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PREFACE 

 

The story of John Conrick is based mainly on his personal diaries, published memoirs and other private 

papers which have survived the floods and fires of the past century. The historical background against 

which he is seen comes from a decade of general research, during which time additional information on 

Conrick appeared in the form of Lands Department dockets and station and run files, newspaper articles 

and correspondence with various Government Departments. 
 

Most of the papers are held by the Conrick family, whose patience with, and cooperation in, what proved 

to be a long project was very much appreciated. Special thanks go to John Conrick and the late Joe, 

whose lively interest inspired the work, and to Neil, Dick and Pat Conrick, who provided invaluable 

insights into life on Nappa Merrie in the 20th century. 
 

As usually happens, individual family members have differing perceptions of events, varying attitudes 

and divergent opinions between which I have endeavoured to steer a tactful course in the search for as 

much of the truth as can be retrieved.  
 

I hope the story which follows will be accepted as an honest attempt to accurately assess men for whose 

achievements I developed, during my research into their lives, a deep and enduring respect. 

 

Linden Park, March, 1996 
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CHAPTER  1 
 

THE IRISH IMMIGRANTS 

 

Ireland in the early 19th century was a country with steadily declining industry and trade, and increasing 

poverty. The most young labourers could hope for was to become tenant farmers, with a few acres of 

land and a hovel to live in, but despite this bleak future they married and multiplied, and the population 

grew with abnormal rapidity. Poverty waa so widespread, however, that many looked abroad for a hope 

of bettering their lot, and thousands emigrated to the United States of America, and to Australia. 
 

Among the thousands of young Irishmen who left their homeland in the first half of the 19th century was 

Patrick Conrick, born in Clogaeen, County Tipperary, the son of John Conrick  a farmer, and Mary, his 

wife, formerly Mary Cahill. The young man, only 18 years old, left Plymouth on the barque "Argyle" 

on the 11th of  November, 1840, bound for Australia. 
 

The “Argyle" was only 598 tons, perhaps 130 feet long and thirty feet across at the widest part. She 

carried thirty-three emigrant families, totalling ninety-five souls, and one hundred and nine single male 

and female emigrants, two hundred and four steerage passengers in all, plus nineteen cabin and 

intermediate class passengers.  
 

The cabin passengers were accommodated above deck, in the quarter deck area, the intermediate 

passengers in cabins below the decks, while the steerage passengers were packed into a large open space 

astern of these, dormitory fashion. 
 

Modern travellers  would consider conditions for the steerage passengers appalling. Their quarters were 

cramped, unsanitary, and so overcrowded that privacy was impossible. Food on the emigrant ships was 

limited to meat, usually salted, bread, flour, sugar and tea, and peas, as the staples, with dried fruit, suet, 

fish, rice or potatoes as supplements, water was rationed, and often bad; bathing was limited to the use 

of a sea-water hose on deck, or a bowl. Exercise on a crowded ship was also rationed, making an airing 

on deck a luxury; in addition, on a deck crowded with cargo and the livestock carried to eke out the 

rations, walking was something of an obstacle race 
 

The greatest problem, once they had recovered from the initial seasickness, had settled in and improvised 

what small comforts they could in, the conditions, must have been boredom. The long days crept by 

with only the meals to mark the hours' passing. They might hope to glimpse some flying fish, or a whale, 

or a passing vessel when on deck. For the remainder of the time there was only conversation with one's 

fellows, perhaps dominoes or card games, or as a treat a concert organised by the passengers using 

whatever talent was available.  
 

At the end of the day, sleep was often disturbed by bad weather or sickness among the passengers, seven 

infants were born on the voyage, and two children died. Only the hope of something better at the end of 

the tedium could have made the voyage bearable.  
 

Patrick and his fellow colonists must have been relieved when a little more than three months after 

leaving England the "Argyle" arrived outside Port Phillip heads on 27th January, 1841. There is no 

record of what employment Conrick found or where he lived initially, but in the young Colony, first 

settled only six years before and now having a population of some 4,000, there was work for strong 

labourers.  
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Eventually Conrick made his way west to the Warnambool district, where he arrived in 1848. Irish 

settlers had arrived in the western districts of Victoria in the early 1840s, and began cultivating potatoes 

on the fertile country around Tower Hill. A village, two small churches and a couple of farmhouses 

appeared on the south side of Tower Hill, the start of what was to become the most concentrated Irish 

settlement in Australia, one which remains to this day rich in Irish place names and Irish patronymics, 

and devoutly Catholic. 
 

Not all the settlers prospered. One of the villages was reported as "squalid huts with thatched roofs; on 

every hand were dirt and discomfort." and later it was described as "that dirtiest of all Victorian hamlets 

.... Few of the cottages appear to contain more than two rooms, though they are inhabited by large 

families .... the whole place is undrained, and the pigs are masters of the situation.” Some, it seems, 

had achieved no improvement in their circumstances for all the hardships of their journey to Australia.  
 

Others, luckier or more energetic, thrived. Among them were the Molan’s, who had arrived on the 

"Coromandel", which berthed at Melbourne on 10th July, 1840. John and Bridget Molan had brought 

with them from Limerick seven children, Daniel, the eldest, aged 21; Michael, Margaret, Maurice, 

Thomas, William and Ellen, the youngest, just six years old. John was described on the passenger list 

as a farm servant, Bridget as a housemaid.  
 

By the time Patrick Conrick arrived in Koroit the Molan’s were well settled, in what was to be a pretty 

and prosperous village, of "smiling gardens and well-built cottages." Over the years they were to take 

an active part in the affairs of the district, serving on the Borough Council, one of them becoming Mayor, 

while Maurice Molan was one of the first trustees for the Koroit Catholic Church.  
 

Michael Molan was to be remembered as one of the notable pioneer farmers of the nearby Southern 

Cross district. Newcomer Patrick Conrick was immediately absorbed into this Irish community, and on 

23rd May, 1850, he and Ellen Molan were married in the little Roman Catholic School House at Tower 

Hill by Father Thomas Slattery. Witnesses to the marriage were Margaret and Maurice Molan and one 

John Wall. Ellen was then only sixteen years old, Patrick eleven years her senior.  
 

Their first child, Bridget,  was born on 12th March, 1851, while they were still resident in the district, 

but shortly after this Patrick moved to a farm at Portarlington, near Geelong, where their first son, John, 

was born in 1852. Bridget died in infancy, but four more children were born to the Conrick’s -Richard 

(1854). William (1856), Mary (1858) and Michael (1860).  
 

The Victorian gold rush attracted Patrick, and he joined the rush to the diggings. Family legend has it 

that he was lost for several days near Ararat, but eventually he arrived safely at the field. Whether he 

found gold, or profited from carrying or trading goods, is uncertain, but he did make money, enough to 

buy a large farm at Tower Hill, according to his son John, covering 320 acres, at £4 per acre, naming it 

"Rehill." His land was well-chosen, for Tower Hill was the centre of an area about ten kilometres wide 

and twenty nine kilometres long which was to gain renown as being the most fertile country in Victoria, 

with Koroit,  the township which from 1857 replaced Tower Hill as its centre.  
 

Tower Hill itself is a low extinct volcano with a crater about two kilometres across containing a lake, in 

the centre of which rise the peaks of a hilly island. Around the hill rich volcanic soil overlies a soft,  
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porous rock which provides perfect drainage, leaving the land surface free from water during even the 

wettest winters of that rainy climate. Patrick  Conrick's first task was to clear, or have cleared, his land, 

which was timbered with white gum and blackwood trees, then it was necessary to grub the stumps and 

lop the limbs from felled trees into lengths suitable for log fences. If he paid to have clearing done he 

would have paid between £10 and £20 an acre, depending on the density of the timber and the going 

rate at the time at which it was done. On the new land he sowed onions and potatoes, and thanks to 

bumper early yields which coincided with a failure in the Tasmanian crops, he was soon well on the 

way to prosperity.  
 

In time he became a landlord, renting blocks of a few acres each to eight tenants; he also owned a 

blacksmith's forge and house which he let. In 1871 local records gave his holding as 242 acres, and by 

1880 a news-paper article in "The Australian" stated that he had then 400 acres at Tower Hill. 

 

He became one of the big land-owners of the district. Taking his place in district affairs, he was one of 

the first trustees of the Koroit Mechanics' Institute in 1869, and served on the Borough Council for seven 

years, from October 1872 until August 1879.  
 

Just at the time the eldest son, John, reached school age, a public school was opened at Tower Hill, with 

an enrolment of five pupils in the care of a Scotsman, George G. McKay. John remained at this little 

local school for eight years, at the end of which time he went to McAuley's Grammar School for twelve 

months, and finally to St. Patrick's College in Melbourne. No record of his schooling remains, but he 

appears to have acquired a full education, was quick at figures, wrote an elegant copper-plate hand, read 

widely and wrote fluently in the formal style of the period. He was interested in a broad range of subjects 

and certainly lacked none of that initiative and self-sufficiency which had brought his father in his own 

youth to make a new life in the Colonies.  
 

He was also a quick thinker. As a lad of twelve he saved the life of a friend who fell down a well, 

throwing down the bucket on the end of its long rope to provide support so promptly that it hit the 

surface of the water before the other lad came up. Before adult help came he had managed to haul his 

friend to safety. When he was eight years old, young John's inherited taste for adventure was fueled by 

accounts of the Victorian expedition which set out under the leadership of Irishman Robert O'Hara Burke 

in 1860 in an attempt to be the first to cross the continent from south to north. So great was public 

interest in the venture that the city of Melbourne was brought almost to a standstill on the day the 

explorers set out. The progress of the party was followed with keen interest as it went north to Menindie, 

where Burke split the party, taking the lightly laden advance party on to the Cooper while leaving the 

heavy stores to follow.  
 

A novel feature of the expedition was the twenty-five camels, used in addition to horses. Burke set up a 

depot on the Cooper, and with three companions, Wills, King and Gray set out for the Gulf of 

Carpentaria; leaving the depot party to await the arrival of stores, and with instructions to return south 

if the four had not arrived back on the Cooper after three months. The exploration party was successful 

in reaching the north coast of Australia, but was desperately short of rations for the return journey to the 

Cooper, and Gray became ill. When after four months they had not reappeared the depot party  

reluctantly abandoned their camp, and on 21st April, 1861, started the return journey to the Darling.  
 

Burke, Wills and King, having buried Gray in the lakes country of the Cooper» arrived back at the depot 
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just nine hours too late. Believing from a letter left with the rations buried at the depot that the others 

were too far ahead to be caught up, they attempted to reach the South Australian settlements by way of 

the Strzelecki Creek, but were forced back by lack of water.  
 

Wills and Burke  eventually died of malnutrition on the banks of the Cooper, and King survived only 

through the kindness of the Aborigines, who fed him and allowed him to travel  with them from camp 

to camp. Meanwhile, the depot party had reported the explorers missing, and four Relief Expeditions 

were mounted, led by Alfred Howitt. William Landsborough, John McKinlay   and Frederick Walker.  
 

Howitt, following the route taken by Burke and Wills to the Cooper, rescued King, by then at the point 

of death on the river. McKinlay, coming from Adelaide, found Gray's grave and initially believed the 

whole party to have perished there; after reaching the Cooper and learning the truth he continued with 

an exploration north to the Gulf of Carpentaria.  
 

His supplies for this journey included a flock of sheep, which thrived on the inland herbage and served 

to demonstrate the feasibility of droving stock across that country. 
 

The tragic outcome of the expedition was a topic of conversation for months. A State funeral  in 1863 

for Burke and Wills, the erection of memorials, and the publication of the journals of the expedition and 

also the relief expeditions, served to impress the details of the story on the public mind.  
 

Young John Conrick  read and pondered the story. He was impressed by the fact that the explorers had 

found large fish in the Cooper waterholes; this, it seemed to the observant country lad, must indicate 

permanent water which could in turn mean country that could be used for stock. He resolved that one 

day he would go to Queensland and see the Cooper country for himself.  
 

John left school at sixteen, and his father put him to work for six months or so on the family property.  
 

In 1868 Patrick  Conrick owned, as well as his rich acres at Tower Hill. where he grew potatoes and 

cereal crops, about 1,200 acres of grazing land in the bush, its boundary about thirteen kilometres from 

the home farm. John's first work was to drain the rather swampy land, and make a large dam. He was 

given six men, a bullock team and two first class hacks, and carried with pride the responsibility for men 

and stock, and the successful completion of the work. That done, be took part in the general work on the 

farm, soon learning to break-in a colt and drive a bullock team, he learnt to make and mend the things 

needed on the farm, plough and harvest, handle cattle and ride fearlessly. In his spare time he hunted 

kangaroos, which were thick in the area. Perhaps he was present on Joseph Ware's Minjah  run at 

Caramut in 1869 when 1,200 kangaroos were yarded in one day, and at the great hunt of July, 1871, 

when every person in the neighbourhood of Caramut took part in a two-day outing which accounted for 

2,000 Kangaroos. 700 of them on Minjah Station itself. The previous week on Quamhy Station, 2.300 

kangaroos were killed, the rationale being that every kangaroo killed on the property made it possible 

for one more sheep to graze. John Conrick claimed in later years to have helped to yard 3,000 Kangaroos 

in one drive on Quamby.  
 

At the end of six months, Patrick  Conrick felt that his son should gain experience in some other field, 

and he was sent to Warnambool, where he became Customs and Shipping clerk for P.P. Stevens, general 

merchant, importer and shipper, with a view to replacing Stevens' son Ernest, who was, taking up a 

cattle station on the Bulloo River in Queensland.  
 

During the three years John remained with Stevens he became friendly with young men who were to 
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take a leading part in the life of the Colonies, including a future Premier of Victoria and the founder of 

"The Sydney Bulletin". Working in this office he developed skills which stood him in good stead in later 

life, when he could carry complicated sets of figures in his head without error. 
 

John Conrick was by now a tall, well-built young man of exceptional physical strength and stamina. He 

took an active part in local sport including football, and rifle shooting, as a member of the Western 

Artillery at Warnambool.  
 

Working with Stevens, John Conrick heard wonderful accounts of the country on the Bulloo river, where 

Ernest Stevens was making a success of his Tintinchilla Station. Fine cattle were grown there and there 

were big annual cattle brandings. Then he heard that two mobs of cattle from Tintinchilla had been 

driven one thousand six hundred kilometres to the Adelaide market to realize the then excellent average 

price of £13 a head.  
 

Remembering the possibilities of the Cooper country, John became convinced that his future lay in 

south-western Queensland. Conrick probably undertook a preliminary expedition to Queensland 

scouting for land with an Aboriginal guide, in 1871.  Family tradition certainly has it that he did so; and 

that he marked a tree "J.C. 1871" to identify the place at which he first came  onto the Cooper.  
 

The only confirmation of this is a note in his published memoirs, when he describes a place near Merry 

Waterhole on the Wilson River as being "the spot which we came to in our summer trip up looking for 

country", where he found he had lost his purse containing valuable papers and had to retrace his day's 

travel to recover it. No other details are given and no other mention of a scouting expedition appears in 

any of his diaries or in any press interview's he gave in later life. Late in 1872 Conrick discussed his 

ideas with his friends Fred and Tom Archer, Robert Bostock and George Ware. All were the sons of 

well known land owners, Ware being the son of the most notable, Joseph Ware of Minjah Estate at 

Caramut. Since his arrival in Victoria in 1840, Joseph Ware had become well-known and prosperous 

breeding sheep and cattle on Minjah and Barwidgee Stations. His herd of stud Shorthorn cattle was 

famous, many present-day champions tracing their blood to this stock. He had an interest in a number 

of stations, and was a prominent public figure in the Warnambool district. His son George was the eldest 

of eight children and a little older than John Conrick. The Archers and Robert Bostock were eager to try 

their luck in Queensland.  
 

George Ware was also sufficiently interested to become a  financial partner with Robot Bostock in the 

enterprise, but was either unwilling or unable to accompany the others in their search for land. The four 

young men, all under twenty-one, made their preparations. They gathered together a mob of 1,600 cattle, 

mostly Shorthorn breeding cattle, with thirty pure Shorthorn bulls by imported sires, and a team 

consisting of a Clydesdale mare and a beautiful Cleveland mare. There were also twenty other horses, 

including some well-bred mares by imported sires.  
 

To help with the work they included in the party a teamster, William Pearce, and drover Alec McKay, 

who had been to Queensland and knew some of the route they wanted to follow. John Conrick had a 

compass, although he had never used one; however, they had no fear of getting lost, for travelling stock 

were coming down from Queensland and the crossing places on the rivers were well-known. 

 
 

Working with Stevens, John Conrick heard wonderful accounts of .the country on the Bulloo River, 

where Ernest Stevens was making a success of his Tinrmch'n.i Station. Fine cattle were crown there, 

and there were bi annual calf brandings.  Then he heard that two mobs of cattle from Tintinchiila had 

been driven a thousand miles to the Adelaide market to realise the Aen excellent svera^e price of fl3 a 

head. Remembering the  

 

 
 



Conrick of Nappa Merrie - Revisited 

7 

 

Each member of the party had his own proportion of cattle, John's share being a third; each man paid 

his part of the cost of a good supply of rations, camping outfits and other equipment, and they carried 

additional money to cover expenses on the way. Among John Conrick's personal effects was an old 

violin with which to entertain himself and his fellows, and the most authoritative information available 

on the area where they wished to settle, copies of the Journals of the Cooper explorers Wills, Howitt 

and McKinIay. They were all armed against dangerous Aborigines,  with revolvers and rifles. 
 

The young men were inundated with advice from older and more experienced men, some of which, John 

Conrick was to say in later years, was good and useful. The best advice came from his father: "Don't 

stop until you get good and permanent water, and make no mistake about it." That good and permanent 

water, John was sure, could be found in Coopers Creek, the young pastoralists had each applied for a 

Queensland brand and had registered them, the Conrick brand being 3CK. and when the cattle were 

gathered together they were branded at Tower Hill.  By the last week of November they were ready to 

start on the track north,  
 

On the day before they were to leave Tower Hill, John Conrick rode sixteen kilometres to the 

Warnambool butts where he shot successfully for his marksman's badge for rifle shooting, then rode 

thirty seven kilometres to Port Fairey to play football for the newly formed Tower Hill team, scoring 

the first goal in a match which his team won by two goals. He was carried off the field shoulder-high, 

said his farewells and got back on his horse to ride the twenty four kilometres home The ride was 

memorable, for news of the team’s success had preceded him. and he was pulled off his horse at every 

pub he passed to share in the local rejoicing. The next day, 28th November, 1872, the four young men, 

with their drover and teamster, set out for western Queensland. John Conrick turned his back on the 

fertile paddocks neatly striped with the dark green of close set potatoes, the ripeness of windstroked 

wheat, oats and barley bowing under the summer sun, and the sweet certainty of abundant rains, for the 

dry unknown where Victoria's tragic heroes had died only ten years before. He was gambling his future 

on the explorers' large fish, caught in a Cooper waterhole. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

DROVING TO QUEENSLAND 

 

It seems odd today that the departure of four such young men on what appears to us an epic journey 

attracted no particular public notice, for there was no report of their movements in the local papers. It 

must be remembered, however, that at this period in Australian history the last of the explorers were 

still making their difficult forays into the arid centre of the continent, and right on their heels followed 

the land-seekers with their stock, to put the first huts and fence posts on the marginal lands. Young men 

and struggling men hoping to make a lucky start, older men seeking to expand, the agents of rich 

merchants, intent on building pastoral empires. Epic journeys were commonplace, and the departure of 

yet one more hopeful band and their stock for the unsettled inland was in all probability of interest only 

to their families and friends. 
 

The first day was somewhat anti-climactic as they travelled thirteen kilometres and camped on Patrick  

Conrick's bush property. The second day they covered nineteen kilometres through Union Station and 

into Quamby, and  the  third  night was spent on Joseph Ware’s Minjah,  where no doubt , the stay-at-

home partner, cast an interested eye over the stock and equipment, perhaps wondering exactly where it 

and his investment would eventually come to rest.  
 

The next night was spent on Robert Bostock's uncle's Coomeete Station, That was the last time they 

could count on good paddocks for the stock, and the following night they had to put their cattle into an 

old pound yard at Hexham township, where the state of the paddock was such that John Conrick had to 

sleep out in a gap in the fence, his saddle his pillow. The precaution was justified, for during the night 

he was woken by a bellow, to find a nondescript black bull standing over him with his eyes on the 

handsome cows in the yard beyond.   
 

Bostock returned from Hexham to Warnambool on business, leaving the party a man short as they 

headed towards Ararat. Their passage through the town was spectacular. This being the largest mob of 

cattle yet to go through, the shopkeepers were understandably nervous. The rush to move their goods to 

safety startled the cattle into a minor stampede. Suddenly the street was filled with billowing dust and 

bellowing wild-eyed beasts as they thundered past the shops to a counterpoint of frantic barking from 

the local dogs. Fortunately the town herdsman was officially in charge, and although a few verandah 

posts were bent and the shopkeepers sufficiently frightened to threaten proceedings against the drovers, 

no further trouble arose. The herdsman himself, stirred by the spectacle of such a large mob of cattle 

heading north, later went to Queensland to discover an opal field and own a station of his own.  
 

Woodlands, Crowlands, Landsborough and Navarre were soon passed. Although the country was hilly 

and rough there was plenty of feed and water and the cattle did well, but the drovers' horses tired and  

they had to buy fresh mounts. The tedium of the long droving trip settled on them, stirring at first light, 

long days in the saddle beside and behind the mob, creeping along at their kilometres an hour and feeding 

as they went: nights of broken rest as they took turns to ride around the cattle, anxieties over feed and 

water. Mosquitoes caused them endless discomfort, and in one place were in such dense clouds around 

their slush lamp, a jam tin filled with fat, with a rag wick, that it was extinguished. The landscape crawled 

by as they went on through St. Arnaud, following the Avoca River towards the Murray, past Charlton 

and Wycheproof, at a rate of fourteen kilometres a day. In this area, on Bael Bael Station, John Conrick 
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saw his first wild rabbit; it ran into a hollow log and they caught it for dinner. Near Swan Hill they found 

a warren in a sand hill, carefully protected against shooters by the property owner, a precaution which 

seems laughable now and was possibly regretted later. At Swan Hill  on the Murray they faced their first 

real problem. There was no way to cross the cattle except by a small punt which was quite inadequate 

for their purpose, so they would have to swim the cattle across, none of which had been in a river before. 
 

So they drove the mob into the water, but as the current caught them they began to ring and soon landed 

back on the bank they had just left. And so it went on for two long days the men in the river nearly the 

whole time, swimming and wading, and at the end of the two days' toil only 500 cattle on the north bank. 
 

Help came on the third day, when a retired policeman took pity on them and offered help. At his request 

eighteen of the local Aborigines,  came with their bark canoes about sixteen feet in length and paddled 

with a long stick, to form a moving fence on the downstream side of the crossing, thus                                                                                                                                        

forcing the cattle to swim straight across, and so all but the most stubborn were put over. These were 

taken over on the punt.  
 

The carrying capacity of the apparently frail bark craft impressed John Conrick immensely. He crossed 

by canoe himself, sittmg in one end, his swag and saddle at the other, and the Aborigine standing in the 

centre to paddle. As they crossed a snake swam with them all the way, only to be tapped on the head 

with a whip handle as it slithered up the bank. 
 

The Murray is the Colonial border between Victoria and New South Wales. Before they crossed this 

border, all goods were examined thoroughly by a Mr. Wise the New South Wales Custom’s officer. The 

only article on which he claimed duty was Conrick's old violin, which he had valued at fifty shillings. 

They left the Murray behind and the next day were faced with fording the Wakool river at 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

      The Wakool River Punt  (Crossing Place)  

 

Talbert’s crossing. Here they were lucky enough to meet a drover named Cameron who was experienced 

in swimming cattle.  
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At his suggestion they selected a small mob of a hundred cattle and mixed the loose horses in with them. 

When they drove the mob into the river, the horses went straight across and the cattle obediently 

followed their lead. The   remainder crossed with no trouble, the whole job taking only an hour instead 

of the three days it had taken to cross the Murray. That night they killed a steer, salted it and put it in a 

barrel on the dray providing enough meat for six men for about a month. The next day they reached the 

Murrumbidgee. The river was in high flood and a kilometer and a half wide at the Balranald crossing, 

pouring through the tall dark trees in muddy swirls and eddies.  
 

The  young men, unwilling to wait for the flood to slacken, had no option but to swim the cattle over, 

and with the confidence gained from their easy crossing of the Wakool they cracked their whips and 

sent the mob in. The water was up to the backs of the cattle before they reached the main channel, and 

the current took them well downstream, but all save one, were safely landed on the other side. The horses 

swam strongly for the north bank, scrambling out under the admiring gaze of the local townspeople, 

who had turned out in force to watch the fun. 
 

They drove the dray as far as the channel, then loaded a boat onto it, lashing it tightly, so that when the 

dray got into deep water the buoyancy of the boat floated the dray over. For this crossing they had the 

assistance of Robert Bostock, who rejoined the party briefly at this point with a friend who was later to 

become a pioneer in Queensland too. 
 

Once over the river these two left the party again and rode ahead towards Queensland. The others turned 

west, following the Murrumbidgee down to Euston Station. Here they were approached by an Aborigine 

who told them that he belonged to the Cooper district, being a Wongkumara of the Wilson River. He 

had come south with a drover a year or two before and was now trying to get home. They employed 

him, and Bostock having left them, they nick-named him Jimmy Bostock; he was to prove invaluable, 

being both a useful guide and a good drover. 
 

And so they came to Euston Township and the Murray again and Mallee Cliff Station with its almost 

perpendicular cliff down which they lost one of their cattle which had become blind from cattle blight.  
 

It survived  the fall to swim back to the Victorian side where a brumby shooter gave John Connck his 

rifle in payment for the beast. Here too they met a Queenslander coming down with a mob of fine 

bullocks: this was William Hood, who was later to become, briefly, Conrick’s neighbour. 
 

One can guess with what interest the young men questioned Hood, and how eagerly on the following 

nights they imagined themselves in his place, settled on their own land with their cows and calves 

grazing the wide plains and their red, white and black bullocks streaming south to the hungry cities.  
 

Pearce, the teamster, was sent down to Wentworth for supplies, for this townhip would be their last 

source until they reached Menindie, about two hundred and forty kilometres north. In his absence the 

cattle were taken across country to a bend in the Darling a few kilometres above the town, where they 

had to be swum across again, but by now they were used to the water and gave no trouble.  
 

Early the next day Pearce arrived back with the dray loaded with supplies. To ferry it over they borrowed 

some empty casks from a man they suspected was a sly grog seller supplying "pinky" or cheap wine, 

who was camped nearby and floated the dray across on them, The next day they spelled the mob and 

took the opportunity to do their washing and other necessary chores.  
 

The next part of the journey lay along the west side of the steep-sided ditch full of greenish-grey water 
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that is the Darlmg river, which would lead them into the real inland. They were leaving settlement 

behind; the country was changing around them from the mallee of the Murray lands to the more arid red 

sandy scrubs. With buloke and turpentine bush, patches of mallee, elegant native pine, stands of taller 

eucalypts, grassy clearing's and blue-bush, this was an alien landscape, predominantly red and grey, 

under a high blue sky. The grey kangaroos hopping away through the Victorian scrub were replaced by 

the great red kangaroos of the island plains, standing tall and bold to watch them pass by towards the 

level horizon. The clouds cleared, and the summer sun burned down with a heat sharper-edged than that 

of summer in Tower  Hill.  
 

The cattle drifted along under a haze of yellow dust that settled on the drovers in layers of fine grime, 

and turned to mud in the rivulets of sweat that streaked their faces, John Conrick had his first experience 

here of something with which he was to become familiar. While scouting ahead for water he thought he 

saw a large lake, only to find to his disappointment that he had been admiring a mirage. There were real 

lake beds nearby, however, although they only filled from the Darling when floodwaters came spilling 

down the Anabranch river towards the Murray. In other seasons these lakes were merely shallow grassy 

depressions or bare clay pans, bordered with the dark-trunked box trees that are a sure indication of 

flood country. On Polia Station the travellers  were given a large quantity of fruit; figs, water melons, 

rock melons and grapes, which was a very welcome treat  
 

Conrick saw his first brumby here, a fine black stallion which had just been yarded, one of a number in 

the neighbourhood. They also met the packhorse mailman who carried the mail between Wilcannia and 

Wentworth, coming south, and took the opportunity to send letters home.  
 

Along the Anabranch a few horses and cattle were poisoned by eating the purple-flowered Darling pea; 

the effect was to madden them, causing some kind of hallucination. Although they were affected for 

some days they managed to keep up with the mob and none were lost. Menindie was an important 

stopping place for all kinds of traffic between the colonies; a small township but busy. Burke and Wills  

had paused here to make ready for their journey to the Cooper; the grave of one of their Afghan camel 

drivers can still be seen there. But the cattle could not follow the explorers' path: instead they must be 

taken along the rivers for as long as practicable. So they veered north-east, still following the Darling to 

Wilcannia. 
 

Wilcannia was, like Menindie, a town of between 300 and 400 people. This was the last town of any 

consequence the young men expected to see for some years, and their last chance to buy what was 

needed to establish themselves on their land. They bought extra supplies, tools for fencing and building 

huts and yards, and a wagon and another team, to carry it all. Brisk business was being done in the town, 

with horse and bullock teams  creaking out towards south-west Queensland with supplies, and thousands 

of cattle passing through to markets in Melbourne and Adelaide.  
 

The track now lay beside the Paroo river, the country along which was occupied but as yet only lightly 

stocked. They plodded through country which after good rains can become a garden of white, purple 

and yellow wildflowers, but in this dry season it was a wilderness, of red sand, grey scrub, blue sky, and 

the Paroo a chain of dusty clay pans and cane grass flat's with only occasional waterholes. They had to 

travel the cattle for sixty five kilometres without water, moving them at night, uneasy lowing shadows 

in the starlight; when they did find water it was very muddy, having been stirred up by other stock. Then 

followed another long waterless stage of ninety kilometres to Goorimpa Station.  
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One day, without realising it, they crossed the channel of the river nine times. They went on through the 

red country, past stands of graceful leopardwoods with mottled stems and spreading crowns, until they 

arrived at Hungerford. This was Queensland at last.  
 

At the border they had to pass through a Customs post again, but this time they were passed without 

penalty. It was here that Conrick saw the largest snake he had ever seen, about nine feet long and thicker 

than his arm, a python, which had recently made a meal of  what proved, when the snake was killed and 

cut open, to be a whole wallaby  
 

Hereabouts they saw a number of mound springs, white mounds like those left on the old gold diggings 

they had passed in Victoria, oozing water which turned the surrounding ground into a morass dangerous 

to stock. When the mud of the many little creeks was stirred up, fish came to the top of the water, and 

the men caught some, hoping for a change of diet, hut found them tasteless and full of bones. The local 

Aborigines, called them Faroo, which they assumed was the origin of the river's name. This was truly a 

new world.  
 

Currawinya Station, and then its outstation, Boorara (owned by Messrs. Hood and Torrens, whose cattle 

they had met near Euston were passed, and then, as the stock route was too rough for them, the wagons 

were sent on up the main road to Thargomindah, while the cattle swung west out through the soft grey 

mulga towards the Bulloo, across what is now Dynevor Downs.  
 

Trees which were to become old friends grew in the red sandy soil, sour plum or mooley apple with its 

dense top of shiny dark green leaves, scaley bloodwood, which bore woody galls among its yellowish 

green leaves prized as a food source by the Aborigines, slender desert poplar, standing up bright pale 

green among the muted grey-green of wattle, cassia and emu bush, and always the misty grey of mulga 

and the spiky silver of its dead trunks,  
 

The birds too were different. The great black cockatoos with their red-banded tails, much larger than 

their southern cousins, screeched in the trees; here flashed the brilliant green ring-necked parrot, the 

subtly coloured blue-bonnet, the vivid green, black and scarlet red-winged parrot The bustard lifted its 

pale neck and tilted its beak to the sky as it walked sedately away, and overhead the great wedge tailed 

eagle circled slowly. Only the wagtail and magpie, the shining crow and the long-striding emu reminded 

them of  home.  
 

They had no heart to admire the scenery, even had they the leisure, for they had badly misjudged the 

distance they had to travel,  and for five days they were short of food. For three days they had in fact 

nothing to eat, and on the others only five fledgling ducks caught after a wild chase across a swamp. 

Bostock the Aborigine lad, caught a fine big rat which they ate, and a snake which Conrick at least was 

willing to share, but unfortunately the dead reptile slipped out of Jimmy's shirt and was lost, and with 

the opportunity to sample it roasted. As soon as practicable they sent Alec McKay on to Norley Station 

on the Bulloo  for supplies, and when he returned with a packhorse load of beef the ravenous young 

drovers gorged themselves to the point that they were painfully incapacitated for 24 hours.  
 

The mob was put over the Bulloo and headed across the red stones of the Grey Range to Mt. Margaret, 

while John Conrick detoured to Thargomindah Station where he was to meet Robert Bostock. Here he 

had his first introduction to the Queensland Native Police. 
 

Inspector Merry Gilmour and Sub-Inspector Herbert, of the Queensland Mounted Police, with eight 
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Native Police troopers, were on patrol, "dispersing" wild Aborigines, who had not long before murdered 

the former owner of Thargomindah Station, John Dowling, (See Vincent James Dowling) while he was 

sleeping by his campfire out on the run. The troopers had caught and punished those they believed were 

responsible. 
 

The Native Police detachments were a mixed blessing in the Outback. Stationed in remote areas, 

officially to control the Aboriginal population and to punish offences against the white man's law and 

property, they seemed more prone to persecute and exterminate their native fellows. This was made 

easier by the policy of employing men of a tribe hostile to the local people, who would feel little 

compunction in shooting traditional enemies.  
 

Where offences were punished, such punishment was often visited on the offenders so long after the 

original crime that it had little apparent connection with it and served merely to bewilder and frighten. 

Some alleged that whole camps were massacred for the sins of anonymous individuals, that the 

Aboriginal population looked on them, according to the "Queenslander" of 1877. as a "terrible and 

hateful body, liable to mysterious and unaccountable outbreaks of blind ferocity."  
 

There was no attempt to bring white men who had offended against the Aborigines to justice, nor to take 

preventive measures  against possible confrontation between the races. The "Queenslander" described 

the treatment of the Aborigines in Queensland at that time as "purposeless cruelty" which brought 

disgrace upon the Colony. 
 

The Native Police, were the subject of long and often bitter controversy in Queensland. Public opinion 

being either that the Outback would be impossible to settle without their protection, or that they were a 

band of sadistic savages whose outrages against their own race were a disgrace to the Government which 

countenanced them. They continued to operate until disbanded in 1900.  
 

This meeting with the Native Police was John Conrick's first experience of the frontier world he was 

claiming as his own, a thinly populated world with a handful of white men among thousands of 

Aborigines far from reconciled to the white man’s presence on their hunting grounds and beside their 

precious waterholes. He watched, listened and learned  
 

Perhaps disturbed by the activities of the police patrol, the aborigine, Jimmy Bostock left the party at 

Thargomindah and disappeared into the bush towards the Wilson  river to find his own people, while 

Conrick and Bostock went on to Mount Margaret.  
 

Here Fred and Tom Archer cut out their stock, gathered together their supplies and equipment and 

moved on towards the Thompson river. 
 

They settled beyond the junction of the Thompson and the Barcoo, and put up their bark humpy where 

the present township of Jundah stands. Droughts, floods  and marauding aborigines,  prevented the 

enterprise from flourishing, but Fred later established Warrnambool Downs Station, near Winton, while 

Tom Archer managed stations in Queensland, New South Wales and Western Australia. 
 

Meanwhile John Conrick and Robert Bostock went on to Eurongella  water hole, on Costello’s Kyabra 

Run, later to be the site of Euromanga  township. Here they left Alec McKay and Pearce in charge of 

the cattle, spelling for two months, while they began exploring the unoccupied Cooper country in search 

of suitable land. 
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CHAPTER  3 
 

SELECTING THE LAND 

 

John Conrick began his exploration with a visit to the nearby stations of the Costello’s and Durack’s, 

who had taken up virgin land on the edge of the Cooper country on Kyabra Creek in 1868. Although his 

horses were leg-weary after the thousand kilometre journey from Tower Hill, the advantages of a first 

hand account of the problems of this new country outweighed the burden of the extra kilometres and 

might save him both time and effort in the long run. Kyabra Station lay on the creek by a particularly 

large waterhole set in good timber, with ducks, pelicans and other wild fowl feeding on the teeming fish. 

At the pise bungalow on the river bank with its wide shady verandah and thatched roof, Mrs. Costello  

made Conrick heartily welcome.  
 

He looked about him, deducing that this waterhole was probably similar to those on the Cooper, As was 

his habit he also cast a measuring eye over homestead and outbuildings, noting their construction for 

future reference.  
 

In the course of conversation, Mrs. Costello related what she recognised as a cautionary tale, an account 

of the death at the hands of the local Aborigines, of the young stockman Maloney, the first white man 

killed in the district, at Wombinderry.  
 

Maloney and an older man had been left in charge of the camp, and young Maloney, having made friends 

with the Aborigines, attempted to impress them with the capabilities of his gun, and foolishly shot one 

of their dogs. When his mate returned to camp one day to find Maloney missing he feared the worst, 

and Costello sent to Thargomindah for Inspector Gilmour  and his Native Police.  
 

Maloney's body was found in the waterhole, and on one still grey dawn the Native Police shot everyone 

they found in a nearby Aborigines' camp. Not long after this murder with its hideous retribution, a stock 

boy arrived at Durack's Thylungra Station with news of the death of Welford, the owner of neighbouring 

Welford Downs, at the hands of an Aborigine newly arrived in the district.  
 

This killing too was punished by an indiscriminate massacre of every Aborigine who could be found in 

the area. Plainly relationships with the indigenous population must be handled carefully, and the logical 

way, it seemed to Conrick, was by keeping the Aborigines at a distance.  
 

While at Kyabra he bought some horses from Costello,  and borrowed a few others that the other man 

was not willing to sell. Apparently the Kyabra horses were unwilling to leave their home, for he had to 

follow them some kilometres back from his camp next morning to retrieve them. He arrived back at Mt 

Margaret the next day and yarded his new mounts. He saddled them with difficulty, for they were all 

green youngsters and inclined to buck, and the station hands gathered round to see the fun.  
 

One sleek black mare in particular gave warning of trouble, although Costello had said that he could 

ride her. Conrick was unperturbed when the local stockmen told him Costello was the finest rider in the 

district, for he enjoyed a good tussle. The black mare obliged.  
 

When he mounted she exploded into action in a cloud of dust, the girth broke and Conrick landed, still 

in the saddle, on the ground. He replaced his gear with more reliable equipment and rode her, but she 

was to remain a lively horse whose progeny were all buck jumpers.  
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With the young men of the neighbouring stations they held a kind of sports meeting, with foot races in 

the evening and horse racing on the following day. According to Conrick, the travellers won all the 

events, the men being fleeter of foot and the horses better bred. Having learned what he could from the 

local people, Conrick deemed it time to explore further afield. With Bostock  he turned back, south 

towards the Bulloo  River, by Dewalla Waterhole and Pininderry Creek, passing the huts of abandoned 

stations, the remains of old gardens and the grave of a former manager, until they reached the Bulloo.  
 

