the odds, and protected for all Australians - 

 

Kosciuszko: A Great National 
Park tells the story of land use 
transformation, from exploitation of the 
mountains for mining, logging, grazing 
and tourism developments to a focus 
on protection and conservation.  

Authored by conservationist Dr 
Graeme Worboys and alpine 
historian Deirdre Slattery the new 
book examines the history - and the 
people who made it - of one of the 
great national parks of Australia, and 
indeed the world. 

READ Esther Gallant’s REVIEW on 

page 25 of this newsletter. 
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Slabs of History                                Matthew Higgins 

The huts and homesteads that dot our high country national parks 
are built from a range of materials.  But it is the timber slab 
buildings that most evoke the mountain past.  

Despite the ravages of the recent terrible bushfires in the Alps, 
these slab huts have survived, either through the dedication of 
Parks firefighters, Parks staff wrapping huts in fire-proof foil 
beforehand, or fires luckily not extending to the huts. 

Split by hand, often more than a century ago, many of them 
bearing the marks of the tools that formed them, the slabs are 
both part of the material culture of the mountains and part of the 
story of the people who lived in the high country. 

Whether in ACT’s Namadgi, Kosciuszko in NSW or Alpine in 
Victoria, slab buildings can be found and still visited today.  
Summer bushwalkers and winter cross-country skiers continue to 
seek shelter in some of these buildings which were a haven for 
previous generations of people who knew the Australian Alps as 
home. 

Namadgi’s slab-walled 1860s Orroral Homestead is today the 
park’s earliest standing building.  One of Kosciuszko’s oldest, 
1880s-90s Coolamine Homestead (then owned by Yarralumla’s 
Frederick Campbell), was saved from near ruin in the 1980s 
through a conservation program organised by the National Parks 
and Wildlife Service.  In Victoria’s Alpine, Wallaces Hut of 1889 is 
the park’s oldest cattlemans’ hut. 

Mountain people split the slabs from timber that was suited to 
the task.  The best timber, where available, was Alpine Ash 
(Eucalyptus delegatensis) which, owing to its straight grain, split 
well with hand tools.  Early skis at Kiandra in the 1860s were made 
from the same timber. 

After felling the tree with axe and crosscut saw, men set to work 
with the saw to cut the trunk to the desired lengths.  Using maul 
(a very large mallet) and froe (a long-handled, bladed splitting 
tool) they split the slabs off the lengths. Then with broad-axe and 
draw-blade they worked the slabs to final shape.  The broad-axe's 
other major job was squaring timber logs into corner posts and 
wall plates for the building. 

The volunteer Kosciuszko Huts Association, formed in 1970 to 
conserve the huts of the high country (and celebrating its 50th 
anniversary this year), still uses these tools and techniques 
wherever possible.  Recently members gathered at a rural 
property near Wee Jasper to learn and practise these vernacular 
crafts.  It is KHA, working alongside parks staff, that has helped 
keep not just the huts but also the skills alive over the passing 
decades.  

In Victoria a community hut conservation group also 
formed some years ago. 

Slabs shrank with age, so to keep out those mountain 
drafts, people covered the interior sides of walls with 
newspaper, or if you had the money, with actual 
wallpaper. 

In the ACT, Gudgenby Homestead was originally built in 
1845, but was pulled down to make way for a new brick 
home in 1964.  Part of the original building has been re-
erected in the grounds of the Namadgi Visitor Centre 
south of Tharwa.  Surviving newspaper dates can still be 
read on the slabs: June 22 1867 is the earliest I have spied 
on the remnant papers. 

Over at Coolamine in Kosciuszko, paper was applied to the 
replacement slab walls as part of the 1980s conservation project.  
Beforehand, timbermen Bill Boyd and Mark Garner worked 
crosscuts and swung broad-axes, adzes, froes and mauls and their 
slab-making was captured in a documentary filmed for the 
Australian Heritage Commission.  Titled ‘Timbercraft’, it was the 
first doco of its style in Australia and won awards. 

