
them. My little fox-terrier cross Pokie was a 
very brave dog, but several times she turned to 
go home without me. 

It took all day, but finally we stumbled 
down the last slope above the gorge, and with 
skinned knuckles, barked shins and cracked 
pads, made the first sandy creek flat with relief. 
Huge old-growth ribbon gums held state over 
bracken and tussock grass while the Mountains 
of  the Moon towered over all, capturing the 
unique silence of  deep wilderness. 

Pokie was not happy that first trip. A lone 
long-horned steer, half  mad and rickety from 
eating burrawongs on the rocky slopes, rushed 
away as we crossed the creek again for the main 
flat; a stone-still death adder lay coiled on a 
rock mid-stream, and a wild dog howled as we 
made camp and boiled billy in the fading light. 
A nervous Pokie raided the tucker bag and, 
after suffering my boot, backed into a wombat 
burrow against a siege of  unknown night 
spirits. 

I DIDN’T have the $8,000 Jack wanted, but he 
was impressed I was the only person who had 
made it there unguided. We kept in touch over 
the years, until one day I managed some spare 
cash which he accepted with alacrity. After 
contracts were exchanged a bunch of  his 
cronies, discovering the sale had not been 
blocked by the state government, tried to buy it 
back from me straight away. 

Wamanderra was well-known by the back-
room drinkers at the Air Raid Hotel — florid-
faced men with bandy swaggers and wads of  
$100 bills gleaned from an inscrutable black 
cattle market; one generation from the duffers 
of  old days still operating, but now with trucks, 
chainsaws and dubious ear-tags. We had all 
gambled and I won a new set of  enemies. 

A HORSE was needed; three or four hiking ex-
peditions after purchase and Wamanderra was 
still alone. Several dubious nags were attempted 
including an ex-racehorse named Strider who 
was too big and gangly to like, and Buckshot, 
selected for me by a rodeo champ who paid me 
half  price afer I hit the ground — hard. Finally, 
my heart went out to 14 hands-high Aneka, a 
blonde bombshell with lovely eyes. Even she 
could get rid of  me by deftly sidestepping, but 
perseverance breaks the weak-willed and off  we 
set, all new leather and sores the size of  50 cent 
pieces on my buttocks. 

It was hard enough to hike to Waman-
derra, let alone a greenhorn riding a nervous 
mare, so I had to approach Jack Jeffries again, 
Akubra in hand, and ask him to show me the 
bridle path — so far a secret, even amongst the 
Air Raid crew. The butcher unloaded at day-
break a jet-black Australian stock horse whose 
legs went up and down like pistons as he glided 
along. Jack’s seat was proud and straight, one 
hand on his hip, the other holding a loose rein, 
in contrast to my hang-dog posture on the 
stumbling palamino mare. 

The route followed Donalds Creek fire 
trail, bulldozed over the old George’s pack 
track, along which Randolph George packed 
supplies for isolated Bendethera Station on the 
Deua, and farm produce back to Moruya for 
sale. 

One hour of  steady climbing through 
poor-looking stringybark forest, the eyes picked 

MANY people long for wilderness — a 
chance to explore, to break new ground, 

to discover a verdant valley where no-one else 
lives; a chance to break free of  the shackles 
which doom them to a life of  servitude in a 
rank set  by others, to sidestep the established 
hierarchy and create their own dynasty. The 
smartest choose the wilderness of  new ideas, 
but many are drawn by a primeval urge to seek 
new physical territory where no-one else goes. 

Bendethera sheet in the Central Mapping 
Authority’s 1:25,000 series was nearly all a deep 
shade of  green, except for a little white triangle 
at grid reference 60260 east; 75900 north. 
Closer inspection revealed about 100 acres of  
flat country straddling the confluence of  Burra 
and Donovan Creeks, in the lee of  1,000 metre 
Mount Donovan. The geological map showed a 
jagged ridge of  ancient rhyolite protruding 
through the overlaying granite — the harder 
core volcanics backing up the softer soil up-
stream of  the junction. The Burra had worked 
its way through over millions of  years and cut a 
narrow gorge through the adjacent flinty con-
glomerate, before falling steeply to meet the 

Deua River upstream of  Kiora Station on the 
outskirts of  Moruya. 