They saw a few signs of Aborigines, the survivors of the people "dispersed" for the murder of John 

Dowling, but apparently saw none in the flesh. From the river they headed over the stoney Grey Range, 

across Bulloo Downs country to Nockatunga Station on the Wilson river, which they crossed near the 

place where Burke and Wills  had crossed.  
 

Still heading slightly north of west the two men went on to Naccowlah , where they found a camp of 

Aborigines, among them their former stockman Jimmy Bostock. He was now, like his fellows, quite 

naked; his bead was bandaged and his hair matted with blood. It appeared that when he got back to his 

people he found that Gilmour's native troopers had wrongly shot his brother as the killer of John Dowling 

and Jimmy determined to avenge his brother by slaying the man actually responsible.  
 

The two men fought a duel with clubs with the tribe looking on. Unfortunately Jimmy had learned 

"white" ways during his absence, and struck what was considered a foul blow, which ended the fight 

and rendered him, according to tribal law, liable to a penalty. His opponents father had the right to strike 

Jimmy thrice on his head with his club, and the young man obediently bowed his head and accepted the 

punishment. He believed that justice had been done.  
 

John Conrick and Robert Bostock were now in the Cooper flood plains. Fed by a number of streams 

which carry a large volume of water after heavy rain, notably the Thompson and Barcoo, which join to 

form the Cooper, and the Wilson  which rises in the Grey Range, the Cooper often floods  after the 

summer monsoons in north Queensland, or after local rain, to form vast sheets of water up to ninety 

seven kilometres wide. When the water retreats to the main channel and the plains dry out, lush pasture 

springs up to form ideal fattening country for stock  At this time the plains were dry, but covered with 

green grass and herbage, and alive with untold thousands of Long-haired or Plague rats (Rattus 

villosissimus) which the women of the local tribe killed with their digging stocks, carrying them away 

in netting bags as a welcome addition to their regular diet   
 

And so they came to the main channel of the Cooper at last. John Conrick's heart quickened as he 

surveyed the country he had for so many years considered his Promised Land.  The country around the 

river was made up of sand dunes, white, yellow and red and stoney outcrops thick with grey scrub, with 

the floodplains streaked with green lignum bush, dense and secret, and braided bands of dark eucalypts.  
 

The waterholes were full and shining, shaded by ancient twisted box gums where the egrets and herons 

stood in elegant anticipation of good fishing. Along the shady banks native hen and swamp hen foraged 

in the grass, and out on the still surface of the water the solemn pelicans paraded in purposeful armadas, 

regularly plunging their immense beaks in unison into the brown water for fish. Startled ducks took off 

in swift flight, arid cormorants, grebes and darters swam and dived in spreading circles of ripples. 

Tortoises basked on the bank in the sun, or floated, dark shadows just below the water's surface. Nor 

was this lush and lovely river without its people, for here and there were large camps of Aborigines, 

identifiable from a distance by the cloud of circling black kites that hung above them, and near at hand 
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by the smell of cooking fish and game.  
 

The two young men passed discreetly by without seeking any contact, and the Aborigines themselves, 

though doubtless aware of their passing, made no move to interfere with the travellers. The white man 

had passed this way before, Charles Sturt in 1845, also Gregory, after abandoning his search for 

Leichhardt in 1858, Burke and Wills with their expedition, Howitt and McKinlay with their relief 

expeditions, and two Anglican missionaries studying the possibilities for establishing a mission  on the 

Cooper. More recently a cattle duffer, Harry Redford, with a thousand head of cattle and a pedigreed 

white bull stolen from Bowen Downs successfully took the gamble on water and feed in the all but 

unknown country along the great river into South Australia, where the herd could be sold safely, while 

behind him came the Bowen Downs manager. following the broad trail of his missing thousand head. 

Occasional men, land seekers, strayed travellers had come, looked, and passed on.  
 

Cattle had grazed by these waters before. They belonged to “Narran Jim,” James Harnell who had driven 

stock stolen from around the Narran and Culgoa Rivers across southern Queensland, picking up a mob 

of weaners from Bulloo Downs  as he passed. He settled them near Maapoo Waterhole on the Cooper,  

building his yards in a patch of whitewood trees. Probably he believed himself safe, so far from the 

nearest settlement; unfortunately he had been seen cutting out the Bulloo Downs weaners by one of their 

stockmen, and a message sent to the police camp on Yowah Creek brought Inspector Fitzgerald and 

eight native troopers along his tracks. They surrounded him while he slept, and he awoke to find 

Fitzgerald standing over him, revolver in hand and handcuffs ready.  
 

Harnell got seven years in goal for his exploit, and the ownership of the cattle became the subject of 

another court case. It was said that when Fitzgerald was at Maapoo he found a versatile branding iron, 

with removable parts which could be used to create many different brands, which he threw in the 

waterhole in case it fell into other dishonest company. Now John Conrick, riding down the Cooper, saw 

a tree blazed with "J. H." at Maapoo Waterhole, and the remains of Narran Jim's hidden yards.   
 

The first legitimate occupation of any of this country took place with the acquisition of 120 square 

kilometres, the Maapoo block, under an Occupation License in 1868; the licensees are believed to have 

been Charles Enright and J. B. Tinson, who stocked a block on the Cooper in 1869 but abandoned it 

shortly after.  
 

Conrick and Bostock rode on in a generally westerly direction along the north bank of the Cooper. This 

north side was Stoney downs, with jump-ups – flat top stoney hills in the blue distance, and the Cooper 

winding through the dark green band of trees on their left. Compared with the flood plains, the Stoney 

downs were very dry, the Mitchell Grass standing in bleached tussocks among the red stones, with the 

only green being the gidgea and minaritchie trees in the creases of the downs, marking where ephemeral 

streams ran after rain. They lunched on the river bank, on a big sand hill which rose sharply near a bend 

in the river marked by stretches of low rocky cliff and several outcrops of rock, a great waterhole with 

a small green island in it glistening in the sun at their feet. 
 

Beyond this point the river turned south-west, and five kilometres further down they came to Fort Wills,  

the famous Depot 65 of the Burke and Wills  expedition, of which Conrick had heard and read so much. 

The two young men examined the place with melancholy interest The fort was built of vertical logs, and 

was about five metres square and two metres high, overlooking Bulloo Bulloo Waterhole, with the Dig 

Tree just west of the enclosure. Conrick searched the ground for relics of the expedition and found 
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several lead bullets at the foot of a tree trunk, horse-shoe nails in the ashes of a campfire, a sixpenny 

piece, and in a hole in one of the logs of the fort palisade a large spring-backed knife. The marks left by 

the expedition, the dates of their arrival and departure, the word "Dig" to indicate the location of buried 

stores, were clear on the blazed box tree.   
 

Coming as they did, from the Colony which had despatched the expedition in such feverish expectation 

of an exploring triumph, and whose inhabitants had awaited the outcome at first with confidence and 

then with growing unease, only to share the horror and mourning when the disastrous end became 

known, John Conrick and Robert Bostock found Fort Wills of absorbing interest.  
 

At last they remounted and moved on down the river. About eight kilometres further on was Oontoo 

Waterhole, which Howitt had named the Fishpond after catching some fine fish there. There were 

several Aboriginal camps there, and Howitt's mark on a tree by the waterhole. The two men were using 

Wills narrative and observations as their guide, and according to Wills the South Australian border lay 

about three five kilometres further west They decided to follow the river until they were well  inside that 

Colony.  
 

In another nineteen kilometres they came to an immense waterhole, Cullyamurra, on the north bank of 

which Alfred Howitt had formed a depot when he returned to the Cooper to retrieve the dead explorers  

bones, and where he had left a cache of clothing for future travellers  who might have need of them.  
 

At the southern end of this waterhole they crossed the river and followed the southern bank, where they 

found the tree under which Burke had died, bearing Burke's initials and the date of his death, Howitt's 

initials and those of explorer McKinlay  of the South Australian Relief Expedition. A few kilometres 

further on they reached the place where Howitt had found the lone survivor, King,  with the Aborigines, 

and the beginning of the channel of the Strzelecki  Creek which the explorers had hoped would lead 

them to safety.  
 

The two young land seekers had no wish or need to go further through what they knew to be inhospitable 

and dangerous country. John Conrick liked the country along that part of the Cooper and there appeared 

to be plenty of water, but they were in the neighbourhood of the South Australian border, as yet 

unsurveyed and so on doubtful ground. They had also been told, incorrectly as it happened, that Thomas 

Elder had taken up  all the adjoining country. Conrick, remembering the lush pastures of the flood plains 

upstream, felt that it was more sensible to return upriver to Goonabinna Waterhole, the point where they 

had first come onto the Cooper, about one hundred and sixty kilometres back. Bostock however 

disagreed with this decision and determined to settle on the country around Innaminka Waterhole. Their 

minds made up, they turned their horses' heads north again and retraced their steps, up the Cooper and 

across to the Wilson river and thence back to the waiting cattle. 
 

 On October, 3rd  1873, Conrick and Robert Bostock left Eurongella Creek with  the remaining cattle. 

They pushed them south across Mt. Margaret Station to the Wilson river, across new country. On the 

fourth day they came to a very steep gap in the Grey Range, which presented a serious obstacle for the 

dray. After studying the problem for some time they resolved it by cutting timber to tie on behind the 

dray as a brake, fastening a rope to the axle of the dray and running it around a tree as a control.  
 

With the shaft horse in, they lowered the dray slowly down the incline. It was an operation they were 

relieved to see successfully completed, and Conrick was to comment on it in his account of the feat 

years later, that he believed that no one after him ever attempted it.  
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With the cattle safely over the range, Conrick rode back to Mt. Margaret to collect a pair of staghound 

pups to add to his household, putting them in pack bags on either side of his packhorse on top of the 

supplies of beef he had got from the station. These dogs resembled a foxhound, but were of heavier  

build and would eventually grow to sixty centimeters at the shoulder, with a smooth coat of mixed 

colours and white. These he hoped would be alert guard dogs.  
 

As he came down the gap in the range he picked up some opal specimens, the first he had seen. Although 

he was interested, the fire in the glassy stone was no temptation and he rode on. Soon after, a good opal 

mine, the Little Wonder, was found only about forty eight kilometres away which proved very profitable 

to the owners. The next day the party reached Conbar Station on the Wilson, an outstation of Hughes 

Nockatunga,  and a couple of days after that arrived at the head station itself, perched on a hill beside a 

fine deep waterhole. While  they were resting there Bostock and Ware's team arrived from 

Thargomindah, with Frank Doveton in charge.  
 

Doveton had with him a former Inspector of Native Police, a Captain Herbert, once aide-de-camp to a 

Queensland Governor. At this time they also acquired the services of a "civilised" Aborigine called 

Simon, who knew the people and the language of the Cooper. For his part, Conrick had engaged as hut-

keeper a practical back-country bushman, John Normand and Pearce  the teamster was also to stay with 

him. 
 

They left Nockatunga to turn westward along the Wilson to Nocundra Waterhole, where they left the 

river and the only road, going south to Wilcannia, and headed west to the Cooper. Theirs were the first 

teams to traverse this country. After a few uneventful days they passed Noccowlah Waterhole, where 

Jimmy Bostock’s people had been camped previously, but they found the place on this occasion, 

deserted. Next day they crossed the flooded Cooper at Goonabinna and made camp for the night on the 

north bank. 
 

The day was October 28th  1873. The trip from Tower Hill . had taken eleven months. 
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CHAPTER  4 
 

THE JOURNEY TO CHARLEVILLE 

 

As the new settlers were bedding down in their camp for the night. Inspector Stafford and eight Native 

Troopers, on patrol, with Jock Simpson, a local identity, came down on their tracks to camp the night 

with them. The presence of the Native Police in the neighbourhood probably explained the 

disappearance of Jimmy Bostock’s people, whose experience of  the troopers, was, as we have seen an 

unhappy one.  
 

Next day the newcomers rode over the country nearby and selected a site for the Conrick head station 

on rising ground near a long waterhole called Wathereye, on the western channel of the Cooper. While 

riding about they saw a number of  "wild" Aborigines, wary black shadows which disappeared into the 

water-holes or melted into the dense lignum at their approach. 
 

With Conrick settled, Bostock’s party, Doveton, Captain Herbert, Alec McKay and the Aborigine 

Simon, went on with their stock down the river to Innamincka to take possession of their land. Bostock 

himself beaded for Charleville to apply to the Land Court there for John Conrick's selection as well as 

the Innaminka country for himself.  
 

In his absence, Conrick brought his stock in to the new station and put Pearce in charge of them, with 

orders to ride among them every day to check that none were missing. Until the cattle came to know the 

country they wandered sometimes further afield than was safe or convenient, and Pearce had to retrieve 

them. Whenever he saw the tracks of Aborigines near the cattle he had to follow them up and warn the 

natives men away. He went always armed with both rifle and revolver,  but fortunately he never found 

himself in a situation where he felt it necessary to use arms against them.  
 

Conrick himself always wore two revolvers. Now the ring of steel axes echoed over the waterhole, and 

the sharp-edged chips flew as branches were cut into posts and trimmed into rails. Normand and Conrick 

built a stockyard, milking and branding yards as urgent necessities; Conrick did the cutting and carrying 

of the timber, and Normand the building. Because of the crooked timber the completed yards had a 

strange contorted appearance, as if viewed through a constant heat shimmer, but they were strong and 

serviceable. When the yards were done they put up a hut for protection against the weather and the 

Aborigines. Yards and hut were finished on the eleventh day after their arrival and Conrick felt their 

position had been  made secure. 
 

Then came bad news. Robert Bostock, on his way to Charleville had talked unwisely to people he met 

along the track, describing in glowing terms the new country they were taking up on the Cooper, so that 

by the time he got to the township someone had forestalled him and lodged a prior claim to the 

Goonabinna  country.  
 

Conrick had stocked the land in compliance with  the regulations, and being in possession could have 

secured his run by having recourse to the law. However, knowing that he could get equally suitable land 

further down the Cooper, and wary of the complications of going to court, he decided to abandon his 

first selection to Messrs. Doyle and Nutting, and take up country downstream.  
 

This time, however, he would go to Charleville and apply for his country himself. There was no hurry, 

for Doyle and Nutting had plenty of land already for their few head of stock, so he made leisurely 
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preparations for  the trip. Before leaving he dug a little plot of ground for a vegetable garden, planted 

his seeds, and fenced it with roley-poly, a round prickly bush, as a protection against the plague rats, 

which were everywhere. Then he put his two horses  in the dray, tied his saddle horse behind, and set 

off for Charleville, confident that Pearce and Normand could cope with things in his absence 
 

Soon after setting out, Conrick came upon a group of "civilised natives", one of whom he persuaded to 

go with him and drive the dray. He named the elderly man Pompey. The first stage of the journey was 

a short cut of 48 kilometres across country without water. Conrick had not brought a water bag. and the 

day was extremely hot; Pompey, perched in the sun on the dray, found the heat very trying. When they 

finally reached a water-hole the thirsty black man threw himself into the water and remained there, 

soaking in the shallows for some time. He caught a fine fish which they enjoyed for their lunch, after 

which Conrick rested under a tree for a time to avoid the worst heat of the day.  
 

When he felt ready to move on he called to Pompey to bring up the horses, but there was no reply,  

Pompey had disappeared into the scrub. The white man's mode of travel  was not to his liking, and it 

was months before he was seen again. John Conrick had no choice other than to go on alone. He tied his 

saddle horse to the leader in the dray and took Pompey's place on the seat This situation was not entirely 

to his liking. In his own account of the journey the distances he travelled alone are mentioned several 

times, and when companions appeared they were welcomed. Certainly he had been warned that the 

Aborigines of the region could be dangerously unfriendly. Nevertheless be pushed on and next day 

reached Nockatunga Station.  
 

Beyond Nockatunga he expected a stage of thirty two kilometres without water, but found the waterhole 

he had depended upon all dried up and full of mud. Conrick had made what was to be a common mistake 

for newcomers to this unforgiving landscape, he had badly underestimated the power of the central 

Australian sun in midsummer, and its effects both on water supplies and on the human physiology. 

Ignorance of these facts was to kill many men on the Cooper in years to come.  
 

The unremitting heat had taken its toll of the young man's strength, and badly dehydrated, ill and weak, 

he realised that he must retreat to Nockatunga. He took the dray horses out, mounted his saddle horse 

and drove the others before him for sixteen kilometres, by which time it was dark. When he dismounted 

to rest he was appalled to how weak he had become. He was unarmed, his revolver having been left at 

Nockatunga, and the appearance of two Aborigines out of the dark alarmed him into an attempt to 

remount and move on. He found himself unable to get back on his horse. Rather than take advantage of 

his weakness to rob or murder him, as he feared; the Aborigines helped him back to the station, which 

they reached at dawn. Put to bed by the station people, he had time to reflect. He realised that no matter 

how strong a man was, the Cooper summer could kill in a matter of hours, and if he found himself 

without water it would certainly destroy him.  
 

He had explorer McKinlay's journal with its comments on the temperatures he had endured in the Cooper 

country with heat reaching 74 deg. c. in the sun on one occasion, but mere words on paper could not 

convey any sense of the breathtaking intensity of that heat, nor suggest how debilitating to the human 

organism prolonged exposure to it could prove. The experience was a salutary one. After two days' rest 

and kindly nursing, although not completely recovered, he was ready to continue. "I never like to be 

beaten," was his comment, but he had learned caution. Facing one hundred and forty two kilometres 

without water, he left the dray and drought horses behind and hired two men to follow with it to 
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Cunnamulla, buy supplies and take them back to the Cooper for him. Loading what gear and food he 

could on his saddle horse, he set out again, bedevilled by a blinding head-ache from the sunstroke, but 

determined to lose no more time. At Thargomindah he bought a packhorse to carry his supplies and 

relieve his own mount of the extra load.  
 

Travelling  on thus rather more comfortably, he passed through Bingara Station, and forty kilometres 

further on he came to Eulo, a township consisting of a pub and a store on the Paroo, River. Next day he 

went on to Cunnamulla on the Warrego, where after five hundred and sixty kilometres of solitude he 

found someone to travel with him at last, a new arrival from England named Morris who was heading 

up the Warrego looking for work. The dangers of travelling  alone were further impressed upon him 

by an incident on the road to Charleville. About thirty two kilometres out of Cunnamulla they 

passed an encampment of Aborigines,  near the road. A few kilometres on they met and passed the 

time of the day with a lad of fourteen named Stacey who was on his way down to Cunnamulla 

to spend Christmas with his parents. Shortly afterwards they met the manager of Tickleman Station, 

also on his way to that town.   
 

They heard afterwards that when the latter reached the place where Conrick and Morris had seen the 

Aborigines, he found Stacey's horse tied to a tree and the lad himself dead on the road. The presumption 

was that he had dismounted to talk to the Aborigines and had been killed for the money in his pockets. 
 

That night they camped at Coongoola Station and the next at Claverton, where Conrick- met Inspector 

J. B. Nutting, one of the men who had taken up the Goonabinna  land he had selected. He said nothing 

about it, remembering the consequences of Bostock's idle chatter, and also because he had no wish to 

risk antagonizing one of the police  on whom the fringe settlers must rely for protection. 
 

Murweh and Dilalah Stations were next on the road; he spent the night at Dilalah where he was 

regaled with the story of the capture of a bushranger at the station. From  Dilalah he reached a crossing 

place on the Warrego with the delightful name of Bubbligigs, which was thirty two kilometres from 

Charleville, and so on to his destination, having covered eight hundred kilometres from Goonabinna 

at an average of sixty kilometres a day. 
 

As soon as he arrived in the town he took himself to the Lands Office, where he found that most of 

the Cooper frontage in Queensland was taken up with the exception of a short stretch on the South 

Australian border. He took up this area of about one hundred and seventy square kilometres, two blocks 

called Finland I and 2, the Occupation license for one year costing 5/- a kilometre and a half, to be 

followed by a 21 year lease, the rent to rise every seven years. Finland No. 1 included the great 

waterhole where he and Bostock had lunched, and Bulloo Bulloo waterhole, beside which stood the remains 

of Burke and Wills'  stockade. Sandy and clay-loam flats narrowly edged the Cooper, dotted with box trees 

and carrying a little saltbush, with a few sand hills and clay pans. The rest was Stoney rises with Mitchell 

grass and herbage, and a few naritchie trees along the little creeks. 
 

Well pleased to have his business so speedily and well concluded, he indulged himself with a short holiday. 

He liked Cunnamulla and its people, and as there was a race meeting in progress be met all the 

surrounding squatters as well as a number of men  who were still looking for land. The leading light of 

the day was the Police Magistrate, Parry Okeden who was later to become Commissioner of Police  for 

Queensland. Parry Okeden was a fine all round athlete, and invited John Conrick to participate in some 

of the athletics events. 
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In his own account of the day, Conrick was later to comment modestly that as he was weak from drinking 

bad water and from the long trip, he only competed in the weight (shot) putting and hammer throwing 

events, both of which he won easily. 
 

After a few days spent in entertaining and useful talk with other land owners of the area it was time to 

return to the Cooper. Retracing his journey all went well until he reached Bingara Station between Eulo 

and Thargomindah when it rained heavily. 
 

Beyond the Station he found the country very boggy, the creeks all running and progress was very 

difficult. This was John Conrick’s first experience of the effect of rain on the country, and he found it 

exhausting, so much so that when he made camp at last, late at night he had no heart to do more than 

hobble the horses, put down his rug on the wet and muddy ground and fall asleep without either boiling 

the billy or even having a bite to eat. He slept soundly until daylight, and woke to find the water had 

risen and was lapping around him where he lay. 
 

Wet through, he rounded up his horses and doggedly set out again. During the day he met another 

traveller, a man looking for work whom he engaged for Bostock and Ware on Innaminka. John Wilson 

was to work for many years for Innaminka and Nappa Merrie Runs, eventually going to the Diamantina 

where he was killed by Aborigines,  near Glengyle Station. 
 

Beyond Thargomindah it rained heavily all night turning the ground into a morass. At the end of the day 

Conrick had great trouble finding enough dry wood for a fire, the ground was soaked and squelching 

underfoot, but this time he cut a stack of gidgea boughs, laid his waterproof on top and made a bed  

where he slept secure in the knowledge that he would wake dry in the morning.  
 

This experience is in marked contrast to that of the outward journey, where he had suffered sunstroke 

and severe thirst on the same stretch of track. Two days later he was back at Nockatunga where he hoped 

to retrieve his revolver, only to find that it had been borrowed by someone else. He must go unarmed 

into the uncertain Cooper country. 
 

The track continued boggy and waterlogged, and the horses became exhausted. Crossing one creek his 

mount became so firmly mired in, that he had to take off the bridle and saddle and leave her floundering 

helplessly in the red sludge. He lit his fire, boiled the billy and ate the last of his food for dinner, then 

rested a while, watching the flicker of flames and the twist of blue smoke rising up, with the mare 

thrashing spasmodically in the creek bed as an accompaniment to his thoughts, Then with a last violent 

effort the mare wrenched herself free of the bog and struggled onto the bank. 
 

Even after a good spell the horses were so near the end of their strength that he had to walk and lead 

them, taking three weary days to cover a distance he should have done in one. Then he came to the 

Cooper and found himself faced with a final frightening obstacle, The Cooper was running in high flood. 
 

The horses were done, and he had been three days without food. Before him lay a river ten feet deep 

and sixty feet wide, with a current running at about six and a half kilometres an hour, and in the past his 

attempts to learn to swim had sent him straight to the bottom. Although his camp was only a short 

distance off; he had no revolver with which to signal, and a coo-ee or a smoke signal would, he feared, 

bring the Aborigines down on him. It seemed to him that the alternatives were death from starvation or 

wild Aborigines, or learn to swim that day. 
 

His self-confidence came to his aid. He went upstream for about a two kilometres from his station, 
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stripped and cautiously entered the water. When it was up to his neck he reminded himself of all the 

instructions he had been given in the past, lifted his feet and struck out slowly. 
 

For the first time in his life, perhaps because the current was carrying him, he found that he could keep 

afloat. The current took him to a curve in the northern bank of the river where he soon touched bottom 

and waded out. 
 

Exhilarated at having somehow learned to swim, he stepped out cheerfully, stark naked, in the direction 

of the station, keeping well away from the lignum and trees to avoid meeting any Aborigines and so that 

Norman might see him if he was keeping a look-out.  
 

Sure enough, when he was a kilometre away Normand appeared, running toward him in great 

excitement, astonished to see that he had somehow crossed the river, When the Cooper rose, and  

knowing that Conrick could not swim, Normand had made a boat from a large case covered with bullock 

hide, with a keg on one side to act as an outrigger and a paddle made from a sapling and some boards. 

He had been waiting for a signal to come and collect the boss. 
 

Next day they swam the horses across the river without any trouble. With a strip of river frontage 

secured, and a new skill acquired, it was a happy home-coming. 
 

The journey had also taught Conrick some valuable lessons about the country he was to make his home, 

He had been brought face to face with the paradox of the Cooper country; one side of the coin was the 

furnace heat of summer that withered, crisped and finally killed the green growth, blurred the horizon 

with deceptive image, dried the earth to apparent sterility and drew the life from the men in a few short 

hours. The obverse was the malevolence of the rains, which made the sand cling and clutch at feet and 

hooves, turned the iron-hard clay pans into deep bogging mires and turned dusty cracked flood plains to 

a sea of apparently bottomless, glutinous mud, while previously pleasant waterholes gave place to 

torrents of unexpected power. 
 

As the years passed he was to find that almost as many died in the flooding streams or perished from 

thirst. The country had its benign moments, but for most part it was a land of extremes.   
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CHAPTER 5 
 

SETTLING IN AT NAPPA MERRIE 

 

The next day, 18TH March, 1874, Pearce collected the £40 owing to him as wages, and left, having had 

enough of this lonely life so far from European contact. Conrick, himself now took over the stock-riding, 

with Normand to attend to all the other jobs on the station. The worst of the summer heat was over: with 

the weather more congenial the work was less onerous. Each morning he had to track the horses, 

sometimes walking four and a half to six and a half kilometres to find them. Before starting on his rounds 

of the cattle, counting them and keeping the Aborigines,  and their spears at a distance. 
 

One day some of the cattle swam the channel and travelled twenty kilometres towards the south. By 

necessity Conrick was becoming adept at the art of tracking, a skill he was to develop until he could 

track nearly as well as the Aborigines. He followed the cattle tracks until he picked the mob up and 

started for home, but darkness closed in and he had to camp. The night was cold, and he was in shirt 

sleeves, he had no food, no blankets, and no matches to light a fire. All he could do was lay his saddle 

on the wet ground as a pillow, and holding the reins in his hand so that the hobbled horse could not get 

away and make for home, get what rest he could. To add to his misery, mosquitoes swarmed in thick 

whining clouds in the darkness and bit him savagely. He was stiff and weary in the morning, but his 

cattle were safe. He climbed onto his mount and took the mob home. 
 

For two or three weeks this routine continued, Then one day as he returned from the cattle he saw some 

Aborigines leaving the camp. Exploding in anger, he spoke sharply and at length to Normand of the 

perils of encouraging the wild men to come round the station, for he was afraid that he might come home 

one day to find Normand murdered and the station reduced to smouldering timbers and hot ashes. He 

felt that the man should have been aware of the risk he ran, having been on a station on the 

Murrumbidgee which was attacked by Aborigines. Normand resented the reprimand and, perhaps glad 

of the excuse, gave a week's notice. 
 

Conrick was sorry to lose the sturdy bushman, for he was a first-class man and although reckless in this 

instance, was experienced with the Aborigines. Aware of the difficulties he would face without help, 

Conrick immediately cut out his biggest bullock, and killed and salted it while Normand was still on 

hand to help, not knowing how long he would have to manage on his own. At least he would have a 

supply of meat. 
 

This happened at the end of May. Conrick describe it as "a very dirty business." left alone, cut off from 

supplies by the flooded river, with Aborigines all around him, he felt he had been betrayed.  
 

The practical difficulties he faced, however, were such that there was no time for brooding; now he had 

to cope with everything. In the morning he milked four cows and made his own butter, fed a pet calf he 

was rearing, and twice a day watered his little vegetable plot. For the rest of the day he rode with the 

three dogs, now well grown among the cattle. Every day he shot four or five dingoes, and regularly laid 

poison, but notwithstanding his efforts to control the pest, he lost eleven per cent. of his calves to the 

wild dogs. Often at night he would get up to finish off a marauding dingo suffering under the jaws of 

his dogs, shivering in the sharp inland cold.  
 

For two months he lived thus on his own, riding the floodplains and the red sand hills in the singing 

silence of the inland day, with the lurking yellow dingo slipping over the dunes and through the thick 
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dusty green lignum, and the kites and eagles balanced on dark wings in the sun-bleached sky. The crows, 

perched on the mulga or flying up from carrion, called him with harsh mocking voices. As he rode he 

was acutely aware that dark eyes could be watching from every patch of nitre bush, any stand of scrub, 

of darker shadows in the shade of the tree along the channels of the Cooper. 
 

The Aborigines, of course, had concerns of their own. The country provided a good living in what were, 

compared with many other parts of the continent, confinable circumstances, Not for them the terror of 

failing water supplies, for the river's permanent waterholes guaranteed a refuge in dry seasons. Nor 

would they starve, for those same waterholes teemed with fish. Whenever Conrick paused beside a 

shining stretch of river he saw the silver flash and the widening rings of ripples where fish had jumped, 

while the bank was often littered with those discarded by a people able to select for size from an abundant 

catch. 
 

As he moved about his land he came upon tree stumps which bore the blurred mark of a stone axe where 

someone had cut timber to build a wurley, or a river gum with an oval scar where a piece of bark had 

been cut out to make a dish. 
 

He glimpsed the Aborigines in the distance, fishing in the waterholes with their fine meshed nets, and 

when he found scraps of string and netting, rolled them up in his fingers, trying to identify the source of 

the fibre. As the floodwaters ebbed the Aborigines made fish traps with barricades of herbage across the 

flood channels, which prevented the fish returning to the main waterhole, while the drying out of shallow 

lakes revealed the stakes which had supported nets laid to entangle the fish.  
 

Occasionally he startled an Aborigine busy diving for freshwater mussels, seal-like in the opaque water. 

He might have seen the men stringing nets above the waterholes, ready to drive a flight  of ducks into 

the net by mimicking the call of the whistling kite.  
 

Sometimes the women were seen, their children beside them, sweeping the clay pans with bundles of 

cane grass to collect the seed cases of the clover-leafed nardoo, or threshing bundles of seeding pepper 

grass. He might come upon a woman walking back to the camp, her wooden pitchie on her head filled 

with the fruits of her harvest; seeds, fruits, wild tomato, tiny melons, berries, or the little nutgrass bulbs 

they called Yowar. Small lizards, grubs of nestlings. Now and then he found a discarded grindstone, 

worn silky smooth by many years of constant use in grinding the coarse flour from which the women 

made a kind of bread, or paste. 
 

Ranging farther afield he found little groups of wurlies, abandoned during the hot weather in favour of 

the light airy windbreaks they used in summer. Sometimes travelling  along a creek he found a place 

where the local people had dug a soak in the sandy bed to tap an underground seepage, or on a hillside 

found a little rock hole reservoir, plugged with a stone, and marked the location in his mind for future 

use. Here and there were large mounds of earth, carefully covered with an arrangement of small boughs, 

short vertical timbers around the sides, and long ones laid side by side on the top, which were the resting 

places of the dead. 
 

Squatting beside a little fire to boil his billy, he would pick up a strangely symmetrical stone, which 

would prove to have been neatly shaped into a blade or scraper, the lost or broken elements of wooden 

hafted tools. But these were of little consequence, it was the Aborigines' weaponry he was wary of. The 

men carried long spears, often barbed, and several boomerangs thrust into their string belts, they also 

had sturdy clubs. In the hands of a strong athletic man, skilled in their use, they demanded respect. He 
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may never have seen the most fearsome of their armament, the long sword-clubs, made from hardwood, 

with a sharp edge, and curved slightly like a giant boomerang. These heavy clubs, wielded at close 

quarters, must have been very effective. 
 

At evening he returned to the little hut of timber and thatch, as the corellas settled in the box trees in 

screaming clouds of white, and homing galahs flew past with sunset caught in their wings. He ate a 

lonely meal under the attentive gaze of his hounds, rewarded for a word or a pat with a thump of tails 

on the earth floor, or a muffled whine of appreciation. If there was any spare time he made green hide 

ropes, harness and whips, against the day when his equipment began to wear out. 
 

In the quiet of the night he amused himself by playing his violin, the sweetly civilised tones of the old 

instrument sounding oddly in that almost untouched wilderness. At last, when the corellas had ceased 

their interminable squabbling over roosting places, with the eerie howl of the dingo rising under the 

swathe of bright stars and drifting through the trees along the river bank, he lay down in his clothes with 

two revolvers in his belt and his shotgun and rifle close to his hand, and composed himself for sleep. 

The dogs curled themselves at the door with a sigh and waited for the dawn. 
 

His precautions were justified, for one morning, just before daylight, the hounds charged out of the hut 

to attack a shadowy shape which he assumed at first to be a dingo. However, the scream of pain and 

fright that arose was unmistakably human, and he knew that the Aborigines, after two months' 

observation of his movements, had decided to attack, surrounding the hut ready to send down a volley 

of spears as he came out to milk the cows. 
 

He was not surprised, McKinlay had told in his journal how the Aborigines, while not hostile in the first 

stages of contact, had become restive when the explorer had remained in their country, first driving off 

his horses and cattle, and then warning him of the imminent approach of a great flood, in the hope of 

frightening his party away. This was a logical reaction to the occupation of their traditional lands by 

strangers, but Conrick had no doubts as to his own right to remain on what was in European eyes, unused 

country. 
 

He snatched up his guns to reassure himself that they were ready to use, then cautiously put his head 

round the comer of the door and whistled to the dogs, about fifty metres away. Obediently they 

abandoned the man they were savaging, When Conrick examined him, revolver in hand, he saw that 

though the Aborigine was badly lacerated, he would recover. When he spoke to the victim he feigned 

dead, even when the white man gave him a good hard kick. However, when Conrick put the revolver to 

his ear and clicked the trigger the Aborigines eyes flew open, rolling in terror. His companions had fled 

when the dogs attacked, and were nowhere to be seen. Conrick made him understand that he was not 

going to be killed, and that he could take refuge in an abandoned wurley about three hundred and seventy 

metres away where his friends could find him. 
 

The Aborigine crawled painfully into the shadows to this haven, and the next night his fellows returned 

to take him away. Conrick's reason for sparing him was that as a young man he was only doing what the 

elders of the group had sent him to do. Conrick knew that most white men would have shot him at once 

and without compunction; he felt moreover that they would be correct in so doing, in self-defence. His 

own conduct was in the long term justified in his eyes by the fact that word of his merciful dealing 

spread  quickly among the people of the Cooper country, with stories about his terrible dogs. By this act 

he believed that he gained both the respect and the trust of the people  amongst whom he must live. 
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Commenting in later years on this incident, Conrick claimed “I was not in the least afraid, and felt 

perfectly safe, a feeling I have always had when in difficulties.” This self confidence was of course 

partly the result of having taken every precaution against surprise. “If you are asleep your revolver is 

asleep, but not so your dogs. 
 

Conrick never again had trouble with the Cooper people, although several murders were later committed 

by them in the district, no one interfered with him and within three years of this incident he was 

sufficiently at home with them to be able to step between two groups who were fighting and stop the 

hostilities. 
 

He remained cautious however and when meeting strange Aborigines, insisted from the outset that they 

drop their weapons, not allowing armed men to come within sixty yards of him because he knew how 

they carried boomerangs not only in their girdles at the front, but also concealed behind. His insistence 

that they disarm, he believed, was to save many lives in the Innaminka district as settlement progressed 
 

As the years passed. and the relationship between the natives and the Europeans on Nappa Merrie 

changed from mutual suspicion to acceptance, the tribal elders would warn Conrick when troublemakers 

were in the district. 
 

Within a few months he was able to persuade a few of the men and boys to work for him, so beginning 

the association of white man and black which was to prove crucial in the working of the Cooper pastoral 

holdings. 
 

The Aborigine proved to be good at cattle work, their skills enabled the vast stations to be worked by a 

handful of white men in charge of a bunch of Aboriginal and part Aboriginal workers who could be paid 

by rations, clothes and a fraction of the cash a white stockman would demand. 
 

Soon after the attack, Conrick had a visit from two stockmen from a station about fifty kilometres away 

to the east. These were the first white men he had seen in two months. After weeks of solitude he must 

have given them a hearty welcome, and listened eagerly to any news they could give of the outside 

world. In the morning he saw them ride off, and the silence fell again as he continued his lonely life, 

waiting for the dray to arrive from Cunnamulla with provisions. 
 

At last the distant sound of cracking whips, then the laboured creaking of the dray was heard, as the 

horses floundered through the bogs and floodwater. The going was so heavy that Conrick sent an 

Aborigine down to Innaminka for help, Wilson, Doveton and another man came up and they spent three 

days getting the load over thirteen kilometres of sodden country. In some places they had to take the 

horses out and pull the dray across with ropes, after the bags of flour had been off-loaded and 

manhandled to dry ground. When the supplies finally arrived at Goonabinna  hut, Conrick was ready to 

move downstream to his new country. 
 

With Doveton, McKay and a William Dawson he packed his possessions, mustered the cattle and headed 

down the Cooper to the place the local Aborigines called Nappa Merrie,(gnappa, water; merri, sand 

hill), the sand hill by the great waterhole where he and Robert Bostock  had lunched, which they reached 

five days later. The site he selected for the homestead was a long high sand dune which rose sharply 

from the bank of the Cooper on the north side of the main channel. At the eastern end it petered out on 

the edge of a stoney rise, with outcrops of larger rocks, on the cliff which the river had, over the ages, 

cut through this rise. The Aborigines of the forgotten past had carved their symbols and from its stone 
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shaped their knife blades and adze stones, and on the northern slope laid out for their rituals the 

ceremonial patterns of stone mounds, undulating lines and enclosures, on a clearing made in the red 

gibbers.  
 

The dune itself was their campsite, elevated above the surrounding ground for a clear view of game and 

approaching strangers, close to water but well above flood level, soft and comfortable to sit upon. The 

western end of the dune dropped down to the grey sandy clay of the river floodplain, dissected by narrow 

channels and heavily wooded with twisted old coolibah trees. 
 

At the foot of the dune was the Cooper, in flood time a wide eddying torrent of muddy water, in dry 

seasons a great glistening waterhole seventy three metres across, where waterfowl gathered, flocks of 

black and white pelicans paddling or gathered on the banks in the sun, black swan, cormorants drying 

ragged wings, herons, egrets, darters, and duck. Kites gathered in the trees to snatch the water birds 

catch if they could: bitterns, native hen and stilts haunted the rushes and verges, and snowy corellas and 

grey and rose galahs screamed in the treetops. 
 