In the uppermost reaches of the Thredbo River, stockmen Teddy 
McGufficke and brothers Dave and Noel Pendergast built Teddys 
Hut in 1947-48 from slabs that they cut further south on Tulon 
Creek. They had to transport the slabs to the hut site on 
packhorses.  Though it was a hundred years after Gudgenby was 
erected, the techniques of slab construction had not changed 
markedly. 

Not very far away is Cascade Hut.  Famous Australian author Elyne 
Mitchell skied here in 1941, chasing brumbies.  The hut features in 
her 1946 book Australia’s Alps and the area was immortalised in 
her Silver Brumby novels. 

There are stories of drama, too.  Brayshaws Hut in Namadgi’s 
south dates from 1903 and was home to Davey Brayshaw, part of 
the large Brayshaw clan that had grown up at nearby Bobeyan 
Homestead.  Much of the construction was done by Davey’s 
brother Edward who was a skilled bush carpenter.  But on a later 
job in the bush, Edward suffered a bad axe wound and died from 
blood loss on the way to Cooma. 

Drama came during the 2003 and recent 2020 bushfires. Wheelers 
Hut, a beautiful example of slab construction south of Tooma 
Dam, was almost licked by flames in 2003 but survived.  Orroral 
required staunch defending by ACT parks staff during the recent 
Namadgi fire. 

Careless use of fire by hut visitors is just as serious a threat and 
many huts have been lost to large fires being lit in hut fireplaces.  
Educating visitors to use care and common sense in the huts is still 
a central element of trying to ensure the longevity of these 
buildings. 

But Wheelers, Orroral and the rest mentioned above, plus others, 
continue to stand thanks to considerable conservation work by 
KHA and parks staff.  These huts are at once testament to the 
building skills of the mountain people, the mountain way of life, 
and the efforts of that dedicated band of people today who work 
to retain this key aspect of cultural heritage in the high country. 

Matthew Higgins is a former Canberra historian.  His most recent 
books are Bold Horizon: High-Country Place, People and Story 
(listed in a top ten collection of books of nature-writing) and 
Seeing Through Snow.                            (photo:) TEDDYS HUT 

 



 

21 

Air Mystery of the Mountains     Matthew Higgins 

One of the world’s longest-running aeroplane mysteries was 
solved by accident just over 60 years ago in the Snowy 
Mountains. Southern Cloud, a passenger aircraft that 
disappeared in 1931 end route from Sydney to Melbourne, 
was found in 1958 by a Snowy Scheme worker. 

Most Australians today have never heard of Southern Cloud.  
Yet thousands fly over its wreck site every day, blissfully 
unaware that this aircraft played a part in the safe air travel 
that we enjoy.   

The loss was Australia’s first major civil aviation disaster.   

Southern Cloud was one of five aeroplanes operated by 
Australian National Airways (ANA), launched by Charles 
Kingsford Smith and Charles Ulm in 1929 during the 
pioneering days of Australian aviation.  Kingsford Smith and 
Ulm were national heroes, having earlier flown across the 
Pacific in the Southern Cross in a blaze of publicity.  

Southern Cloud took off from Sydney’s Mascot aerodrome 
on the morning of 21 March 1931, bound for Melbourne. A 
few hours later the weather bureau changed its forecast 
from ‘windy and rainy weather’ to a warning of virtually 
cyclonic conditions over the Australian Alps. But there was 
no way to communicate the news to Southern Cloud – the 
plane had no radio.  

Piloted by experienced World War I flyer Travis Shortridge, 
with Charlie Dunnell as co-pilot, Southern Cloud carried six 
passengers: businessman Hubert Farrall, theatre producer 
Clyde Hood, engineer Julian Margules, accountant Bill 
O’Reilly, and Claire Stokes and Elsie Glasgow who were on 
holiday. It was Claire’s first plane trip.  

The aircraft failed to arrive at Essendon. Co-ordinated by 
the Civil Aviation Branch of the Department of Defence, a 
major search effort began.  It included Kingsford Smith, Ulm, 
other ANA pilots, RAAF personnel, private flyers, and 
ground parties. But despite huge numbers of so-called 
‘sightings’ no sign of the missing plane could be found. The 
story pushed Great Depression headlines off newspaper 
front pages. ANA went bankrupt soon after. 