The Donovan Parish map showed two 
blocks of  freehold land alienated from the 
Crown in 1868 — 40 acres each in the names 
of  J. and W. Coman. A counter clerk at the local 
council said the rates were being paid by one J. 
Jeffries. “Do you know this man? I asked. 
“Yes,” he said. “He has a butcher’s shop here in 
town.” 

Jack Jeffries was about 60, tall, stout and 
fair with a ruddy complexion. “Wamanderra,” 
he said. “Yes, that’s my block. D’you want to 
buy it?” He volunteered that he had run steers 
there for nearly 20 years, but all the surround-
ing land was earmarked for national park and 
he was getting out of  it — if  he could. 

AFTER leaving the Deua River, the obvious 
route seemed to follow the creek up, but soon 
after leaving the last cultivated ground we were 
faced with the stream tumbling over boulders 
as big as houses, and opted instead to scramble 
over shaley scree on the 45 degree flanks of  the 
“Mountains of  the Moon”, as Jack had called 
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to be taken lightly either. On one trip, Jack said, 
his packhorse stumbled and pitched over the 
edge, rolling three times before landing upside 
down on the rocks. “The carcase smelt shock-
ing for weeks,” he added. 

We crossed the Burra’s meanderings from 
point to point and after another two hours 
broke out of  the gorge and onto the Waman-
derra creek-flats. Stately ribbon gums climaxed 
over bracken and tussock with no understorey. 
On the stoney slopes, rough-barked apple with 
an open canopy allowed some green wattles 
and burrawongs to grow with bladey grass 
underneath providing good drought tucker for 
the herd. The “apple sidings”, as Jack called 
them, went on through the miasma of  hillsides, 
eventually climbing a thousand metres to the 
main Bendethera ridge. 

At first I thought the freehold portions had 
been cleared by the Coman brothers but I could-
n’t believe they would have gone to the effort of  
cutting giant ribbon gums down by hand, then 
digging out the stumps. So I worked out how I 
would have done it — by stacking branches 
around the butt, and, using the hollow as a chim-
ney, burning the trees from the inside out. 

Later I realised Wamanderra was main-
tained in a semi-cleared, park-like state by the 
Bugelli-Manji for thousands of  years by judi-
cious burning, for upkeep of  a food resource 
— it was still alive with red-necked wallabies. 

The Crown grant folio, a beautiful docu-
ment printed on vellum (beaten sheepskin) dis-
played a survey plan showing the boundaries 
fenced in post and rail — possibly a require-
ment of  the grant — and some of  it was still 
standing that day, 130 years later. 

Jack said that George Turner, who owned 
a number of  properties in the Araluen and 
Deua River districts through Federation, used 

Wamanderra to grow out draught horse weanl-
ings, but the freehold land by itself, on poor, 
granite sand, would not support more than a 
couple of  dozen head. It was the sidings which 
enabled large numbers to be run there. 

Back in the land rushes of  the mid-19th 
Century, land grantees and squatters already 
there marked out small portions strategically lo-
cated on watering points. Wamanderra thus 
commanded the gateway to a much larger re-
source — provided it could be held. The sur-
rounding ranges were leased for grazing under 
changing government policy for more than 100 
years, so sometimes the freeholders held them, 
and sometimes they didn’t. 

This was a recipe for range war, and al-
though an undercurrent of  mistrust prevailed, 
the various cattlemen of  the mountains learned 
grudgingly to work together; to muster, mark, 
brand and drove the mixed herds. Wamanderra 
was a good place to hold store cattle until the 
market peaked, but not fertile or well-watered 
enough to breed or fatten them. It was also a 
good place to hide stock with a shakey prov-
enance; to rebrand and keep them out of  sight 
until they could be drove up Georges pack 
track and beyond to the saleyards at Counteg-
any or Nimmitabel on the tablelands above. 
No-one said that this happened, but no-one 
said that it didn’t. 