From the top of the dune, John Conrick could look out to the north and south where the red stoney 

downs, thick with Mitchell grass, lay along the horizon, and east and west where the river ran, with the 

channel, pool and white sandbar in the long ribbon of dark trees. To his eye, now educated in the ways 

of the Cooper country, this was the ideal site for his head station. They camped there that first night, and 

the men went fishing in the waterhole, which was sixty feet deep; Conrick caught a huge golden perch, 

the umperoo of the Aborigines, which was the biggest he had ever seen. As well as perch there were 

catfish (woka woka) bream, a smaller kind of perch and yellowbelly or callop, which together with small 

freshwater crayfish would provide variety when they felt like a holiday from a diet of salt beef. The next 

day, on sand littered with the ashes of dead fires and discarded implements of the displaced Aborigines, 

they began again the task of building. First yards, then a house, cutting timber on the river-bank and 

carrying it to the sand hill. Conrick had a narrow escape from death on the day they started the house. 

When cutting down a large tree which had become entangled in another as it fell, he tried to free his 

timber by chopping away the obstructions. At the first stroke of the axe, the tree fell clear, missing him 

by centimetres. From that day he let hanging trees hang. 
 

McKay put up what Conrick described as a nice little house, with upright stumps upon which were laid 

logs, the crevices between being filled with a pug of sand and clay. 
 

The thatch was cut from the bank of the waterhole, using a stringy-bark which the Aborigines called  

coorna, which they laced to the sapling roof frame with green hide to make a cool and perfectly 

watertight roof. Around the house they built a thatched verandah to keep the rain from the walls and 

provide a cool shade for summer. A short distance away they built a meat house of saplings with walls 

and roof of polygonum boughs, a cool and dry airy place to hang their meat. McKay also made a brine 

cask in which to store meat. 
  

Conrick was very impressed with McKay’s wide range of bush skills, but his admiration increased when 

the man undertook his next task, which was to make a supply of mud bricks from sand and clay, using 

a wooden mould, from which they built a kitchen, separate from the house for safety and coolness. Here 

Dawson, another experienced old bushman, officiated cooking satisfying meals and beautiful bread in 

their camp oven for wages of thirty shillings a week.  
 

The stockyard for branding and other purposes was sturdy and solid, and some of the posts they put in 
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then were to last for forty-five years before they had to be replaced. Nearby was a milking shed. Yet 

another improvement was a gallows for preparing a beast for the brine cask, two forked posts fourteen 

feet high with a revolving crosspiece so that one man with ropes could hoist a bullock up single handed. 

The dead beast was hung all night, and on the following day, split into four, with the bone taken out in 

summer, and then carted to the brine cask, with a small quantity of fresh meat  kept in the fly-proof meat 

safe. Salt for meat was one commodity which was always in good supply. Once when the vegetable 

garden failed, Conrick lived on meat alone for three weeks. 
 

And so they settled to the routine of cattle keeping. The mob had to be accustomed to their new pastures. 

and kept from straying. The tracks of a few Aborigines,  were seen but the people themselves kept out 

of sight. The Aborigines were still numerous in the district, and were keenly aware of the potential of 

the new beasts that the white man had brought to the Cooper. When the cattle were grazing in outlying 

areas of the run someone therefore had to watch over them at night, and for this purpose a watch-box 

was made.  
 

This was a small light wooden hut, which was portable, with handles projecting from each end for ease 

of carrying. This provided a spear-proof shelter from which the watchman might fire his gun to warn 

off intending cattle killers. Conrick’s first watch-box was made without loopholes, and this brought 

about an unpleasant adventure, One night it was surrounded by Aborigines, who tried in vain to batter 

in the door. Failing in that, they rolled the box over and over until the man inside was totally disoriented, 

and finally carried watch-box and watchman to their camp. Afraid that they might set fire to the box, 

the man inside, flung the door open and waited, his old muzzle loading gun on his arm. Among the fifty 

or so men in the camp was an older Aborigine who, recognised the white man as one who had done him 

a favour in the past, and he successfully appealed for his release. The watch box was provided with 

loopholes at the first opportunity, 
 

One day Conrick crossed the river and rode south for some forty eight kilometres to look at the country, 

On the way he saw the tracks of strange cattle, which he assumed were beasts lost from Harry Redford's 

stolen herd, and now making their way back towards the country where they were bred. 
 

The cottage was finished just in time to accommodate George Ware, who at last arrived on the Cooper, 

having followed the tracks of the expedition from Wilcannia. With him was a friend, James Aitken, and 

they were on way to Innumincka to see the country which Robert Bostock  had taken up for Bostock 

and Ware. Ware admired the simple but solid improvements built on Nappa Merrie, but stayed only one 

night before going down to Innumincka. 
 

Shortly after he sent a message back to Conrick, using the customary method of inserting the letter in a 

split green stick which was tightly tied to hold the message firmly in place, and then given to an 

Aborigine to carry up river. When it arrived Conrick was in the hut, loading an old gun to shoot a 

bullock, and when the messenger looked in at the door to see the muzzle pointed in his direction he 

assumed that Conrick was preparing to shoot him. Dropping the message stick he fled for his life, and 

one of the stockmen swore that the terrified man touched the ground only five times in fifty metres, and 

beat all records for the hundred metres. The message, when Conrick retrieved it, was that Ware was 

dissolving his partnership with Bostock. 
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Plaque attached to the restored St. Ann’s Cottage - 2015 
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Rock walled well at St Ann’s Cottage Homestaed -2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Old cattle yards at St Ann;s showing the bare rocky environment – 2015 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

EXPLORATION 

 

With the head station established on Nappa Merrie and the pleasant winter weather continuing, there 

was time to look further afield. Conrick and George Ware determined to do some exploring in the 

Diamantina country to the north. The purpose of the journey was to look at the country with a view to 

taking up further blocks for pastoral use, but no doubt for young men only twenty-two years old it 

seemed a grand adventure to go exploring in the footsteps of such men as Charles Sturt, Burke and 

Wills, and also McKinlay and Howitt of the Relief Expeditions. There was also the attractive spice of 

danger in venturing out into new country, among unknown tribes of wild Aborigines. All in all it 

promised to be more interesting and entertaining than riding around the cattle. 
 

The young explorers collected horses, guns, ammunition and food sufficient for a couple of months. 

With them went Frank Doveton and John Wilson, and a little Aboriginal lad they called Napoleon, which 

he altered to Napolyaimie, as having a ring closer to his own language. John outfitted with the journals 

of the explorers Wills and McKinlay, elected himself leader of the expedition, while George Ware, with 

watch and compass, kept dead reckoning of their route and wrote a journal giving an account of 

waterholes, topography and anything else of interest along the way. Wilson was cook, while Doveton 

took charge of the horses, packs and ammunition, with Napoleon as horse- tailer, he collected them in 

the morning light, and hobbled them at night. 
 

They set out, heading north from Nappa Merrie over the gibber downs to the jump-ups, hills with flat 

rocky tops, which represented the remnants of the original plain which had been eroded away by the 

wind and water of the ages. They travelled  along the banks of the creeks on soft ground to save their 

horses from the rough going of the downs, where the earth was closely covered with small stones that 

clinked and crunched under their hooves. Charles Sturt had found that continual travel over the stoney 

desert could cripple horses, and had to abandon one of his mounts with its hooves worn to the quick.  
 

On the second day they crossed the highest point of the range, beyond which they could look out over 

kilometre upon kilometre of sand hills lying in their path. They followed a creek which Napoleon told 

them was called Pudla Patchie, of "good clay", which ran north-easterly into a lake bed which 

disappointingly proved to be dry, so they retraced their way along Pudla Patchie and made camp on a 

dry grassy flat.  
 

Here they unsaddled the horses, and put saddles and packs on the grass, settling themselves among them. 

Doveton went to a pack bag to look for matches, which he had thoughtlessly packed with the 

ammunition. In moving things about he must have accidentally struck one of the matches, for a few 

minutes later, as Conrick was leaning across this bag to pick up his towel, there was a violent explosion 

among the powder flasks. Conrick was thrown backwards, his whiskers and hair scorched off one side 

of his face and head, his right arm and hand badly burned, and his clothes set alight, while the grass on 

which they were camped caught fire. Powder flasks, oils and medicines were scattered over a circle 

thirty feet across. Young Napoleon ran to his aid and extinguished the burning clothes, while the other 

men stamped out the grass fire which surrounded them. When the flurry of activity was over, and the 

first shock dissipated with the realization that Conrick was still alive, the others burst into roars of 

laughter. He was very indignant, but they insisted that in their place he would have laughed too, for one 
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side of his face was white and the other comically blackened. There was probably relief in their laughter, 

because he was lucky to be alive; the explosion had sent brass powder flasks and other debris flying past 

him with immense force. As it was, he was temporarily deafened and seriously burned. with no salve to 

put on his hand and arm, since all their medical supplies had been destroyed. He could only bandage the 

burns and endure the pain, being determined to continue the expedition. They named the place Explosion 

Waterhole and there they remained until John Conrick was well enough to ride a cantankerous and 

sometimes dangerous horse.  
 

When he could travel they continued north for about sixteen kilometres over mountainous dunes of soft 

red sand, rippled and sculpted by the wind, silent under the sun and marked only by the tracks of lizards 

and insects and occasional birds, and with no sign of water anywhere. They turned back from this sandy 

wasteland and retraced their steps to the ranges and to the camp. On the next day they rode twenty six 

kilometres west into South Australia, leaving the hilly country for plains and sand dunes, until they 

reached a fine little lagoon called Malgerangoora, where there was a large camp of Aborigines, few of 

whom had seen a white man before. They appeared friendly and pleased to see the strangers, confirming 

Sturt’s  experience of these people. Conrick felt safe therefore in exploring their camp, where he saw 

the largest wurley he had ever seen, about ninety feet in circumference, which they told him was for 

corroborees. He also got a lot of information about the surrounding country, particularly that to the north, 

towards the Diamantina where he hoped to go. In the morning they headed north again, and eight 

kilometres later came to a small creek running toward Sturt's Lake Lipson, with very good waterholes. 

Checking with his journals, Conrick established that they were close to McKinley’s route, when he and 

Hodgkinson travelled  east into Queensland. 
 

They had named the highest hill they could find, Mt. Wylde, and this sand hill Ware and Conrick 

climbed, and cut their initials into the trunk of a small mooley apple tree. Returning to the rest of the 

party they found that the creek they were following came out of Sturt's Stoney Desert. These creeks ran 

only after rain, but waterholes remain for a time after the stream has ceased, and one of these appeared 

to be permanent.  
 

While Conrick was examining the waterhole, Ware walked up the creek alone, when he did not return 

as dusk drew in they became anxious, and the sight of a crowd of Aborigines running swiftly away in a 

south-westerly direction did nothing to ease their minds. They set out to look for him but had not gone 

far when they saw him returning He had been badly frightened, for he had accidentally blundered into 

a big encampment of Aborigines. Fortunately they bolted for their lives when he appeared, as did Ware, 

in the opposite direction, and he returned to camp somewhat chastened.  
 

The next day they went westward, on the border of the Stoney Desert, examining the country, which 

they found in excellent condition, the gibbers, almost hidden by the thick growth of Mitchell grass and 

herbage, the shrubs and small trees in the creases of the downs green and healthy after rain. One of the 

waterholes they saw that day was in a few years to become the homestead site for the great Cordillo 

Downs Station, but on this day only the corellas’ harsh cries from the Gums, and the trilling of the zebra 

finches in the bushes near water, marked the explorer’s passage. 
 

At this time John Conrick was suffering great pain from his burns, so the party decided to return. They 

rode south for a few days until they came to Patchewarra Creek, where they camped. Here they were 

visited by a wild clean skin mare, about five years old. According to the Aborigines, her dam had been 
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left there, lame and exhausted, by a white man passing through that country some time before. The old 

mare had been killed by the Aborigines, but the filly was too savage to be approached, and so she had 

survived. Conrick later established that the man in question was George McGillivray, who had strayed 

from his route when travelling  from his station below Normanton to the Paroo in the summer of 1870.  
 

McGillivray and his Aboriginal companion had eventually made their way down the Strzelecki  Creek, 

coming close to death from thirst, to the northern settlements of South Australia and safety. Frank 

Doveton was later able to yard the mare, and she became a quiet and useful mount. Conrick was greatly 

relieved to reach Innumincka Station, for his hand and arm were by now in a very bad state. The medical 

chest at Bostock's  hut yielded Australian Ointment, which was applied to the burns with the happy 

result that in a few days they began to heal, and he returned to Nappa Merrie able to get another one 

hundred and thirty square kilometres of land, mostly flood plain across the river to the south of Finland 

No. 2, thus almost doubling the size of his run.  
 

Shortly after this Robert Bostock and George Ware, confirmed that, as John Conrick had suspected, 

their land was on the South Australian side of the border, rendering their Queensland leases worthless. 

The news came with the arrival on the Cooper of Henry Colless from Bourke. With his stock, having 

taken a South Australian lease in partnership with Joseph Becker. Ware promptly moved his stock and 

plant up the river to Nappa Merrie, to go into partnership with John Conrick. The enforced abandonment 

of their first expedition north had been a disappointment for the young settlers.  
 

John Conrick did not like unfinished business, so when towards the end of 1875 William Ware, George's 

younger brother, came visiting from Victoria, the three young men decided to continue their exploration 

north of the Cooper. Once more the supplies were packed, the horses gathered in and the explorers’ 

journals consulted. Once more George Ware put his compass in his pocket and his notebook in his pack, 

and they set out, their starting point this time forty eight kilometres west of Innumincka, and their 

heading north-west, over the stoney country. Twenty four kilometres out the party came on a small 

waterhole, called Derraderrawyindrinnie, and thirteen kilometres further on, Catchicumbo Waterhole, 

where they camped.  
 

By the light of the campfire George Ware made his notes and sketches of the day's travel, as he was to 

do for the whole trip, then they turned in. Next morning, after marking a tree with the letters “I.N.” for 

Innumincka and Nappa Merrie and the number 1 denoting the camp, they struck off towards 

Malgerangoora Lagoon on their previous route, and camped on their old tracks, Early next day they met 

a large group of Aborigines, and were able to persuade one of them to accompany them as a guide for 

the rest of the journey. They put Yarrie, who was about twenty years old, on a spare saddle horse, but 

as he had no idea of controlling the horse they put it with the packhorses and let it jog along with them, 

carrying the Aborigine past Nilpi Nilpi and out into the Stoney Desert in stranger circumstances than he 

could ever have imagined.  
 

The country was very rough, but well covered with Mitchell and other grasses, with salt and cotton bush, 

shrubs in the creek beds and the waterholes full from recent rains. After crossing a range of hills they 

came on a creek which Yarrie told them was Pandirra where they made camp, in years to come this 

would be the site of Haddon Downs Station. Their next camp was Naratella Waterhole, where Conrick 

shot an emu. The Aborigine was astonished by the gunshot and even more surprised at the effect of this 

startling noise. Conrick told him to cut off whatever portions of the big bird he fancied to give to any 
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friends he might meet, and that night he presented the meat to a young Aborigine and his newly acquired 

wife who were occupying an otherwise deserted camp.  
 

The next day took them through hilly country, following a valley which led them north-east. While they 

lunched at a large shallow waterhole called Kalpie, George Ware, checked his chart and estimated that 

they were about five kilometres from the corner of the Queensland border, on 141 deg. E. Longtitude. 

In the afternoon they rode through the valley, which widened into a small plain between the ranges. 
 

A lone Aborigine was seen heading north. Startled by their approach he fled in fright as they cantered 

after him, and led them to a camp, consisting of a brush wind break and a small fire where several 

women were collecting and winnowing grass seed for food. In their fright, as the horsemen galloped up 

on the heels of their panting mate companion, they hid their babies in the wind break, where they 

whimpered like a litter of abandoned puppies. Yarrie and the white men did their best to reassure the 

terrified family group. The man was powerfully built and athletic, about one hundred and seventy 

centimetres tall, and they nicknamed him Willie Ware after George's younger brother. 
 

Leaving the little camp behind they had not gone far when they saw in the distance another Aborigine 

apparently digging into a sand hill, according to Yarrie he was catching snakes. Conrick decided to have 

a little fun at his expense. He turned his mare towards the sand hill, and when she sighted the man she 

headed for him with ears pricked, the rest of the party following. The sand muffled the noise of the 

horses hooves, and the native, preoccupied with his hunting and by this time almost buried in the sand 

hill heard nothing. His first intimation of their presence was the touch of the mare’s nose on his back. 

He turned his head, screamed and huddled on the ground in abject terror, these being perhaps the first 

white men and horses he had ever seen. The young men were highly amused, and Yarrie cackled his 

enjoyment at what seemed to him too a great joke, before calming the man and persuading him to join 

the expedition.  
 

They camped a few kilometres further on. When the white men had eaten, sharing their meal with the 

two Aborigines, they in turn roasted the snake the newcomer had caught, and, after offering a portion to 

the other three, enjoyed it as dessert. Then the fire was made up with a few good logs to keep it going 

during the night, the guns were checked carefully and the party settled to sleep, the Aborigines on one 

side of the campfire in plain view of the white men on the other as a precaution against possible 

treachery, The Wares and Conrick with revolvers tucked into their belts and their guns taken under the 

blankets to lie safely at hand.  
 

The inland silence fell, the stars sharp in a blue-black sky, the campfire dying to a flicker of flame over 

a comfortable bed of glowing coals, and the only sound the small rustlings of insects and the occasional 

slip of a burning log. Out of the dark came a dingo, drawn by the fire and the scent of roasted meat, to 

snuffle around between the sleepers. John Conrick rose silently from his blankets, took a stout burning 

stick from the fire and belted the visitor soundly in the ribs. The dingo dropped, writhing, hot coals 

scattered over the Aborigines' blankets and brought them yelling to their feet, while the Wares sat up, 

bewildered, to complete what Conrick recorded as an amusing tableau by firelight.  The dingo apparently 

dead, the men went back to sleep, but sometime later the dingo recovered and tried to get up. Conrick, 

who slept very lightly, roused at once pulled out his revolver and put a bullet through the dog, bringing 

the party once more to their feet. The snake hunter; having had enough of being terrified out of his wits, 

fled into the night to be seen no more, but Yarrie, more experienced in the strange ways of the white 
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man, took it in his stride. The rest of the night passed quietly.  
 

The next day they disturbed another large group of Aborigines who had seen them approaching and 

taken refuge in a waterhole. They all appeared greatly frightened, and were persuaded out of the water 

only with great difficulty. Another family group was seen while they were crossing a grassy plain where 

a few gidgea trees grew. An Aboriginal man and two women were seen in the distance, and as Conrick 

spurred his horse to catch up with them they broke into a swift crouching run, so that the mare had to be 

pushed to her best pace before they were caught. The man was dragging his spear through the grass 

between his toes, to be ready for a swift attack, but he was not given a chance to use it, and Conrick 

made him understand that they meant him no harm. 
 

They came then to what Conrick considered the first permanent waterhole they had seen since leaving 

the Cooper. This was Theta, destined to become the site of the small township of Biota on the 

Queensland border. The country here was covered with a long grass valued by the local people for its 

seed, and here and there were scattered dry heaps of this grass left after threshing. There were a number 

of fine waterholes, one big one being called Wyeroo. 
 

This was the watershed of a big creek which was to be called Farrar’s Creek which runs into the 

Diamantina. They had left the stoney country behind, and were crossing clay pans and sand ridges, with 

the floodplains of the Diamantina to their west. 
 

They arrived finally at a large waterhole, Thundapurtie, when they halted on its banks an immense flock 

of whistling duck rose like a cloud from the water and swirled away overhead, much too high to reach 

with a shot. They decided that, with rations running short they would turn back at this point, and even 

the knowledge that McKinlay's abandoned dray could be found on the flood country to the west did not 

tempt them away from the direct route home. For the last time they marked a tree at the eastern end of 

the waterhole on the southern bank with the number of their camp, then mounted up and headed a little 

east of south towards the Cooper.  
 

Riding among the sand hills, Yarrie pointed out the burial place of forty two Aborigines, killed in a 

skirmish with the Queensland Native Police some time before. This, Conrick concluded, explained the 

fear of the Aborigines they had met. Fourteen kilometres on by a waterhole, Yarrie showed them the 

grave of an Aborigine who had been wounded in the same affray and escaped, only to die here by the 

water.  
 

Another campsite worthy of note on their way home was at Cadelga waterhole, on country which was 

to be taken up first by Robert Frew, and occupied by the Hungerford family as Cadelga Downs. The 

waterhole was an Aboriginal camping place, and as the explorers came up to waterhole in the darkness 

to make their own belated camp they disturbed a group of people who vanished discreetly into the night.  

Left in sole possession the white men built their campfire, and Conrick shot some of the galahs roosting 

in the tree above. Despite the commonly held opinion that the galah is totally inedible, Conrick was to 

comment later that he preferred it to most birds, and found it almost as good as duck.  
 

Next day they came upon several running creeks, evidence of local thunder storms, through which they 

had to swim the horses. They camped in sand hill country at Cooramoolappinnie Waterhole, and the 

next day came to Sturt’s  Lake Lipson the Milkah of the local Aborigines. From here they made their 

way back without incident to Innamincka and Nappa Merrie. 
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CHAPTER 7 
 

DOWN THE STRZELECKI 

 

By the end of his first year on the Cooper, Conrick was very short of station supplies. It was too far, in 

his opinion, to send to Cunnamulla in Queensland or to Wilcannia in New Souih Wales, but as South 

Australia's Port Augusta was only eight hundred kilometres away, and the nearest seaport, he felt that it 

would be better to open a track down the Strzelccki Creek and obtain his supplies from the south. 
 

An old blackfellow who had been on Baker's BIanchewater Station, which had been established in 1872, 

far to the south, told him that there were plenty of white men there, but also plenty of Aborigines along 

the Strzelecki,  where there was water to be found in soakages and waterholes. These Aborigines had a 

bad reputation, having murdered a couple of shepherds "and raided settlers”huts, herds and flocks 

further south, but Conrick felt the benefits to be gained from opening the Strzelecki  route far outweighed 

the dangers. 
 

He questioned the old Aborigine closely as to distances and water. The man's indication of "five sleeps” 

to Mount Hopeless Station he took to be about one hundred and eighty kilometres, he found afterwards 

that it was closer to three hundred and twenty kilometres. He persuaded the old man to go with him as 

a guide from waterhole to waterhole along the creek, promising to pay him with clothing and as much 

food as he could eat.   
 

Conrick set out on the day after Christmas, 1874, with two drays and a man to drive the second team as 

well as the old Aborigine. They were well-armed, carrying shotguns, rifles and revolvers. They left the 

Cooper at Innamincka Station for the wide sandy valley of the Strzelecki Creek, a valley so shallow that 

there was no clearly defined creek channel, merely a flood plain and a series of waterholes.  
 

High summer on the Cooper was a time of blazing days and nights that remained smotheringly hot, 

when every wind that stirred brought the red-brown dust billowing scross the claypans. The sun flamed 

down on the deep reddish-orange dunes to the east. baking the landscape under a wavering heat-

shimmer. The air, like a blast from an oven, dried the eyes and mouth and made timber and metal burn 

under the hand like coals. The wind rattled in the stunted trees and swept the loose sand from the dunes 

in stinging gusts. After a few kilometres the sight of fresh green foliage, the grey-green of box trees and 

the rich dark green of bean trees, indicated a waterhole called Burley Burley, men and beasts paused 

gratefully to drink, the old Aborigine diving into the water to soak while drinking.  
 

As they came upon this waterhole, Conrick noticed that there was a large number of ducks, so he decided 

that in future he would go ahead with the shotgun to try for a shot. When within a short distance of the 

next hole he put the Aborigine in the dray in his place and went ahead, and was lucky enough to get 

some fine birds, beginning a routine which was to keep them in fresh game for nearly the whole journey. 
 

The state of the waterholes themselves was reason for concern. He estimated that in the intense heat of 

summer the water could last at most three weeks, which was a bad omen for the return trip. At the same 

time, critically studying the terrain, he judged that in flood time the whole valley would be under water 

and this proposed route to the south closed. The party's slow progress down the creek after one hundred 

and thirty seven kilometres brought them to Pulkeeta Waterhole, a large expanse of water surrounded 

by big trees. As usual, Conrick went ahead with the gun, stalking the ducks carefully behind a screen of 

lignum bushes. Something had disturbed the birds already, for as soon as he showed himself they rose 
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in a dark cloud of clapping wings. He fired, and at the same instant two boomerangs flew from behind 

another bush. As three birds fell to his shotgun, two Aborigines, dived precipitately into the waterhole 

and were not seen again. Conrick would have been happy to share his, game, but the startled Aborigines, 

once clear of the waterhole, took to their heels, believing they had been in the presence of a coonki, a 

Spirit. Meanwhile, Conrick’s Aboriginal guide retrieved the lost boomerangs, enjoying the joke 

immensely. They camped there that night and dined on roast duck. 
 

Their next camp was Yerungarrowie Waterhole, where they saw blazed trees, the first signs of 

civilisation. These marks had been left by South Australians who had in 1866 brought stock into the 

area in search of feed during the big drought of that year. There was no surface water, but Conrick dug 

a soak in the creek bed, where, two feet down they got a supply of slightly brackish water. 
 

The next day they came to Goora Goora, where Aborigines were camped on a soak a couple of feet 

deep. Conrick elected to camp about sixty four metres from them, and took the horses out but when he 

approached the Aborigines objected strongly. His immediate reaction was to insist that they drop their 

weapons, including those they carried tucked into the back of their string girdles. This he had made his 

rule when approaching an armed group. Facing them boldly, and speaking through a young man who 

had a few words of English, he made them understand that the white men intended to get water whether 

the Aborigines liked it or not. The elders of the group protested vociferously, urging the young bloods 

to attack, but they replied with a warning gesture towards the white men's firearms, and explanations 

that this was the man with the "sulky" dogs, a reference to the attempt on his life at Goonabinna  a year 

before.  
 

When the white men began to shovel out the soak to get a better supply the only opposition was verbal. 

Conrick's assistant was not happy to camp so close to the Aboriginals, but Conrick believed they were 

safer there than if they had retired to a distance, where they would be vulnerable to a night attack, in any 

case, he was not about to turn tail when faced with a dangerous situation. That night they slept with their 

heads under the cross rail of the dray as usual, so that they could not be hit on the head, keeping their 

weapons under the blankets to prevent them being stolen and used against them. There was one 

disturbance during the night shortly after settling to sleep, Conrick heard a rustle, and when he 

investigated he found a camp dog chewing the harness He picked up a tomahawk and chopped the beast 

on the back, sending it howling back to the Aborigines' camp. The din brought them to their feet at once, 

and while the assistant was smitten with dread of the consequences, Conrick assured him that the 

retribution exacted on the trespassing dog would be an added deterrent against aggression. So it proved, 

the old men tried once again to incite the young men to attack.  
 

After a night during which Conrick slept well while his assistant lay in wide-eyed terror until dawn, they 

moved on to Artracoona, where there had been a small station, Wallalderdine, occupied by the Waike 

brothers, but now abandoned. The slab hut and stockyards the haunt of lizards and birds.  
 

Thirteen kilometres further down the creek they camped at Carraweena, where they found water once 

more in a soak about two feet deep. The next morning was New Year's Day. Conrick marked a tree with 

his initials and the date, and they celebrated by spelling themselves and the teams. On the 2nd of January 

they moved on. Traces of white settlement were seen more frequently now, a soak which had obviously 

been dug with spades and signs of a camp, and another stock yard and slab hut which had been put up 

by a man named Galbraith, a member of Howitt's second expedition which had passed this way, who 
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had briefly occupied the country with the intention of forming a station there. 
 

Five kilometres further on they crossed the Strzelecki  Creek again at Galbraith's crossing, where the 

water was some hundred metres wide and a metre deep, they made camp at Monte Collina thirteen 

kilometres further on, where a native well some two metres deep had to be deepened and enlarged to 

supply enough water for the horses.  

 

Beyond this point the Strzelecki veered west towards Lake Blanche but the little party continued south, 

crossing a patch of sand hills which were very soft and difficult going for the horses. Beyond lay a flat 

covered with good timber on more deep sand, the heaviest going Conrick had ever experienced, and 

"rough as the Bay of Biscay", the drays bouncing and plunging over the uneven ground so violently that 

it was almost impossible to ride on them. 
 

They took the narrow passage between the two large salt lakes, Blanche and Callabonna, and at that 

point left the sandy country behind to travel  over open stoney ground. A soak in Yarla Creek was 

useless for watering the horses, the place being so infested with wasps that the horses would not go near 

the water, so they continued to Mulligan Spring – the Mullachan of the Aborigines, where there was an 

outstation of Blanchewater Station. 
 

Here they met the first white men of the trip, who were astonished to see two drays and two white men 

coming out of the mirage from a direction in which they believed there was no settlement, and greatly 

impressed by the news that they had come down from Queensland. The last white men who had come 

down the Strzelecki from Queensland were Harry Redford and his accomplices, who had sold their 

stolen Bowen Downs cattle to the manager of Blanchewater, in 1870. 
 

Conrick rested here for the day, hearing the latest news from the south, a great pleasure for men who 

had received no mail for several months. They had the added enjoyment of watching the three stockmen 

breaking-in colts, Blanchewater at that time being used for horse-breeding, with some three thousand or 

more head on the run. They left the outstation refreshed and cheerful, the hapless assistant probably 

particularly pleased to be out of what he saw as a dangerous wilderness, and on the road to civilisation. 

Forty kilometres on they came to a very large spring called Petamurra, but the water where it gathered 

in a pool was tainted by the bodies of dead cattle, and water for the horses had to be laboriously gathered 

in a billy where it flowed from the spring. Conrick shot a bustard which proved to be large and fat and 

roasted on the campfire made a change from their regular diet of duck, and was some compensation for 

the stench of dead cattle. 
 

On the next day, 6th. January 1875, they arrived at Blanchewater, head station, to be greeted by the 

storekeeper, George Marzetti, with liquid refreshment of a kind not specified. He nearly dropped the 

precious fluid when he heard that they had just come through from Queensland. The manager, Pat Long, 

and his stockmen were astonished that they had successfully achieved the impossible, and gave a terrible 

account of the Tinga Tingana people, whom Conrick, with his policy of bold confrontation, now 

believed harmless. Below Blanchewater they were on what amounted to a beaten track leading towards 

Port Augusta.  
 

They camped the first night at a soak known locally as the Crow's Nest, in a creek lined with tea tree, 

and next day found themselves in rough hilly country on the edge of the blue-shadowed peaks of the 

Flinders Ranges. Passing another Blanchewater outstation thirty two kilometres on, they came at last to 

Mount Freeling Police Station, where Troopers Smith, Flynn and Higgins received them with every 
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kindness and the news that about sixty five kilometres further on there was a large copper smelting 

works at Bollabollana, and, better still for their purposes, a general store. From a prospector he met 

there, Conrick bought a couple of ounces of gold found in the hills nearby.  
 

Next day they passed through Yeralina, the most northerly sheep station in the Colony, which had just 

been bought by Thomas Elder, and on the following day arrived at his Umberatana Station. A busy and 

thriving flock of 10,000 more sheep having just arrived from Beltana, another Elder station over the 

ranges, the sheep station was something of a novelty to the cattlemen. Here they met Kearns, a teamster 

with a fine bullock team, whom Conrick offered £30 a ton to cart supplies up to the Cooper.  
 

The teamster looked askance at the drays and the armament they carried, and refused the job as being 

plainly a more dangerous one than he was willing to attempt. At last they arrived at Bollabollana, where 

the smelter was idle and was to remain so permanently, although the manager was still in residence. The 

store-keepers, Messrs. Whitbread and Hantken, sold Conrick the whole contents of their store, mainly 

rations and he loaded the drays, delighted to have saved himself a further three hundred and twenty 

kilometres of travel  to Port Augusta. After a day's rest, they set off on the return trip. All went well until 

they reached Petamurra Spring, where after heavy rain they got hopelessly bogged.  
 

They could move only by unloading the drays, carrying the contents to dry ground, and then pulling out 

the carts. After a few kilometres of this toil Conrick decided to leave the teams and the drays where they 

were, as there being no Aborigines about and walk on the eight kilometres to Mulligan outstation. 
 

They spelled at Mulligan for a couple of days, then, the weather having cleared, they returned to the 

teams with two fine draught mares borrowed from the outstation and brought the drays up to Mulligan, 

where they spelled for another two days before setting out on the long, lonely pull up the Strzelecki.   

Although the track would be heavy in places from the rain, as they had already seen, at least there would 

be plenty of water to see them back to the Cooper. 
 

Quietly confident of a successful end to the experiment they set off, and thirty two kilometres along the 

track they met George Ware, who had ridden down with a young Aborigine to meet them and give 

whatever assistance they could. And so, although the Strzelecki valley was boggy in many places, they 

got safely back to Innamincka without further delay. John Conrick had proved that the Strzelecki route 

was practical for teams, and could serve as an outlet for the cattle and sheep now arriving on the Cooper 

in great numbers as the country was taken up and stocked. 
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CHAPTER  8 
 

BACK TO TOWER HILL. 

 

Henry Colless had settled on Innamincka, building a stone cottage close to the place where Robert 

O'Hara Burke died and was buried. Now, a short distance away on the north-west branch of the Cooper, 

William and Walter Hood had taken up four hundred and thirty five square kilometres of country which 

they named Terrawara Station and stocked it with cattle from south Queensland.  
 

Beyond them again, in the country where the Cooper floods  spilled out from the channel into a series 

of large shallow lakes rimmed with gnarled old box trees, nearly seven thousand eight hundred square 

kilometres of good pastoral country was taken up by Hector and Norman Wilson. The Wilson brothers 

were lively young sportsmen who, like Conrick and Ware, hailed from Victoria. A life of pleasure, 

apparently without responsibility, enlivened by elaborate practical jokes and horseplay, culminated in a 

trial, for which they were sentenced to a week's gaol.  
 

The next year the young men and one of their friends were removed, or chose to remove themselves, 

from the Melbourne sporting scene of racetracks and hunting pink. Their friend, Michael Pender, took 

up land north of the Cooper in Queensland, at Lake Pure, while the Wilson’s took up Currawinya  Station 

on the Paroo , in 1874, and shortly afterwards acquired the leases on the Cooper as well.  
 

Soon after John Conrick arrived back from the flinders Ranges, the Wilson stock arrived on the Cooper 

from Currawinya in the care of H, G. Salmon. A thousand breeding cattle, a thousand crossbred sheep, 

and fifty well bred mares with a thoroughbred stallion. With the stock came a dray loaded with supplies, 

drawn by a good bullock team, and a horse team. As good neighbours, Conrick and George Ware, were 

at hand to lend what help they could. The Cooper at the crossing place was quite deep, and Salmon had 

trouble getting the stock and dray over. In attempting to float the dray across he sank it in a twenty foot 

hole, so an Aboriginal lad had to dive down with a bullock chain and hook it onto the dray so that the 

team could pull it out. After great difficulty they got the sheep over the water, but the lambs could not 

be persuaded to cross, and in the end Conrick and George Ware ferried them over in a dugout George 

had cut from a large gum tree. Then Salmon drove the stock into the scattered box woodland and sand 

ridges of the lake country to set up Promised Land, later to be known as Coongie  Station, on Coongie 

Lake.  
 

In January, 1875, Edward C. Laughton, an Adelaide Stock Agent purchased the block of land originally 

put aside for the establishment of a mission station to minister to the aborigines, as an expression of 

gratitude for their kindness to the survivor of the Burke and Wills expedition. This area of six hundred 

and fifty three square kilometres had been rejected by the Anglican, the Moravian and the Lutheran 

missionaries, as being too remote from sources of supply for the intended purpose, the two latter setting 

up missions at Kopperamanna and  Killalpaninna instead, on the lower Cooper, in 1857.  
 

The land was eventually put up for auction and Laughton obtained it for £80,5,5. The lease was however, 

held over, pending the survey of the South Australian and Queensland border, and Laughton prudently 

refrained from putting stock on it. In September, 1875 Conrick took up yet another piece of land, the 

Oonangoorah block south of Nappa Merrie block. adding another ninety square kilometres  to his run, 

consisting of bare stoney rises with Mitchell grass,  with a few minaritchie and gidgea trees in the little 

gullies, and gums in the creeks some gravelly flats streaked with long narrow sand ridges. 

1 
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Another arrival in 1875 was J. W. Lewis, sent by South Australian Government to examine the country 

north-east of Lake Eyre. After following the Warburton River to Goyder's Lagoon and back to Lake 

Eyre, he then crossed to the Cooper and followed that river from the mission station at Kopperamana 

until its channel spread out into lakes and small channels beyond Lake Perigundi, through which he 

travelled to Innamincka where he arrived on the 20th May. He spent a week examining the area and 

visiting the site of Burke's grave. Frank Doveton had just shot a beast, and generously supplied Lewis's 

party with fresh beef.  
 

Up the river at Goonabinna, Doyle and Nutting had stocked Conrick's original selection of country, 

naming it Chastleton Station, and by the end of the year could muster 460 head of fat cattle in first class 

condition to send to market. lnnumincka, Promised Land, Terrawara, Chastleton, now there were several 

neighbours within a day's ride, should one need help or feel the urge for society. Conrick was no longer 

the lone Queensland pioneer living on the border between the two Colonies. After a short spell of station 

life, Conrick decided in the spring of 1875 to travel back to Victoria with the Ware brothers, who were 

returning home. He elected to use the Strzelecki route and travel through Adelaide to western Victoria. 

He left the stock in the charge of Alec McKayand a hut keeper and took a man named Schleicher to 

manage the dray and team, for he wanted to replenish his supplies on the way south.  
 

Hearing of his plans, the Wilson brothers' manager, Mr. Salmon, also sent a team and dray to collect 

provisions. The two parties followed Conrick’s original tracks without any difficulty. The weather in 

September was fair and there was ample water for their needs on the journey.  
 

Arriving at Blanchewater, after a relatively easy journey, they learned that the store they had previously 

patronised at Bollabollana had closed, so they had to go instead to Sliding Rock Copper Mine on the 

western side of the Flinders  Ranges, by way of Umberatana, Owieadina and Leigh's Creek Stations. 

Sliding Rock township, officially named Cadnia, was at that time a very busy place, the mine rich in 

native copper and employing a number of men. There were several stores, including one kept by a Mr. 

Marshall which the party bought right out. Mr. Salmon, the purchaser of the greater bulk of goods, had 

to use another team to carry his stores back. 
 

With this business concluded, Conrick arranged for the teamsters to return to the Cooper with the 

supplies, and with the Wares continued his journey, riding east through Moolooloo Station to another 

copper-mining township, Blinman, set in dry hills in the middle of the range. Here they left the horses 

with the Sliding Rock mail contractor, and the next day took the mail coach to Burra, where it connected 

with the railway. The journey through very rough and hill country was interesting and entertaining. The 

mountains rose in ranks of lavender-shadowed ridges, between which meandered creeks fringed with 

great white-trunked gums. Steep hills alternated with flats and undulating country where stands of soft 

native pine grew close to the road and ran up the slopes towards stoney outcrops.  
 