The official inquiry which followed could only conclude that 
the weather conditions on 21 March had played a major 
role in the plane’s disappearance. One of the inquiry’s major 
recommendations was that radios and qualified operators 
be made compulsory in regular passenger services, so that 
updated weather information could be communicated to 
aircrew aloft.  

Southern Cloud helped create safer air travel for all 
Australians. By October 1958 the Snowy Scheme was in full 
swing in the extremely wild Tooma River valley west of 
Cabramurra. One worker, Tom Sonter, was bushwalking 
during his day off. Unable to reach his target Black Jack 
Mountain he turned back, and stumbled upon wreckage. 
Within days, DCA officials and police confirmed the wreck 
was Southern Cloud.  

As well as 
journalists, 
souvenir 
hunters 
descended 
on the site 
and much of 
the plane’s 
remains 
were removed. Some ended up in Cooma’s main street 
memorial erected in 1962. Others were kept in private 
hands and a few have since been donated to museums, 
including the National Museum of Australia (NMA) in 
Canberra. 

The crash site is in one of the most precipitous parts of the 
Great Dividing Range.  It is a place visited by few.  It is a 
place torn by gales and blizzards in winter, and burned 
almost to destruction by bushfire in summer.  It is a place of 
towering alpine ash eucalypts, and ragged rockfaces and 
tumbling streams. It is a place that deserves to be 
remembered. I have gone to it time and again during the 
last 35 years.   

In 1984 I was researching an article on Southern Cloud 
which was subsequently published in the Canberra 
Historical Journal and Australian Aviation. As part of this 
research I organised for a group of us to walk to the crash 
site in December. A Snowy Scheme gravel road (walkers 
only) runs nearly to the site, and from there you follow a 
foot-track for a few hundred metres. It is steep, overgrown 
and log-strewn. I was moved to find a memorial amid the 
remaining wreckage and surrounding eucalypts on the wild 
mountainside.  

Since then I have taken numbers of friends to the site, and 
in 2008 as a Senior Curator at the NMA I was involved in the 
50th anniversary celebrations organised by the Tumbarumba 
Museum. A highlight of the event was the presence of Tom 
Sonter. 

I found Tom to be a quiet, gentle man, whose life had been 
strongly influenced by a love of the bush.  A large number of 
us, aided by Snowy Hydro vehicles to at least get to the end 
of the Snowy road, were able then to walk the final distance 
to the site. For Tom it was a moving experience to return to 
this place where he had five decades earlier solved – 
completely by accident – a great aircraft mystery. 

I’ve been back several times since. Clinging on to that steep 
slope, with the Tooma way down below and Jagumba 
Mountain sticking up across the deep valley, the eucalypt 
forest enclosing all, I’ve been glad to be back and to pay 
respects once more to those people on board.  Eight people 
who thought they were flying to Melbourne, but flew into 
Australia’s aviation history instead. 

Matthew Higgins is a former Canberra historian who has 
worked at several of our national cultural institutions.  His 
most recent books are Bold Horizon: High-Country Place, 
People and Story and Seeing Through Snow. 



 

22 

CAMPING IN WINTER Brrrrr - Pauline Downing 

I’ve searched for two nights to find the reference I 
wanted to quote from Klaus that justified my attitude to 
winter camping, but search as I might I cannot find it 
among my newsletters or Klaus’ books. Maybe it was Ted 
Winter… you’ll have to take my word for it.  Ted and 
Klaus prefer huts too. 

My life changed completely in 1983. I shucked off the 
constraints of a marriage, suburbia, lawn mowing and 
Saturday afternoon football on TV and walked into the 
first meeting of that year of the local bushwalking club. 

A whole new world opened for me. I had a go at anything 
they were patient enough to teach me. Just carrying a full 
pack for the first time (not including tent or stove) was 
devastating. We walked in complete fog for two days, the 
only respite from the fog was the torrential rain all night. 
What a trial! Not only for me but for the others on the 
trip. I kept sitting down beside the track and asking to be 
left there. I hadn’t enough strength to walk up the 
mountains burdened by the weight on my back, I 
couldn’t even get off the ground again without help.  