Millions of  years ago, thrusting magma 
baked the conglomerate laid down by unknown 
water movements millions of  years before then. 
The hottest of  this became flint, and where it 
was exposed, the location was kept secret by 
the Bugelli-Manji clan nappers who left small 
piles of  chips, which they covered up with a 
thin layer of  dirt. On nice lunch spots with 
good views and close to water throughout the 
Burra gorge, these shards and core-stones 
could be revealed with a sweep of  the hand. 
Wamanderra  was their camp and food locker. 

out through years of  wholesale timber poach-
ing, the black stock horse propped; Jack 
pointed to a rusty horseshoe nailed to a gnarled 
old stringybark runt and gave me a knowing 
look. 

This was the secret key to running cattle in 
the Burra Creek valley above the gorge. There 
was no way steers could be driven up the creek 
bed itself, but the horseshoe showed the begin-
nings of  a narrow spur leading down to a  rock 
shelf  where a set of  improvised pole yards had 
been added to year after year until they re-
sembled a spider-ridden wood heap. 

From there the hooves of  hundreds of  
beasts had cut a zig-zag rut about a metre wide 
down a slope so steep my saddle was only kept 
from riding up over Aneka’s withers by the 
crupper Jack had insisted I install. Our mounts 
kept balance by squatting on their hindquarters, 
sending down a spray of  stones and dust to the 
unseen waters far below. Several seconds of  si-
lence before the splashes indicated a near-ver-
tical fall of  around 300 metres. 

After 20 minutes of  heart-stopping 
scramble we made the welcoming water stop, 
then proceeded upstream for another two 
hours. Aneka followed that marching stock 
horse nose-to-tail and memorised his exact 
footsteps as horses do. We swam them across 
two great pools where the Burra slowed and 
welled, the depth hidden by the darkening 
water. “Don’t try and stay in the saddle,” Jack 
growled. “You’ll float off  anyways. Grab her by 
the tail; if  you hold onto the reins she’ll swing 
around and come towards you.” Never get in 
front of  a swimming horse — they sink if  they 
stop. 

I nodded gravely, took a dunking and 
emerged dripping wet, but the horses braved it 
without baulking, the stock horse having forded 
the creek many times before. Aneka, confident 
in her leader, followed without question. The 
butcher on the way back showed me a high trail 
above these pools to use when the creek was 
running a banker. “Don’t get stuck in the gorge 
in heavy rain,” he warned. The detour was not 

Aneka



Next came the explorers, followed closely 
by early squatters and drovers through to the 
early 19th Century, including John Hawdon and 
his convicts — the first white people to settle 
and take up land. With the Aboriginal popu-
lation already subdued, theirs was the first 
major impact on the environment, clearing and 
cultivation loosening the sandy soil and filling 
the waterways with silt. Aboriginal burning had 
already largely stopped, but grazing animals 
kept the woodlands free of  regrowth. 

The biggest environmental change came 
next with the miners in the mid-19th Century, 
following the discovery of  gold in fields such as 
Araluen up-river from Kiora, where the soil was 
completely removed, timber cleared well up the 
hillsides and the profound disturbance worry-
ing the established grazing families. The silt-
choked rivers flooded more seriously in the 
intermittent heavy rains, large chunks of  the 
40-foot high banks caving into the river and 
dissolving like sugar, ultimately creating a shift-

ing mountain of  sand at sea and forming new 
and dangerous bars at the estuary entrances up 
and down the coast. 

