
Bodalla 
Company 
bows out 

Roger Fryer reports 
on the end of  a 

financial dinosaur 
which dominated the 

area for an era. 

 

BODALLA is one of 
those towns between 

Nowra and Eden in which it 
is difficult to slow down to 
60 km/h before you reach the 
other side. If it were not for 
the prominent police station 
halfway through, many 
people would not slow down 
at all. 

It may have been the sight 
of the police station which 
caused a young driver to roll 
his car three years ago at 
night at high speed right 
outside. When the police 
were helping the young man 
out, they found a large plastic 
bag of marijuana and a roll of 
bank-notes totalling $10,000. 

Then there was the 
hitchhiker who found himself 
in the town late at night, 
rolled his swag out 
underneath the veranda of a 
likely looking building and 
went to sleep. Yes, it was the 

police station, and next 
morning he was facing a 
charge of vagrancy at 
Moruya Court. 

But these are just two 
typical stories in the life of 
any small town. What will 
make Bodalla unique next 
month is the final passing 
away of an anachronism, a 
relic of the English way of 
life, transposed on to 
Australian soil nearly 160 
years ago, and surviving to 
this day despite the evolution 
of the rest of Australian 

society beyond the town. 

What will mark 
November 18 as a watershed 
date, which has been 
occupying Bodalla townsfolk 
for the last month and will 
for the next, is the final sale 
of the assets of the Bodalla 
Company.  

This financial dinosaur, a 
huge English country estate 
on Australian soil held in 
predominately English hands 
until it was bought two years 
ago by food marketing 
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conglomerate Panfida, has 
dominated the town, 
surrounding country and 
people for most of the last 
century and this. 

At stake is the livelihood 
of more than 50 people 
directly employed by the 
company: sharefarmers and 
their families, farm 
labourers, clerical staff and 
employees of the Big Cheese 
restaurant and tourist 
complex, including its 
manager, Lindsay Quonoey. 

Lindsay says he is 
anticipating losing his own 
job depending on who buys 
the Big Cheese, but is 
hopeful for the rest of the 
company’s employees. 

“After all, the farms will 
still have to be run and so 
will the Big Cheese,” he said. 

 “And new owners will do 
a better job of running the 
farms than the old company 
structure which had to pay 
labour for maintenance and 
improvements—things that 
an owner-farmer would 
normally do for free 
himself.” 

Lindsay says at least four 
of the share farmers are 
considering purchasing the 
properties themselves, and 
so, he says, there will be little 
real financial suffering 
experienced by the majority 
of those presently associated 
with the company or by the 
town as a whole.  

This hope is not echoed 
by all Bodalla Company 
employees. Some 
sharefarmers and farm 
labourers admit to being 
worried about their 
livelihoods and even their 
homes and are awaiting the 
coming auction with 
apprehension. 

John Constable and David 
Joseph are farm labourers 
employed by the Bodalla 
Company, both are married 
with children and neither 
knows what the future will 
hold for them after the sale. 
David was originally a 
sharefarmer, but lost his 
position in a company 
restructure several years ago.  

John says that Panfida 
told them when they took 
over two years ago, “You 
will all be driving Mercedes 
Benz’s soon.” Now it looks 
like they will be out of a job 
by Christmas, and, perhaps, 
with nowhere to live as well. 

Fifty-one-year-old Bob 
Johnson, up till now the 
“boss” or sharefarmer of Old 
Bodalla, one of the 
company’s showpiece 
properties, hasn’t much 
chance on a sharefarmer’s 
income of purchasing the 
home where he, his wife and 
two children have lived for 
the last 17 years.  

The expected price at the 
forth-coming sale? “A cool 
$2 million”. 

With the company will go 
its unique co-operative 
sharefarmer arrangement 
which, although outdated, 
has provided company 
sharefarmers, employees and 
cooperative shareholders and 
their families with an 
unusual, homey sort of 
security, with little change, 
over the largest part of the 
last two centuries. 

One hundred and sixty 
years ago, Alexander 
Hawdon, a rich-born English 
entrepeneur who came to the 
Antipodes to make his 
fortune, acquired property on 
the little-known south coast 
of NSW as far south as the 
limits of expansion would 
permit within the “19 
counties” — beyond which 
squatters were occupying 
land only illegally. 

His grant and subsequent 
convict-built farm on the 
banks of the Moruya River 
became a model pioneer 
property, but he was also 
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tempted by the lure of 
squatting and occupied an 
extensive run of far more 
promising land some 20 
miles to the south on the 
banks of the Tuross. 

He was not quite so 
prepared to sink capital and 
labour into the Tuross river 
run because of the illegal 
nature of the land tenure, 
despite the fact that it was the 
largest tract of flat, fertile 
land between the Illawarra 
region, way to the north, and 
the Bega Valley which was 
the southern-most farmable 
land on coastal NSW. 

Hawdon had other 
activities to interest him in 
other, more lucrative areas of 

Australia, and eventually his 
Tuross river run, on which he 
had experimented with 
sheep, was passed to his 
creditor, the auctioneer, 
Thomas Sutcliffe Mort. 

Mort was another high-
flown English pomegranate, 
but he could see the vast 
potential of the Tuross river 
flats, and decided to set up 
his model farm there — the 
land was by then open for 
Crown grant under a new 
Act. 