So through the different stages of masochism I went. 

Canoeing – I learnt to pirouette a canoe expertly. 

Abseiling – after pancaking against a sandstone wall I 
quickly learnt to break a habit hammered into me during 
puberty by my grandmother - I learnt to ‘spread my 
legs’ (when hanging backwards from a cliff off a rope that 
is). 

Caving – I overcame the awful smothering fear of claus-
trophobia in the complete darkness that can only be 
experienced in a cave. 

Scrambling – I even overcame vertigo, managing in the 
process to irrevocably scar my shins. 

What a wooz I was! But still they dragged me around the 
bush. Maybe they needed a secretary for the club so 
badly that they were willing to put up with me. 

Then someone proposed a ‘Beginners Ski Weekend’ at 
Guthega. It was a Friday night in July and a very cold 
weekend. We travelled through Marulan (in the days 
before the bypass) surprised yet enchanted that snow 
could make that town look magical. After sliding past the 
Guthega intersection on black ice, we arrived at Island 
Bend at an ungodly hour. 

Putting up a tent at 2:30am in minus zero temperatures is 
almost impossible. My frozen fingers (in gloves) couldn’t 
hold the tent pegs. I stayed in my ‘full clobber’ and lay 
rigid with cold until eventually the down-filled sleeping 
bag trapped in a modicum of my body warmth. 

Next morning breakfast took an eternity to cook, every-
thing was so cold and the fuel seemed to hold little heat. 
By the time the porridge was eventually ready and put 

into frozen bowls, it was cold again before you could eat 
it. Yuk! Even cleaning my teeth became an exercise in 
futility. I dipped some water from the nearby creek into a 
cup and before I was back at my tent it was frozen over. 
My toothpaste tube was rigid. I squeezed and squeezed, 
nothing happened. It was rigid. I had to beg one of the 
men to help me. 

Then we kitted up and set off for Guthega Pondage. Two 
skiers were effortlessly skating back up the hill, poetry in 
motion. As they passed they advised ‘Don’t go out, its 
much too icy.’  Of course their advice was ignored. My 
lesson began. Put on skis, there is a left and a right. 
Accomplished, I fell down. Here endeth the lesson. The 
‘instructors’ were at the bottom of the hill by now, 
telemarking. I discovered a few years later that 
telemarking didn’t involve falling 
down when one’s knee bent in 
salute at the bottom,  they fell 
down during each ‘telemark’ and as 
a complete novice, I assumed, that 
they knew what they were doing. 

I carried my skis most of that day, following them around 
the hills and dales. I learnt to hold on tight to those bits 
of smooth fibreglass because if you drop them on a slope 
they skitter rapidly towards the Snowy River where you’ll 
never retrieve them. Luckily my vagrant ski jammed in a 
bush before that happened.  

The next time I went skiing we camped in the back of 
vehicles, I thought that must be much warmer than a 
tent; it was like sleeping in a metal coffin, our breath 
freezing on the roof overnight. Brrrrrr! 

I’ve never become much of a skier, even my instructor 
from a Wilderness weekend course became so used to 
me falling over, he learnt not to worry. He knew where I 
was, he could hear the cries as I hit the snow. The icing 
on the cake was we went back to a wonderful, warm 
lodge at Kalkite where I could nurse my bruises. Addicted 
to the high country, I’ve been camped out in summer 
when it has snowed. Its much snugger inside a hut with a 
pot belly stove during a blizzard in summer than encaps-
ulated by the thin high-tech fabric of a mountaineering 
tent. 

Below: My first lesson in skiing—propped up on slippery ice... 
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HAPPYS HUT - 1970s  Photo: by Dorothy Brown from the collection of Matthew Higgins 

Also known as The Dip, Montagues or Boots. 
Happys was built in 1931 by W. Montague for 
grazing. Some say it was built earlier, about 1920.  
It was destroyed by the January 2020 
bushfires. The hut was 5.5m by 4.5m and 
constructed of corrugated iron walls and roof. 
There are a few weatherboards in some sections. 
The hut had a wooden floor and a stone hearth. 
The chimney had an iron flue. 