Mining brought closer settlement and the 
establishment of  villages and strips of  mining 
leases along the rivers which were later con-
verted to freehold title. After the miners left, 
these smaller blocks of  land were taken back by 
the graziers. However, the temptation to on-sell 
during the early 20th Century’s financial dif-
ficulties led to an explosion of  poor settlers 
spread out as the miners had been. Indeed, 
these peasants unsuccessfully escaping poverty 
tried mining as well, although digging holes was 
not a pleasant, or by then lucrative, way to make 
a living. Some of  these smaller blocks, in re-
mote locations, were used for training camps 
for the militant New Guard. 

After World War II, soldier-settlers took up 
larger blocks on offer. Many were hopelessly   
inadequate, but some became established and 

JOHN Hawdon was already a well-to-do Eng-
lish adventurer when he selected four square 
miles at Kiora in 1831. Unlike his well-known 
brother Joseph, however, he was not a specula-
tor moving through, but was assigned a team of  
convict labourers and built a fine stone home-
stead overlooking the confluence of  Burra 
Creek and the Moruya River. The mixed far-
ming operation flourished, so that by the 1880s 
he could entertain famous writers such as the 
poet Henry Kendall, as well as Alexander Tho-
mas Browne who, under the pseudonym Rolf  
Bolrewood, wrote Robbery Under Arms on the 
cool flagstone verandahs of  the Kiora home-
stead.  

Reputed to be Australia’s first novel, this 
book depicts the antics of  a gang of  bush-
rangers operating out of  a hidden valley un-
cannily like Wamanderra … 

The deep, rock gully gradually widened 
into an open and pretty smooth flat; this 
again into a splendid little plain, up to the 
knees in grass; a big natural park, closed 
round on every side with sandstone rock 
walls … 

The location of  the Marsden’s “Terrible 
Hollow” has been much speculated, and Bol-
drewood himself  describes it like much of  the 
canyon country of  the Blue Mountains, and 
mentions its proximity to Nullo Mountain 

beyond Capertee. But Wamanderra 
may have influenced his thinking. It 
was surely known and referred to 
by the denizens of  Kiora. 

When the Hawdons arrived in 
Australia, Governor Darling was 
beset with a wave of  immigrants: 
rich and resourceful entrepreneurs 
like these brothers, as well as lower 
classes who could afford less but 
for whom land tenure was still im-
portant, such as the Comans. They 

flooded through unknown country in the hope 
of  making their fortunes, forcing Darling to re-
strict land grants to 19 counties, the southerly 
limit of  which was the Deua (Moruya) River 
where Kiora lay. 

The wild country to the south, including 
our hidden valley, was initially occupied illegally 
by squatters and not available for purchase until 
1861. Wamanderra itself  was almost certainly 
grazed before then, and from 1847 probably 
under a 14-year lease. The Comans were 
granted title in Fee Simple in 1868. 

Knowledge of  how to operate Waman-
derra would be like gold to a serving or ex-con-
vict on Hawdon’s farm, or a bushranger or 
disgruntled Irish shepherd wishing to rip off  
the high-flown English pomegranates. Slip a 
beast from time to time, not enough to raise an 
outcry, stash them in the hidden valley and, 
when large enough, the herd could be driven 
quietly over the ranges and disappear without 
trace. 

THERE have been six waves of  white invaders 
to the south coast of  New South Wales, begin-
ning with escapees, castaways, whalers and 
sealers in the late 18th Century. Although these 
first left little written record, they sowed the 
seeds of  destruction of  the Indigenous Yuin 
tribe with tuberculosis and venereal disease. 

Kiora House

Wamanderra



packhorse is one of  the best ways to dislocate 
your shoulder. 

The one thing I wouldn’t carry on the 
pack-horse was a crowbar. Danny Boy was 
prone to fits of  temper, especially if  he had 
been worked too hard, or had got lost in the 
spikey burrawongs, which stabbed like a thou-
sand knives. Once he bucked for 20 minutes 
with a full pack, splitting all the stitching and 
throwing gear from one end of  the paddock to 
the other. A crowbar on a bolting horse would 
be a like a guided missile, so I told the butcher I 
would give any man who could carry one up 
there for me a case of  beer. Jack Jeffries gave 
me a look of  disgust and said: “There’s a crow-
bar up there, carried it there myself  30 years 
ago!” and went on to describe where his own 
tool stash was, in a big hollow log. Sure enough 
next trip there it was, a fine bar made from the 
strongest steel. 