A man of great energy 
and vision, Mort applied 
himself with equal zeal to the 
development of his model 
farm as he did to his other 
business interests — 

Goldsborough Mort agents 
and auctioneers and the 
Australian Mutual Provident 
Society amongst them. 

He hired labourers to 
clear the land, laid out a 
dairy on what was then ultra-
modern lines, and planted the 
fertile soils down to English 
grasses. 

He used his influence in 
Sydney to increase the 
consumption of local 
produce and imported tenant 
farmers to work the land 
under a typical old-English 
system. 

With the rest of Australia 
hurrying to put the land into 
production for export 



produce such as wool, wheat 
and beef, Mort and his south 
coast estate were ideally 
placed to capitalise on the 
demand for consumable 
agricultural produce which 
was constantly exceeding 
supply as the young colony 
burgeoned. 

Produce was delivered to 
the Sydney markets by 
packets sailing up the south 
coast from the ports at Tuross 
and Broulee. Cheese 
factories were built, and pig 
rearing commenced. Before 
long Bodalla hams and bacon 
were bringing top prices on 
the Sydney market. 

Mort loved to experiment, 
and always employed the 
latest in agricultural practices 
and inventions.  

He tried using buffaloes, 
but failed, and also 
introduced pheasants, hares, 
larks and English quail. He 
built a sawmill and a ship to 
carry timber to Sydney where 
it was used in the 
construction of the GPO in 
the 1870s. 

Over 250 people were 
employed or contracted to 
work the estate. Mort liked to 
improve their welfare as well 
as to lay down the law. He 
built a post office, school, 

general store and church. He 
deplored the drinking of 
spiritous liquors and would 
not allow a public house to 
be built on the estate, but 
allowed “smoking for 10 
minutes in the middle of the 
morning and the same in the 
afternoon,” and expected 
everyone “to be in bed by 
half past 10”. 

The estate became the 
most extensive dairying 
operation in NSW and, 
before Mort’s death in 1878, 
comprised a staggering 
56,000 acres — not large by 
outback grazing standards, 
but huge for a mixed farm. 



After his death, the estate 
continued to prosper and in 
1888 produced 300 tons of 
cheese, killed 1200 pigs, 
cured 7000 sides of pork and 
controlled the sausage and 
smallgoods market of NSW. 

In the early 1890s a 
special act of Parliament was 
created to form the Bodalla 
Company, with the remainder 
of the Mort family as sole 
shareholders. The dairy 
farms were leased out by 
tender. This experiment 
proved unprofitable and the 
Bodalla Company had 
resumed control of the 
majority of the estate again 
by 1898. 

Further attempts to 
subdivide the property 
floundered in the 1920s and, 
although some farms were 
sold, the company again 
resumed ownership in the 
depression as the individual 
farmers sold out. 

The company continued 
to manufacture cheese from 
the milk produced by its 
sharefarmers under the brand 
name Bodalla, but the era of 
expansion and market 
dominance had faded and 
company shareholders 
seemed to lack the interest, 
but more likely the capital, to 
update the estate. 

The sheer size of the 
holding enabled the estate, 
however, to remain the third-
highest milk producer in the 
state, and for Bodalla Cheese 

to become a household name. 
It was so highly regarded that 
John Spalvin’s PDF 
company, in the early 1980s, 
offered to buy the brand 
name under a marketing 
arrangement to increase its 
exposure and demand. 

The demand did increase 
— so much so that the 
Bodalla cheese cooperative 
could no longer supply it, 
and much of the cheese 
began to be made by other 
producers far away. The 
original Bodalla cheese 
producers had lost control of 
their product and its market, 
and the cheese cooperative 
collapsed. 

The company 
sharefarmers did not suffer 
from this as much as may be 
imagined, and were able to 
sell their excess milk at a 
higher price to the Bega 
cooperative who resold it in 
Canberra. Now, Bodalla milk 
is sold under contract direct 
to Canberra, and accounts for 
10 per cent of that market. 

The Big Cheese tourist 
facility at Bodalla, originally 
an offshoot of the cheese 
factory, which used to allow 
tourists through to watch 
cheese being made and also 
sold the best milkshakes on 
the east coast of Australia, 
continues to this day, but is 
rumoured to be suffering 
from the lack of cheese 
production to show its tourist 
customers. 

Then, in 1987, the 
company shareholders sold 
to Panfida Foods, who were 
trying an aggressive 
expansion program in the 
dairy industry. Panfida 
promised to consolidate the 
company and increase the 
welfare of the sharefarmers, 
but the program went off the 
rails earlier this year. For 
several months Panfida has 
been trying to unload the 
Bodalla Company. To its 
credit, it first tried to sell it 
intact, but the complexities 
of tendering put buyers off 
— the tender document 
weighed nearly 13kg and was 
50cm high. Now the worst 
fears of the Bodalla 
Company sharefarmers are to 
be realised as Panfida bows 
to the inevitable, subdivides 
the estate along original 
portion lines and sells off the 
individual farms. 

The value of  the freehold 
land now far outweighs any 
potential for the company to 
continue and it is inevitable 
that, unless some gargantuan 
capital base was found to 
expand, diversify and 
modernise, dismemberment 
would result. 

The sale is expected to 
bring up to $20 million, with 
individual farms as high as 
$2 million. This will give 
Panfida a worthwhile profit 
despite the failure of its plans 
— it bought the company 
from the original 
shareholders for $7.6 million, 
two years ago. 