Photos below: from KHuts.org  

Photo left:  Happys almost rebuilt. I have no date 
for this, who knows when this workparty 
happened?  (editor) 
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LOB'S  (LOBBS) HOLE       ("The Hollow") 
 
The dramatic scenery in the Lob’s Hole/Ravine area, 
at the junction of the Yarrangobilly and Tumut 
Rivers, is claimed to have been the inspiration for 
“The Hollow” in Australia’s premier bushranging 
novel - Rolfe Bolderwood’s “Robbery Under Arms” - 
though others believe it was the Burragorang Valley. 
"The Hollow" was the secret place, ringed by 
mountains, where the bushrangers hid out between 
forays. 
 

Lob’s Hole (or Lobbs Hole) was located on one of the 
routes from Victoria to the Kiandra diggings. The 
approach to Lob’s Hole was so steep it was claimed 
horses had to ride down Brandy Mary Spur on their 
haunches (this has been disputed by people who 
know something about horses). 
 
Mining for gold was followed by mining for copper, 
with the establishment of the Lobbs Hole Copper 
Mine in 1908. Copper had been identified in the 
valley at the time of the discovery of gold but at that 
time it had been thought the country was too 
inaccessible to allow extraction. 
 
For many years after the gold rush residents of 
Kiandra used this sheltered valley to escape the 
rigours of the Kiandra weather. The river junction is 
now flooded by the Blowering Dam but the mud 
brick walls of the old hotel at Ravine are still partly 
standing.       
 
     (excerpt: KIANDRA HISTORICAL SOCIETY) 

 

An unexpected visitor - Circa 1930s  

Yans moved to Ravine sometime in the 1920s. Col 
Hoad tells the story of a small plane that was 
entered in an air-race to Adelaide. The plane 
developed magneto problems when flying over the 
Ravine area. The pilot was able to land the plane on 
a flat area not far from Yan’s house. The pilot 
walked up the hill to Yan’s house but found no one 
was at home; the Yans being away at the time. The 
pilot was able to use Yans phone and order parts 
that were required to fix the plane.  

Although Yans were away the pilot stayed at the house 
until the parts were delivered. It took about a week for 
the parts to arrive. The plane was finally fixed and when 
ready to go the pilot left a note promising to send money 
for the food that he had eaten and for surety left some 
tools and a spare wheel at Yan’s house. The next 
problem was the lack of runway needed for take-off; a 
plan was devised to drag the plane up the hill with horses 
and man power and then tie it to a tree with the nose 
facing down-hill. The plan then was to take the engine to 
full revs, cut the rope and hope for the best. Col was a 
young lad at the time and was on hand with his father 
and a couple of others to carry out the plan. The method 
was put to the test and fortunately for the pilot it 
worked. He took off safely and reached his destination a 
day or so later. The pilot kept his word and sent money 
to Yans to cover his food costs. Yans house was still 
standing in the 1950s; it was seen by Harry Hill who paid 
a visit to Ravine at that time. It was most likely destroyed 
by the bushfires in 1964.  

The late Mr. Yan was born at Kiandra and was a 
son of the late Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Yan, early 
settlers of that area. In early life Mr George Yan 
had a selection at Yarrangobilly and also drove 
horses and bullock teams, carting wood and also 
groceries and supplies to the Kiandra residents 
from Tumut and Cooma. He disposed of his 
original property about 28 years ago. About this 
time he suffered a slight stroke, which left him 
blind in one eye. Later he carried on grazing on 
his property at Lobb’s Hole, to which he added 
lease country. He retired about seven years ago 
and came to Tumut to reside with his wife, 
handing over the control of his grazing interests 

to his sons, Jink and Arthur. http://
oa.anu.edu.au/obituary/yan-george-
1679   

Photo: remnants of Yan’s house 

The source of this story comes from Harry Hill to Colin Hoad 
thence to John Williams. Tommy Yan, of sliprails fame, 
moved from Kiandra in the late 1920's or early 30's to Lobbs 

Hole near the Ravine Copper Mine.    Graham Scully 

http://oa.anu.edu.au/obituary/yan-george-1679
http://oa.anu.edu.au/obituary/yan-george-1679
http://oa.anu.edu.au/obituary/yan-george-1679
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   LETTERS 