Word had spread of  our exploits and I 
began to take greenhorns to Wamanderra on 
pack trips. On one trip with my old friend Pip, 
who sat his ornery mount, Apache, like a skel-
eton in a hession bag, we were accompanied by 
a beautiful young girl who was an expert horse-
woman. This proved a stroke of  genius for, as 
word got out of  our plan, half  a dozen 

drunken young colts from the Air Raid decided 
to follow us on foot. It was easy to get them to 
carry some fresh-cut logs for my cabin. Thus 
became the first erections at Wamanderra for 
more than 100 years. 

After two years I was an expert horseman, 
but little real progress had been made. Waman-
derra, like much real wilderness, had a way of  
defeating the puny efforts of  man. Wild places 
such as the Amazon or the Arctic tundra are 
uncivilsed for a reason — it’s bloody hard to 
live there. I had been trying to develop Waman-
derra like a pioneering grazier. There was even 
a plan to walk a tractor in over Mt Donovan or 
hire a helicopter. A man alone without ma-
chinery can only achieve with what he can carry 
on his shoulders, and that isn’t very much. 

I realised then that if  I ever succeded I 
would destroy the wilderness appeal of  this 
wild place — virtually its only valuable at-
tribute. It was fortuitous then that the National 
Parks and Wildlife Service asked me to add it to 
the surrounding Deua National Park. I was of-
fered triple what I had paid Jack Jeffries for it 
— a fact I felt guilty about revealing to him — 
and this conveniently doused my reluctance. 

Despite the efforts of  man over the cen-
turies, a shifting climate has wrought the gretest 
changes to Wamanderra. The line between 
winter and summer rainfall patterns, which me-
anders at an angle across New South Wales, has 
drifted north, and the replenishing downpours 
of  Spring and Autumn are failing to flush out 
the catchments. Fire has become more preva-
lent and has ravaged the hidden valley a number 
of  times. Ribbon gum regrowth, which was re-
claiming the clear lower hillsides and higher 
flats,  has been burnt to the ground but is suck-
ering off  the stumps. Most of  the higher 
ground has become an impenetrable coppice. 
As elsewhere in the region, the new river oak 
generation is topping 10 metres and only 

successful orcharding and dairying enterprises. 
The poor moved away again, selling their small-
holdings back to the sons and daughters of  the 
pioneers who were still there, though ripening 
rapidly. 

Graziers held most of  the land until the 
1970s when, after years of  falling cattle prices 
and the threat of  national park creation, they 
again sold out their smaller portions, this time 
to green professionals from Canberra and 
Sydney, of  which I was one. The local council, 
mostly rednecks and tourism property devel-
opers, panicked, fearing the “hippies” would 
create rural slums and did what they could to 
deny development approval. 

By then it was all over for cattle. The 
whole region was at least 50 per cent destocked, 
and with no Aboriginal burning and indiscrimi-
nate hazard reduction banned, an explosion of  
regrowth occurred. The year 1982 was particu-
larly memorable when some unknown environ-
mental signal caused river oaks over the entire 
region to flower so heavily the creeks and rivers 
turned golden with the fallen seed. This hap-
pened just before the last major flood event of  
the 20th Century, and the seed was deposited 
high up the unstable banks by the retreating 
waters. With no cattle to eat them out, or fire to 
burn them out, the seedlings rooted in the soft 
sandy soil, forming a solid mat of  fibrous ma-
terial which held the sand together. Subsequent 
waterway rises deposited silt and debris 
amongst the profusion and the growing 
crowded oaklets within two years had raised the 
lower creekbank shelves by at least 5 metres. It 
was land creation in action, and not over thou-
sands or millions of  years, but within an eye-
blink in geological terms. 