Wilpena Pound lifted a saw tooth run of rocky orange peaks against the sky, then they rattled down into 

the rounded hills of Arkaba Station, on to Wonoka Station, and Kanyaka with its handsome complex of 

solid stone buildings scattered along the creek, and nearby the Black Jack pub, notorious at that time for 

a murder committed there. The red-coated postman sat on the box-seat of the coach, sounding his horn 

at each mail change or post office. At each station there was an eating house for travellers  and a mail 

change with fresh horses for the coach, and as the bush roads in this part of South Australia were the 

best the Victorians had seen, the journey was pleasant and most enjoyable after their long months in the 
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lonely back country. 
 

At Burra they took train for Adelaide, where they stayed at the Criterion Hotel, which was at that time 

kept by a Mr. Kirby who had been with McKinlay's Relief Expedition in search of Burke and Wills  in 

1862. Kirby had been lost with McKinlay's sheep for three days on what was now Promised Land 

Station, and the travellers had long and interesting conversations with him, comparing notes on the 

country and swapping experiences.  
 

While in Adelaide, Conrick applied to the Lands Office by letter, for several blocks of country in the 

area they had recently explored. Apparently the letter went astray, and the land was eventually leased 

by Robert Frew and Andrew Wooldridge. 
 

Conrick then sailed for Melbourne and a holiday with his parents at Tower Hill. He was glad of the rest 

from travelling and the harvest being then in full swing, slipped happily into a vacancy on the farm, first 

helping with the reaping and then working as a stack builder. He was glad to be of help and pleased that 

he gave satisfaction to his father in both jobs. That done, he broke in stock for his return trip, including 

saddle hacks and a pair of leaders for a Bullock team.  
 

These few weeks of summer were to be his last experience of farming. One wonders whether he regretted 

abandoning the close comfortable horizons of the Western District for the dry shimmering distances of 

south-west Queensland, the rich harvests for the gamble with rains, the river and the scattered cattle on 

his square kilometres of sand and stone. The contrast between his chosen way of life and that of his 

father must have been brought home to him dramatically in those few weeks of summer back at Tower 

Hill. 
 

In January, 1876 the holiday ended. Conrick attended a stock sale at Neil Black's famous Mt. Noorat 

Shorthorn stud; from there and other sources including Ware's Minjah  stud he bought some well-bred 

heifers and two expensive bulls which he took back to Tower Hill, branded, and put on his bush paddock.  

He had also engaged with Ernest Stevens of Tintinchilla  Station on the Bulloo  to take up a bullock 

team, five bulls, five mares and a foal to be collected at Thargomindah  His own stock, consisted of 

fifty-eight heifers, the two bulls and a steer, five mares and an entire colt. He engaged a bullock driver, 

John Patterson, at twenty shillings a week, and had as drovers Leslie Ogilby and Bob Parker, both of 

them former bank clerks and Albert Tucker, who was on his way to Tintinchilla, and would help with 

the droving as far as Thargomindah without wages.  
 

On Tuesday the 18th of April, Conrick started for Queensland. His supplies were five bags of potatoes, 

three bags of flour, three bags of sugar, four lbs. of coffee, half a tea chest of tea, carb soda and tartaric 

acid, curry powder and twelve lbs. of rice to supplement the meat they would buy along the track.  
 

The trip as far as the Murray River was uneventful. He decided not to risk valuable stock in a swim 

across the river at Swan Hill, so used the punt at Tooleybuc. Then they went on to Poon Boon Station, 

Wakool, through Yanga Station to Balranald, where the river was so low that the town’s people had 

bridged the stream by lashing two punts together. 
 

Local information was that the country along the Murray, Murrumbidgee and Darling Rivers was 

drought-stricken and that there was no hope of getting stock through by the river route. So be used the 

shorter back track by way of Hatfield, Clare and Manfred Stations, then due north  to Wilcannia, 

gambling on finding water. He had heard that an old drover named Buchanan was on this same track 
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with a mob of valuable bulls, and felt that if he followed him he could not go far wrong. After a couple 

of days' delay incurred when he had to break in two new bullocks for the team, he followed in Buchanan's 

tracks north to a lake on Juanbung Station, where they spelled for nearly a week, seeing no one other 

than one of Buchanan's men, called Gorman, who came nearly every day to enjoy some shooting with 

Conrick's three companions. He gave very useful information about the road ahead and the water, feed 

and short cuts they could use. This amiable man was soon to become notorious as the leader of the 

Hatfield bushrangers, and was eventually sentenced to death for robbery under arms, a sentence 

commuted to life imprisonment.  
 

Conrick started north ahead of Buchanan, and was lucky enough to find a patch of country where recent 

rains had brought on green feed and filled the crab holes with water. After spelling there they went on 

to Hatfield, where they had news that the track ahead was very dry. The next tank on which they had 

depended was found holding only twenty three centimetres of a liquid like pea soup and two dead emus, 

so they had to continue over many dry kilometres to Clare Station.  
 

When John Conrick told the manager's wife a pitiful story of the hideous conditions along the stock 

route he was given permission to water their stock at a dam. He then rode ahead to Manfred Station to 

give notice that they were travelling stock. The manager was away, but the friendly Chinese cook gave 

him tea and innocently answered his questions on the state of the station dams. Riding on, Conrick saw 

sheep tracks and followed them to a good dam, but when he got back to the main road he met the 

manager coming at full gallop and deeply suspicious. Conrick denied scouting for dams and was shown 

a little dam where he could water only his horses as it was the only water in the area. Conrick thanked 

him profusely. That night the little mob of cattle somehow found their way to the big dam, drank well 

and were kilometres away by daylight. Unrepentant, Conrick's comment was; "It was a case of drink or 

die.” 
 

Another long dry stage followed before they got water at Terriwinya Lake, and sixty five kilometres 

without water to Wellington Well on the Wilcannia road, where they spent the night drawing water in 

two small buckets from a well fifty metres deep in order to water all the stock.  
 

Next day they were on the Darling, where there was plenty of water but no feed, so after crossing the 

stock on the Wilcannia punt they spelled on Mount Murchison Station for a couple of days. 
 

Rations were scarce and dear in Wilcannia, the Darling being too low for navigation by the river boats. 

Flour was two and six pence a lb. and potatoes unattainable, so they sold quite a lot of their choice 

Warnambool potatoes to grateful townsfolk. 
 

It was now mid-July, 1876. Rain delayed them, and the cold weather and bad travelling conditions told 

on the stock. One of Stevens’s mares died here and Bob Parker lost both his mares through overworking 

them in their weakened state. 
 

They were a month on the track between the Darling and the Queensland border, a month of long dry 

stages, anxious hours spent scouting for scraps of feed and cutting mulga as a substitute for grass and 

herbage. A heifer died in calving, two of the mares fell sick and one had to be put down, but at length 

they crossed the border at Hungerford and plodded on along their old tracks.  
 

Cattle strayed and had to be retrieved, the colt sickened, they spelled to rest the stock and at the end of 

the month they arrived at Thargomindah. There were letters to collect, station business to transact and 
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at the beginning of September, Ernest Stevens arrived to take delivery of his stock and settle with John 

Conrick for the expenses. 
 

September was spent moving the stock slowly through the dry country, over the ranges and down to the 

Wilson river, an agonising month with the cattle weakening and having to be spelled frequently. At last 

on the 6th of October, they reached the Cooper and ten days later were able to bring the cattle the last 

kilometres down to Nappa Merrie. 
 

The journey of one thousand nine hundred kilometres from Tower Hill in Victoria had taken eighteen 

weeks in one of the worst droughts to hit western New South Wales and adjacent areas of Queensland 

and Conrick had lost only three beasts along the way. He had every reason to feel gratified. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Aboriginal women turning damp scoured wool 

 

 
 

Nappa Merrie wool-clip. Joe Conrick on left 
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Nappa Merrie wool-clip stranded by drought. These two wagons with twelve 

 tons of wool at ₤6 per ton freight, took two years to travel  804 Kilometres  
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First load of wool taken from Nappa Merrie by motor truck – 1927 
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CHAPTER  9 
 

COOPERS CREEK CONCERNS 

 

After eighteen weeks on the road Conrick may have been looking forward to a period of quiet at home 

on Nappa Merrie, but he found himself forced away again almost immediately, in his absence the station 

had run short of supplies, they were out of flour and had been living on salt beef for two months. The 

teamsters engaged to carry his purchases from the Sliding Rock store had left part of their load at 

Mulligan outstation so he decided to collect these supplies.  
 

Although it was only October the weather was already exceptionally hot, and there was said to be no 

water on the Strzelecki track for a one hundred and sixty kilometres south of the Cooper. The only way 

the dry stage could be crossed was by carrying their own water, so Conrick filled a cask and three stone 

jars, which gave him a supply of about forty gallons, this was loaded on the dray behind two horses, one 

of which was the Cleveland mare he had brought from Tower Hill in 1872.   
 

With Leslie Ogilby on his own saddle horse, he set out late one afternoon in about the last week of 

October. Conrick clearly recognised the risks of a long Journey through dry country in the prevailing 

conditions of that summer, but he was confident that they could get through. He walked beside the dray 

horses to conserve their strength as much as possible, while Ogilby rode and in this way they covered 

forty kilometers, then resting for a couple of hours at two am. also watering the horses.  
 

Then they went on for another forty kilometres, by which time the sun was high and the day searingly 

hot as they trudged south over the clay flats and between the dunes along the creek, so they hobbled the 

horses after watering them, and rested until evening. As the air cooled they walked another twenty four 

kilometre stage, rested, then went on twenty four kilometres to Mudrabarcoola, two native wells, where 

they expected to find water. To their dismay, although there was a little water there, there were also two 

dead dingoes floating in it, and they had to travel  another thirty two kilometres to drink. By this time 

the lead horse in the dray was almost done and Ogilby's mount, exhausted, trembled and stumbled in 

the sandy track, but the game Cleveland mare in the shafts was still going well and showing little sign 

of distress. They gave the horses the last of the water, saving only a little for the mare which was now 

drawing the cart by herself, and plodded painfully on. 
 

Ogilby was almost perishing, the heat was horrific and bank clerking had been no preparation for such 

a journey, but Conrick, blessed with great physical strength and buoyed up by his determination to 

succeed, was going as well as his sturdy mare. So, slowly, falteringly, they walked another thirty two 

kilometres to Yerungarrowie soak, which Conrick had used on his first trip down the Strzelecki, and 

once more they found water two feet below the sand, ample for their needs.  After a hundred and sixty 

kilometres without surface water they felt justified in spelling for two days here, as there was plenty of 

dry feed and the horses quickly picked up condition. Conrick filled the cask with water to keep it taut 

and left it under a shady tree, leaving the jars in the dray. At the end of another dry stage of forty 

kilometres he was able to refill the jars and leave them also to be collected on the return trip. Four days 

after leaving the soak they arrived at Mulligan.         
 

After spelling they loaded twelve hundredweight of flour and sugar onto the dray and set out again. The 

prospects for the return journey with the heavily laden dray were not good, but Conrick's confidence 

remained unshaken. They camped the first night where they had left the jars of water, and found their 
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next water at Monte Collina well, where a crowd of forty Aborigines, unsuccessfully disputed their right 

to water the horses. At Yerungarrowie they rested again.  
 

The remainder of the trip had to be carefully planned, for with the extra weight of the water cask added 

to what was already on the dray there was no room for errors of judgement. 
 

The two men made a start at first light on a fiercely hot day, sultry and heavily overcast. When about a 

kilometre and a half from Mudrabarcoola the first thunder rumbled in the distance. Within a few minutes 

it was crashing overhead, with frightening lightning flashes. A box tree two hundred and seventy metres 

ahead shattered when struck and fragments of the tree flew in all directions. Then came the rain, quickly 

becoming a heavy downpour. Conrick drove the dray onto a rise, and while Ogilby took the horses out. 

Conrick took the shovel and, in case the rain was short lived, made a little dam which quickly filled with 

water.  
 

That evening when the rain eased Conrick walked to the highest ground and looked out over kilometres 

of water. Believing that the rain had been widespread, be emptied the jars and the cask to lighten the 

load, but after about sixteen kilometres they found themselves once more on dry ground. At the first 

sight of water, a small waterhole by the track, they camped and filled the containers again. However, 

next morning they came once more to boggy ground where a thunderstorm had passed over, and cask 

and jars had to be emptied again to reduce weight. They could make only about thirteen kilometers a 

day under these circumstances, but on the third day out from the well, Alec McKay appeared with 

draught horses to lend a hand over the last stages 
 

So once more with careful planning and a modicum of luck Conrick bought a dangerous undertaking to 

a successful conclusion. He gave the credit to his sturdy, great hearted Cleveland mare, and insisted to 

the end of his days that she had saved their lives. 
 

The next month the South Australian Government called tenders for three dams to be made on the long 

dry stage of the Strzelecki track, but as no clay bottom could be found deeper than eight feet they were 

to prove of limited usefulness.  
 

Communication with the outside world was now a little easier. A fortnightly mail service between 

Thargomindah and Innamincka, set up by the Queensland Government, after three months of drought 

had to be reduced to a monthly service, and in 1877 the South Australian Government also set up a 

monthly service to Innamincka from Umberatana by way of Kopperamana., Mount Freeling and 

Blanchewater, to Manawalkanina, and thence by packhorse to Lake Hope, Lake Perigundi,  

Perrachirrana Station on the Cooper channel, Innamincka, Coongie  and Hood's Terrawara  Station.  
 

The settlers on the Cooper need no longer send to Thargomindah to post or collect mail. Civilisation 

crept closer still when in 1876 the South Australian Police made their first contact with the settlers, when 

a three man patrol from the Mount Freeling Police Station in the north Flinders Ranges rode as far north 

as Coongie  and Innamincka Stations to collect census and statistical reports.  
 

Conrick may have suffered some disenchantment with his way of life at this time, for on the 27th January, 

1877, according to his journal, he wrote to one R. Moore "offering Nappa Merrie Run for £3,500." Was 

he unhappy on the Cooper? Had Moore expressed an interest in acquiring the property? Or was Patrick 

Conrick looking to recover money put into the venture? The note appears without comment of any kind 

and we can only speculate. A comment made many years later to a reporter of the Melbourne "Herald" 
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at the end of 1919 may be relevant: "I got to Cooper's Creek too soon. We produced a lot of stock, but 

there were no markets. The people who came out there twenty or thirty years later did much better." At 

this time he still had not sold a mob of cattle, and apart from small sales of a few head had no income, 

while continuing expenses drained what reserves he may have had.  
 

Perhaps it was simply a matter of money, that he felt the rewards were not commensurate with the effort 

required to wrest a living from the harsh inland country.  
 

In March the Cooper rose in an unprecedented flood, higher than the settlers had ever seen it, spreading 

forty kilometres wide in places. Combined with heavy rain lower down the channel, the flood filled 

about a dozen lakes where the white man had never before seen water. Waterholes down the Strzelecki 

Valley were brimming, one hole being thirty two kilometres and the feed grew luxuriantly, in some 

hollows it could be tied over the horses' backs. The Cooper ran for four months, and the Innamincka 

district had fifty centimetres of rain. The floods  caused great inconvenience. In a letter to “The 

Queenslander" Conrick commented, “it is to be hoped that none of the white residents will ever see 

them higher. There has been a complete stoppage put to getting supplies, which are now running rather 

short.” 
 

Simply getting from place to place was made infinitely more complicated by the appearance of shining, 

shallow but wide lakes; creases in the landscape suddenly became swiftly running creeks, clay flats, 

bogs, and tracks on the stoney hillsides slippery hazards. The Cooper itself was a wide, swirling torrent, 

dimpled by eddies and dangerous with floating logs. Nutting, from Chasleton, arriving at Nappa Merrie 

on business, swam the billabong, the river being too high for the horses, and had to be put back over by 

boat afterwards. 
 

One day travellers  signalled to the homestead from across the river, so Conrick and McKay swam the 

river to see what they wanted, a crossing of great difficulty which left them both exhausted. The three 

men from Nockungerra, wanted rations, but because of the strong current, and the many trees standing 

in the flooded channel against which a man could be dashed into unconsciousness and drowned,. 

Conrick would not risk another crossing, and decided instead to walk down to Innamincka.   
 

The soft going – being the clay flats and low sand ridges along the river, was under water, so for much 

of the journey they had to travel  over the higher stoney ground. Both men were barefoot, having left 

their boots on the homestead side of the river, and the walk was difficult and extremely painful. Anyone 

who has experienced the spines, prickles and burrs of the indigenous herbage of the gibber country, and 

the close-packed, uneven stones of the hillsides, will recognise the magnificent under-statement of 

Conrick's comment that on arrival they were very footsore and tired, from the burrs and stones, having 

walked about forty eight kilometres with nothing to eat since yesterday morning. Conrick made camp 

at Innumincka, while McKay got a horse and crossed the river in a canoe, the current being weaker at 

this point, to return to Nappa Merrie. Bob Parker took horses down to Conrick and within a week he 

was out mustering again.  
 

The cattle thrived on the luxuriant new growth. Down along the Strzelecki Creek, William Burkitt 

stocked nearly three thousand eight hundred and eighty five square kilometres of country after the 

wonderful rains in the first half of the year. With feed abundant and water everywhere, cattle strayed far 

and wide on the unfenced country, necessitating long searches by run holders to collect small mobs and 

cut out and return odd beasts to other men's herds, when convenient.  
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After one of these expeditions with Bob Parker and Dick, an Aboriginal stockman, Conrick found 

himself once more at Innamincka with the river rising fast and them on the wrong side. Dick considered 

the river low enough to ford, so they put some of their gear on Conrick’s mare, stripped, and, carrying 

their clothes and revolvers,  waded in and began to cross with the current.  
 

In midstream Dick began to swim. Conrick and Parker tried to swim back but were swept away by the 

current. Conrick threw away what he carried in an attempt to reach a tree, but missed it and was fortunate 

to reach another tree further downstream. He was marooned there because of the swift current; Parker 

and Dick however had reached the other bank, and now swam back and fastened two bridle reins to the 

boss. He launched into the stream again but found his feet on the bottom after about a dozen strokes. He 

arrived safely on the other bank, but his clothes and revolver were at the bottom of the river. 
         

Dick and Parker headed for home, leaving Conrick to camp, naked, on the river bank, with no matches 

for a fire and the mosquitoes "thick as bees." Next morning, Dick and an Aboriginal woman came back 

with clothes and food so he started to walk back to Irmamincka, arrivmg tibe next day completely 

exhausted by his ordeal. This was one of the rare occasions when he admitted to physical weakness. 

Five days later, when Parker had brought a horse down, he returned at last to the homestead. His clothes 

and the revolver were subsequently found and returned.  
 

The mails were also halted by the floods,  although local people felt that with a little better motivation 

the mailman could have made his way around the flooded country. As it was, they were without mail  
from Thargomindah for ten weeks. Another problem was the lack of police  protection on the boundary 

between the two Colonies. The nearest Queensland post was at Thargomindah, while the nearest South 

Australian troopers were then at Mt. Freeling, at the top of the Flinders Ranges. Some Aborigines, took 

advantage of the disruption caused by the floods to spear the white men's cattle, and there was little hope 

of finding the culprits.  
 

Perhaps because of a letter from Conrick published in “The Queenslander" or as a result of a petition 

from the local landholders which Salmon from Coongie  took to Thargomindah in April, a detachment 

of the Queensland Native Police, with Sub-inspector Cheeke in charge, was stationed at Chastleton  in 

May. Seeing that one of the partners in Chastleton was Inspector J. B. Nutting, of the Queensland Police 

Force, the selection of that station for the establishment of a police camp was perhaps not surprising. In 

addition, the Aborigines, not welcomed on Nutting and Doyle's land, had reacted by hamstringing their 

cattle. Conrick, whose relationship with the river people was such that he had never lost a beast to their 

spears, would not have tolerated a Native Police presence on his station, knowing with what casual 

ferocity the troopers punished their fellows for real or supposed offences.  
 

Other settlers, however, felt that their presence was guaranteed to keep predatory Aborigines at a 

distance, and offered some protection to valuable stock. The troopers set up their stockade on high 

ground among fhe coolibahs of the Cooper floodplain near Goonabinna  waterhole, and prepared for 

action. Conrick’s misgivings were not without reason. Eventually the Native Troopers lived up to their 

reputation with a demonstration of unwarranted brutality, massacring a group of Aborigines. This 

enraged and distressed Conrick and the detachment was removed shortly after, very likely as a result of 

representations made by him to Cheeke's superiors.  
 

An event of some significance took place with the arrival on the Cooper of Henry Colless's wife and 

family. For the first time the rough bachelor households of the district had before them the example of 
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a woman's touch, with decorated china and glassware instead of rough earthenware and enamel plates 

and mugs. What Mrs. Colless made of Cooper society is unrecorded, but as the only woman in a lonely 

and lawless place she must have had some anxious hours.  
 

The so-called Missionary Block on Conrick’s downstream boundary changed hands in 1877. He would 

have liked to take up the land himself, but James McLeod forestalled him, so with a certain grim pleasure 

Conrick proceeded to make life difficult for McLeod. When the new lessee visited his purchase for the 

first time, he was served with a notice:- 
 

Nappa Merrie 

December 26 1877 

Mr. McLeod, Owner of Moravian Missionary Block on Cooper's Creek. 
 

Dear Sir 

I beg to inform you that I pay rent to Queensland Government for country on 

Cooper's Creek to within about three kilometres of Innamincka  Station and that I 

hold leases for and claim the said country as mine until the boundary is accurately 

defined. 
 

Yours truly, John Conrick. 

 

McLeod protested vociferously to the South Australian Commissioner of Crown Lands, claiming that 

he was unable to stock his country while the boundary remained undefined, and that the Queensland 

settlers demanded that South Australian squatters abstain from erecting permanent buildings lest their 

position should later be found to be incorrect. 
 

Local settlers had measured their runs using the Missionary block as a fixed starting point and the dispute 

put their boundaries in doubt. 
 

Commissioner George Goyder could only suggest that the landholders combine to have a private survey  

done, but this idea found no favour among the Cooper settlers. John Conrick's cattle continued to graze 

on the flood plains and water at the vast Cullyamurra Waterhole, and McLeod could only wait 

resentfully for the border survey.  
 

An innovation of profound importance to the settlers on the Cooper appeared in 1877. In 1860 Samuel 

Stuckey had suggested to Thomas Elder that they cooperate in the importation of camels, and after some 

delay the venture began with the arrival at Port Augusta of 121 camels and a group of handlers from 

various places in the north of India. The camel enterprise was eventually settled at Elders Beltana 

Station, in the Flinders Ranges, under the management of Nathaniel Phillipson. 
 

Now seventy dignified, grumbling beasts and eight Afghans, with Alec Ross in charge, came plodding 

up the Strzelecki Creek with ten tons of stores for Nockatunga Station on the Wilson  river. Station 

owners and managers realised that if this service could be maintained, the difficult trips south to collect 

supplies would be a thing of the past. A camel string could do the round trip from Beltana to south-west 

Queensland in eleven weeks and four days. Early in 1878 Coongie   Station ordered seven tons of 

supplies to be brought up by camel, and in April John Conrick followed suit with a consignment ordered 

through Henry Colless.  
 

Camels, were to become a common sight along the Cooper as time went by, particularly as the Beltana 
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Pastoral Company developed a greater involvement in the area. In times of drought the district came to 

depend upon them, for they could find a picking of forage where horse or bullock teams  would starve. 

They carted everything from stores to bore casings, from mails to delicate astronomical instruments, 

from rail head to the stations, and carried the wool clip south when they returned, while the police  found 

them invaluable when patrolling the remote areas of the far north-east of South Australia. 
 

Their handlers, invariably known as Afghans, were not always popular, and the Conrick’s considered 

them "the greatest thieves unhung". Once when Nappa Merrie got a large supply of goods up by camel, 

John Conrick lifted a seventy pound bag of rice and found it, in his opinion, rather light. He put it on the 

scales and found it some ten pounds short. Several other bags were from six to eleven pounds under 

weight, yet there was no indication of the bags being cut or the sewing tampered with. 
 

They later discovered that the rice had been squeezed through the bagging, grain by gram, a laborious 

task, but evidently profitable.  
 

Despite the improvements in communications and other advantages which came with closer settlement, 

on the 4th of January, 1878, John Conrick wrote to his father that he would sell Nappa Merrie. Once 

again there is no explanation, no hint in the previous entries in his journal of any circumstances which 

might lead to such a decision, nor any comment subsequently on why the decision was made. 

Apparently, however, no action was actually taken.  
 

To the north, in the country which Conrick and Ware, had explored, two thousand three hundred and 

thirty square kilometres of country was balloted for in Adelaide and taken up by Edgar Chapman, while 

Robert Frew relinquished his leases to William Howie, who formed Haddon Downs Station, straddling 

the border in the very comer of South Australia. There were now few areas of land remaining for hopeful 

settlers, and increasing numbers of slab huts and thatched meat houses by river, lake and creek, along 

the winding wagon tracks throughout the scrub and sand dunes and around the bare red hills. There was 

now a store at Government Gums, or Farina on South Australia's Great Northern Railway line from 

which the Cooper settlers could order stores. A mail coach ran fortnightly between Beltana and 

Innamincka and the first bullock wagon of stores arrived at Innamincka early in 1879 after four long 

months on the track. 
 

1878 was a good year on the Cooper, the second splendid season in succession, and fat cattle were 

moving south from all the Cooper stations, while store cattle were brought in to fatten on the superb 

pastures along the river. At long last Conrick was able to send off his first mob of cattle for sale in the 

winter of 1878, a modest little mob of 72 bullocks, one of which was sold at Orroroo in South Australia, 

27 at Burra for £208 and the remainder in Adelaide, where they brought £390. John Conrick himself 

was one of the drovers who took them to market. A photograph taken in Adelaide commemorates this 

milestone in Nappa Merrie's history. Another mob of fats went down towards the end of the year for a 

net return of £486. 
 

There was ample reason to celebrate, and how better than with a race meeting? Early in November 

Conrick began to write letters to all the stations within reach of the Cooper, inviting the landholders and 

their men to a meeting to be held at Chasleton. 
 

The historic first meeting of the Cooper's Creek Amateur Turf Club was held at Chasleton on New 

Year's Day, 1879, and was accounted by those present a great success, although meagerly attended. The 

largest field was eight horses, and most horses were entered in at least two races on the great clay pan 
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not far from the cluster of huts that made up Chasleton. John Conrick was one of the stewards, along 

with William Pender of Lake Pure Henry Colless from Innamincka,  H. E. Thompson and A. F. Kemp. 

Conrick undertook to write an account of the event for the newspapers, and in due course these appeared 

in the "Queenslander" and the South Australian "Chronicle and Weekly Times" 
 

During that summer more stock arrived at Nappa Merrie for the partnership of Conrick and Ware. This 

consisted of thirteen Shorthorn bulls from the stud of J. H. Angas at Collingrove in South Australia, and 

a selection of heifers and bulls from the Mt. Noorat stud, Robertson Brothers of Colac and Joseph Ware 

at Caramut, together with some well-bred horses, an entire colt, "Bedouin", and mares and foals by 

celebrated sires. 
 

The problem of the boundary line between South Australia and Queensland continued to perplex the 

settlers. James McLeod was not the only man suffering because of the uncertainty, for none of the 

landholders could be sure of their boundaries until there was a fixed line from which to measure. John 

Conrick, on the other hand, was in possession of the disputed land and determined not to yield an inch 

of it until it was proved to be on the wrong side of the border. 
 

The work of surveying  the border was begun by surveyor William Barron in May, 1879. He was to start 

at Mulligan Springs with a line running east to the end of the already-surveyed  part of the border, 

continue north to the 26th parallel of latitude, the northern border of South Australia, then westward to 

the Queensland and Northern Territory border. 
 

The main depot for the survey was to be at Innamincka, and the party consisted of Barron and his 

assistant, Fox, seven workmen, and an Afghan to manage the team of sixteen of Elder's camels. Two 

tons of stores arrived at the Innamincka depot, and Barron began to work his way slowly northward. 

Unfortunately he fell ill at the end of the year, and the remainder of the survey, north of Innamincka, 

was completed by Augustus Poeppel. 
 

The uncertainty of the position of individual border runs was then at an end. Robert Bostock and George 

Ware, finally lost all claim to the country they had selected, and John Conrick wrote to George Ware in 

November, 1880: ".... two letters came for you from Innamincka Post office. re country; Colyamurra 

and Warnambool (blocks) are also in S. A.... I have lost some of Nappamerry and Finland No. 2 blocks, 

unless the (Queensland) Government are not satisfied with the boundary run by South Australian 

surveyors.” Regrettably, from his point of view, the Queensland Government appeared perfectly 

satisfied with the surveyed line, and Conrick had to withdraw his stock to allow McLeod's 450 heifers 

the run of Cullamurra Station.  
 

In May, John Conrick went to Charleville, partly on business, buying a survey chain, three mares and 

two foals, a packsaddle, blankets, harness, guns and various other odds and ends, but also to attend the 

races held on the 13th of May. His own entry, Lady Bird, won the Maiden Plate and the Cup, and 

Inspector, another Conrick horse, won the Selling Race.  
 

In connection with the border survey, Alex Salmond from the Queensland Survey Department worked 

with Poeppel to establish the re-entrant angle of the Queensland border at Haddon's Corner. On the 17th 

of June, Conrick notes in his journal: "With Salmond, Surveyor, Cathemulka Creek, trees marked K 

No’s, 1, and 8 above sugarloaf’s” Perhaps he took the opportunity to learn some basic techniques for 

the use of a survey chain on his own country. 
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Surveyor W. H Cornish was also in the area, passing through Coongie  in the searing heat of Christmas, 

1879, on the way to the Diamantina, Herbert and Everard Rivers, and Eyre's Creek. There was now 

renewed interest in country adjoining the border, and a number of runs along the Strzelecki  Creek were 

surveyed in 1879, including Monte Collina, which was occupied by J. F. Ragless & Co. Just north of 

Nappa Merrie, St. Ann Station, one hundred and forty square kilometres of unwatered country was taken 

up by H. W. Keys of Wilcannia.  Also to the north, the Arrabury country was taken up by Peppin and 

Webber, only to pass to Hon. William Campbell, MLC, of Melbourne, who also took over the Penders' 

leases at Lake Pure and Robert Doyle's interest in Chasleton, paying £30,000 for the land and 5,000 

head of cattle.  
 

The Hood brothers moved to Annandale, west of Birdsville, and Henry Collets added Terrawara  to 

Innamincka run, making a total of about four thousand one hundred and forty four square Kilometres.  
 

Conrick himself was able to get three blocks of land, to add five hundred and seventy five square 

kilometres to his holding, south of the Cooper, mostly consisting of sandy flats with bluebush, saltbush 

and cotton bush, and red sand hills sprinkled with spinifex, fair grazing, but with no reliable surface 

water. Comeroo Run, on the other hand, had a strip of Cooper frontage, behind which lay stoney rises 

intersected by lightly timbered creeks, with Mitchell grass and herbage. In addition he acquired one 

hundred and thirty square kilometres on the northern boundary of Nappa Merrie consisting of stoney 

ridges and rough stoney downs. At the end of 1879 he listed in his journal the stock on his one thousand 

square kilometre holding: 1,000 cattle and thirty horses bearing the N2W brand of Ware's stock, and 

796 cattle and sixty horses under his own 3CK mark. He was more than holding his own. 
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CHAPTER 10 
 

BUSINESS IN MELBOURNE 

 

John Conrick set out for Melbourne on the 9th of December, 1879. He spent the next day at the Survey   

Camp at Innamincka,  and the day after left by buggy with the ailing surveyor, William Barron, and 

James McLeod of Cullamurra, with Barron's assistant, Fox, and the Aboriginal lad, Jacky, on horseback. 

Although there was a eighty five kilometres dry stage to Mudrabarcoola, the journey down the Strzelecki  

had lost some of its terrors, for they could spell now at Tinga Tingana with William Burkitt and his 

family, who were probably glad to see visitors. While there Conrick cast an interested eye over the horse 

paddock, and evidently impressed, made a note of the dimensions of posts and wires, together with the 

cost, in his journal. 
 

Then they continued to Mulligan, Mt. Freeling, Mt. Lyndhurst and Leigh's Creek, and finally to Beltana, 

where they took passage on the coach to Port Augusta and then the train to Adelaide. 
 

After conducting various bits of business in the city, Conrick took the coach for Victoria. The road 

wound up into the Mt. Lofty Ranges, through Crafers and Echunga, Macclesfield and Strathalbyn and 

out to Milang on Lake Alexandrina, a distance of seventy seven kilometres. They crossed the lake to 

Meningie, travelled  all night to Kingston and then took the train to Narracoorte; a coach took him on to 

Penola, then Hamilton, with a final leg by train to Melbourne, where he saw the New Year in. 
 

He was busy then with a multitude of concerns, including the purchase of clothes for the boy Jacky. 

Conrick ordered a packsaddle, had equipment repaired and bought replacements, and had photographs 

taken of himself and Jacky; he delivered gifts of feathers and emu eggs to various ladies, bought a tent, 

rugs and an Ashantee hammock. 
 

In February he went to Warnambool and Tower Hill to visit his family. He found his father's farm 

thriving, with about fifty acres of wheat and some very nice oats, a healthy crop of potatoes and the rest 

of his 400 acres under English pasture grass, "not surpassed by any in the district", according to a 

newspaper account of the crops in the Western District that year. He remained there, with occasional 

quick trips to Melbourne, until it was time to leave for home. He bought some books and made note of 

the recommended layout of a station house book in “The "Australasian" newspaper. 
 

Although his journal makes no mention of the fact, according to the station books he engaged his 

younger brothers, William as a drover and Richard for work unspecified, on the 28th of February. They 

remained on the Nappa Merrie books for a year, but their activities are otherwise unrecorded.  
 

Conrick began to make a list of things to be bought in Wilcannia:  “Fencing and well-sinking materials, 

bullock chains,  2" auger, axe, 3/4 auger, spade, iron, carbolic acid, onion seed, books of account, 

shovels,  fossicking picks and galvanised wire; rations, stores, saddle straps, 2 small iron tanks, iron 

hinges Strong, brass, tobacco, Kersey, Bill’s watch, vinegar and oil for gun, shot and cartridge cases, 

powder, reins and cloth for Parker,  pans (from?) Tailor, butcher's pan, shirts and photos." He noted 

too the particulars for fencing for sheep, and the tools required to do the job, then continued his shopping 

list: "Wells and Whim buckets, galvanised iron, one metre square, tools for well, adze, saw, chisel, 

blasting powder, tools, ropes and buckets, oil cans, windlass. Again later: "5 cloth each 7 ft x 9 ft. 

Galvanised iron and appliance, 2 planes, 2 lb. washing soda, 4 padlocks, canvas, 1 doz. Brass Rings, 

meat dish." And finally, “Fish Hooks.”  
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There was a last batch of letters to be written, to family, business associates and acquaintances, and 

newspapers to be ordered to be sent to Nappa Merrie. Finally he was ready. 
 

On Monday the 17th of May, 1880, Conrick left once more for the Cooper, with Tom Parker, Reginald 

Selby and the boy Jacky, He had with him about 25 horses including eight for Mr. Brown at Navarre,  a 

stallion for the Hood’s at Terrawara  , two mares for and Tom Parkers gelding. 
 

Their route was via Chatsworth (“a frightful place to stay at”) Barton, where he collected an entire colt, 

Moonstone, for Hood, then Stawell, Navarre, St Arnaud, East Charlton, Wycheproof and Swan Hill. 

They crossed the Murray by punt, continued on to the Wakool, punt and on to the Murrumbidgee and 

the Balranald  punt. At Tori Lake he left a yearling and two foals, paying a year’s grazing for them, 

perhaps because he felt the going would be too hard for the youngster, for once more, following the 

back track through Hatfield to Kilfera the feed was scarce, and the stallion knocked up and had to be 

given several days rest. On the 1st of June they arrived at Wilcannia and spelled for eight days. While 

there Conrick wrote to his partner George Ware: - , 
 

"My Dear George;  
 

Arrived here all safe 2 days ago. The country looks well here, but is rather bare near 

town, owing to such large numbers of travelling stock camping about. The roads are 

swarming with fat cattle, and numbers of them have pleuro too.  
 

Saw Fred Margetts and Jack Bromfield cross a mob yesterday for Melbourne; have 

heard Fred Stevens is dead, 1 am out by Cobham and Depot Glen, it is not six 

hundred and fifty kilometres that way and the country looks well. I hear the Cooper 

looks well also on the Queensland portion. If the bulls come they might be able to 

get out that way. The one hundred and thirteen kilometre track from Kilfera is good 

now. Rations are very cheap now and as the river is falling very fast. I entered 

supplies for 12 months. Cartage to the Cooper by Depot Glen is only £18 now. 

Wilcannia has improved very much and is now a very nice town, and has some fine 

buildings. Sir Thomas Elder and P. Waite are here; they have bought Mt. Murchison  

and Momba Stations. My trip so far has been a very enjoyable one and 1 expect to 

be home in 3 weeks’ time."  
 

Conrick played in a football match, transacted his business and set out again on the 27th June. They cut 

across country from the Darling across the saltbush plains through Mordent Station to the track leading 

north from Broken Hill to the border and the orange sand hills of Cobham run. The Cobham Lake shanty 

pub and finally on 6 July to Depot Glen run, where for the first time on the rough hills and in the winding 

creeks of the end of the Grey Ranges he could record good feed and water. 
 

At Depot Glen he saw the remains of explorer Charles Sturt's camp Poole's grave with its marked 

beefwood tree, and another tree marked by Sturt, the blaze now becoming indistinct after thirty-five 

years, and the underground cellar in which the party had taken refuge from the intolerable heat of 1845-

46 now fallen in. They followed along good feed and fair water over the border into Queensland and 

along the Warri Warri Creek. On the 19th July Conrick arrived safely at Nappa Merrie, another routine 

round trip behind him. 
 

He wrote almost immediately to Wilcannia for his order of goods to be sent up, and then he mustered 
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and despatched 95 fat cattle to the Adelaide market. He also sent a cheque to William Hood for the colt 

Moonstone, which had caught his eye as being useful for his breeding programme on Nappa Merrie. 

Late in November he wrote to George:- 
 

 “.... the drover Loxton has just returned and says the cattle averaged £7-9-2, the 

cows (10) £8 privately. He was 10 weeks going down and 5 weeks coming back; he 

says he had a very dry and hungry trip, but the cattle as usual went in splendid order, 

and the average is I think the best this year for any Queensland cattle either in 

Adelaide or Melbourne. One died on the road, 94 were sold. .... I have just finished 

the best stockyards in this district, at Oontoo, over the river, and now start a 3-wire 

horse paddock; branded 200 calves and 30 foals since I came up, and will brand 

again in a fortnight.” 
 