Dear Pauline    

Re the latest newsletter and the article on Koorabri (please note 
correct spelling) and Gwen Meredith’s cabin and the Blue Hills 
radio series. Like many people I'd always thought that Gwen 
mostly wrote the series at, or was inspired by the environs of, the 
Koorabri cabin.  But when I did some research in 2013 for a paper 
I gave at NLA's landscape writing conference I found that she 
drew inspiration from various places and journeys. In fact 
it was hard to find references to Koorabri at all except one brief 
mention of 'the Snowy Mountains'. I found newspaper articles via 
NLA's Trove finding aid - they mention trips into other parts of 
NSW for inspiration, and getting inspiration even from her Sea-
forth home.  
 
Then in early 2015 I had a most interesting couple of hours at 
NLA looking at the Gwen Meredith papers and her bio cuttings 
file. 
 
The papers collection is large - 38 boxes, but it is four folders in 
one box that contain heaps of correspondence between Gwen/
husband Ainsworth Harrison and John/Glad Bluett at Koorabri 
(the Bluett’s were the owners, John being son of W.P.Bluett who 
had bought the property many years earlier). Gwen's cabin was 
begun in 1965, some time after May, and was liveable by the end 
of the year, with further work going on in 1966. Prior to that they 
used a caravan on their Koorabri trips.  Just when they started 
going to Koorabri I don't yet know.  But Blue Hills started in 
1949 (succeeding another rural radio serial by her, The Lawsons) 
so it would seem that she started the serial before having an 
intimate relationship with Koorabri (otherwise why would she 
and Ainsworth take so long to build the cabin?).  Certainly, the 
letters between them and the Bluetts are very affectionate so 
they were very good friends and had obviously known one 
another for quite some time, so maybe she did know Koorabri 
back in the '40s.  But she did heaps of research for the show 
which took her to places like far northern/western NSW and 
Tasmania, and got data from government departments to give 
the series authenticity; her inspiration clearly went well beyond 
Koorabri alone, though she clearly gleaned farming info from 
John Bluett too for the show. 
 
Before Seaforth they lived in Castlecrag and they called that 
house the Ginger Bread House.  In one letter, 'Ains' jovially calls 
the Koorabri cabin, 'Ginger Bread House Mk II'. 
 
As for how long they had the cabin, there is still correspondence 
between them and the Bluetts in 1971. But a press interview in 
1974 at her Berrima home says she moved there in early 1971, 
prior to which the Berrima house was a weekender. Seems 
unlikely they would have had two weekenders, so maybe they 
moved on from the cabin in 1971?  Thus Gwen only had the cabin 
for say six years. Peter Luck had it later. 
 
So, a bit disillusioning for all of us who believed Gwen had the 
cabin for years and it was where she got her major inspiration.  
Clearly it was part of the inspiration, but was built well after the 
radio series had become a household name.  I emphasise I've 

only skimmed the material.             Cheers      Matthew   

 

 

 

Reet Vallak 
 
One could also say she was larger than life. . 
But she played a major role in the celebration 
of the 50th anniversary of the first K to K ski 
crossing, was president of the KHA for some 
years, recorded some hut histories in, I think, 
the YMCA magazine, came on many hut res-
toration weekends with the Bogong group and 
was happy to answer questions about various 
topics. 
God, rest her soul, because it needed rest. 
I think there is a photo of her in my K to K 
book.                                                 Klaus 
 

Daveys Hut into the 21st Century   
(Steve and Alison ‘discovered’ Daveys - 29 April 2020) 
Hi Pauline, 
Visited Daveys Hut today and was totally entranced by 
what we found there! 
Is it possible to buy your book please? I resisted 
stealing it from the hut! 
Would you let me know please how I can 
(legitimately) get my hands on a copy? Thanks for all 

the inspiring work that the team have done there! 
Cheers,            Steve Osborne, Jindabyne  
Thanks so much! The book arrived today and we were on 
our way to the hut before we got it! Great surprise!! 
Thanks 
Alison and Steve  