ANEKA could now find her own way to Wa-
manderra — and back, I discovered to my mis-
fortune when she left me there once. I was 
forced to carry the saddle home down the creek 

while a terrified wife searched fruitlessly over 
the fire trails after the horse turned up at home 
without me. We were joined by packhorse 
Danny Boy, a bad-tempered buckskin mountain 
pony bred by the famous Pendergasts of  Jinda-
byne. Together we packed in tools and tents, a 
chainsaw and food supplies, sheets of  corrun-
gated iron cut to short lengths for the pack 
saddle and rolls of  barbed wire. 

Pack trips would typically last three days: 
one up, one there for work and spiritual con-
templation, and one back, longing for a hot 
shower and a milkshake. Many fine moments 
were spent sitting on a warm horse in drizzling 
rain with a drizabone keeping both me and 
Aneka dry, ostentatiously smoking a pipe and 
keeping Danny Boy more or less under control 
with a wand cut from a six-foot gum branch. 
There was no point roping the two horses to-
gether as they would inevitably choose opposite 
sides to go around any tree in the way. He 
would never leave her side anyway, and towing a 

Danny Boy packed up



thinned out to about one stem every two or 
three metres, enough to obscure the forward 
view for riders and walkers. 

It’s not for me to say if  the Bugelli-Manji 
shared the same longing for wilderness, but the 
Coman brothers almost certainly did. The 
Crown grant shows a number of  transactions 
through various members of  the Coman, Ryan, 
Flanagan and Simpson families, then to Jack 
Jeffries, from Jack to me and from me to 
Queen Eliuzabeth II, before resting with the 
NSW government. There are mortgages to the 
Bank of  New South Wales and once the Public 
Trustee took charge. No doubt we all dreamed 
of  freedoms we could reach in the hidden val-
ley. The deeds and maps are a testament to 
these dreams, as well as to their abandonment. 

The Central Mapping Authority has re-
leased a new edition of  their 1:25,000 series 
with the Bendethera sheet sporting an awesome 
satellite image on the flip side. The entire map 
is now a deep shade of  green; the little white 
triangle has been deleted and the paper trail 
ends there. 

ENDS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Postscript: 

 
THERE are two anecdotes about Wamanderra 
after National Parks bought it which are worth 
repeating, and they both concern a local cow-
boy called Charlie Bond. 

Charlie was amongst a group of  riders led 
by local super-hero Daryl Bosley, farrier, builder 
and karate expert who could chop bricks with 
his bare hands. They were doing a recreational 
ride to Wamanderra, and I had agreed to meet 
them there after going on foot. 

Charlie, in a sort-of  local tradition, called 
his horse Charlie too. Charlie the man was big, 
but Charlie the horse was small, although he 
seemed to handle the weight okay. 

Up at Wamanderra, however, Charlie horse 
suddenly sank to the ground with an apparent 
heart attack. He was still alive but couldn’t walk. 
Bosley came up with a plan to carry poor Char-
lie horse out. So we formed teams of  six and 
carried the floppy nag in shifts, three to a side. 

We carried the horse over 13km of  fire 
trail and got back to where the floats were 
about 3am. We loaded Charlie into a float, but 
he died on the way to the vet. 

Some time later Charlie Bond ws amongst 
a group again riding to Wamanderra. This time 
he took a camera and shot a very blurred and 
jumpy video of  their trip. While they were at 
Wamanderra they discovered a patch of  cleared 
ground, fenced with barbed wire, and bags of  
marijuana leaf  abandoned. It was obvious 
someone had grown a fairly large dope crop 
there. 

All this was shown, to my horror, on the 
video, and my name mentioned several times as 
the owner of  the property. I hope the video is 
not shown aound much and I would like to 
state, categorically, that it was not me who was 
responsible. 

But it must have been someone who was 
skilled at packing with horses. 

 
Rog Fryer