The season is very dry and grass very scarce except on the stoney country, which 

makes it certainly the best in a bad season; the stock are all fat here but Innumincka 

is in a bad state. Colless is killing calves to save the cows several runs are dried out 

and gone salt on the Herbert and Diamantina districts. Hoods are shifted on to the 

lower Diamantina with their stock ... If you can get the bulls up as you say it will be 

the cheapest way, otherwise I could send a good man down about March with horses 

to fetch them up: we will want a change badly by that time and I could sell the 

remainder at a good profit. I will try and get down by the middle of March but will 

not stay long, it doesn't pay these times and 1 have been unlucky in leaving the place 

in others hands…” 
 

In November, 1880 he secured the lease of just over one hundred and thirty square kilometres of country 

on the northern boundary of Finland No 2, called Todos, consisting of rough stoney country, and south 

of the Cooper, also Colon, one hundred and forty eight square kilometres made up of stoney rises, 

timbered only in the watercourses, and sandy flats with red sand hills in March, 1881.  
 

And so in a welter of letters and the daily concerns of a cattle station, and one tragedy, the death of an 

American Negro, Charles Murphy, near Maapoo Waterhole,   The year came to a close. 
 

A new dimension to life in the border regions was added in that torrid summer when gold was discovered 

at Mount Browne  in the Grey Ranges on the New South Wales border. By February 1881, the papers 

were full of accounts of the new rush to the Albert goldfield, and hundreds of men were on the track, 

Wilcannia on the Darling and Beltana in the Flinders Ranges their jumping-off places for the difficult 

journey. The track which Conrick had used to bring his little mob of horses from Wilcannia quickly 

became a well-beaten road under the wheels of wagons and drays, and the feet of horses and men On 

the 11th of March, as the worst of the summer heat began to abate, Conrick set out once more for 

Melbourne, going by way of the new gold diggings, impelled by keen curiosity to see for himself what 

was happening. The Cooper waterholes were low, the country very dry and the stock in poor condition, 

but as he rode south with Reg. Selby, the Aborigine Dick, and seven horses, he found good feed closer 

to the border but less water than he had hoped for. 
 

The last one hundred and twenty kilometres to Whittabrinna Creek were waterless, although there was 

evidence of recent rains in an abundance of green feed. They camped at Depot Glen on a failing water 

supply, then Conrick sent Dick home with the horses and walked down to the diggings township of 
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Milparinka. The population of the settlement was then about 500 people, camped at two waterholes on 

the Evelyn Creek, which was the nearest water for the Mt. Browne goldfields. Buildings in the township 

were rudimentary, the drought effectively preventing both mining and other development. There was 

not even a pub, although the first of several was to be licensed in May of that year.  
 

Conrick bought a ticket for the Wilcannia coach, but finding a man about to go down to Cobham he 

elected to go ahead with him and await the coach there. The roads were all very dry, and the large 

amount of traffic heading for the goldfield raised clouds of fine golden dust. His journal tells one story 

of the dangers of the rush:- 
 

“A stockman came to our camp in the night and said he had just reported his finding 

two men nearly dead from want of water near Millring; they had come across from 

Wanaaring and had travelled about two hundred and twenty kilometres without 

water and had left their three mates behind. Seven horses had perished, and they 

supposed their mates would perish also. Thursday March 24th. Left camp about 8 

o'clock; at three and a half kilometres (Millring) saw the men that had nearly 

perished coming from the Paroo, and also that the other three had come in, the last 

two only a short time, and one with nothing only a shirt and hat on. They said they 

had no water since 11 a.m. on Monday when they divided half a pannican of water 

they had. They perished seven horses on the track and left their clothes, packs, 

watches etc. about forty eight kilometres back. The last station they got water at was 

Wilson's and he told them the information he had received was that there was one 

hundred and fifty kilometres without water. They also say that they got wrong 

information about water in different places. One of them cut his arm in several places 

trying to bleed himself, but his knife was too blunt to cut the veins. He also bled a 

horse and took about 1 pint of blood from him”   
 

There is a gap in the journal of this trip which is filled in by a newspaper interview he gave in 1919. The 

"Barrier Miner" tells the story:- 
 

“To Mr. Conrick fell the honor of being the man to take the first parcel of gold from 

Milparinka?  It was at the time of the Mount Browne rush in 1881. There were then 

3,000 people on the ground looking for gold, and the man in charge of the bank, which 

was nothing but a tent with a packing case for a counter, asked Mr. Conrick if he would 

take the gold on to Melbourne. There was 80 ounces of it,' said Mr. Conrick, “and I 

took it.” There were then no gold escort. Mr. Conrick escorted both himself and the 

gold, and got through alright, though not entirely without adventure. He left by a Cobb 

& Co coach, on which were about 17 miners. After leaving Cobham Lake it rained 

heavily to the extent of about ten centimetres. This made the country very boggy and 

the going very hard, and to make matters worse there were no horses to be had at the 

mail changes, so that the driver had to get through the best way he could for three 

hundred and twenty kilometres with one team of horses. This meant that the passengers 

all had to walk, the horses getting knocked up. “One of the miners’ and myself said 

Mr. Conrick, 'were the youngest of the party; and we left the coach one hundred and 

thirteen kilometres from Wilcannia, and beat it into that township easily.  The gold? 

Oh, that was strapped up in my luggage on the coach, and followed me in alright” 
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April saw him in Melbourne. He spent about a month negotiating to buy bulls for the station, and 

eventually settled on sixty Shorthorns from Ware's Minjah, at £5 a head. In June he bought five cows 

and a mare. But as well as business, he engaged in various diversions, including laying a substantial 

wager with a Captain Cowan on a couple of horse races and attending a ball at Warnambool. In Conrick's 

journal in June there is a cryptic little note, a few lines apparently copied from the social gossip column 

of some local paper, which reads: "Ginger has it all his own way since the Queenslander left, who sat 

out the supper at the Fancy Ball Warnambool. The boat on the Hopkins…. 

There is a hint here of some romantic dalliance on his part which caught the attention of local society, 

and some amusement in having had it noticed. 
 

In July he left Melbourne not for the Cooper but for Sydney, overland, arriving on the 12th of July. and 

leaving after two weeks spent nursing a heavy cold, then for Brisbane. He went by sea to Newcastle on 

the “S.S.Kembla", thence by train and & Cobb & Co. through Tamworth, Armidale, Glen Innes, 

Tenterfleld and Stanthorpe, Warwick, Toowoomba and Ipswich. He took a keen interest in all he saw, 

making copious notes of the crops, mining activities and terrain. 
 

In Brisbane he visited the Lands Office about various leases, also the Deputy Post Master General about 

setting up a mail route to Innumincka, which he was told was entirely in the hands of the residents to 

arrange and conducted various other small bits of business. On the 18th of August there was a public 

holiday in Brisbane, proclaimed for the visit of Prince Edward and Prince George, sons of the Prince of 

Wales. A squadron of the Royal Navy was anchored in Moreton Bay, and every available excursion 

steamer was pressed into service in a vain attempt to accommodate every sightseer who wanted to view 

the ships. 
 

The representatives of the Legislative Council, the Assembly and the Corporation of Brisbane were 

presented to the young princes in the morning and tendered illuminated addresses. In the afternoon the 

royal visitors were taken to what was then known as One-Tree Hill (Mt. Coot-tha) for a view over the 

city, and at night there was an "At Home" given at Government House, which saw the largest crowd 

ever assembled there. The programme included dancing and a sumptuous supper, and the party broke 

up at 2 a.m.  
 

Among those present on this grand occasion was John Conrick. His journal is modestly reticent as to 

how he came to receive an invitation, and makes no comment about the evening. There still survives, 

however, the charming little dance programme he filled in that night. 
 

Conrick was now caught up in an unaccustomed whirl of social activity. On the night after the 

Government House ball he was at Warwick, where he attended a ball and remained until the 28th of 

August. From there he went to Chauvin’s South Canning Downs Station for a ball and kangaroo drive,  

and on the 3rd of September was included in a kangaroo shoot at Kilarney. He eventually left Warwick 

for Roma on the 10th September, taking the box seat on the Charleville coach on the 14th of September, 

spending four days in Charleville then turning south to Cunnamulla, where he took the coach to 

Thargomindah. The last stage was done on horseback, and he arrived home at Nappa Merrie on the 3rd 

October.  
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CHAPTER 11 
 

NEW NEIGHBOURS 

 

He had been away from the station for just seven and a half months, rather a long absence for a man 

who had told his partner that he would not stay away long because he had "been unlucky in leaving the 

place in other peoples hands.” Perhaps his conscience bothered him somewhat, for his journal ends with 

a small calculation:- 'Total cost on road, £65-0-0; less expenses on bulls, £54-9-3, remainder £10-0-10-

9"- perhaps to reassure himself that after all the journey had been predominantly one of business.  
 

Inspired perhaps by penury, or to ease his conscience with conscientious attention to station affairs,  his 

immediate concern was to muster fat cattle for the Adelaide market, and on the 10th October, 114 head 

started on the road, including a beast consigned by McLeod of Cullamulla and another by Colless.  
 

His neighbours were finding conditions hard. The Hoods had long since departed, and now Henry 

Colless, after seven years of mixed fortunes on the Cooper, sold his holding, with about 8,000 head of 

cattle, to Hon. William  Campbell for £60,000 cash. As Campbell was soon to buy another block of  

country of almost five thousand, one hundred and eighty square kilometres, unstocked, from Andrew 

Wooldridge; this gave him, with Chastleton, Arrabury  and Lake Pure, control of a vast sweep of the 

Cooper country and many kilometres of river frontage. Only McCleods Cullamurra  and Nappa Merrie 

intruded into his holdings as small islands of “foreign” holding. 
 

Campbell was one of Australia’s richest pastoralists. A Scot, he had arrived in Sydney in December 

1838, and seven years later bought a small run near Clunes in Victoria which was the beginning of a 

pastoral empire which was to include holdings in four Colonies. 
 

Sound management, improved stock breeding and a talent for finance brought him wealth. He entered 

the Victorian Parliament in 1851 a staunch conservative and defender of the rights of landholders. He 

was distantly related by marriage to the Wilsons. of Coongie   The manager Campbell put in charge of 

his Cooper country was Alfred (Gerry) Walker. Walker was described by a contemporary journalist as 

a "daring bushman, a fearless horse and cattle manager, a ceaseless student of tribal habits and human 

nature, a splendid administrator, possessing accomplished tastes, quiet disposition, and an indomitable 

will which enabled him to carry into effect works and services that many hundreds of men would never 

think of undertaking”. In many respects it could have been a description of John Conrick. and probably 

the two men were too much alike for close friendship.  
 

That summer was severe, with the river reduced to a series of shrunken waterholes, but a high flood and 

local rains brought first havoc, with the flood washing away a new building being put up on Innamincka, 

rising to the wall plate of Cullamurra  homestead, stranding stockmen and drowning cattle as the water 

spread, then relief, as the Mitchell grass grew thick and tall on the gibber downs, and the sandhills grew 

kilometres of wildflowers and bright herbage  
 

Conrick seems suddenly to have developed a more positive attitude to station affairs at this time. Either 

for personal reasons, or perhaps simply because the partnership's stock had at last increased to the point 

where there was a worthwhile profit to be made, he now wrote offering bulls for sale to stock firms and 

private individuals in a burst of unexpectedly aggressive marketing. From late in 1881 Cornrick sent a 

series of cheques to his father, £300 in December, 1881, £100 in April and £500 in June, 1882. "on 

account of loans", and in April was in the market "to purchase any country adjoining Nappamerrie if 
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forfeited." He seems also to have been looking further afield, for there is in his journal a description of 

land on the Northern Tciritory and Queensland border, one hundred and ninety three kilometres from 

Burketown, in three lots totalling sixteen thousand five hundred and eighty square kilometres, most of 

it in the Northern Territory of South Australia, and the terms of engagement for a man to inspect the 

country for him. 
 

Both Coongie,   and Campbell’s Innamincka and Chastleton Stations, were advertised for sale in March 

of 1882. The Wilson brothers' reasons for wishing to sell are unknown, but Campbell was so 

disenchanted with the trend of land legislation in Australia that he was about to retura to England.  
 

Coongie covered about six thousand four hundred and seventy five well-watered square kilometres and 

was carrying 7,500 Cattle; Chastleton was eight thousand and ninety three square kilometres with one 

hundred and twenty eight kilometres of water frontage, carrying 9,055 cattle and 101 horses, and 

Innumincka was the same size with three hundred and twenty kilometres of water frontage, 7,874 cattle 

and 223 horses; There was no possibility of Conrick buying any of these holdings, for the prices were 

well beyond his reach, and in fact, apparently beyond anyone's reach at that time, for none of the stations 

were sold.  
 

In July, John Conrick made a shopping list for the station: "Tip cart, tarpaulin, steel wire, camp ovens, 

iron physic, axe handles, matches, Stockholm tar, hemp ropes, meat dish, milk dishes, grindstone, hops, 

tobacco, straps. Snider rifle, soap, hammers, bits for bridles, 5/8” augers, salts, liquor, powder and shot, 

spurs, ridging, pocket knives, sox, saddle chains, baking powder, sausage machine, buckets, vinegar, 

boiled oil, gun files, inch auger collars and hames, boxes, door right and left locks, tower bolts",a 

marvellous mixture of domestic and outdoor requirements. 
 

The year 1881 was important for the Cooper pastoralists, for it was then that the South Australian 

Government took steps to establish a police  presence at Innamincka. Sporadic patrols by the Queensland 

troopers had continued, while in 1876 the first South Australian police patrol had arrived at Coongie 

and Innumincka from the Mount Freeling Police Station to collect Census and Statistical Records. The 

murder of a stockman, Cornelius Mulhall by an Aborigine on Tinga Tingana Station two years later set 

the district talking, and there were suggestions that a police station was badly needed on the Cooper to 

keep an eye on both potential Aboriginal murderers and robbers, and white sly-grog sellers and horse-

thieves.  
 

Two long patrols, one along the Cooper channel to Coongie and beyond to the Bluff Station in 

Queensland and another by way of the Strzelecki track to Cadelgo and the Bluff were undertaken in 

1879 at great cost to the police in terms of time and horse-flesh. In 1880 a Mounted Trooper from 

Beltana on the western side of the Flinders Ranges followed a horse thief to Innamincka and caught him 

within a few kilometres of the Queensland border, a most expensive exercise to retrieve one horse and 

its gear, and arrest one thief. In 1880 Henry Colless was made a Justice of the Peace so that troopers 

need not see wrong-doers escape because they could not obtain a warrant locally. Another long patrol 

from Beltana through Coongie  to Cadelgo was undertaken in 1881, and in 1882 an epic three and a half 

month journey of two thousand one hundred and thirty six kilometres by two troopers covered the whole 

of the north-east comer of South Australia and included for the first time a visit to Nappa Merrie.  
 

This approach to policing the Cooper country was dismissed by the settlers, and recognised by the police  

themselves, as far from satisfactory. In May, 1882, a letter was sent to the South Australian 
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Commissioner of Police requesting that a police Station be set up at Innamincka. Written by Alfred 

Walker, it was also signed by Conrick, McLeod of Cullamurra, Wylie, manager of Coongie, Howie, of 

Haddon Downs, Burkirt of Tinga Tingana and N. E Phillipson and J. Kingsmill for the Beltana Pastoral 

Company. In July the request was granted, and in September three troopers arrived to set up, on the bank 

of the Cooper near Innamincka Station. 
 

The settlers heaved a sigh of relief confident that the presence of the troopers would act as a deterrent 

to criminals of all kinds, as well as ensure that crime was punished swiftly and effectively. Life on the 

river had become just a little safer.  
 

The Aborigines, originally a source of concern had come to terms with the white men. Faced with the 

superior technology of the newcomers they accepted perforce a position on the fringe of the stations in 

return for a share in the Europeans’ material culture, albeit a small share, even while they rejected any 

suggestion that the land was no longer theirs. The spear carrying Aborigine, decorated with stripes of 

alternating red, yellow and white pigment, stalking the pathways beside the Cooper or striding freely 

through the richly coloured sandhills, was replaced by the Aboriginal stockmen, clad in cheap trousers 

and shirt, jogging by on a horse with which he found an immediate affinity. Those who had the 

opportunity became in many cases superlative horsemen and their skill in this regard, together with their 

knowledge of the country made them valued station hands. 
 

Conrick, having won the respect of the Aborigines on his leases, continued to employ them when he 

could, treating them in his opinion, fairly but firmly. Unlike those in South Australia, Queensland 

Aborigines in this remote area received no Government rations and Conrick handed out stores to 

supplement their foraging when necessary and clothed them. He tried to improve what he saw as 

deficiencies in their housing by building neat little huts to replace the traditional wurlies. These wurlies 

were sturdily built od stout tree limbs, thatched with vegetation and liberally plastered with mud to keep 

out the draughts, making a very cosy winter dwelling, while the summer wurlies were lightly constructed 

from boughs, open to the breezes but shady enough to keep the flies from bothering the occupants. 

Conrick’s huts were not as cosy in winter, nor as cool in summer as the traditional housing and the 

Nappa Merrie Aborigines firmly rejected them. 

 

In the late spring of 1882 Conrick engaged a builder, John Watt, to put up a new kitchen at the 

homestead, to be six metres long and four metres wide, divided into two rooms with a two metre 

verandah on three sided, three doors and three windows and a stone chimney, all for £22, with full board 

for the workmen at thirteen shillings a week. While they were there, he also got them to do some other 

work; “to build a flour shed five metres long by about three metres wide roof only on plates about one 

metre from the ground the metres double roof for £2.15.00, soldering the boat and dropping gate cap 15 

centimetres, put new head on the gate and shorten it 30 centimetres, for £1.15.00. To build Smithy and 

carpenters shop five metres by three metres, one door and two windows, horizontal timber barked and 

straightened, dropped in dropped in one and one and a half metre foot panels. Iron roof also erect 

Carpenters and blacksmiths benches for £11.00.00. 
 

All this activity, together with fine new yards he had built added up to a considerable improvement on 

the station. On the 13th of November, Conrick could proudly record a total of 2,492 cattle and 136 horses 

on Nappa Merrie.    
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On the 2nd December he set off for Government Gums, Port Augusta and Adelaide and thence to 

Caramut, journeys end on this occasion apparently Minjah  Station and the Wares. One can assume that 

he also visited his family at Tower Hill, but the event rated no mention in his journal. 
 

He spent four months in Victoria. While there he took steps to transfer ownership of his Nappa Merrie 

runs to the partnership of Conrick and Ware, which had hitherto been restricted to the stock running on 

the property. 
 

He also bought a buggy with two ponies, a grey gelding and four other horses and on the 4th May 1883, 

arrived back in Adelaide on the “Claud Hamilton.” His first recorded act on disembarking was to write 

a letter to Agnes Ware his partner George’s sister. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nappa Merrie Homestead – 2015 

(Courtesy Pater and Jackie Degoumoins) 
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Nappa Merrie Homestead  

(Courtesy Ken Conrick) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Arial view of Nappa Merrie Homestead complex – 2015 

(Courtesy Ken Conrick) 
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CHAPTER 12 
 

LETTERS TO A W, 

 

The Wares had, as well as their two sons George and William, six younger daughters, Harriet Kate, 

Barbara Mary, Martha Isabella, Alice Belinda, Agnes Jane Brooks, and Annie Ethel Coria, known as 

Ethel. As the daughters of a wealthy and socially prominent pastoralist, they grew up in considerable 

comfort.  
 

Minjah  was a fine property, and the homestead was large, well-proportioned and handsome, of two 

storeys, with graced verandahs along the sides and the front facade enhanced by bow windows on either 

side of a Georgian porch reached by a short flight of steps, the  grounds were extensive, and the interior 

furnished and decorated with elegance; lofty moulded plaster Ceilings supported elaborate chandeliers, 

solid Victorian furniture was arranged on rich carpets, while large mirrors reflected almost equally large 

pictures, While the brothers spent their spare time on the property when not at Geelong College, the 

girls, when released by their governesses, had duties to perform around the house, one would have to 

care of the linen, another might help with the cooking or supervise the growing of vegetables for the 

house. The girls were rarely idle, and what little free time there was they filled with needlework and 

music; all the girls had fine singing voices and played the piano, and as they grew older, three of them 

sang in the local church choir with memorable effect. 
 

Minjah was renowned for its hospitality, and there were always visitors, either by invitation, or simply 

passing travellers,  who were always made welcome. Joseph Ware took a leading role in the affairs of 

his district, and no doubt his family also attended many of the local events which his position as a 

Councillor demanded he attend. His children were used to mixing with a wide variety of acquaintances; 

as a family they were outgoing and gregarious, and probably in strong contrast to the Conrick's, Patrick  

being a sound but retiring man and Ellen reputedly sternly religious. 
 

The letter John Conrick wrote in May, 1883, was to the second youngest girl, Agnes, then about twenty 

years old. An early photograph shows her as a solemn, sturdy child in a braided coat and short hooped 

skirt revealing long drawers and neat boots, straight hair parted in the middle and drawn back from a 

round face. She grew into a short, plump young woman, pleasant-faced rather than pretty, with neat well 

shaped features, dark hair and heavy brows over gentle eyes, and a sweetly curving mouth. She was a 

fine pianist and like her sisters sang beautifully and rode well and in a more practical vein it was Agnes 

who was responsible for the care of the Minjah saddlery  
 

It was very likely it was Agnes Ware  with whom Conrick dallied in Warnambool in 1881 before setting 

off for Brisbane and it was undoubtedly Agnes, rather than the quality of the Minjah  bulls or business 

concerns with his partner George, that took John Conrick to Caramut instead of Tower Hill. In the 

summer of 1882-83. Agnes appears to have been a lively, gay girl with a keen sense of humour, and 

perhaps it was these attributes that attracted him. He was ten years her senior, a somewhat senior man 

conscious of the fact that it was time he settled down, and with his affairs now taking a turn for the 

better, determined to do so. The difference in their ages would not have seemed in any way an obstacle, 

in view of the eleven years' seniority his father had over his mother. Some of his descendants have 

suggested that Conrick was also keenly aware of the business and social advantages of having Joseph 

Ware's elder son as his business partner, and Ware's daughter for his wife, 
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At the end of May Conrick arrived in Farina and took the Strzelecki back to the Cooper, to find the 

country in good heart after fine rains late in March. He was able to begin mustering fats in June, starting 

with 171 head for Adelaide via Hawker on the 1st of July.  
 

In his absence an event which would have interested him greatly had taken place, the first Innumincka 

races which were run on New Year's Day, 1883 attracting everyone within a radius of about a hundred 

and sixty kilometres to what proved an entertaining and successful meeting. 
 

He also found neighbours on his northern boundary where St Ann's or Bundubinna Downs had been 

occupied and stocked with 7,500 sheep, 150 horses and a few cattle. To the north-east, Haddon Downs 

was also stocking with sheep. With a growing stock population, the isolation and the distance from 

markets was recognised as a problem to the pastoralists, and a deputation of interested landholders 

unsuccessfully waited upon the South Australian Attorney General to urge the construction of a 

telegraph line.  
 

Meanwhile, the red gibbers of Sturt's Stoney desert, Peter Waite with Sir Thomas Elder and N. E. 

Phillipson. One of the partners in the Beltana Pastoral Company, had taken up Cordillo  Downs. With 

the considerable capital of the partnership behind him, plans could be drawn up immediately for sturdy 

stone buildings, extensive yards and the provision of water for the sheep, a state of affairs which must 

have stirred Conrick to envy, with ten years of struggle behind him on better watered country for less 

visible achievement than Cordillo was to see in many months. He had, for instance, just five kilometres, 

42 chains and three feet of fencing on Nappa Merrie, he had been spared the expense of sinking wells 

and had been able to build fine yards for stock handling, but he was still housed in a modest wooden 

hut. However, he had increased and steadily improved his stock, and so far had no need to spend money 

on what he saw as luxuries.  
 

Winter passed into Spring, and in September he was appointed a Justice of the Peace for Queensland. 

This meant even more letters to write, for example, the death of a man on Chasleton Station meant a 

report to the Thargomindah  police, letters to the Queensland Attorney-General and Commissioner of 

Police, and the Registrar of Deaths at Thargomindah.  
 

Conrick seems also to have acquired an interest in a racehorse at this time, for there are repeated 

references to "General Peel", and a note about racing colours of rose and green on which duty was 

payable. Periodically he notes of wagers taken on various races "100 to 5 Gawler and Glenburn Hurdle 

and Steeplechase" or "500 to 50/- Caulfield and Melbourne Cup" and he was a subscriber to any race 

meeting that could by any stretch of imagination be called local. He was a steward at the Birdsville 

Races in June, 1883. 
 

The summer of 1883-84 was torrid, with temperatures rising to 130 degrees F. in the shade for five or 

six days in succession, accompanied by fierce winds. Five men died of thirst in the district, largely 

through inexperience. There were heavy stock losses, in February, Haddon Downs and Durham Downs 

Station were for sale and the Strzelecki route was closed except to camel, traffic. Cattle continued to die 

until May, when the rains had come at last, and when in June McLeod's  Cullamurra  was put on the 

market, its permanent waterholes were one of the advertised advantages.  
 

At the end of summer a store was opened at Innamincka with "a large and varied assortment of all 

Station requisites on hand, Best quality of all Brands. Moderate Prices." Davey & Pilkington had been 

given permission to build the previous year, but the drought had prevented teams with building materials 
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getting up the track. The store, useful as it was for travellers, could be only of minimal use to the stations, 

which required tons of supplies at a time, but orders could conveniently be dropped at the Innamincka 

store for odds and ends like horse feed, cream of tartar, Coal tar, and timber in small quantities.   
 

As well as the store, a police station was being built near the main Cooper crossing on Innamincka 

Station.  Conrick was also building during 1884. Although there is nothing in his journal to indicate any 

activity out of the ordinary, by this time the stone walls of the permanent homestead must have been 

partly finished on the crest of the long dune above Nappa Merrie Waterhole. He ordered planes and a 

pit saw in September and on the 23rd of November he ordered "Timbers etc.,” for a house through Davey 

& Pilkington 
 

As well as attending to his personal affairs, Conrick had his attention on wider issues as well. In 1883 

there had begun a considerable correspondence in the newspapers on the possibility and desirability of 

building a railway line to the Queensland border either near Innamincka or at Birdsville, branching from 

South Australia's Great Northern Line either at Hawker or Farina. Deputations vigorously urged their 

favoured routes on the South Australian Government and the debate was lively and prolonged.  
 

Conrick could see the advantage to himself of a line of railway coming up the Strzelecki valley, whether 

it ended at Innamincka or continued through Haddon Downs to the northern border of South Australia, 

as a means of sending stock south to market and obtaining supplies for the station. He visualised, as did 

his neighbours, a thriving township springing up at Innamincka, and a general increase in population 

and commercial activity which would increase their prosperity. 
 

Not one to wait idly upon events, he took an active part in the argument, supporting the claims of the 

Innamincka route with a long and detailed report which he sent to Graham Stewart, Superintending 

Surveyor for the proposed railway in November, 1884. The report was published in the "Adelaide 

Observer" of the 27th December, 1884, and said in part:- 
 

 "I have come to the conclusion that were your Great Northern Railway be extended 

to the Queensland border you would secure the trade as far east as Nockatunga 

Station on the Wilson  River, a distance of  about one hundred and seventy seven 

kilometres east from Innamincka. But should the Queensland Government extend 

their railway to their south western border to join your proposed line.... then South 

Australia would secure the trade as far east as Thargomindah, my principal reason 

for forming that opinion being that Port Augusta is the nearest seaport to that town 

and much nearer to the English markets .... The area of Queensland territory which 

would do business with South Australia .... would be about 6,708 square kilometres 

.... That great area at present is grazing only about 250,000 cattle and 150,000 

sheep. The fact of so small a number of stock being on such a large area is due to 

the difficulty of developing it owing to the delay and expanse of cartage. This retards 

progress in every respect, preventing fencing, well-sinking, dam making and other 

necessary improvements .... were your South Australian Railway extended .... the 

country would in a few years be made capable of carrying at the lowest estimate 

about five million sheep or more .... Although this portion of territory belongs to 

Queensland, and is subject to the laws of that colony, it is in every other sense, 

geographically and commercially, South Australian. Should the Birdsville route be 
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adopted in preference to that of Innamincka the amount of Queensland territory 

benefited  would be about  a quarter less.”   
 

These comments summed up effectively the main argument in favour of the Strzelecki route, and 

Conrick's letter was endorsed by the South Australian Engineer-in-Chief. "This fully bears out my idea 

that the line to join Queensland should go via Innumincka." However, equally strong argument were 

mustered in favour of the Birdsville route, and the debate was to continue for many years.  
 

All this time, meanwhile, John Conrick was writing regularly to Agnes Ware,  recording the fact in his 

journal with the note "letter to A. W" and sending photographs and copies of various Queensland papers 

which he thought would interest her. He appears to have made no journey's, or had any social life at this 

time, he even refused an invitation to spend the Christmas of 1884 with the Burkitt’s on Tinga Tingana, 

staying instead at home, soberly attending to his correspondence. All his attention now was bent upon 

the affairs of the station, and the building of his house.  
 

On 25 January. 1885, Conrick sent a telegram to George Ware with news of rain. Ordinarily a letter 

would have sufficed, but on this occasion the falls had been exceptional. Beginning on the 18th January, 

after a severe dust storm, the far west of Queensland and the Cooper country was deluged, with twenty 

five centimetres falling at Birdsville on the South Australian border, twenty eight centimetres at 

Tibooburra over the border in New South Wales, and similar amounts all over the country between. 

Creeks and rivers overflowed their banks, even the Strzelecki  was beginning to run from local rains. 

Nor was this the end, for after an interval of hot humid weather, the rains fell again, and by the 6th of 

February Nappa Merrie had registered thirty centimetres and Chasleton forty three centimetres.  
 

With the welcome rain came small local disasters. Buildings were washed down at Birdsville, on 

Cordillo  and at Innumincka where the new police  station was damaged beyond repair. The new store 

at the settlement was surrounded by water and to be reached only by boat, and loaded wool wagons 

standing on the Cooper's bank were under the flood The mails stopped running for weeks; ironically, 

the floods also prevented a search being made for the Birdsville-Cadelgo  mailman, missing since early 

in January, and later found where he had perished from thirst. 
 

There are no entries in Conrick’s journal later than the 16th of April. It ends  a with a note of items left 

at Farina, buggy, horses and harness, and camping  gear and the cost of train and other fares from there 

to Melbourne, undated. Such an omission can hardly be wondered at, for John Conrick was travelling  

south to his wedding. 
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CHAPTER  13 
 

WEDDED BLISS 
   

The marriage on Monday the 31st of August, 1885 of the daughter of one of the Western Districts most 

prominent pastoralists and the eldest son of a well known and prosperous landowner attracted no public 

attention. One seeks in vain in the Melbourne press and the Warnambool district papers for any account 

of the event, and the only published record is a brief notice in the “Melbourne Argus” of Wednesday, 

the 9th of September, 1885: CONRICK,WARE:- on 31st  Ist, at St. Martin's, Hawksburn, by the Rev. W. 

K. Brodribb, John Conrick, of Nappa Merrie, Queensland, to Agnes, fifth daughter of Joseph Ware, of 

Caramut. A reason for this discreet silence becomes clear when one studies the marriage certificate.  
 

John Conrick, eldest son of a devout Catholic family, had married an Anglican girl, in an Anglican 

church. Remembering Ellen Conrick’s stern catholicism, this event could have caused a traumatic rift 

in the Conrick family, and was perhaps less than welcome in the eyes of the Wares, It is quite possible 

that apart from the bridal couple and their two witnesses, John Conrick’s friend and Agnes’s brother, 

George Ware, and Mary Ware, the ceremony was attended by only a few friends.  
 

It is perhaps indicative of some family opposition that John gave his "present address" as Melbourne, 

and not Tower Hill. Whatever the circumstances however, John and Agnes were man and wife.  Their 

wedding journey took them to Adelaide, where John introduced his bride to various friends, including 

close friend and fellow pastoralist, Andrew Wooldridge, .who farewelled them from the Gresham Hotel 

when they left Adelaide by train for the Cooper. At Farina the buggy and horses were waiting to take 

them up the Strzelecki valley to Innammcka, and finally to the new homestead at Nappa Merrie.  
 

There is no record of Agnes Conrick's initial reaction to the Cooper country. After the floods of the 

previous summer the waterholes of the Strzelecki  would still be bright with water in their fringe of dark 

timber, busy with waterfowl and visited by thousands of corells, galahs and parrots morning and 

evening. At Tinga Tingana, John could proudly present her to William and Ellen Burkitt then it was 

back to the buggy for the long haul up the sandy track to Innamincka The sight of Davey & Pilkington's 

galvanised iron store at least hinted at future possibilities, and Alfred Walker's bachelor establishment 

with its neat stone house of five high-ceilinged rooms surrounded by a very wide verandah, and cluster 

of outbuildings, was even more reassuring. The friendly welcome at Innamincka Station from the very 

civilised, kind and hospitable Walker would have made up for the shock of the arid landscape through 

which they had travelled  for so many kilometres. 
 

Certainly the scenery at Innamincka, with its reddish rocky hills against a clear blue sky, tall river red 

gums above soft green of lignum reflected in brimming waterholes, and wide sandy flats dotted with 

grey-stemmed box trees, had more to recommend it than the the Strzelecki dunes. The hills, the ancient 

trees and the long shining stretches of water, the cries of birds, strident most often, as the corellas 

exploded out of the gums, sometimes quaint, as the pelicans grunted to each other as they swam in 

flotillas up the river, or appealing gentle, when the peaceful dove called from the shaggy paperbarks, 

continued for the next forty eight kilometres until they arrived at Nappa Merrie. 
 

Agnes could only have approved of her new home; it was, after all, the most substantial and handsome 

dwelling she had seen in many hundreds of kilometres. The cluster of buildings was dominated by the 

stone homestead on its high sandhill, the wide verandahs looking out over timbered flats and stoney 

rises, and on the southern side the great waterhole, several kilometres long and nearly a hundred metres 
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wide, with a little island just offshore below the house, rocky headlands and banks of lignum and rushes, 

and everywhere the busy watierbirds diving, darting and gliding. The builder had found suitable stone 

of a light pinkish colour, a short distance down-river, for walls forty six centimetres thick. Within were 

six large, lofty rooms and an office, nearby the customary detached kitchen. On a lower level below the 

sand hill were the quarters, their kitchen and a large store, all built of stone, with various other out 

buildings. At a discreet distance were a few wurlies, the homes of the Aborigines,.  
 

Such were the surroundings in which the young bride settled down. With a cook in residence, only the 

housekeeping fell to Agnes, and her girlhood on Minjah  ensured that she was capable of dealing with 

it. The arrangement of the homestead furnishings and the supervision of the embryo garden, watered by 

one of the new windmills from the waterhole sixty feet below, may have occupied her for some time. 

At first she may sometimes have ridden out with Jack, as she called him, over the rough station tracks, 

side-saddle on a fine hack in neat riding habit, but as summer closed its fist on the Cooper such outdoor 

activities would have lost their attraction. There was little of the busy social life she was accustomed to 

at Minjah.  
 

Travellers were few, apart from drovers or an occasional hawker, or a neighbour calling for a business 

discussion with her husband, and there must have been long periods when she saw no one but her Jack, 

the cook and glimpses of the stockmen going about their business between the quarters and the kitchen 

and store, before and after the day’s work. If Jack was busy about the cattle, or away in some remote 

part of the run. she was left to her own devices. Once the novelty of her state had worn off, it is very 

likely that Agnes Conrick was lonely. 
 

Her situation was not improved by the discovery that her Jack was a very jealous husband. According 

to her youngest son Joe, "he wouldn’t let any men at all come anywhere near the house, and they reckon 

(the hands) used to go and lie away from the house a bit in the sand hills and listen to the old man on 

the violin and singing. He had a fair voice, and Mother singing and playing the piano."  
 

The idyllic picture of the recently married couple filling the soft Cooper twilight with musical harmony 

is somewhat spoiled by the realisation that Agnes was denied even the most innocent contact with the 

men who so enjoyed the sound of a woman's voice in that predominantly male country. 
 

The summer of 1885-86 proved a dramatic initiation for someone newly arrived from a southern colony. 

Temperatures soared to 110 deg. F. in the shade at times, and travel  was perilous. Two men attached to 

a survey party working in the district nearly perished near Haddon Downs, a party of four men and 

another group of three died of thirst between the Cooper and Birdsville, and a Cordillo  well-sinker also 

perished in December. The year ended with a dramatic storm which uprooted trees, partially unroofed 

buildings and tossed the iron about like sheets of paper, followed by two days of rain which brought 

Nappa Merrie twenty five centimetres of rain, the Cooper rising in flood from the local downpours. 
 

As the summer progressed the grasshoppers arrived in hordes, and the Plague rats; those same rats which 

had threatened Conrick's vegetable garden when he first arrived on the Cooper. They poured out of the 

north in incredible numbers, eating every scrap of green. Rations in huts had to be suspended from the 

rafters or ridgepole by wire to keep them intact; saddles, bridles, leather pack bags. whips and any other 

leather was also relished, and the rats even nibbled the stockmen's hair as they lay sleeping on the 

ground. Water supplies were polluted by the bodies of rats which had drowned in the wells and tanks, 

and only the dingoes,  preying on the horde, and the Aborigines, who enjoyed a tender plump rat as a 
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change to their regular diet, saw any good in the plague. At the end of the summer two more unfortunates 

perished. This time two Chinese who found temporary graves beside the Haddon track until their bones 

could be retrieved by their countrymen in 1893. 
 

But at last the heat abated, and a wider range of activities became possible. If Agnes Conrick languished 

for want of feminine company there was little she could do about it. Mrs. Colless, the first white woman 

on the Cooper, had left the district when Innamincka was sold to William Campbell at the end of 1881, 

and Ellen Burkitt was over a hundred and sixty kilometres south at Tinga Tingana more than two days 

steady drive by buggy. Howard Kearns owner of the new hotel at Innumincka, had his wife and children, 

including the baby, Jack Innamincka Kearns, born in April, with him in the township, so there was 

another young woman only a buggy ride away, but the teamster's daughter, Henrietta, Kearns and Agnes, 

a newcomer to the outback, from a very different background, may have had little in common even had 

there been opportunities for them to meet.  
 

In March, at a meeting in the Innamincka Hotel, twenty of the district's leading personalities decided to 

form the Cooper's Creek Jockey Club, with John Conrick as President and William Burkitt as Vice-

President. In May the programme for the first meeting was advertised, with Conrick named as one of 

the stewards and also the donor of a prize of 15 sovereigns for the Nappa Merrie Plate, a race restricted 

to horses bred and sold by him. Here at last was a social event for Agnes to look forward to.  
 

Unfortunately the race meeting, held on the 5th and 6th of August, was something of a disappointment. 