 
I had just reorganised my HUTS paperwork out of 
boxes into alpha files when I received Steve’s request 
and I had found a couple of copies of If I Wake in the 
Middle of the Night. As the book has been out of print 
for almost a decade, he was lucky to get a copy. The 
amazing part is they sent the photo on their mobile 
phone to my email address.  Wouldn’t the Boltons be 
amazed and completely baffled by the process. I think 
I am, when I remember comparative isolation on our 
work parties in the late 1990s when we started 
caretaking Daveys Hut.               
     Pauline Downing 
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Kosciuszko: A Great National Park   
This is THE BOOK on Kosciuszko National Park (KNP) for all those 
who know and love it and would like to understand it better in 
order to promote its protection. Graeme Worboys has spent his 
professional career working in and around KNP and both authors 
have extensive personal knowledge of the park. Graeme Worboys 
AM started as a NSW NPWS Kosciuszko ranger and now is a 
protected area management specialist. Deirdre Slattery is a 
historian and has written extensively about the Alpine Parks and 
contributed widely to community education about them. Together 
they have produced a book which is both authoritative and an 
inspiration to read.  

If you are interested in purchasing the book do not delay as it was a 
limited printing run and is being sold at cost. Envirobook: 
www.envirobook.com.au 

The book’s Preface first paragraph says it like it was and readers 
could be forgiven for not realising they are reading history and not 
today’s circumstances. Graeme and Deirdre couldn’t be clearer.  

Kosciuszko National Park owes its protective area status to 
an ecological disaster in Australia’s most productive water 
catchments. It was caused by 120 years of grazing and 
burning off and excessive, unregulated stock rates, 
particularly during extreme droughts.  

Today we still have grazing and overstocking (now by deer and 
horses), fire (through too closely sequenced wild-fires) and of 
course repeated extreme droughts. The politics, the influences and 
continued backlash from pro-horse groups (some from old grazing 
families), the recent approval of the Snowy 2.0 Main Works, and 
growing tourism pressures are now being marketed and pushed as 
the NSW and Federal Governments seek jobs and development 
initiatives post Covid-19. 

There is detailed information on all aspects of KNP history (433 
pages) with a separate extensive chronological listing of important 
events from 33,000 BP to 2019 at the end. Each chapter has 
footnotes and references as well as biographical sketches for the 
important players in each time period. There are marvellous 
contemporary photos as well as many interesting and informative 
historic ones. Historic and contemporary maps show the changes 
in boundaries, uses and development within KNP. The many 
“battles” fought along the way to the present day are documented 
from both public and private documents.  

This comprehensive history is laid bluntly before us, and we need 
to learn from it. The roll-call of past and present visionaries and 
fighters, including the wonderful Roger Good (deceased), has 
provided many of us with a lifetime of Kosciuszko experiences and 
enjoyment. We all should give thanks to this community for 
demonstrating such spirit, knowledge, commitment, 
professionalism, teachings and friendships over the decades and 
continuance of that ethos through to today. 

Appreciation of the area’s biological and geological significance 
was first promoted by early mostly educated European 
adventurers who catalogued the flora and fauna, explored routes 
into the mountains and painted the grandeur of the main range. As 
early as the mid 1800s some explorers observed that customary 
European land use practices were not suited to the land. However, 
settlers saw potential for pasture if the trees and scrub were 
repeatedly cleared and burned and the bogs drained. In the early 
20th century skiers wanted winter access roads and lodges while 
bushwalkers wanted preservation of pristine wilderness areas.  

Thus there has been continuous tensions over the protection and 
use of KNP.  

The year 1944 was pivotal for both protection and economic 
exploitation of the area. The passage of the 1944 Kosciusko State 
Park Act by the NSW parliament established the 522,303 ha park. 
The Snow Leases for summer grazing for the area above 1350 
metres were not terminated until 1958, but illegal grazing 
continued for years afterwards due to lack of sufficient park staff to 
manage the large area. Also in 1944, plans were being made for a 
major hydroelectric and irrigation project located within the new 
park. The water from the mountains was now being considered as 
an important national resource, and it needed intervention as not 
to silt up the proposed new storage dams. However, the 
destruction of vegetation and the earth works for the project 
generated severe erosion in many areas as Snowy 2.0 has potential 
to do today. 