It took place ten kilometres north of Innamincka on a vast sandy flat hemmed in on three sides by rocky 

hills to form an amphitheatre, with the dark green of the river timber as its base. Heavy rains at the end 

of July had brightened the landscape with fresh green, and the day was gloriously fine, but perhaps 

because of the depressed  economic conditions of the time only a small attendance heard the pounding 

of hooves in the sandy soil as a bay gelding named Doubtful won the Nappa Merrie Plate.  
 

Meanwhile, in the cities on the seaboard, decisions were being made which were to disrupt life on the 

Colonial borders with a succession of regulations which were to be a constant irritation for many years. 

As separate entities, the Colonies raised their revenues through exports, by loans, and through taxation, 

including import duties on goods coming from other Colonies. Queensland started its life as a separate 

Colony with light revenue duties which after seven years were increased to meet the growing cost of 

government, and in 1885-86 were increased again.  
 

South Australia too had import duties. A proposal in I878 for a Customs Union between New South 

Wales, Queensland and South Australia to eliminate the difficulties brought about by Border Customs 

was seen as urgent because of the progress of settlement in western Queensland, the area most affected 

and although this did not eventuate at least one small step to facilitate trade was taken in 1882, when it 

was arranged that goods could be taken from Port Augusta to south-west Queensland in bond. in order 

to avoid the necessity to pay duty both in the port and on the border. These decisions were of vital 

interest to John Conrick living as he did in an area close to both the New South Wales and South 

Australian borders, so far from his own Colony's capital city that he was virtually forced to import his 

supplies from other Colonies.  
 

Import duties added considerably to the cost of running the station. Wagons, wagonettes and buggies 

attracted a duty of 15% ad valorem, cast iron pipes 2/- per cwt; cordage and rope, 8/- per cwt: onions, 

20/- per ton; tobacco 3/- per lb, bacon, 3d per lb, biscuits 2d per lb, dried fruit, 3d per lb, brandy. 14/- 
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per gallon, and bran and pollard, 4d per bushel, and chaff, 15/- per ton. Most items on a station's shopping 

list, in fact, were subject to duty. As an added aggravation, in 1885 South Australia imposed a tax to 

cover the cost of pasture consumed by travelling stock coming over its borders of 2/6 per head on cattle 

and 3d per head on sheep, a tax which was to cut dramatically the number of flocks and herds passing 

through the Innamincka district.  
 

With settlement of the far west and far south-west of Queensland, that Colony established a Customs 

House at Birdsville in 1883. That was followed by one at Betoota, further east along the South Australian 

border, and in September, 1886. the Government resumed a two and a half square kilometres of land 

from Nappa Merrie  "with the view of the said land being reserved for Customs  purposes” where the 

Cooper crossed the South Australian border, within a few kilometres of the homestead. A Customs 

Officer took up residence within the reserve near Oontoo Waterhole later that same month. 
 

The necessity for a Customs House was irritation enough, but to have it established on his land, won 

with such effort from the wilderness, was in Conrick's eyes something of an outrage. Its position in 

relation to his home was intrusive and because it lay squarely on the main track south, impossible to 

ignore. Conrick resented its presence as deeply as he resented the imposts it collected, and for as long 

as it remained this resentment was expressed in firm dislike for all the people connected with it and with 

the settlement which grew up around it.  
 

Initially the sole resident was the Customs Officer, a Mr. Ivory, housed, for want of a better word, in a 

tattered tent beside the track. In the first month of his term of duty there was only one wagon load of 

wool coming out of Queensland from Durham Downs, up the Cooper, a dray passed from South 

Australia into Queensland, and a mob of Cadelgo cattle came across, heading for Bourke. 
 

Ivory was not alone for long, very soon a shanty public house appeared. This was another great 

annoyance for John Conrick, representing as it did a constant temptation to his stockmen and to the 

Aborigines, since he had a firm “no alcohol” rule Nappa Merri. 
 

Around the Customs House when it was built there gathered a little huddle of tents and huts. Additional 

impetus for the settlement was provided by the Queensland Government, which had undertaken to fence 

its border with New South Wales and South Australia against the advance of the rabbit, which had 

appeared for the first time on Queensland soil in 1886. The new township was made a depot for the 

fencing contractors.  
 

During 1887, horse teams arrived with tons of fencing wire, and labourers hoping to get a job on the 

fence made their camps at Oontoo at about the time the first rabbit was seen near the township late in 

the year. This congregation of strangers, in Conrick's view probably not very desirable characters, was 

another thorn in his side. 
  

Worst of all, the township lay near the Oontoo waterhole, one of the  best waterholes on his stretch of 

the river. Not only that, but one which could be depended upon for at least two years in a drought, but 

it was the only one in that part of the run. Getting cattle in to water past a township was difficult, and in 

dry seasons Oontoo caused Conrick more aggravation than usual. 
                                                                           

The arrival of Thomas Costello,  cousin of that John Costello of Kyabra whom he had met on his way 

to the Cooper, to set up as a publican and build the Oontoo Hotel did not in any way endear the settlement 

to Conrick, but perhaps the mere presence of Kate Costello and her two small children was a comfort to 
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Agnes, isolated in her handsome stone house up the river. Despite his love of racing, it is doubtful if 

Conrick patronised the first Oontoo race meeting in August, 1887, or any subsequent meeting. 
 

Only once was Conrick tempted to stay at the Oontoo Hotel. On the track up from Innamincka very late 

one night he actually stopped and had the horses taken out, but he was so annoyed by tbe casual treatment 

of his stock that he harnessed up again and continued to Nappa Merrie. Rumour has it that over the years 

the liquor sold at the Oontoo Hotel was not all it should be.  
 

The story goes that Conrick once bought a hogshead from the hotel to use for pickled meat, and when 

they took the top out, they found copper ship's nail’s driven into the sides with shreds of tobacco still 

hanging from them, suggesting that the contents had been methylated spirit flavoured with tobacco. 

Whether this was during Costello’s time is not known. At about this time a passing journalist visited the 

Conrick’s, and his newspaper articles published later commented in glowing terms on all he had seen. 
 

“The house is splendidly situated and commands a most extensive view of the surrounding countryside 

… the rooms are all most elegantly furnished, and give one a foretaste of the civilisation of the west.  … 

The garden contains several fine young trees and plants, all doing well and the beautiful bauhinia trees 

along the margin of the river, lend a charm to the scene seldom to be equalled in any part of Queensland. 

Certainly one visiting Nappa Merrie can never forget the beauty of the place.. .. It would be hard to find 

scenes of more perfect loveliness anywhere." Although some of his enthusiasm may be discounted as 

the aftermath of many days travel  over an arid and uninviting landscape, nevertheless to this day Nappa 

Merrie remains one of the most pleasantly sited homesteads in the Outback. 
 

After waxing lyrical over the Nappa Merrie homestead, the journalist was equally pleased with the rest 

of the station, which he described as some of the best country on the Cooper. He approved of the 

stockyards, "built with every convenience for working a large herd of cattle, drafting yards, pound and 

drafting pen, all roofed over" He commented on the strength and planning of the yards, and was 

impressed with the working of the station. "Mr. Conrick allows no fuss, noise or bustle, but goes through 

his work both with cattle or horses, in a thorough business-like manner, which reflects credit on his 

skilful management.” The stock on Nappa Merrie were also described: "They have a splendid herd of 

shorthorn cattle, well selected, and bred from some of the best strains in Australia, including cows and 

bulls bred by Neil Black, the Messrs. Robertson,  Joseph Ware,  of Minjah, Andrew Tobin of Yallock, 

and Tozer of Warnambool. The prices obtained for bulls sold in the district testify to their excellent 

quality and breed, and as the herd consists of some 5,500 head of magnificent well-bred cattle, I feel 

satisfied that in the near future, Mr. Conrick will obtain a name for his cattle second to none in 

Queensland .... The horses upon this station lack nothing in breeding and quality of the best description 

and the blood horses are famous for their high lineage and as the demand for India remounts is now 

considerable, Messrs. Conrick and Ware should be able to furnish large numbers of colts fit for such a 

service, as they have fully 500 horses running upon the station. I saw some beautiful arabs … several 

splendid pairs could be secured, suitable for the Melbourne market and in blood stock both the mares, 

fillies and colts must claim careful and marked attention ... There are some fine and highly-bred horses 

of the pure Clydesdale breed, which are in great demand, and as great care has been bestowed on this 

class of stock, a large margin of profit must be the outcome of sales of these splendid stock.” The writer 

also commented that much of the run was "eminently adapted for sheep and wool growing', something 

of which John Conrick would have been well aware of with Haddon Downs, Cordillo  and St. Ann’s all 

carrying sheep. 
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Despite the continuously dry conditions in the area, Conrick was reasonably content with the state of 

his run. There had been a good fall of  rain along the border and the Mitchell grass waved luxuriantly 

on the stoney downs; while the large Cooper flood which had made the river up to forty eight kilometres 

wide in some places had brought fine pastures to the flood plains. Although rabbits had appeared in the 

district they were, so far at least in small numbers, largely thanks to the drought,  and he was confident 

that they would never pose a problem for him, especially in view of the Governments netting fence 

which would effectively shield the two vulnerable sides of the run, to the south and west. The work of 

the station went on, with at least 500 head of cattle sent to market in 1887, one consignment bringing 

between £7 and £9 a head in Adelaide.   
 

At the end of 1887 the Burkitt's of Tinga Tingana set out to visit the Cooper. William, Ellen and the 

children, Christie, Willie, Bob and Nell, with their governess Ethel Glyde with two Aboriginals to help 

with the horses, They started very early on the 1st of December. They harnessed a team of four to the 

trap, with another team running loose. That day they travelled  seventy seven kilometres before camping 

by a lovely waterhole, the next day they drove the sixty eight kilometres to Innumincka station to spend 

the next two days with Alfred Walker. On the Monday they drove the forty five kilometres to Nappa 

Merrie. 
 

“The road was in good order so we got there early. The Conrick’s are very nice, hospitable people, and 

have a beautiful place. The house, which is stone, is well finished and handsomely furnished just like a 

nice Town house: any quantity of cut glass and plate. The house stands on the top of a high bank 

immediately overlooking the Nappa Merrie waterhole .... it is a superb sheet of water, at present over 

60 feet deep, and has never been known, by Aborigines or whites’ to be dry. When we were there, (owing 

to the flood last year) the Creek is still high so they could go in the boat eleven kilometres above and 

five kilometres below the house. We went six kilometres up in the boat to a very pretty island where we 

had very pleasant picnic, ourselves, Mr. and Mrs. Conrick, Miss May Mcleod and a Mr. Thompson were 

staying there on a visit. Mr. and Mrs. Conrick went up in the buggy and took the eatables, etc. to a point 

opposite the island and crossed over in the boat; both theirs and the Innumincka boat are real, proper 

town-made boats and very nice ones too. We stayed there three clear days, then returned to Innumincka 

on Friday .... we started for home on Monday morning …” 
 

Yet another visitor, at the end of 1888, enjoyed the hospitality of the Station and described it in 

enthusiastic words in his published journal. This was the Adelaide opal expert, T. C. Wollaston. who 

was passing though the Cooper country en route to the opal fields of southwest Queensland “What an 

oasis. Glorious freshwater lake. rock-bordered and tree-girt. Swans, ibises, ducks and waterfowl of all 

descriptions foregather here. and Conrick allows no shooting near the station. Fine fish abound.” 
 

There was no mention of Agnes Conrick,  and for a good reason, by then she was in Adelaide awaiting 

the birth of her first child. This was not her first pregnancy; according to fragmentary accounts of her 

marriage, passed on to her son Joe, she had in the first three years of her marriage a number of 

miscarriages. Now at last she had come to term, and early in 1889 Conrick went south to Adelaide to be 

with her and on the 12th of February she was delivered of a son, who was named John Ware Conrick.  
 

While in Adelaide, Conrick was interviewed by a reporter for “The Advertiser", who took particular 

note of his opinions as to the desirability of building a railway through the far North-east to the 

Queensland border, a project still the subject of heated debate in South Australia, Conrick spoke at some 
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length in favour of the scheme, and his arguments were published in detail.  
 

These years must have been intensely satisfying. The worst perils and hardships of the pioneering period 

were behind him; he had built up his original small holding block by block into a respectable one 

thousand three hundred and seventy eight square kilometres of excellent country, and he had seen his 

improvements and his stock described in glowing terms in the papers. Not only was he a prominent 

citizen in his own, admittedly small community, but in the city his views were solicited and reported in 

detail in the press. He had converted the friendship of his youth and a business partnership into a family 

relationship with the Wares of Minjah through his marriage with Agnes. In his late thirties he retained 

the immense physical strength and endurance which had characterised his youth, and he could perform 

prodigious feats of strength which became part of the folklore of the district. And now, to crown it all, 

he had a son and heir to this has hard-won estate.  
 

Everything he might have dreamed of in the long anxious nights of the eleven-month trek from Tower 

Hill to the Cooper and during the lonely days of his total isolation on the Cooper in his first year, or in 

odd moments of leisure, looking out over the homestead waterhole from his first simple hut there, had 

come about. Now he must have taken it for granted that the future would be merely an enhancement of 

his present success.  
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WOMEN OF THE WEST 
 

George Essex Evans 1863 – 1909 

 

They left the vine-wreathed cottage and the mansion on the hill, 

The houses in the busy streets where life is never still, 

The pleasures of the city, and the friends they cherished best: 

For love they faced the wilderness—the Women of the West. 
 

The roar, and rush, and fever of the city died away,  

And the old-time joys and faces—they were gone for many a day; 

In their place the lurching coach-wheel, or the creaking bullock-chains  

O'er the everlasting sameness of the never-ending plains. 
 

In the slab-built, zinc-roofed homestead of some lately-taken run,  

In the tent beside the bankment of a railway just begun,  

In the huts on new selections, in the camps of man’s unrest,  

On the frontiers of the Nation, live the Women of the West. 
 

The red sun robs their beauty and, in weariness and pain,  

The slow years steal the nameless grace that never comes again; 

And there are hours men cannot soothe, and words men cannot 

say The nearest woman's face may be a hundred miles away. 
 

The wide bush holds the secrets of their longing and desires,  

When the white stars in reverence light their holy altar fires,  

And silence, like the touch of God, sinks deep into the breast Perchance,  

He hears and understands the Women of the West. 
 

For them no trumpet sounds the call, no poet plies his arts—  

They only hear the beating of their gallant, loving hearts.  

But they have sung with silent lives the song all songs above—  

The holiness of sacrifice, the dignity of love. 
 

Well have we held our fathers’ creed. No call has passed us by.  

We faced and fought the wilderness, we sent our sons to die.  

And we have hearts to do and dare, and yet, o'er all the rest,  

The hearts that made the Nation were the Women of the West 
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CHAPTER  14 
 

THE FAMILY MAN 

 

The year which had began so satisfactorily for Conrick continued in the same manner. The summer was 

hard. An ironic comment from the “Adelaide Observer”  pointed out that in March they had had a cool 

change, "the temperature for the past five days only being 100 degrees in the shade, and the nights.... 

quite chilly towards morning. We can can now reckon that the summer heat is over."  
 

Because of the excessive heat, the Chinese market gardener at Innamincka had failed to work his usual 

miracle, his only crop being a few water melons. However, in April the drought broke, and in the next 

few weeks 20 centimetres of rain fell at Nappa Merrie. In the second week of May, drover Bob Parker 

set out for Adelaide with about 300 fat Conrick and Ware cattle for market. In a few weeks the country 

was a picture and the pastoralists were rejoicing in the best season for many years. 
 

The rain brought its usual problems, not the least of which was the difficulty of getting supplies and 

mail  up and down the Strzelecki track and across the flooded Cooper, which remained a barrier until 

August. A regular Royal Mail line of coaches had been started in April between Farina and Haddon 

Downs, calling at Innamincka and Oontoo, but the floods delayed the mails even though additional horse 

teams, and eventually even a bullock team, were hitched to the wagonette. At the best of times, even 

though the Cooper was only twelve days' travel  from Adelaide, an answer from there to a letter took 

six weeks, because the mails did not meet. 
 

The rabbit fence was progressing well, with all but thirteen kilometres completed south of the Cooper, 

and eighty nine kilometres north of the river. This progress was increasing pressure for a township to be 

surveyed at Innamincka, which, because of its position at the junction of a number of routes leading into 

Queensland was, in the opinion of many, ideally situated to become a flourishing centre. 
 

On the Cooper, the 1890s began with the feeling that anything was possible. The pastoralists had learned 

the ways of the country, had weathered drought and floods and established themselves and their stock. 

Temporary camps on the runs had grown into what were virtually small townships with substantial 

populations, the first rough huts of pioneering settlement had been replaced by solid stone houses. Some 

of the smaller runs had vanished, absorbed into larger and economically more viable stations 
 

John Conrick’s own boundless self confidence epitomised the times. The people of the Cooper looked 

forward to the arrival of the railway which was to enable them further to develop their holdings, to a 

township growing into commercial importance, to growth and progress on all fronts. 
 

On cue, at the beginning of 1890 the Surveyor-General of South Australia sent one of his surveyors to 

Innumincka to lay out a town. In May, allotments in the newly-proclaimed township, to be known as 

Hopetoun, after the then Governor of Victoria, were offered for sale. Of the 177 lots, only 40 found 

buyers, most of these being already resident in the town. John Conrick bought two town lots, Lots 116 

and 174, at £2.15 shillings each, probably viewing them as a good investment should the town prosper 

as expected. The name of the new town was to prove universally unacceptable, however, and the 

settlement reverted to its original name of Innamincka in 1892. 

progress on all fronts. 
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At the end of May, Agnes Conrick bore twin sons, of whom one, to be named Edward Gerald survived. 

She was confined at Nappa Merrie which made her son one of the first white children born in the far 

South-west of Queensland. If she intended to go to Adelaide again for the birth the floods in the Cooper 

and along the Strzelecki in the early months of 1890 probably prevented her from leaving the station, 

for the Strzelecki track was so boggy that the mails were sent by packhorse in February, and by April 

teamsters were camped by the Cooper to await the ebbing of the floodwaters. A doctor, sent for when 

the birth was imminent, arrived almost too late, probably because of conditions along the track.  
 

The question of a railway to extend to the Queensland border continued to be argued, with additional 

pressure coming from the miners on the Mount Browne  goldfields in New South Wales, who wanted a 

connection with the seaboard by way of a connecting line to such a railway leading south. In January, 

1890, a Royal Commission to examine the practicalities of the various schemes began its enquiry, and 

eventually decided in favour of a line from Leigh's Creek to Innumincka, an outcome which gladdened 

Conrick's heart. A Bill to provide for the building of the line was debated late in 1890. 
   

The early months of 1891 were notable for heavy flooding in the Cooper country which started early in 

February and eventually exceeded the record flood of 1887 by some feet.  
 

Down at Innamincka Station, Walker found himself fighting the river at his very doorstep: he moved 

his possessions to high ground and laboriously, and feverishly with what help could be mustered to build 

an embankment around the homestead, then anxiously watched the torrent nibble inexorably at the earth 

wall as the flood rose. The police station in the township was flooded on the 8th of May and badly 

damaged. Up the river at Barrioolah, as Chastleton was now called, the manager had to abandon his huts 

on the flood plain and live in a tent on the dunes. 
 

At Oontoo  the Customs Officer reported the Customs house to be an island in May, with an arm of the 

river one kilometre wide running in front of the house and the main river five kilometres wide behind 

it. For weeks there were no letters from South Australia, and the Queensland mails by packhorse from 

Nocundra were the border people's only contact with the outside world. The Oontoo mail  was held at 

Nappa Merrie to be sent down as chance allowed; once when the mailman left for Oontoo, the water 

was only up to his stirrup irons, but by the time he was ready to return, the horse had to swim a kilometre 

to get into Nappa Merrie.  
 

At the station, Agnes Conrick could look out from the verandah at a swirling brown torrent, 38 feet 

higher than summer level, out of which only the upper foliage of the box trees, rose, strung with debris. 

She must have marvelled, and probably shuddered, at the rushing mass of water which had replaced the 

serene lake, the bubbling eddies, the black logs bobbing and twisting, the occasional drowned animal 

swept past in the roaring flood. Pregnant again, and close to term, she was once more marooned on 

Nappa Merrie. 
 

The business of the station went on. Conrick had sent a mob of 368 fats for Adelaide in April, and while 

the river was in high flood several other lots were mustered ready to be sent away as soon as it was safe 

to swim them over the Cooper. Before that happened Agnes bore their third son, Francis  Clive, on the 

28th of May. She may have had the comfort of a doctor in attendance, for the Queensland Directory of 

1891 records the presence of a Dr. Shaw at Oontoo. His qualifications, his antecedents and his 

competence remain a mystery, but the possibility of his presence at that time is a pleasant thought.  
 

 

 

^                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          • 

univei^ally imacceptable, however, and the 
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Another South Australian Royal Commission set out at this time to inspect the rival routes for the 

proposed railway, travelling through the area during the worst of the floods. The party of 

Parliamentarians did not visit Nappa Merrie, for John Conrick  was already on record in the Adelaide 

press and the reports of Parliamentary Proceedings as stating that two hundred and fifty nine square 

kilometres of south-west Queensland would do business with South Australia if the railway line came 

that way. On the evidence put before them on this journey, this Royal commission recommended the 

line from Maree to Tieta, with only the first section to Goyder’s Lagoon to be constructed for the time 

being. 
   

But there the matter was to rest until 1898, when the Innumincka line was again favoured, but with  

Federation in the air, heavy Colonial indebtedness and a decline in trade with Queensland brought about 

by heavy increases in Border Customs duties, there was little enthusiasm for the project, and  the idea 

was shelved for good in 1899. A disappointed John Conrick must continue to drove his stock south in 

the old way to a railway line five hundred and sixty three kilometres away. Meanwhile on the northern 

border of Nappa Merrie, the small holding of Bundabinna Downs, better known in the district as St. 

Ann’s, came onto the market. It had no river frontage in its one thousand two hundred and nine square 

kilometres of country, and was watered only by natural water holes between three and seven metres 

deep in the creeks; two dams had been made, however, and there were two good wells. Despite the water 

problem it was good pastoral country, open stoney downs with Mitchell and blue grass, lightly timbered 

and with some nice cotton and saltbush flats.  
 

Two homesteads had been built, one of them a pretty stone cottage perched high on a creek bank, the 

other of sawn timber, together with a wool shed and yards. The stock was included in the offer, a flock 

of about 4,000 sheep with a few cattle, 150 draught mares and as the previous owners had sold a small 

wool clip and found a good market for the draught horses they bred, but there was  little profit to share 

in a partnership of three. St.Ann's had been on the market before without attracting a buyer, but now 

John Conrick was in a position to take advantage of the offer and on the 2nd of November, 1891, St.Ann’s 

was added to Nappa Merrie, to well nigh double the size of the run. The sheep which came with the land 

could be run on similar stoney ground south of the Cooper, while the Nappa Merrie cattle continued to 

fatten on the flood plains of the river. Conrick could now make good use of that  country which was 

unsuitable for cattle and had until now lain idle. 
 

The summer of 1891-92 was severe, and the waterholes in the Cooper shrank dramatically; the water 

became almost undrinkable and dead fish floated on the surface or lay in stinking heaps on the banks. 

The level of the Nappa Merrie Waterhole fell to create little beaches of grey cracking mud, although 

such was its great depth that there was no possibility of its failure. 
 

John Conrick was able to send 150 fat sheep down to Innumincka and in March the river began to run 

again. Conrick sent away his first wool clip during March, when the wagons were reported to have 

passed through the Oontoo Customs post along with those from Durham Downs, far up the river. 
 

Despite the rabbit fence, the vermin had taken a firm hold on the Cooper country, breeding up in the 

sandy tracts in large numbers where the country was unoccupied. In 1892, Conrick was appointed to the 

Warrego Rabbit Board, one of the seven pastoralists whose responsibility it was to oversee the control 

of the pest through the maintenance of fences, the money for which came from a special tax levied on 

the pastoralists of western Queensland. 
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Agnes was pregnant again and this time she was able to persuade John to send her south to Adelaide, 

where he rented a house where she and the children could live. This was Prospect Hall, in what was then 

known as Bowden-on-the-Hill, now North Adelaide. If the unidentified photographs in the Conrick 

collection of a house and garden are in fact pictures taken at Prospect Hall, it was a pleasant and 

charming retreat  
 

The house was set in a big garden with well-grown trees. A stone wall surrounded the grounds, with a 

large iron gate set between brick pillars, from which a gravel drive wound its way up to the porch made 

of stone, with brick quoins, chimneys, parapet trim and porch pillars, the house had wide verandahs 

trimmed with timber trellis-work, and timber shutters. There were fruit trees and a well, and many little 

paths winding through a flower-filled wilderness. To care for all this Agnes had a gardener forking and 

raking with bowler hat firmly in place, a maid decorously clad in white lace-edged apron and a pleasant-

faced young woman with the sober motherly air of a nursery maid or governess, whose days were kept 

busy with the three little boys: probably there was a cook as well. A photograph taken in the garden has 

two women seated by an afternoon tea table, with the three little boys, Jack in knickerbockers, Ted in a 

sailor suit with a pleated skirt (a common style of the time for very small boys) and Clive in a toddler's 

dress. In the background is the only reminder of Cooper's Creek, a young Aboriginal girl.  
 

John Conrick kept a sternly paternal eye on the Aborigines who were still on Nappa Merrie. Their 

numbers were greatly reduced from the several hundred he found there in 1873, thanks to the pressures 

of co-existing with the white man. Agnes had undertaken a project of her own, she took one of the young 

girls, Nanpicka, from the camp for training. She renamed her Cora. Instructed her in hygiene, provided 

her with European clothes, and taught her to do housework. She was a handsome child, with good 

features, the melting dark eyes of her race, small neat ears revealed by close-cropped hair, and the typical 

long slender hands of the Aborigine. She appears in a number of the Prospect Hall pictures, sometimes 

shyly lurking in the background, but in some of the photos taken on the porch steps, posed almost pertly 

in the foreground. What Cora made of this strange world can only be conjectured, but later events were 

to demonstrate clearly the value she put upon it. 
 

Life in North Adelaide supplied many of the things which Agnes would have missed most at Nappa 

Merrie, especially company. There was pony cart to take her about, and the photographs suggest frequent 

gatherings of friends and acquaintances, one of which included a priest. 
 

How long she remained at Prospect Hall is not known. Her fourth son, Joseph Patrick was born there on 

the 7th of May, 1892, and some of the pictures show that she remained in Adelaide well into the winter, 

for Jack and Ted are shown rugged up with their fists buried in the pockets of little caped ulsters, with 

tam o'shanter caps on their heads, in a bleak garden where the trees were quite bare of leaves. 
 

However, the story in the family goes that after a time the cost of maintaining this separate establishment 

became, in Conrick's opinion, too high and Agnes and the children were required to return to Nappa 

Merrie. They were lucky to have missed the searing heat of that summer on the Cooper. In March the 

temperature raged from 106 deg. to 112 deg. in the shade for a full fortnight, remained from 98 deg. to 

104 Deg. until 8 p.m. Rain did not fall until June to break the drought and Agnes presumably did not go 

back until conditions improved. 
 

Some time after her return, a domestic crisis occurred. Exactly what this was cannot be said with 

certainty, although locals and family gossip hazards various conjectures. However as a result, one day 
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when Jack was away on the run somewhere in the buggy with the three older boys, Agnes packed her 

belongings, gathered up baby Joe, and persuaded one of the station hands to harness up another buggy 

to take her to Innumincka, where she boarded the mail coach on the first part of the long journey back 

to Victoria. 
 

Why she left will never be known for certain. Women today would consider that she had ample 

justification. A young, fun loving girl had been isolated for years in a lonely and remote place with a 

husband who had proved both jealous and stern. A photograph which may have been taken at the time 

of their marriage shows a suitably serious and proud John Conrick, seated, with Agnes standing at his 

right Shoulder. A plump little woman with a happy face and gently smiling eyes, inclining slightly 

towards her dignified husband. A later picture reveals a sterner John and a plumper, pensive Agnes, 

formally posed and looking in opposite directions, giving the impression the warmth implicit in that first 

photograph had vanished. 
  

She had endured searing summer heat and been marooned by terrifying floods, while being almost 

continuously pregnant, for she told her son Joe in later years that in the relatively short term of her 

marriage she had suffered four miscarriages in addition to the four successful pregnancies. The eight or 

so years on the Cooper were, in short, extremely stressful, and after the summer in temperate Adelaide, 

the company, the freedom from the fear of having the children or herself fall ill so far from medical 

help, or the grim possibilities of death from thirst, or, conversely, drowning in a flood, she was unlikely 

to look forward to a return to Nappa Merrie with pleasure. Given the facts of her life. 

 

it could have been almost any trivial event which tipped the scales and drove her to the desperate 

measure of abandoning three of her children in order to escape; if she discovered that her husband was 

indulging in some casual adultery any lingering notions of wifely duty must have evaporated 

immediately. Agnes returned to Minjah  initially, but did not stay very long. She had of course offended 

against the morality of her times, for in Victorian society a good woman did not leave her husband, no 

matter what the provocation, nor did a good mother abandon her children. What passed between Agnes 

Conrick and her parents can only be guessed at, but if they had opposed the marriage a certain lack of 

sympathy might be imagined. 
 

A commonly held belief in the family is that John Conrick followed Agnes to Minjah, only to have the 

Wares refuse him any contact with his wife. Had they been more accommodating, with a little goodwill 

on both sides the trouble may have been smoothed over; as it was the opportunity was 

lost. His pride was hurt, and he would not risk rejection a second time. 
 

Only the barest outlines of the rest of Agnes Conrick's life can be related, what little information there 

is has been garnered from Joe’s fragmentary memories of his childhood and odd scraps she told him 

later.  According to Joe, Agnes had no financial support from her family. Joseph Ware died in 1894, and 

Barbara Ware within a year of his death.  
 

Agnes may have earned enough to keep herself and her child as a pianist at dances and other functions. 

Later she worked with a firm of dry cleaners and dyers in Melbourne. Eventually she was  
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Agnes and John Conrick 

 

 

given a small but reliable income, when her brother George sold both Minjah and Barwidgee Stations 

and set up a trust fund which paid £3 weekly to each of the women and £6 to both men of the family. 

There was in addition an annual bonus, paid as a small lump sum, of about £25 or £30, which was 

sufficient to pay the fees at a boarding school in Benalla for Joe, from 1899 until 1905. At some stage 

Agnes managed to get a house on half an acre of land in Heidleberg, where she kept a pony. She 

gradually developed an alcohol problem, which by the time Joe left school in 1905 had become quite 

serious. 
 

Joe worked for about two years, while living with a newspaper man and his wife, but in 1907 Ellen 
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Conrick wrote to John on Nappa Merrie, pointing out that he had a responsibility for his youngest son 

who was, in her opinion, not being cared for properly. At her urging john went to Melbourne, took the 

youth away from his office job and enrolled him at Riverview College in Sydney, where the older boys 

were then completing their education. From Riverview Joe went to work on Nappa Merrie and thereafter 

was able to visit his mother only occasionally. 
 

In the 1920s Agnes was stricken with arthritis and spent most of the remainder of  her life in a hospital 

at Kew. with the closing years in the home of a nurse from the hospital, who undertook to care for her 

for her £3 a week. Agnes died in 1939.  
 

As far as anyone knows, Agnes and John Conrick never saw each other again after she drove away from 

Nappa Merrie. Agnes may have confided in friends of her own generation, but apart from a comment 

that Jack was very stem, or strict, with her, she never discussed him with Joe, although he felt that she 

regretted having left him. John Conrick in turn never mentioned their mother to the three older boys. 

His feelings remain a mystery, we cannot say whether he grieved at all, or whether the anger implicit in 

his attitudes long after the event was his first and only reaction.  
 

The blow to his self-esteem must have been considerable. However, he had his three small sons, for the 

baby Joe, having been taken by his mother, seemed now, in his father's mind, like Agnes to have ceased 

to exist, to secure a continuity of Conrick’s on Nappa Merrie, and until they were old enough to send to 

school they were cared for by the housekeeper and governess.  
 

Cora (Nanpicka), the young Wongkumara girl, returned to the Aborigines camp, married Geordie 

(Ngarragila) and, in a total rejection of European values, became, according to those who knew her in 

later years  “the filthiest gin in the camp". One can only hope that she at least was content with her lot. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
     Mustered cattle in yards 
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  Aboriginal Stockmen, Nappa Merrie, Left to right 

    Flash Tommy, Benny, Nappa Merrie Jack and Kudramitchie Jimmy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
      At the mustering camp at Nappa Merrie - 1923 
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CHAPTER  15 
 

DIFFICULTIES AND DISASTERS 

 

The collapse of his marriage was merely the first in a series of tribulations which now descended upon 

John Conrick, some of them petty annoyances, others veritable disasters which threatened his economic 

survival.  
 

was now taxed at £1 per 2,000 ton, and wheat at 4 pence per bushel. This added considerably to the cost 

of supplies and caused much indignation. An export duty on goods conveyed south on rival railway 

systems, aimed at In 1892 the Queensland Government had increased tariffs on imports. Flour, formerly 

allowed in free of duly directing station produce onto Queensland lines, could have been another 

unexpected expense had the Government not recognised the specific difficulties faced by pastoralists in 

the far south-western areas of the Colony and exempted Oontoo crossing from this duty. However, South 

Australia in 1895 raised the import duty on stock to £2 per head for horses, £5 per head for cattle, 5 

shillings for pigs and 1 shilling for sheep. This immediately diverted thousands of cattle to the 

Queensland railheads which might otherwise have gone to the South Australian markets, so that 

Innumincka, which once saw several mobs of Queensland sheep and cattle per week pass by, now saw 

only one or two a year. Not only cattle for market were subject to tax, teamsters taking wool down from 

Queensland were at first subject to demands for tax on their working bullocks. An imposition which was 

relaxed to allow bullock teams  to cross the border duty free provided they returned within six months.  
 

John Conrick solved the problem of the £1 tax on cattle by buying a piece of land on the South Australian 

side of the border adorning Nappa Merrie. The regulations allowed cattle branded with his 3CK mark 

to cross the border free of duty because they were merely travelling on his own run. This "peculiar 

Government agreement” aroused some anger amongst South Australia's cattle men, who felt that it 

opened a gate through which Queensland cattle of other owners might be passed free of duty into South 

Australia. Conrick was by no means happy with the situation however, and refused to do any further 

business with South Australia until the stringent regulations were rescinded, “ordering” his stores 

instead from Brisbane. The roads through south-west Queensland had improved, and larger loads now 

possible on that route, compared with reduced loads from Farina by way of the drought-stricken 

Strzelecki track, meant that he was, for the moment at least, no worse off in regard to cost. 
 

But the duty on horses aroused even more indignation in the community. Horsemen could not enter 

South Australia without a permit from the Innumincka police  officers; lacking a permit the duty of £2 

was charged. The rabbit fence riders and others resident along the border near Innumincka who 

customarily bought supplies at the township, now had to get a permit cross to make their purchases. 
 

A contact drover coming out of Queensland had to pay £2 per head for his entire plant even though he 

was returning to Queensland immediately his mob was delivered to the railhead, while the refund of the 

deposit  was not made until months later. Many tried to evade the duty by slipping down inside the New 

South Wales border to cross into South Australia at the bottom of the Strzelecki track, but when caught 

by the vigilant Innamincka constables they faced heavy fines and the confiscation of their horses. In a 

letter to the “Port Augusta Dispatch" Conrick wrote:-  
 

"It is now twenty one years since I first opened the Strzelecki route to South Austrailia, and 

although the country was then inhabited by savages only, I travelled  through unmolested: 

w 
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and now after two decades this beautiful territory has become so  thoroughly civilised that 

I am asked to arm myself with a permit before I can cross the border or run the risk of 

having my horses and buggy confiscated."  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

John Conrick in later years 
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As a further irritation, the Queensland Government in 1896 resumed another block of land almost two 

and a half square kilometers in area from Nappa Merrie for a Customs paddock, on the border fence 

north of Oontoo. where the Mitchell grass could be relied upon to carry the Customs horses through a 

dry season. 
                             

The work of the station meanwhile went on against a background of the usual minor difficulties. There 

was no rain for the twelve months following small falls early in 1892, and temperatures at times reached 

120 deg.F. However, thanks to careful management John Conrick was able to send 355 mixed fats from 

St. Ann's to the Adelaide market in January of 1893, while in June, after 13 centimetres of rain worked 

its usual miracle another three hundred Nappa Merri fats went down the rail to Hawker.  
 

All in all it was a fair year and John Conrick officiated at the Innamincka races on the 26th , 27th and 28th 

of December as handicapper for what proved to be a most enjoyable meeting  attended by about 150 

people. 
 

A few days later a link with Conrick's early life on the Cooper was broken. John Normand, the man who 

had worked for him at Goonabinna as hut keeper in 1873, fell from his horse en route from Innamincka 

to Nappa Merrie. His companions, thinking his case not serious, put him in the shade of a tree to recover 

and rode on: he was found next day to have died from head injuries. 
 

By the end of summer. 1894. the country was very dry. On the Strzelecki track, the feed had been eaten 

to its roots, the waterholes became dry depressions in the sand, and was closed to teamsters, and all 

carrying was in the hands of the Afghans and their camel strings. Shearing began on Nappa Merrie on 

the 28th of June and in July Conrick sent 100 head of ponies, colts and fillies away to be sold at Broken 

Hill. The year wore away in a busy routine, with water and feed for the stock a continual preoccupation. 

At the end of the year the Innumincka races came as a welcome distraction, with all the people 

congregated on a large claypan south of the township for the two days of entertainment. 
 

Unfortunately, a funeral at the Innamincka cemetary was an unwelcome addition to the programme 

when the son of a station owner was crushed by his horse after a fall at the hurdles. 
 

Conrick’s original opinion that rabbits would never be a problem on the Cooper had been proved wrong; 

they were now established in vast numbers along the river and by the end of 1894, the Customs Officer 

at Oontoo could report that “it is very easy to shoot 200 or 300 rabbits  in an hour along the banks of 

the Cooper Creek “  strangely there were  very few on the South Australian side of the fence erected to 

keep the pest out of Queensland. 
 

The Warrego Rabbit Board was totally impoverished, its overdraft had been exceeded even though the 

pastoralists were assessed at the maximum rate for the maintenance of the rabbit fence. The problem 

was not the border check fence,  it was the internal fences that were required to isolate the worst infested 

areas, and the damage caused by floods.   
 

The following year brought sporadic rains of no great consequence to most of the district, but John 

Conrick was fortunate in having good falls and the St. Ann’s country was in good heart and looking 

well. In April he sent away 2,100 sheep, which were swum and punted over the Cooper at Innamincka 

with the loss of only one animal, and then driven down the track through Parallana on the eastern face 

of the Flinders Ranges to the railway. at Hawker.  He engaged a sheep overseer, John Warren, who had 
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been managing Tinga Tingana on the Strzelecki for his family from 1892 until the drought and the 

rabbits  made the run uneconomic in 1895. Warren left his young wife with his old friend Alfred Walker,  

accommodation at St. Ann's being limited, and went up to the outstation.  
 

Shearing began on the 1st of July with a team of eight shearers, with Warren to act as overseer, to skirt 

and class the wool and lend a hand at the wool press. When the shearing cut out after four weeks and 

the clip was sent away, Warren took his wife to St. Ann's. and for the next four months he was kept busy 

with the sheep, shifting them from one drying waterhole to the next before they became too weak to 

move. Then there came a thunderstorm at the beginning of December, setting the creeks running and 

filling the waterholes, to ensure a supply for the summer. 
  

Just how providential that random storm was, became obvious as the summer progressed. The Cooper 

country generally was in terrible straits, some wool clips remained on the stations because teams could 

not move, business at Innamincka was starved for goods, the camels,  required to carry them during the 

drought being then in short supply, waterholes previously believed to be inexhaustible had dried up, and 

the light showers which fell produced only a little green feed which quickly burned off in the hot winds 

or was devoured by rabbits and grasshoppers. Innamincka Station was said to have lost 10,000 head of 

cattle by midsummer. Conrick's overseer worried when he had to leave his wife alone at St. Ann's 

homestead for days at a time with only the Aborigines to watch over her, and when the new year came, 

with the sheep all settled on feed and water, Warren left to find some less isolated position. 
 

Warren made a wise choice. Old-timers swore that the summer of early 1896 was the worst they had 

known. Temperatures reached 125 deg. F. in some places, and on Arrabury, north of Nappa Merrie, it 

was 110 deg, or over every day for three weeks. Men were dying of heat-stroke on the road, and life was 

a torment of discomfort and exhaustion. 
 

The Cooper flooded, but although it replenished the waterholes, the floodplains became a vast bog in 

which hundreds of weakened cattle were trapped. Teamsters attempting the Strzelecki track lost half 

their horses and had to abandon their loaded wagons while they took their remaining stock ninety seven 

kilometres or more to feed and water. Men began to talk of abandoning the stations if rain did not fall, 

for there had been virtually none for three years. The situation for teamsters was somewhat eased by the 

successful sinking of an artesian bore at Lake Crossing on the Strzelecki track, which provided over half 

a million gallons of good stock water per day, but the remainder of the track was still dry. 
 

Conrick, because of the iniquitous stock tax as well as the condition of the Strzelecki valley,  was now 

sending his cattle away through New South Wales. Unfortunately the Government of that Colony had 

decreed that travelling stock could only pass through the  
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Sheep Crossing the Cooper to Shearing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 
The wool-scour with wool drying on the “green”, rolls of dry wood 

and bales ready for market 
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Wool passing through the scour – Note the roller which exerted 5 ton pressure 

 on wet wool. Circa 1916 
 

Wompah gate, north of Tibooburra, where previously they could use any convenient border gate. 

Conrick himself took to the roads in May of 1897 and went into New South Wales to try to have Warri 

Warri, which was the most convenient gate, opened for stock again. To reach Wompah gate, drovers 

from the Cooper were forced to travel stock for sixty four kilometres over very stoney country quite 

unsuitable for cattle, whereas the other gates were accessible over soft ground 
.  

A thousand head of Nappa Merrie cattle passed through the Wompah gate with Conrick, 300 fats for 

Adelaide, and 700 mixed stores for Broken Hill. This stock route was the only one remaining open, for 

the Charleville  route was closed by the drought. 
 

The pattern of scorching summer heat, and small random falls of rain bringing false promises of a break 

in the horrific drought continued through 1897 and 1898. In south-west Queensland there had not been 

a good season of rain since 1891-92, and the monsoonal rains had failed completely from 1895, although 

enough rain fell on the Dividing Range to send the Cooper down in flood. However, the lovely 

waterholes which were the envy of outlying stations, had become stinking traps, surrounded with the 

packed rotting carcasses of beasts which had come to drink and died, trapped in the soft muddy edges. 

One large hole was said to have a thousand carcasses to the kilometre and a half of bank. 
 

So although the Cooper ran so well in 1898 that its waters reached down to Killalpaninna to cut the 

Birdsville track, and overflowed the bar at Innamincka to run into the Strzelecki valley, the flush of 

pasture on the floodplains on the border was only short lived. Over the stoney downs of the St. Ann 

country, however the Mitchell grass hung on, and John Conrick's 1898 wool-clip brought the second 

highest price at the second Brisbane wool sale in December. 15¼ pence for 13 bales of necks, while the 

lowest he got was 8¼ pence for five bales of locks. 
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The drought deepened as the century drew to its close. All the stations in far north-east South Australia 

and far south-west Queensland were bad condition. The Strzelecki track stations had all been abandoned 

and homesteads and huts silent save for the clank of loose galvanised iron, the only movement the sand 

blowing across the yards to sift slyly into empty rooms. Those other stations still occupied were driven 

to cutting scrub to feed the remnants of their flocks and herds, for the dry earth bore only stones. Work 

on the stations, and all travel, had ceased, the bony horses being too weak to carry a man.  
 

Between 70% and 90% of cattle and 50% of the sheep had died in the drought-stricken areas, and 50% 

of the horses. Stud bulls and blood stallions were kept alive on oats brought in by camel, ,  on loaves of 

bread and stockmen's mattresses. Station incomes were so low that payment of pastoral rents was 

impossible and owners in south-west Queensland applied for further time to pay. Among the hard 

pressed was John Conrick. Nappa Merrie had a good wool clip in 1899, amounting to 117 bales. 
 

On the 30th of September the carriers, Davies Brothers of Charleville, set out with the 12  tons of wool 

loaded on two wagons, each wagon drawn by eight horses bound for Charleville, via Evadale. After 

leaving Nappa Merrie they travelled two hundred and forty kilometres to Mount Howitt,  but the horses 

had by then become so weak that they kept falling down and had to be lifted up. So the wagons were 

left and the horses were taken to Kihee Station where there was feed and water. From there they had to 

be moved to Greese Station on the new South Wales South Australian border, the nearest town being 

Tibooburra.  Cut mulga kept the horses alive, although in very low condition, and there they had to 

remain until the situation improved, the wagons and their loads abandoned for eighteen months. When 

they finally reached Charleville on the 24th of July, 1901, they had taken 662 days to travel the eight 

hundred kilometres, and twenty-two horses perished on the way. With the freight at £6 per ton, or £f2 

in all, the teamsters lost heavily. 
 

Meanwhile the wool clip for 1900 had been only 39 bales, and those were left on the station. On the 1st 

of July rents amounting to £548 fell due. In September Conrick was forced to ask for an extension of 

time to pay; he had anticipated being able to do so from the 1899 clip, but at the end of his extension his 

wool was still three hundred and twenty kilometers from the railway.  In March 1901 another extension 

of time was granted on condition that the rent was paid punctually on 21 June, 1901. 
 

On 24 June, Conrick's agents, Moreheads Ltd., wrote again to Minister for Lands in Queensland with 

the information that the 1899 wool clip was only then approaching the Charleville railway station, and 

it was doubtful that it would reach Brisbane in time for the wool sales. The 1900 clip had been sold in 

January, 1901, the few bales bringing a good price, up to 13¼ pence per pound. Conrick's bank had 

instructed Moreheads not to put his cheque in circulation until the wool had actually been sold and the 

money received for the 1899 clip, Although officially no extension of time was allowed, the Minister 

took no action and on the 1st of July 1901 the total owing, now £613 5 3d, was paid. 
 

Under the provisions of the 1884 Land Act, when the lease of Nappa Merrie fell due for renewal the 

land had to be examined by a Dividing Commissioner to enable a portion to be resumed by the Crown, 

the intention being to break up large pastoral holdings and make land available for selection.  

Accordingly, late in 1901 a Commissioner visited Nappa Merrie and four hundred and fifty one square 

kilometres were deemed resumable, leaving nine hundred and seventy nine kilometres as leasehold on 

which the rents were assessed at ten shillings per two and a half square kilometres, the minimum 

allowable. 
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The Commissioner commented that "This part of the State appears to suffer from a chronic state of 

drought, it being merely a matter of degree; Occasionally they have a good season but they are few and 

far between, and the saline herbs and others being annuals do not long survive the heat of summer and 

with the exception of the Mitchell grass which only grows in the stoney country and there thinly, the 

grasses do not appear to have a long life. I was not able to get the rainfall but taking the rainfall for the 

adjoining station, Innamincka, which is sixteen centimetres, the average of 19 years, it would not be far 

out, This station also has heavy duties to pay on the border for all station necessities." He also sounded 

a warning note on the subject of rabbits,   noting. that although the drought had almost wiped them out, 

there were still enough left to make a rapid increase if they were not dealt with. The country was, of` 

course, suffering the impact of the most severe drought the settlers had seen, and the Commissioner 

could have had little idea of the transformation wrought by a few good seasons on this unpromising 

landscape. 
 

Despite falls of rain described as the best since 1892 along the Cooper in September, the area was one 

of absolute disaster by the end of the year. Innamincka township was described as "a ruin in the midst 

of desolation” the stations were almost deserted, with only a handful of men remaining, where perhaps 

sixty had worked before. Not only were the flocks and herds of the pastoralists wiped out, but a traveller  
reported that in a journey of over sixteen hundred kilometres he saw only one emu, five kangaroos and 

seven bustards. There was no bush remaining in many places, and only the dingoes were thriving and 

increasing in number. Starving Aborigines, drifted over the Queensland border into South  Australia, 

where rations could be had, putting additional strain on supplies already stretched to the limit. 
 

At last, in December 1902, the drought broke. Monsoonal rains brought the best falls since 1898, up to 

fifteen centimetres on Nappa Merrie, to set the creeks tumbling brown and foamy to fill the waterholes 

and then set the Cooper running. On the sandy loam flats of the floodplains the herbage sprang up, and 

on, the sand hills the wild parsnip, cattle bush and parakeelya bloomed; the stoney downs sprouted 

tender green Mitchell grass,  and the pitiful remnants of once-great congregations of cattle and sheep 

tottered out to graze in unaccustomed luxury. 
 

The stations had suffered grievously. Cadelgo, running 24,000 sheep, 10,000 cattle and 300 horses 

before the drought, had only 300 sheep, a few horses left. The run was taken over by Cordillo  Downs. 

By 1903 Cordillo itself had only 7,000 left out of 66,000 sheep; Arrabury, north  of Nappa Merrie, had 

lost almost all stock and the leases were forfeited. The South Australian portion of Haddon Downs was 

taken over by Cordillo in 1905. Down the river, Coongie   was ruined, only 920 cattle remaining out of 

19,000, and the Wilson’s were glad to sell the dusty, rabbit infested run to Cattle King Sidney Kidman. 

Further down the Cooper, Kanowana had only 1,600 surviving from a cattle population which enabled 

them to brand 9,000 calves in 1892. Up river from Nappa Merrie, neighbouring Chasleton was over-run 

with rabbits, and in 1904 this run too was forfeited. 
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John Conrick  (Third from the left) 

With drovers Gilbert,  H. Crozier and F. Fisher,  

after droving the first mob of Nappa Merrie 

 fat cattle to Adelaide in 1878 

(The Aboriginal boys shown,  assisted with the horses) 
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CHAPTER  16 
 

PROSPERITY 

 

In 1883, John’s father Patrick Conrick had initiated a series of alterations to his way of life. He bought 

an allotment on the corner of Lava and Fairy Streets in Warnambool,  engaged architect Andrew Kerr, 

and had erected a two storied building. He went into business with a Mr. Gleeson as partner as 

"wholesale and family grocers, drapers, ironmongers, wine, spirit and provision merchants'". How long 

this partnership continued is not known. In the same year he also bought another piece of land in 

Canterbury Road where in 1888 he had a handsome house built, presumably as a retirement residence, 

leaving the "Rehill" farm in the hands of a manager. After only three years, in 1891, he sold it and moved 

to Melbourne. 
 

Twelve years later, on the 4th of March, 1903, Patrick Conrick died, in his eightieth year. The young 

Irish labourer had prospered in the country of his adoption, and the "Rehill" farm land was eagerly 

snapped up by local men who were prepared to pay highly for it; the 300 acre estate realised over 

£12,030, selling at £40 an acre. 
 

Ellen Conrick  was left £1,000. The remainder of the estate was shared equally between the four 

surviving children; John, in Queensland; William, in Kalgoorlie, Western Australia: Michael,  then a 

bank manager in South Melbourne, and Mary  (Gleeson) who lived in St. Kilda. Mary and Michael had 

already received monies from their father which were to be deducted from their shares before the money 

was distributed, so John's share of his father's estate would have been about £3,000. 
 

After the privations of the great drought this was a timely windfall, and a small part may have been spent 

on improvements on Nappa Merrie. These included a shearing shed, wool scour and yards on the river 

bank a short distance downstream from the homestead. 
 

The galvanised iron shed was framed from rough bush timber, which had proved less palatable to 

termites than sawn timber from the south, and could accommodate twelve shearers. It had one unique 

feature for which John Conrick was given the credit. The holding pens were floored with the usual 

boards, but the shearing area had an earth floor, compacted and smoothed, over which was laid a 

covering of green hide. Every year Conrick took bundles of bullock hides down to the river where they 

were soaked to soften them. Back at the shed they were spread out on the ground, hair side down and 

one hide to each shearing stand, and laced together with strands of hide passed through holes punched 

around the edges. The hides were fastened down around the edge of the shed floor with iron pegs and 

the whole pulled as tight as possible. As the wet hides dried they tautened to form a firm surface with a 

built-in resilience which the shearers found more comfortable than the standard wooden floor. 
 

The yards were built with posts and rails from the old box trees along the banks of the Cooper. These 

ancient trees were gnarled and twisted, and yielded rails which were conspicuously crooked: when they 

were eventually replaced the new rails were splendidly straight, having come from the smooth young 

suckers of those same box trees. 
 

Just below the shed was a large open stretch of river bank. After the wool was scoured the wet fleeces 

were spread here on calico sheets to dry in the sun, regularly turned by the Aboriginal women from the 

camp, and rolled up and taken indoors at night. While scoured wool brought better prices, the principal 

advantage was in the 40% reduction in bulk through the removal of sand and other debris from the 
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fleece, This represented a considerable saving in the high freight cost incurred in getting the clip to the 

railway at Farina.  
 

When the shearing season approached, the sheep were mustered from the downs and brought across the 

river to the yards, to be dispersed again when shorn to wander in the huge paddocks of Nappa Merrie.  
 

The country south of the Cooper with its expanses of stoney downs was well suited to sheep, but there 

was initially little fencing, so Conrick employed a few Aborigines,  to act as shepherds. These men 

stationed themselves on high ground where they could look out over the country where the sheep were 

grazing. There they spent long hours gazing into the sunny distances, watching for the dingo 

purposefully trotting over the stones, and monitoring the movement of the flock. In several areas 

"shepherds' seats", strategically placed smooth rocks on hillsides, became part of the tradition of sheep 

husbandry on Nappa Merrie and can be located to this day. 
 

The wool from Nappa Merrie was described as a bold robust type, bright, soft, dense and long. 

Eventually the entire clip was scoured before dispatch to the sales, and its fleeces many times topped 

the Adelaide sales. In due course a hot air drying system, was installed, and the "drying green" became 

a thing of the past. 
 

In 1902, a new Queensland Land Act offered those pastoralists who wished to take advantage of the 

Act, a new lease, at the expiration of their current one, of from 10 to 42 years, the land to be classified 

according to the degree of remoteness from the railway and the demand for land in the area. Nappa 

Merrie was reclassified in 1904 as Class IV country, with the rents to be reassessed, The holding was 

converted into three leases, Nappa Merrie  (Nappamerry), Oonangoorah, Colon, Comeroo and 

Stonehenge blocks) of nine hundred and seventy six square kilometres; Pepita (Pepita, Mathilde and 

Guiria runs) of five hundred and seventy eight square kilometres, and Finland  (Finland Nos. 1 and 2) 

of four hundred and fifty three square kilometres. Under the 1902 Lands Act, one quarter of the holdings 

were resumable at any time (for example, for closer settlement) with the leases to run for 42 years. 
 

There was a long delay in assessing the new rents, there being no Assessing Commissioner then in the 

area, but finally in July 1906 Commissioner William Kellett valued the Nappa Merrie lease purely as 

sheep country. The whole station, comprising two thousand and seven square kilometres, had carried an 

average of 17,546 sheep, or 23 sheep per two and a half square kilometre, with a rainfall averaging under 

thirteen centimetres over the previous seven years. Kellett rated the carrying capacity at 64 sheep per 

square kilometre and a half, with no possibility of improvement, for even if artesian water was found, 

the country was too stoney to carry better pastures. The improvements were valued at their original cost 

- fencing worth £2,080, three wells worth £500, £180 and £150 respectively, two cattle yards and a 

herding yard at £300, the shearing shed and yards at £100 and two sheep yards at £40, to a total value 

of £3,450. When the case came before the Cunnamulla Lands Court on the 17th of October, 1906, the 

rent was determined at 5/-, just one third of the rent previously demanded. 
 

After good rains and high floods  in the Cooper, the country in southwest Queensland was by early 1904 

in magnificent condition, and the long slow process of restocking the ravaged stations had begun. In 

some cases it proved impossible: for the rabbit population had exploded with the breaking of the drought 

to bring a moving mass of rabbits to the soft country and riddle the earth with holes. Many runs were 

abandoned before the onslaught. 
 

Small additional chores for the Government now fell to John Conrick, by virtue of his position on the 
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border. With the Customs House closed, in 1904 he was appointed honorary stock inspector to oversee 

animals crossing the border, and in September of that year he was appointed to be a Justice of the Peace, 

authorised, among other duties, to perform marriages in his district. 
 

Early rains in 1905 were useful, and in July Conrick sent away his wool clip by camel caravan, at a cost 

of £l0 per ton, and 42 bales arrived at Farina on the 12th of August. The Strzelecki track was very dry, 

and the camel strings which had carried station supplies on the journey north took the wool down to the 

railway. 
 

The end of the year brought a record heat wave, with one spell of ten days when the temperature 

exceeded 112 deg. F. every day. In January 1906 the average for five days was 116.3 deg, rising to a 

new high of 121 deg. when rainwater tanks in the sun came almost to boiling point, camels lay down 

and refused to move, salted meat went bad, and even the Aborigines agreed that it was hot. 
 

In February clouds gathered, grey smudges on the horizon that spread, thickened, lowered, and grew 

dark with promise. Heavy rain began to fall in western Queensland. By the second week of that month 

there had been good rains along the Cooper system in Queensland to set all the rivers running. Nappa 

Merrie had received sixty two centimetres  and the Cooper tumbled by in flood. No one minded that the 

mail coaches were all flood bound, there had been glorious pastoral rains and everyone was jubilant. 

The rain continued in March to bring record floods in the tributaries of the Cooper and send the highest 

flood the white man had ever seen in the Cooper spilling over the bar at Innamincka and down the 

Strzelecki valley.  
 

The little township of Innamincka was badly damaged. The police  station had the river running one and 

a half metres deep through its tiny rooms; at the hotel two rooms and a chimney collapsed when the mud 

mortar dissolved in the rain, and the little school house was in ruins. With the river twenty seven feet 

above summer level, Walker and his men on Innamincka Station, taking refuge on high ground, could 

row from the station to the door of the police station. Once more John Conrick's choice of homestead 

site was vindicated, for while the river rose high around the station outbuildings, the house itself was 

clear of the flood. Although the river took his scouring plant, forcing a brief postponement of the May 

shearing, the wool clip began to arrive at Farina by camel, on the 6th of July. 
 

In the wake of the floods the country was in marvelous condition, and this continued after good soaking 

rains in June. In July 1,100 prime wethers were sent off Nappa Merrie for the Adelaide market. Early in 

August a mob of 200 fat cattle followed them down. The effect of the flood was described by the 

Innamincka correspondent to the "Observer" in August: "The difficulties and inconveniences occasioned 

by this record flood are forgotten to a great extent in view of the great benefit the country is now 

experiencing. It is many years since the north-east country looked as well as at present.... wherever 

flood waters touched feed in abundance has sprung up. The country is looking picturesque with its 

waving mantle of green, vastly different to what it was before the flood, when it resembled a great sandy 

desert, and stock are in the pink of condition. Now that the waters have receded it can be seen with what 

force the flood came down. Great gum trees have been rooted up bodily, and distributed along the banks. 

Some of the deep waterholes have silted up, and new waterholes taken their place. Some parts of the 

original channel have filled up with sand and mud, and a new channel has been cut .... Evidence of the 

terrific force of the waters may be seen kilometres away from the river, where great holes 20 feet deep 

have been torn out and some respectable waterholes met with. The appearance of some of the low-lying 
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country is as if a plough had been over it, the ground being all furrowed by the strength of the water." 
 

The "difficulties" mentioned by the correspondent included those of getting supplies through the flooded 

country, and the plague of sand flies which made life misery for man and beast alike as the water receded. 
 

Nappa Merrie acquired two magnificent Shorthorn bulls in 1906, from the Point Sturt  stud of J. H. 

Angas, of impeccable breeding from championship stock. According to the press Messrs. Conrick and 

Ware paid a high figure for these bulls, but later years were to confirm their worth to the Nappa Merrie 

herd. 
 

The events of early 1906 were repeated the following year. In January torrential rains fell, and John 

Conrick could report falls up to twenty six centimetres on parts of Nappa Merrie, with twenty 

centimetres at the homestead, and the creeks on the run the highest they had been since 1885. Once more 

there was considerable damage to property, and the rains were followed by plagues of mosquitoes, sand 

flies and grasshoppers, the last enthusiastically stripping off the new green before they moved on. 
 

In April Conrick was able to sell ten ponies and fillies to Currawinya  Station, on the New South Wales 

border, for breeding purposes, while in August 1,000 fat sheep and 100 cattle went down to the Farina 

yards to be trucked to Adelaide. The wool clip from his 9,000 sheep was exceptionally good, and the 

scouring was well under way when rain fell yet again, delaying the drying and baling for a time. 
 

After two exceptional seasons everything on Nappa Merrie was in good heart. George Ware and John 

Conrick decided to wind up their partnership and the station was put up for auction at Scott's Hotel, 

Melbourne, on the 5th of December, 1907. The improvements were listed in the sale notice as about two 

hundred and seventeen kilometres of fencing in good repair, a good homestead with all necessary out-

buildings, including a woolshed, together with the homestead at St. Ann's with its woolshed and various 

sets of yards at convenient places on the run. Stock was listed as 10,000 sheep and 600 cattle including 

the stud herd, with 150 horses including a good draught and roadster stallion. The highest bid of only 

₤8,500 fell far below the reserve put on the property, and it was passed in. George Ware sold his share 

in the run to Conrick for ₤500 on the 28th of November, and their long association finally ended. 
 

The good seasons continued, with fine falls of rain in the early part of 1908. Forfeited runs in the South 

Gregory district had been thrown open to occupation licence or lease, and in May Conrick was able to 

take up his original choice of land on the Cooper, the abandoned Chasleton holding, better known in the 

district now as Barrioolah. This brought the total area of Nappa Merrie to about 2,000 square mules. 

After the rains the new country, deep in good fattening pasture, had never looked better, and to stock it, 

Conrick bought 2,000 mixed cattle from Palpara Station in June. This belated acquisition of the land he 

had lost so long ago, thanks to the busy tongue of his friend, must have been deeply satisfying, and with 

a record wool clip expected this year his affairs were prospering as never before. 
 

This was a time of change. William Burkitt, at whose little homestead he had so often stopped on his 

long journeys up and down the Strzelecki track in the 1850s, died in Adelaide in 1908. His old neighbour, 

Alfred Walker, left Innamincka after twenty-eight years; William Campbell was long dead and Sidney 

Kidman had bought the station from the estate to combine it with Coongie,   bought in 1902. Few of the 

men who had joined Conrick on the river in the beginning were still in the district, a few aging stockmen 

remained and only a handful of the hundreds of lithe, athletic Aborigines he had found along the busy 

waterholes. The high hopes of 1890 for a thriving commercial centre on the Cooper had come to nothing, 

shrivelled to dust by the searing breath of the great drought, and the population of the district was 
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declining rapidly. His own good fortune was doubly gratifying. 
 

Conrick spent some time away from the station in 1908. A paragraph in the "Observer" of the 7th of  

March notes that “he was in Adelaide on business and pleasure combined. He could report five 

successive good seasons, and while the rabbits and wild dogs had the potential to be very troublesome, 

the rabbit fence and the activities of dog trappers were keeping the dingo under control.” During this 

visit to Adelaide he attended a dinner at which he found himself sharing a table with the son of William 

Brahe, of the Burke and Wills  expedition. 
 

In December he was once more in the city, in company with two other back-country pastoralists, Norman 

Richardson and Arthur Crozier. He would also have visited his old friend Andrew Wooldridge, to sit by 

his fireside and reminisce about the old days. 
 

In 1909, the Nappa Merrie Pastoral Company Limited was formed, with five subscribers each holding 

one share: John Lewis and Henry Francis Lewis, both of Adelaide, pastoralists; Lancelot Ashley Lewis, 

also of Adelaide, stock agent; Wallace Will, accountant, of Kapunda, and John Conrick, grazier, of 

Nappa Merrie. Conrick, Henry and John Lewis and Sidney Kidman held 2,995 shares. 
 

Nappa Merrie continued to thrive, sending off the first part of the wool clip (84 bales) by donkey team 

to Farina in July. In August, 100 merino flock rams were bought for the run, and in November fat cattle 

from Nappa Merrie arrived at the Adelaide sales. The following year was described as "a phenomenal 

season, with good winter rains, great growth of herbage, grass also luxuriant and in abundance, making 

the country like a wheat field." In those days Conrick was able to cut hay, right up to the homestead, 

and big haystacks were built in the two hundred and seven square kilometres horse paddock where about 

2,000 horses grazed. The native grasses grew tall enough to hide the horses, leaving only their twitching 

ears visible. Nor was this situation unique to Nappa Merrie, for similar growth was seen in other places, 

even down the Strzelecki valley, where a traveller once reported the grass tall enough to tie over the 

horses' withers. 
 

The wool clip went away by camel caravan, 50 bales arriving in Adelaide early in August and another 

34 bales at the end of the month, while 40 bales went down to Farina in December. In September Nappa 

Merrie fat wethers filled 12 railway vans at Farina, and a mob of fat cattle were at the same time nearing 

the railway for the Adelaide market. 
 

In 1911 Nappa Merrie abandoned blade shearing in favour of the new shearing machines. Cordillo  
Downs had installed machines in 1907, with great success, and now Conrick felt that they were 

necessary for his growing wool clip. The machinery, including oil engines, weighing in all about 4 ½ 

tons, left Farina on the 1st of March by horse and donkey team.   The Cooper was in flood, and for a time 

Conrick feared that the machinery would be held up at the river and blade shearers would have to be 

called in after all, but the river dropped at the crucial moment and shearing started on time, the first 31 

bales of greasy wool arriving at Farina, with three more consignments following closely behind, in June. 

By August 256 bales of Nappa Merrie wool was in the hands of Bagot, Shakes & Lewis in Adelaide. 
 

The season had been very good, with excellent winter rains and more falls in November and December 

when eighteen centimetres fell at Nappa Merrie to bring the creeks down in flood and set the Cooper 

running a banker. Most of the run was now fenced, and at that time stocked with about 6,000 head of 

Shorthorn cattle and 16,000 merino sheep. The quality of the stock, the high price commanded by Nappa 

Merrie wool and the good reputation of the station's ponies were known far and wide, and the run was 
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featured in an illustrated article in the “Australasian Pastoral Review” of  November, 1911. 
 

The article suggested that the run could easily carry 15,000 cattle and 40,000 sheep and was in the 

writer's opinion very lightly stocked. He also commented that the climate " (was) a very healthy one, 

although a bit warm in summer time.” 
 

By the end of the following year the sheep numbered 20,000. They were shorn in May by eleven men 

in only two weeks, and the arrival at Farina of 68 bales of Nappa Merrie wool signalled the first 

movement of the 1912 wool clip, with 196 bales en route to the railway. Simultaneously a mob of fat 

bullocks was being held at Farina ready for trucking. A traveller  passing through the district that winter 

reported: "The Nappa Merrie country is a picture, downs to the north and south, and the dry Mitchell 

grass looks like farmers' stubble paddocks, with plenty of young green bush between." 
 

In October a draft of the fat sheep was trucked away, and the remainder of the wool clip,  which for this 

year amounted to 405 bales. At the Adelaide wool sales in November Conrick's scoured wool was 

described as "well got up and good quality wool". 
 

In October John Conrick left the Cooper to attend the running of the Melbourne Cup, travelling via 

Broken Hill to Adelaide and thence to Melbourne. While in Adelaide he priced the main elements of a 

wool scour  (£208) and in Melbourne arranged for a man to go to Nappa Merrie and erect the scouring 

plant and scour the first batch of wool, wages to be £5 a week from the date he left Melbourne about 

mid-February until he returned, with an unspecified sum for the wool-scouring. He also ordered at 

Geelong a Ferrier woolpress, extra long and strong for pressing scoured wool, for £53, with extra parts.  
 

Returning through Adelaide he attended various business meetings. His diary lists a selection of mares 

from John Lewis's property at Burra, to cost £427 7 O. He called on his former neighbour, Archie Frew, 

recently retired from his position as manager of Arrabury, also most probably on Andrew Wooldridge, 

and consulted with his doctor, who was also a close personal friend He engaged a Mr. McKenzie, 

blacksmith, and his assistant Thomas Scoones, to work on the station, and ordered supplies: "iron rod, 

steel, leather, saddlery, sugar, flour, wire, canteens, hobbles, drapery, vyce and anvil, scented soap, plain 

iron, troughing, forfar, ruberoid and seeds." 
 

There was no mention here in his diary of the most exciting purchase, and when the new acquisition was 

finally mentioned it was only in passing. Having returned by train to Broken Hill,  he noted in his diary: 

"Left Broken Hill in motor for Tibooburra." He had bought a Ford motor car in Adelaide, in which he 

and his driver took four days to reach Tibooburra. After spending a day there they continued through 

Olive Downs, Naryilco, Little Dingera and Tenappera to arrive home on the 20th of February. 
 

The Conrick’s seem to have been the first on the Cooper to acquire a car. In October 1911 Wallace 

Johnston, the contractor engaged by the South Australian Government to sink the Patchewarra Bore 

north of Innamincka, set out to drive his Ford up the Strzelecki track, and although this first was 

unsuccessful, it was enough to spur Conrick into buying a car of his own, although he elected on this 

first journey to use the route through the Wompah gate rather than the Strzelecki track. Later in the year 

Sidney Kidman and a party took two cars, a Willys Overland and a Ford, from Sydney to Bourke, then 

up across south-west Queensland to the Cooper at Durham Downs, and thence down the river to Nappa 

Merrie, where they damaged the Overland and had to take to horses to finish the journey. 
 

John Conrick never learned to drive, but his sons took to the new machines with enthusiasm. Although 
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few at that time would have realised it, the days of the horse were numbered, and Conrick's purchase 

was contributing to the end of one of his own sources of  income. 
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CHAPTER  17 
 

THE YOUNGER GENERATION 

 

While the border country sank slowly into the desiccated apathy of the great drought of the late 1890s, 

John Conrick's three sons changed from round-faced toddlers to round-faced boys with slicked-back 

hair. Jack and Ted were lively children, apt to play painful pranks on the Aboriginal women, and their 

chief aim in life was to avoid the consequences of their liveliness, viewing their father as an opponent 

to be respected. Nor was Clive far behind. 
 

Jack was conservative, something of a loner; Ted was tough, strong, and very much his father's son. 

Clive was the harum-scarum one, and as he grew up the most outspoken, "didn't give a damn for 

anybody" according to his brother Joe, , and his father's favourite, at least in childhood. 
 

The children had a governess, a Miss Wylie. She seems to have been a well-educated Victorian lady 

who introduced the boys to Greek and Latin early in their schooling. From stories that filtered down to 

the next generation, her charges led her a merry dance. 
 

The only published word of their activities is a letter to the “Adelaide Observer" in 1898, from a 

correspondent writing under the pen-name "Verite": "While taking a walk a few mornings ago with some 

little boys we came across a 1 lb salmon tin, old and battered. To our amazement, on looking well at it, 

we saw that it contained a snake which to all appearances was dead. A native boy pulled it out after a 

little difficulty and our wonder then was how a reptile nearly three feet long could have squeezed itself 

into small a compass. As the day was not very hot it was not lively and consequently was easily 

dispatched." 
 

Perhaps the writer was Miss Wylie. The boys were never bored, for there were a thousand things to do 

out on the run, around the yards, among the stockmen. There was always the great Nappa Merrie 

waterhole for swimming and fishing, and a boat to mess about in, horses, cattle and sheep, ponies to 

ride, and the Aborigines to tease, or to learn from. They became proficient in the local people's language 

and learned enough of the lore and law to be accepted among them. Lessons for Outback children, then 

as now, were probably regarded as an imposition difficult to bear.  
 

For the first years of their formal schooling, Miss Wylie sufficed, but inevitably the day came when they 

had to be sent away to school. Briefly they were boarded in North Adelaide to attend a private school 

run by a former Christian Brother. They would travel south by the Strzelecki track and the eastern  side 

of the Flinders Ranges, or through Tibooburra south to Broken Hill and thence to Adelaide, either way 

a considerable journey for young  children. 
 

In 1901 Jack, Ted and Clive were enrolled as boarders at Xavier College in Melbourne. They rarely got 

home, spending most of the holidays with their aunt, Mary  Gleeson. At the end of 1902 they were 

removed from Xavier, allegedly because they were ill-treated by a master there, and after a further period 

at home with Miss Wylie they were enrolled at St Ignatius College, Riverview,  in Sydney, in 1905, the 

school's Silver Jubilee Year, when Jack was sixteen, and his brothers fifteen and fourteen years old. 
 

Returning to Riverview after each summer vacation meant another arduous journey, by buggy via 

Hungerford to Bourke on the Darling, and thence by train to Sydney. The boys appear to have settled 

well in their new location, Clive being the first to gain notice in the academic field, and Jack playing in 
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the school football team. In 1906 both Ted and Jack distinguished themselves, Ted in the midwinter 

examinations and Jack in sport. Ted was to prove the keener student, collecting prizes regularly, 

although Jack also featured in the prize lists. Jack was the more successful sportsman, his prowess in 

football noted early when the school magazine commented that he was "a hard solid player and great 

acquisition to the team". Ted also shone until he badly injured his back. Jack was a member of the 

winning crew when Riverview won the Head of the River in 1907, and served on the committee of the 

Rowing Club. All the boys took "extras" boxing, drawing, singing and dancing.  
 

In 1907 they were joined at River-view by a possibly reluctant  Joe, now exposed to a formal Roman 

Catholic education for the first time. The boys may have had very little contact. Curiosity would have 

impelled the older ones to examine this previously unknown brother, but their isolated upbringing and 

common background mitigated against an easy acceptance of the stranger. 
 

Although the elder boys were by no means unique at Riverview in having come from a station 

background, the very remoteness of Nappa Meme from the main centres of population, even in the 20th 

century, made for a rather more exciting home life than the average grazier's son knew. In 1906 their 

essays attracted the attention of the editor of the College magazine, "Our Alma Mater", who selected a 

number of these for publication in its pages. Ted's essays dealt with drovers, the "Travelling  Post Office" 

by means of  which the squatters contacted their drovers along the stock routes, carriers and their 

bullocks, donkeys and camels and the misdeeds of "whalers" (casual workers) and "sundowners". Jack 

contributed two essays on the Aborigines, the second of which described a duel with nulla nullas 

between two women, and the story of an adventure one of his relations, perhaps his uncle George Ware, 

or one of his father's younger brothers, had among the Aborigines in the early days on Nappa Merrie. 
 

Although the Conrick boys may have appeared to some of the other students somewhat unsophisticated 

and ill at ease in the city, they nevertheless had qualities which made them memorable to their fellows. 

Clive was to be remembered by a class mate for his "cold-blooded nonchalance" when a snake appeared 

in the playground, he seized it by the tail, cracked it as you would a whip and broke its back. This was 

braver than it seemed, for he had never done it before, although he may have heard the procedure 

described. There were no doubt other incidents, and in view of their general liveliness it would be 

reasonable to expect that they attracted their share of the corporal punishment administered by the good 

Fathers when considered necessary. 
 

At the end of 1907 Jack, Ted and Clive left Riverview. Jack and Ted returned to Nappa Merrie to take 

up the work of the station, Ted among the cattle he loved while Jack was trained to work with mechanical 

things, windmills and engines, initiated into the mysteries of blacksmith's shop, and later taught to drive 

and maintain a car. Clive, his interest being in sheep, enrolled at Sydney Technical College to learn 

wool-classing. After working in a shed near Moree he went to the South Island of New Zealand, where 

he got into financial difficulties and had to spend three months above the snowline shepherding sheep 

to save enough money to get home again. 
 

His brothers had their own share of mishaps. In May 1909 Ted was working at St. Ann's outstation. One 

day he picked up his rifle, which was wrapped in bagging, by the end of the barrel; the gun was loaded, 

and the trigger must have caught in the bagging, for the rifle discharged and shattered Ted's second 

finger. He rode thirty two kilometres back to the homestead, but the injury was considered too serious 

for home remedies. Fortunately Mounted Constable Welsh, of the Nocundra police,  was at Nappa 



Conrick of Nappa Merrie - Revisited 

107 

Merrie at the time, and was able to drive the young man to Nocundra to catch the mail for Thargomindah, 

where there was a doctor. The timing of this journey was convenient, for Ted was able to collect Joe, 

now aged seventeen, who at the end of the first school term of 1909 was to join the rest of the family on 

the station. 
 

The meeting between father and son must have been awkward. They had been strangers for fifteen years, 

and in the last two years had probably met only once, when John Conrick arranged for them to enter 

Riverview. Joe was a sturdy, fresh-faced, pleasant looking young man with a strong likeness to his 

brothers. His father was a giant, weighing twenty stone and still retaining much of the astonishing 

strength of his youth. He was credited by someone who knew him at this time with having thrown a 

recalcitrant horse onto its back with one hand under its neck as it lunged past him, while another man 

described him as having "arms like strainer posts" in a neat evocation of both size and strength. He 

could lift the massive posts of the stockyards, a foot or more thick and over ten feet long of dense 

hardwood, in and out of their holes, on his own. For a bet, and as a demonstration of strength, he once 

placed an immense rock on the roof of the Nappa Merrie store. No one was strong enough to remove it, 

and as late as 1935 it was still there. This intimidating stranger was the man from whom his mother had 

fled, for reasons he had never been told. For John Conrick, Joe, was a constant reminder of one of the 

few failures of his life, inevitably father and son were wary of each other. 
 

Nor could there have been any affection between the three young men who had grown up together at 

Nappa Merrie, and the stranger whom they had first met two years before at school. In time they became 

friends, rather in the way that young men sharing quarters and working together form a bond of common 

experience. If pressed for a preference, Joe admitted to liking Ted, while Ted in due time did his 

youngest brother a few good turns. 
 