The NSW National Parks Association since its founding in 1957 had 
lobbied for the establishment of a professional park service. In 
1967 the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) Act created 
the NSW NPWS with responsibility for managing the renamed 
Kosciusko National Park. An early NPWS action (1974) was the 
preparation of a statutory plan of management with zoning of the 
park into five classes: wilderness, natural, outstanding natural, 
development and historic and development. This was to be a guide 
to future management within KNP. As Alec Costin said of such 
management actions: 

If we cannot save a few of the best, it does not say much 
for our scientific, cultural and spiritual standards. 

The health of the alpine catchments in KNP is essential for the 
conservation of the ecosystems that are home to some of 
Australia’s rarest unique and endangered native plant and animal 
species. Furthermore, the alpine water catchments in their natural 
state are the highest yielding and most efficient in Australia. They 
feed our vital rivers, and the water is of national economic 
significance. Clean reliable water from healthy catchments is the 
foundation of national prosperity. Thus these catchments need 
protection from erosion caused by human activity as well as 
compaction and over grazing by hard hoofed ungulates. 

As the authors argue throughout, the defence of this amazing Park 
has again been largely left to many on-ground personnel, the 
scientists, Non Government Organisations and environmentalists, 
who thankfully over the past 75 years have maintained political 
pressures on successive State Governments, private sector 
business and individual ‘harvesters’ who continue in their 
relentless pursuit of self-interest and/or economic gain.  Protected 
areas such as KNP are an irreplaceable part of the national estate. 
What appears to be lacking is the political will to accept the science 
and act to preserve them for the long term.    

Graeme and Deirdre also suggest that the way forward depends on 
“a significant investment in educating concerned but not well 
informed Australians.”   We will continue to love and enjoy 
Kosciuszko National Park, in the full knowledge that we also need 
to persist with our efforts to protect it. 

 

Esther Gallant,  
President National Parks Association of the ACT  
 
 

http://www.envirobook.com.au
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The Ultra-Light Hiking Chair 
www.ahchair.com.au 

 
Designed and manufactured in Moruya on the South 
Coast of NSW the “Ah Chair” is the latest 
innovation in hiking comfort. Weighing just over 
200 grams the Ah Chair is the lightest camping 
chair available in the world. The basic principle of 
the chair is that your feet are used to support your 
back. It promotes correct posture and eases back 
pain.  It might look a bit unusual but it works! 
 
There are several advantages of the Ah Chair over 
existing camping chairs. Apart from being 
extremely light weight it is also much more 
versatile than all other chairs. It can be 
used anywhere. If you can sit down, you can sit 
down with an Ah Chair.  It’s fantastic in a tent 
where you can sit up in comfort, on your mat, in 
your sleeping bag and read, play cards, drink or 
eat. You can use it to sit on a log or a rock and 
have a backrest, or sit in style on top of a 
mountain. 
When you sit in an Ah Chair you will notice that the 
backrest will help you to maintain a correct posture 
and so it is actually better for your posture than 
traditional chairs. Many users have commented 
that the chair eases back pain associated with 
carrying backpacks.  
The Ah Chair has a provisional patent and is made 
locally in Moruya, NSW using high quality 
Australian made webbing, canvas and marine ply. 
Its simple design is highly durable, adjustable and 
easy to use. We have happy customers aged 2 to 82. 
 
The Ah Chair is priced at $45 which makes it very 
competitive with similar chairs available on the market.  
 

Visit ahchair.com.au  
 

for further details. 
 
 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

Corroboree Frog Buffs for sale 

If you are looking for a buff (aka neck-warmer) to 
help you face the winter winds, you might like to 
consider buying a buff with an attractive corroboree 
frog design.  

They are being sold to benefit the Reclaim Kosci 
campaign and are now available for purchase. The 
buffs are made of stretchy microfibre, and cost $20 
each.  Ps; They are great! Light and snug  Ed: 

To purchase a buff, email 
lindagroom@invasives.org.au who will send you 
details on how to pay. 

mailto:lindagroom@invasives.org.au