Meanwhile, John Conrick set his youngest son to work on the run, at first without wages, but when after 

eighteen months Joe sent in an order for a pipe and tobacco his father must have decided that he was 

now an adult, and from then on he was paid a wage. The relationship between them never improved. 

Joe found his father unpredictable, moody and stern, while John Conrick was never able to accept his 

youngest son as part of the family. His wife's desertion rankled, no matter how much provocation he 

had given her, and he reacted by withholding approval from the son she had with such difficulty brought 

up on her own, while publicly doing his duty by him.  
 

The two years of college education Joe received was given at his grandmother Ellen Conrick's  urging, 

with no affection or even interest involved. For his part, Joe was proud of his father's achievements, 

respected him for his initiative and determination, and admired his inventiveness and strength, but he 

never liked him. 
 

With a family of sturdy sons to help run the station, John Conrick was now able to spend more time 

away, and his diaries, though disjointed and in many instances reduced to mere lists of names and 

addresses, or brief reminders of work to be done, indicate that he spent in this period more time in 

Adelaide and Melbourne than he had for many years. 
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The Conrick brothers 

Left to right :- Jack, Clive and Ted 

Joe, is absent -  taken in 1900 

 

He was in Adelaide in December, 1914, with Jack and Ted in charge at home. On the 9th of  December 

Jack was out at the mustering camp. They started work at daybreak, and Jack's mount, startled by another 

horse, reared and fell back on its rider. In its struggles to rise the horse struck Jack on the head with its 

poll, fracturing Jack's skull and rendering him unconscious. Thinking him dead, the Aboriginal 

stockmen covered him with branches and cleared out, while one of them, Geordie, rode the fifty eighty 

kilometres to the homestead with the news. The only white person there was the housekeeper, Mrs. 

McDonald, Ted also being out on the run somewhere.  
 

Mrs. McDonald set out in a buggy with a native boy, reaching Jack forty-eight hours after the accident. 

She took him back to Nappa Merrie, where he was unconscious for days, and when he did begin to 

recover a little they realised that he could not walk. On the 16th of December Geordie was sent to get 

Dr. Mary de Garis from Tibooburra.  A telegram alerted John Conrick in Adelaide on the 17th of 

December, and on the 7th of January Ted and Mrs. McDonald set out on the journey to Broken Hill and 

the train with the patient. He was put into hospital in Adelaide where he underwent surgery for a broken 
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hip. He made a good recovery, for a note in Conrick's diary for the 21st of April records that "Jack left 

Adelaide with the car, Snook driver." Jack bore the scars of this accident for the rest of his life. 
 

Meanwhile, news of the outbreak of war with Germany on the 4th of August, 1914, filtered through to 

the Cooper. Ted tried to enlist, but was rejected as medically unfit, a legacy of his school days sporting 

injury. Although he proved fit enough to ride out the war on the station mustering cattle for days on end, 

the Light Horse found him unsuitable for their purposes. So it was Clive,  the wild one of the family, 

who enlisted first. He drove a mob of wethers to Marree and hitched a ride south on a stock train with 

the idea of joining the Light Horse, but when he arrived in Adelaide he found the section full. He wired 

Sydney and Tasmania, and was accepted by Sydney provided he made his own way there. Accordingly 

he enlisted in the 6th Light Horse, his regimental number being 101, on the 27th. of October, 1914, and 

left Sydney on the 21st of December for the Middle East. 
 

In 1915, Joe Conrick also joined up in the 10th Reinforcements of the 23rd Battalion of the Light Horse 

in Victoria. He was disappointed by the fact that although he made as long a journey to enlist as had 

Clive, his brother's enlistment was written up in the papers while his own passed unnoticed. This was 

understandable; Clive was among the earliest enlistments, and his epic journey was news, whereas Joe's 

equally meritorious efforts were merely a repetition of something already done. When Joe in his turn 

arrived in the Middle East he was "claimed" by his older brother, and they served together for a time. 

They landed at Anzac Cove, Gallipoli, on the 19th of May, and were evacuated on the 20th  December, 

1915. Neither man discussed this experience in later years. 
 

The Army suited Clive, he was promoted to Corporal at the end of November, and just a month later to 

Sergeant. In July 1916 Clive transferred to the Camel Corps as a Second Lieutenant, and later became 

Captain (Acting) and Adjutant of the 3rd Australian Camel Battalion (Blue Triangle). When the Camel 

Corps was disbanded, he was given the option of going to France or joining the Australian Flying Corps; 

he chose the latter, joining on the 7th of April, 1918. Serving with him in No. I Squadron were Ross and 

Keith Smith, who would be the first to fly from England to Australia in 1919, and Hudson Fysh, later to 

be one of the founders of Qantas. 
 

Having shared some wild adventures in their free time, Clive and Joe had become good friends. Now 

Clive kept a brotherly eye on Joe and when flying over his unit, dropped an occasional parcel of tobacco 

from the Flying Corps mess as an extra treat. On the 27th of October, with Pilot T. Nunan, Clive set out 

on a reconnaissance to Aleppo, which the cavalry had attacked the previous day. They crash-landed west 

of the town, which promptly surrendered to them. Shortly after they set up an advance airfield, with 

Clive as commanding officer of the advance party, and very soon after that the war ended. Joe served 

out the war in the Light Horse. 
 

As the war dragged on, Ted Conrick could probably have enlisted, the rules having been somewhat 

relaxed, but John Conrick would not tolerate any more family enlistments. With Clive and Joe away, 

and stockmen, both white and Aboriginal in short supply, the workload was extremely heavy for those 

remaining. 
 

The routine of the station continued, with the mustering and sale of cattle, the arrival of shearers and the 

dispatch of the wool clip, the sending of long fascinating orders for supplies to be brought up by Stan 

Kite's donkey teams  or Moosha Balooch's camel,  string. 1914-15 was one of the driest periods on 

record, during which 40,000 cattle perished on three stations in the Innumincka district. What losses 
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Nappa Merrie in particular sustained is not known, but the existence of a few wells, and a number of 

rock holes in the ranges which collected and held water after only as few points of rain, enabled the 

cattle to survive The wool clip went south on schedule and during the next year some cattle were sold 

from the run.  
 

In 1917, Conrick engaged a contractor to put down a bore at White Cliff in the sheep country south of 

the river which struck good water, and a wind mill over this bore relieved the water shortage in this area 

in dry seasons. 
 

By 1918 the position had improved, and three successive consignments of cattle brought good prices in 

Adelaide, and were described as "displaying breeding and quality". There were no good seasons, 

however, and drought, or near-drought, seemed to have become the normal state of affairs. 
 

Conrick made a practice of spending the worst of the summer in the south, leaving the run with Jack 

and Ted. Interviewed in Adelaide in November 1919 by a reporter from the "Observer" he commented 

on the bad conditions in south-western Queensland, and the increase in wild dogs. His greatest worry at 

that time, however, was the state of the horse-breeding industry:- 
 

 "At present there is nothing, absolutely nothing in it. There is a demand for a few 

nice ponies, out-standing hacks, and gunners, but the great bulk of the animals bred 

are not wanted .... it seems to me that the only thing to do will be to shoot some of 

the horses and thus get rid of them, although it grieves me even to contemplate such 

a course, for I have always loved horses .... The position, however, is that they are 

not a saleable article now, and they are eating grass which would be valuable for 

cattle and sheep, for which one can always get a price." 
 

Nappa Merrie horses had gone to war as remounts for the Indian Army. Jack spent eight weeks mustering 

eight hundred horses, which were picked over by the turbaned Indian buyers, who selected just eighty 

animals to buy, matched for colour, size, and with minimal white markings. Clive, while inspecting 

horses in the line when stationed in Egypt, noticed one he knew, and found it bore the Nappa Merrie 

brand, a mare called "Mum" which had been stolen and had ended up as a cavalry horse. 
 

At the end of the 1919-20 visit south, Conrick set out for home on the 12th of April, but was taken ill in 

Broken Hill and was hospitalised for three weeks. This is the first record of any serious illness, as distinct 

from the effects of accidents, in his life. The magnificent, taken-for-granted body was beginning to fail. 
 

With the end of the war, Clive and Joe, Conrick returned home. Clive promptly married Marjorie King, 

a Broken Hill girl whose uncle later owned Karmona Station next door to Nappa Merrie, and they set 

up house in the pretty stone cottage of St. Ann's, in the stoney hills. 
 

There was some conflict between the brothers, with Ted and Jack suggesting that Clive and Joe had 

gone off and had a great time of it, while the others had to stay at home and work. How much of this 

was mere brotherly badinage can only be guessed at, but Joe , at least seems to have taken some of it 

seriously. 
 

Joe was put to work out at Barrioolah with the cattle, including three hundred head of stud beasts, as his 

responsibility, and was called in to help at the head station during the shearing. His relationship with his 

father did not improve, and after an altercation over an alleged failure to follow orders, Joe fled the 

station and "went bush". Ted, unhappy with his father's management of the station, also left, gathered 
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up Joe, and the two headed north to Gilpeppie, far up the Cooper towards Windorah, where Joe took a 

droving job with Jack Carige, then worked on Gilpeppie for a time, inoculating cattle. More droving 

trips followed, and a spell tending a mob of horses on a lovely waterhole on the Cooper.  
 

The wages for droving were £4 or £5 a week, compared with £3 for a station hand, so Joe was quite 

happy to stay away indefinitely. Ted too spent some time droving in Queensland, but eventually he and 

Joe met again and the two returned to Nappa Merrie. Absence had not noticeably made their father's 

heart grow fonder, but John Conrick offered Ted some fencing work on the station which Ted accepted 

on the condition that Joe joined him on the job, and so the rift was patched up. 
 

Jack married Rinah Wooldridge in 1921 the pretty daughter of his father's old friend, Andrew 

Wooldridge, and the original intention was for them to have Nappa Merrie. However, just at this time, 

320 square kilometres of country in New South Wales on the Darling flood plain, which John Conrick 

had traversed fifty years before en route to the Cooper, came onto the market. 
 

When Conrick inspected it he found it little changed by the intervening years, and his original good 

opinion of it confirmed, so he bought it, and Jack found himself the manager of Popiltah Station. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The Conrick Brothers; Left to Right 

Francis Clive, John Ware, Edward Gerald and Joseph Patrick 
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CHAPTER 18 
 

RETIREMENT 

 

Ted Conrick  replaced his father as manager of Nappa Merrie in 1922. In June of that year John Conrick 

went to Brisbane to give evidence at the sitting of the Land Court which was to determine the rents for 

the Nappa Merrie leases. He claimed that conditions were so bad that he was considering abandoning 

sheep; rabbits were a plague, and the dingoes were very bad and increasing in number. About a thousand 

head of wild horses were consuming vast amounts of feed as well as damaging fences. The average 

annual loss of stock was 964 cattle and 1,880 head of sheep. The wages bill had soared, from £l,832 in 

1914 to £4,262 in 1921, while the cost of supplies had risen 100%. Counsel for Nappa Merrie Pastoral 

Company,  Mr. Woodbine, described the run as being subject to every pastoral menace, and therefore, 

in his opinion, it should not be liable for increased rents. The Crown's counsel argued that cattle sales 

had averaged £9,000 a year, and wool sales £4,200 annually and the Government was only suggesting 

a 10% rental based on these figures. After a two-day hearing the rents were raised by amounts varying 

between 50% and 160% on the five leases now making up Nappa Merrie, three rents retrospective to 

1914 and two to 1918. 
 

John Conrick bought yet another property in 1922, just west of the Flinders Ranges in South Australia. 

This was Wallaberdina, 128.50 square kilometres of sand and hill country with permanent water in nine 

paddocks, with 5,600 sheep. The price was about £23,000, part paid in cash and the remainder on a 

mortgage. Clive packed his possessions, and with his wife and little sons Dick and Pat, went south to 

manage the new run. 
 

1923 was a good year. Ted Conrick married Nellie Harvey, of Terang in Victoria, and took her home to 

the station. Nappa Merrie hit the headlines when Conrick produce topped the wool, cattle and fat wether 

sales. Nearly £3,000 of cattle sold in two months, and a fortnight later in May, Conrick bought up John 

and Henry Lewis's shares in Nappa Merrie 4,750 in all, for £10,000. In the September wool sales in 

Adelaide, the record price for scoured wool of  49 pence, was obtained for 44 bales of Nappa Merrie 

wool, with a further 31 bales realising 48½ pence. In the same month, during the Royal Adelaide Show, 

a group photograph of a number of the pastoral pioneers then in town was taken and later published in 

the "Observer" entitled "Men from the Saltbush" a perhaps unique record of a group of tough old 

survivors. Among them was John Conrick. After a lifetime of striving he had become a prosperous, as 

well as a respected, man. In an uncharacteristic test of exuberance, he bought three new Flying Cloud 

Reo sedans. 
 

Joe, Conrick married Florence Cole, in 1925, and took his bride to live at Barrioolah,   where he was 

manager. She was a placid girl, and took the sand hills, the summer heat, and the constant loneliness, 

with Joe away about the run for weeks at a time, in her stride. She was grateful for the presence of a 

little camp of old Aborigines whose chatter and laughter made the loneliness less. Their first child was 

born during this time, and if the added responsibility weighed on Flo she did not admit it. 
 

John Conrick's retirement was filled with a variety of small chores undertaken in the city for Nappa 

Merrie and Barrioolah, Wallaberdina,  and Popiltah with letters of good advice and reminders to his sons 

as managers of his stations dispatched from his suite at the Botanic Hotel in Adelaide. With his usual 
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common sense he faced the fact of his own mortality:- 
 

"It is very dry everywhere and will be good business to sell all fat sheep that can 

possibly be spared and got away. You then have them in your pocket, and can easily 

buy a few more ewes again. Taxes are heavy and it takes a lot of money to keep 

going, and a mistake would mean mortgaging and perhaps losing the lot, and I want 

to square all accounts up and leave everything straight, otherwise you  don't know 

what would happen...." 
 

He spent much time with old friends and acquaintances from the old Cooper, with meetings of the Royal 

Geographical Society of Australia, which he had joined in 1914, and the Royal Society, which he joined 

in 1923. He also began to write his memoirs, under the title "Story of John Conrick, Pioneer", which 

were published in the “Adelaide News" between the  25th of July, 1923, and 23rd of February, 1924, at 

which point the articles ceased to appear. One story goes that the editor of the paper took it upon to edit 

them, and John Conrick refused to continue the work unless it appeared untouched  by the editorial hand. 

The project may simply have been abandoned because of ill-health, for at the end of 1923 Conrick was 

very ill in Broken Hill  with influenza and pneumonia. In addition, at some stage when crossing King 

William Street in Adelaide, he was run over by the omnibus which carried passengers from the railway 

station to the big Moore’s store then in Victoria Square. It is said that it took twelve men to lift the front 

of the bus so that he could be pulled clear. His health from that time on was poor. 
 

Early in 1924, Conrick  rented a furnished house at 99 Brougham Place, North Adelaide, for £2 15 

shillings a week, and made his home there. In 1925 his old friend Andrew Wooldridge died. This would 

have been a loss deeply felt, but by then Conrick himself' was seriously ill in Ru Rua Private Hospital 

in North Adelaide, where he died on the 10th of January, 1926. 
 

In his will John Conrick bequeathed small sums of money to his brother Michael and sister Mary, with 

a life tenancy in premises he owned in Elwood (Victoria) left to Mary as well. He specified personal 

possessions to be given to his sons, a gold watch and chain to Jack, a gun and rifle to Ted, and to Clive 

a double barrelled gun. The remainder of his real and personal property was to be divided equally 

between Jack, Ted and Clive, directing that Popiltah Station should he transferred to Jack as whole or 

part of his share, Wallaberdina to Clive, and that his holding in the Nappa Merrie Pastoral Company  

should be transferred to Ted in satisfaction of his share. 
 

Thanks to Ted's intervention Joe, received £l,500, which with the 1,000 shares he had acquired, 750 

from his father and 250 bought from Kidman, was all he took away from Nappa Merrie. Joe felt that he 

had been shabbily treated, and he left Barrioolah as soon as the estate was settled, in 1927. The shares 

were then virtually worthless, and it was not until some years later that they could be sold to help him 

buy a small holding at Craigland, near Euroa, in Victoria. 
 

The obituaries which appeared in the newspapers and other publications all referred to Conrick's 

pioneering activities on the Cooper and the adventurous days of his early life there. Most mentioned the 

high quality of the stock produced on Nappa Merrie under his management, and some related anecdotes 

which demonstrated his physical strength, or the reasons for his nickname of "Honest John", and his 

standing in the community in which he had lived. He would most likely have approved, for these were 

the facets of his life of which he was most proud, and which he himself mentioned in any interview he 

gave. 
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Nowhere in his own accounts of his life is there any suggestion of a specific ambition which he set out 

to fulfill. He simply left Tower Hill. "to drove a mob of cattle and horses to Queensland and occupy 

new country" If there was any particular man among the pastoralists of his time on whom he tried to 

model himself, he never admitted it, so it is impossible to say if he succeeded in his personal ambitions. 

Nevertheless, as a pastoralist he was considered by his contemporaries to be supremely successful. 
 

From a very small beginning he built up a run of over 3218, square kilometres which produced highly 

regarded cattle and fine wool which commanded high prices, and in addition acquired land in two other 

States. He achieved this against great odds, beginning with his lone stewardship of a tiny piece of land 

in country inhabited only by the wary and suspicious Aborigines and continuing despite drought and 

flood, rabbit plagues and the depredations of the dingo, building slowly from a tiny finger hold in the 

industry until he stood firmly among the established pastoralists. He was recognised as a great judge 

and skilled handler of cattle and horses  
 

At the time of his retirement he was the only pioneer surviving on that part of the Cooper. He had seen 

neighbouring small holdings abandoned as uneconomic, but held on himself until he could lease more 

land. When his neighbours were driven out by the great drought, he fought the disaster with every means 

at his disposal, and survived. Others had been defeated by the grey army of rabbits, or been disheartened 

by the harsh climate, the difficult terrain and the distance from markets, and yet, once the first few years 

were passed, there were no hint that he ever considered abandoning Nappa Merrie until he and George 

decided to dissolve their partnership, when presumably he was prepared to take a good offer for Nappa 

Merrie, and move on. He was, of course, fortunate in having the support of a prosperous father, and the 

assistance of a wealthy partner. Nevertheless, his own self-confidence, optimism, single  mindedness, 

determination and management skills were the ultimate source of his success. 
 

The domestic side of his life was less happy, probably because the skills which enabled him to survive 

and succeed on the Cooper were not necessarily those skills which ensured a happy home life. He was 

too self contained, too self-confident to need anyone, and Agnes Conrick may quickly have discovered 

that her presence or absence was of little consequence to John. He came late to parenthood  he was 

thirty-seven years old when Jack was born, and his children were to remain peripheral to his existence. 

Joe, was always to feel that his father had treated him badly, but in fact he was hard on all his sons. He 

was a tough man; he suffered no weaknesses in electing to live a Spartan existence of unremitting toil 

in a difficult country, and be expected his children to live the same way, with a minimum of comfort 

and human society and would have been surprised that they wanted more. Jack, Ted and Clive were 

inured from babyhood to this, but Joe, coming late into the family from a gentler environment, was 

shocked into rebellion. As tough and determined as his father, he never accepted his authority, imposed 

as it was without the leavening of affection which presumably eased the situation for his brothers. 
 

John Conrick  was not a gregarious man, as evidenced by his equanimity when faced with months of 

solitude at Goonabinna, and his readiness to undertake long journeys on his own, and he apparently 

made few efforts to be sociable with his own family. Joe Conrick remembered him as a vast brooding 

presence about the homestead, spending long hours alone on the verandah and refusing to answer when 

spoken to. Perhaps the one person who achieved any intimacy with him was his daughter-in-law Nellie, 

who spent many hours with him in the last years he spent at Nappa Merrie and in whom he is believed 

to have confided. Acquaintances found him genial company, and claimed to like him, certainly he was 

well respected by all with whom he came in contact with. Agnes Conrick’s feelings remain a mystery, 
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his children respected his abilities, deferred to his authority and performed their filial duties adequately. 

John Conrick seems to have found this state of affairs quite satisfactory.  
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CHAPTER 19 
 

UNDER NEW MANAGEMENT 

 

Under Ted Conrick's  management Nappa Merrie continued to run much as it had under his father's 

hand. In 1924 the station is said to have brought in an income of £80.000 from five thousand, one 

hundred and eighty square kilometres, a tribute to good management, good seasons and good stock, the 

latter the end result of fifty years of hard work and experience It was described in 1926 as "a model 

station, and with its river frontage of one hundred and forty five kilometres .. certainly one of the best 

certainly one of the best propositions in the country  ..... The wool scouring  plant there is one of the 

most up-to-date in the Commonwealth.”  
 

Ted took over father's interests in local affairs, assisting at the Innamincka races and taking part in other 

community activities. Ted became a Justice of the Peace, replacing his father in this capacity as a 

functionary of the law on the border. In 1928, after consultation with the Queensland Government, the 

South Australian Government appointed the Innamincka Mounted Constable a Special Constable for 

Queensland, to overcome the difficulties experienced on the border with the nearest Queensland police  

post four hundred and two kilometres away at Nocundra. A monthly Court of Petty Sessions was held 

at Nappa Merrie, with Ted Conrick presiding. He also took responsibility for the care of the historic Dig 

Tree,  where he had a cairn erected in 1938; he also marked the site of Howitt's depot beside Cullyamurra 

Waterhole. 
 

There was still a Conrick of Nappa Merrie, but there was a difference, Ted was no battling pioneer who 

had taken the wilderness by the scruff of its neck and shaken it into partial submission; this Conrick had 

been born on the Cooper, and worked from the bred-in-the-bone knowledge that this brought. 
 

Ted was a cattle man first and foremost, with great natural  ability in stock handling. While he 

conscientiously husbanded the Nappa Merrie sheep flock, his real enthusiasm was for the cattle. Like 

his father an excellent judge of stock., he continued to improve the standard of the bullocks he sent to 

the sale yards the with high quality bulls from the stud herd and a concentration on the polled Shorthorns 

which had become a conspicuous feature of the Nappa Merrie herd, which as by now about 75% polls. 

The cattle were disease-free and of docile disposition, which appealed to buyers, and drafts regularly 

brought both commendation for their quality and high prices. 
 

Ted needed all his experience in the early years of his management. The property was heavily 

encumbered with debt, probate on John Conrick’s Will was about £100,000, which had to be paid off 

over a number of years, an added burden on a station which required very skilled management to remain 

economically viable in the face of floods  drought and isolation. 
 

The first couple of seasons were very dry, to be followed by a good Year in 1925, when Clive Conrick, 

after a visit to Nappa Merrie in June, could report to the “Adelaide Observer" that “the country north 

of Broken Hill was in good heart.” Unfortunately the growing number of pastoral pests was taking 

advantage of the fact, and Clive shot seventeen out of a mob of thirty brumbies in ten minutes at a 

waterhole on the Wilson  River. 
 

After the brief respite the drought closed in again, and the next four years were of unmitigated disaster. 

Nappa Merrie had its last substantial rain in April, 1926, when 13 centimetres was registered, but the 
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country generally was in deplorable condition. In 1927 motor trucks became available for the transport 

of supplies and produce, and in that year the station wool clip was taken away by motor truck for the 

first time, although camels, still carried most of the wool until 1932. Of the station donkey team, most 

were sold, but the rest ran wild and bred up on the stoney country near Oontoo  to become as big a pest 

as the brumbies, at a time when there was not enough feed for the saleable stock. Eventually the day 

came when the otherwise harmless donkeys had to be shot a pitifully easy job, but the camels were used 

until 1948 as working beasts, until they died of old age. 
 

By 1929 the country was a desert, with losses in other cattle herds in western Queensland anything from 

60% to 80%, and in some cases higher. The "Observer" in Adelaide headlined an article quoting the 

Government Inspector of Pastoral Leases with "Far North-east is Drifting Mass of Devastation", and 

went on to describe homesteads with drift sand encroaching through the windows, stockyards obliterated 

by drift, and a landscape bare except for stunted and dying trees. 
 

Nappa Merrie had missed its lambing, and the Mitchell and Flinders grasses had failed. During the 

shearing they had to hand-feed their working horses, a necessity which had never arisen on Nappa 

Merrie before, and the sheep were removed from the bone-bare stoney downs to the open cattle country 

on Barrioolah, after a small flood in the Cooper brought a flush of feed to the channels. Ted Conrick  

even contemplated moving the station headquarters to Barrioolah while this lasted. 
 

Stock numbers were well down. In 1928, between June and August, 2,000 head of cattle starved on the 

run, but in June Conrick had sent a large mob of shorn wethers overland six hundred and forty four 

kilometres to Broken Hill to be railed to the city markets where they arrived in prime condition to top 

the sale amongst a big yarding. By 1930 there were only 4,000 sheep and 5,000 cattle on Nappa Merrie 

where normally they would have expected too have 15,000  sheep and 7,000 head of cattle.  
 

Not only the Pastoralists' animals had suffered in the drought.  A shearing contractor who travelled  
through the district in 1929 commented: "I travelled 325 kilometres and never saw anything alive, not 

even a bird, till I got to the Cooper, There is no bird life on the Cooper, except galahs," A silent agony 

had fallen over the entire Cooper country, as it had so often in the past. 
 

But in the last week of 1929 the rains came; steady soaking rains which drenched the country and sent 

the creeks down to start the rivers running. The Cooper was higher than it had been since 1917, and the 

apparently dead, blackened roots of the Mitchell Grass stirred with the rain to bring a film of green to 

the downs which grew quickly into a carpet of good feed. Ted Conrick took advantage of the miracle 

and in August a report from the Abattoirs market in Adelaide tells the story:- 
 

"Judged on a standard of suitable trade beef, the cattle from the Nappa Merrie Pastoral Company .... 

must be judged the pick of the market  The breeding of these left little to be desired. They were of right 

ages and just the weight most sought after by the trade. They had a further advantage over the Davenport 

Downs (Queensland, Kidman)  in that they were not carrying the age and in consequence were finer in 

the bone and should provide a most attractive dressed carcass. The 210 steers and bullocks averaged 

£13 5 9d and 12 cows made £11 5  3d." Again, at the end of October: "A further draft of 170 steers 

(came) from Nappa Merrie Pastoral Company of Queensland consisting of light to medium weights in 

excellent condition."  
 

The good season continued into 1931 and the cattle turned off the run continued to dominate the 

Adelaide markets, with the plaudits continuing: "Taking breeding, quality and weight into 
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consideration, the most attractive consignment was submitted by the Nappa Merrie Pastoral Company, 

and comprised good coloured, nicely proportioned shorthorns, including steers, young oxen and a few 

cows. All presented ideal shop quality and weights and reached the market showing no signs of travel 

stain and carrying plenty of bloom” 
 

Alf Palmer, a drover employed by Ted Conrick, took 350 head down to Cockburn in seven weeks and 

two days on the previous summer's grass to arrive in splendid condition, and he commented that they 

were "a very nice quiet little fellows " Another man declared that one could have sworn that they were 

farm bred cattle, a far cry from the half wild beasts traditionally coming from the remote stations. 
 

Drought came again in the mid-thirties. In the middle of 1935 Ted Conrick saw the Cooper the lowest 

it had been, according to his records since 1892, shearing was down by a third, the sheep in poor 

condition and the fleeces full of sand, while the cattle were being trapped in the mud beside shrinking 

waterholes. A journalist, writing in the “Adelaide Chronicle” in 1936, described the situation on 

Barrioolah:   "Cattle bogged in the sucking clay sink deeper and deeper as they struggle and must be 

dragged out by horses, or shot. Horses become adept at rescue work and almost uncannily assist their 

riders in their task .... A horse which has proved itself invaluable in rescuing bogged cattle is old Atlas 

of Barrioolah, who has hauled hundreds from the clay and has stood unperturbed by the report of a rifle 

as a starving beast, too weak to struggle further, is put out of its misery .... For years he has been used 

almost solely for releasing bogged cattle, and money would not buy him. He is the pride of Barrioolah, 

and justly so...." Atlas, a fine Clydesdale bred on Nappa Merrie, was still alive in 1948. 
 

The Cooper flooded at last at the beginning of 1936, and by June the cattle were arriving in the city to 

be nominated "the outstanding draft, typical of the Nappa Merrie herd and showing excellent breeding 

and type …. a credit to the station and the drover", with similar commendation given to a choice draft 

in November. 
 

Ted continued to breed horses, including Clydesdales, and with an Buckland Park sire, Pistol Pride, was 

accumulating a nice mob. The brumbies were causing problems, however, having taken over the lignum 

country on the floodplains, where they ate out the feed and disturbed the cattle. Strenuous efforts were 

made to clean them out, and brumby running was the source of much excitement. Speedy horses and 

daring horsemanship were required, for the brumbies were wary and swift, and the ground rough and 

riddled with holes. The wild mobs were trailed, the riders positioned, then the bunch would be driven 

towards a winged yard or calico yard, sometimes with a bunch of free station horses driven into their 

path to lure them into the trap. The gruelling pursuit often covered many kilometres. When the wild 

horses were secured they were picked over, the best kept for hacks, the mongrels shot, and the remainder 

sent to market, Eventually their numbers grew so large that shooting was the only answer, and in one 

four year period five thousand brumbies were shot on Nappa Merrie. 
 

In 1945, the Innamincka Mounted Constable on patrol reported the St Ann's country completely eaten 

out by the mobs, and hundreds of brumbies in the flood plains of Barrioolah, while the stoney country 

in that area was reduced to desolation. Destructive feeders, the wild horses tore up the grass tussocks  

on the run, nipped off the bit they wanted and discarded the rest. They could travel  fifty to sixty five 

kilometres from water to graze, returning m the late afternoon to the stoney ridges, where they clustered 

like flies, awaiting dusk, when they went down to the river to water. Paid shooters accounted for 14,000 

more brumbies by 1953. 
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While the cattle were going from strength to strength, sheep husbandry was yearly becoming more 

difficult, overheads had risen, wool prices had fallen, and the dingo preyed on the flock to such an extent 

that numbers had fallen from a maximum of 26,000 to a mere 10,000. John Conrick in his day, and Ted 

after him, had spent thousands of pounds on poison in their battle with the pest, in fencing, payments to 

"doggers" who trapped them for the scalp bounty, and nothing died on Nappa Merrie which was not 

liberally laced with strychnine and left for the dingoes. Now, with the returns from sheep depressed in 

any case, there seemed time point in continuing. The sheep were sold to Arrabury  Station, and the scour 

was used for the Arrabury clip until they too abandoned sheep. In 1946 the equipment of shearing shed 

and scour was sold and the buildings dismantled, and Nappa Merrie returned to its original condition as 

a station solely concerned with cattle. Cordillo  Downs too was abandoning the fight, and the last sheep 

in the Cooper country left Arrabury Station in 1942. 
 

As if to reward Conrick for his practicality, the following Spring saw the Conrick cattle acclaimed in 

both Adelaide and Melbourne. His fellow cattlemen recognised their quality and bought selected beasts 

to improve their own herds. 
 

Life on the Cooper changed dramatically from the 1920s on, fundamental changes which were to take 

much of the peril out of station life. Tests of crude portable radio transmitters at the beginning of the 

decade gave promise of a revolution in Outback communications. There was already some relief from 

the fear of accident and serious illness with the engaging of a Border Nurse, who, with Cordillo Downs 

as her headquarters, nursed the sick on the stations of that area, under great difficulties and at great 

personal risk to her own health.  
 

The Australian Inland Mission was promised a Government Grant from South Australia to set up a 

hospital at Innamincka, and Ted Conrick and the other local pastoralists promised financial support to 

the project. In 1924 Sir Josiah Symon, moved by the noble work done by the Border Nurses donated 

£l,500. The happy outcome was the Elizabeth Symon Nursing Home, which was completed in 1929, the 

one happy event in a grim year. In June the nursing home was opened before a large crowd of people, 

virtually the whole population of the district,  among whom were Ted and Nell Conrick with their 

daughter Betty and baby son Neil. The committee appointed to help run the home included Ted Conrick. 

While Nappa Merrie was fortunate in that Nell Conrick was a trained nurse and need not call on the 

sisters at the Nursing Home, Ted, remembering the suffering caused by his accident in 1909, and Jack's 

more serious accident in 1914, appreciated fully the value of the home to the local community. The 

establishment of the Flying Doctor Service, bringing expert medical assistance within easy reach of 

everyone in that remote area, must have seemed initially like the realization of a dream.  
 

Communications were improved with the installation in the Nursing Home of a pedal radio transceiver, 

and when in the 1940s Ted Conrick bought one for Nappa Merrie the worst of the hideous isolation was 

over. Nell could talk with other women on neighbouring stations, exchanging information and gossip, 

and enjoy contact with the wider community. The presence of the nursing sisters down at Innamincka 

was a great comfort, for all that, and they often exchanged visits. 
 

With better transport, visitors were more common, their numbers including writers Ion Idriess, Frank 

Clune, William Hatfield and Ernestine Hill; Members of Parliament, ornithologists, and from the 

Australian Inland Mission, John Flynn and his successor Rev. Fred McKay, and of course, the lying 

Doctor. When the midsummer heat became severe in February and March, Ted sent his wife south, and 
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she returned in the autumn refreshed and ready to cope with the realities of station life, the hard work, 

and the isolation. Her experience on Nappa Merrie bore little resemblance to that of Agnes Conrick,  

and she successfully weathered a thirty year sojourn on the Cooper. 
 

The war adversely affected the station, with shortages of some station supplies, and of manpower: there 

were only two or three Europeans and three Aborigines,  in lieu of the twenty to thirty men of the past. 

Cattle continued to thrive, the seasons to fluctuate between plenty and famine. In 1944 some instinct 

warned Ted Conrick of bad times coming, and he sold two thousand cattle. From the beginning John 

Conrick had consistently kept Nappa Merrie lightly stocked, both to conserve the country and as an 

insurance against heavy losses in drought.  Bores had been put down in areas remote from the river, but 

those paddocks were not normally stocked, so that when the dry seasons came the mobs could be moved 

onto the reserved pasture, The Conrick policy of light stocking had often been criticised, but they stuck 

to their principles, and now it paid off. Drought came again, the worst since 1916-18, and although a 

few cattle perished on Nappa Merrie, their losses were minimal compared with those on other Cooper 

stations. 
 

As Ted's family grew up, there was a little time for hobbies such as reading, astronomy, botany and the 

compiling of a dictionary of Aboriginal words for the district. Like his father, Ted belonged to the Royal 

Geographical Society of South Australia, having joined in 1920. 
 

The beginning of 1948 was marked by good rains and a channel flood in the Cooper, but as the year 

closed drought threatened. In 1949, however, a dramatic event occurred. The thing which men in that 

country had come to believe would never happen again, that they thought of merely as folklore and old 

men's exaggerations, came again. 
 

The rain came down, softly at first, then steadily to settle the dust, then soak the ground; the run-off 

began in dribbles and pools and yellow gutters into the watercourses that ran quietly, then with a rattle 

of pebbles and a roar, into the rivers. The streams stirred, sending fingers of water down the dry beds 

between the waterholes to link them into a shining swirl of water, then rose to overflow the banks and 

spread around the lignum of the floodplains, then sweep wider over country that had not been flooded 

for decades. The rain fell until the whole north-west corner of New South Wales, the south-west corner 

of Queensland and the north-east corner of South Australia had become one vast sea covering three 

hundred and thirty six thousand square kilometres of country. 
 

Nappa Merrie recorded fifty three centimetres of rain in three weeks, twenty seven centimetres in one 

weekend, and the homestead looked out on a river swirling through the tops of the coolibahs and around 

the outbuildings below the sand hill, just as it had in 1906 and 1918. Down at Innamincka they had fifty 

three centimetres of rain in a month; the junction of the Wilson with the Cooper, upstream from Nappa 

Merrie, was lost in the great mass of the flood. 
 

The Flying Doctor base in Broken Hill worked day and night to contact marooned stations and get news 

of stranded and missing travellers: airlifts of food were arranged, and the pastoralists settled down to 

wait. The river was five kilometres wide at Nappa Merrie, with the homestead on its sand hill an island. 

When supplies began to arrive in the district, they had to row across the river to a big hill south of the 

homestead on the other side to collect their goods, row back, and carry the load along the sand hills to 

the house. As well as their own supplies, there were consignments for Arrabury  and Cordillo  Downs 

to be ferried over. After a time a landing strip was prepared north of the homestead and the planes landed 
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there. 
 

For months the ground was too soft to allow for any work with the cattle, even on the tops of the sand 

hills the horses were bogging down in the saturated country. The river-bred cattle moved to higher 

ground and waited; many cattle on neighbouring stations, unaccustomed to floods, were drawn by the 

lowing of the Nappa Merrie mobs and drowned, but the Conrick’s lost virtually none. After the flooding 

the sand flies appeared, driving the stock mad with their bites, a smoke-fire lit to provide a refuge for 

station horses brought the desperate brumbies  in to join them in the truce.  
 

On Nappa Merrie the growth of feed was the greatest since settlement, and the grass grew tall enough 

to hide the horses, to produce the best season in history. On the downs, herbage and grasses not seen for 

forty years appeared again.  
 

Meanwhile, the water poured down the Cooper, flushing away the accumulated debris of decades to 

clear the channel all the way down to Lake Eyre and then filled that lake for the first time since white 

settlement. 
 

Coincidentally with this dramatic change in circumstances, Lake Pure Station, two thousand one 

hundred and thirty six square kilometres of which had been St. Ann's Station and part of the Conrick 

holding prior to the great drought of the turn of the century, came on the market when the owner, William 

Shine died. The whole nine thousand two hundred and twenty four square kilometres was added to 

Nappa Merrie to bring its total area to about seven thousand seven hundred and eighty square kilometres.  
 

There were, however, problems arising out of the river's bounty. The war years had seen the 

improvements gradually fall into disrepair because of the shortage of materials and labour; now the 

flood had taken the Nappa Merrie yards and kilometres of fencing. Labour was still short, and 

contractors not to be had for love or money, and the Conrick’s, busy with the cattle, had no work 

themselves, for with the fences gone, the cattle had to be watched constantly. Even when the country 

dried out enough to allow them to work cattle, conditions were very unpleasant for the stockmen, 

working in the wet all day. The rank growth that sprang up on the floodplains included plants with sticky 

sap which coated the skin of men and horses. As the soft country dried out it powdered under the cattle's 

hooves, and during mustering the dust rose in a smothering cloud to irritate the eyes and choke the lungs. 

A Trans Australia Airlines pilot passing overhead met the dust of Nappa Metric's cattle at 10,000 feet, 

spiralling up from a reddish fog which blotted out the herd. The stockman's life was rough, dangerous 

and uncomfortable in these conditions and far from the romantic picture which fiction sometimes paints. 
 

In 1950, the river flowed again into Lake Eyre, and its Cooper country thrived, good rains brought good 

pastures; the good seasons continued though 1951 and 1952, and fat cattle moved south in a steady 

stream to bring prosperity to the Cooper again. Nappa Merrie’s first draft after the floods arrived in the 

Adelaide market just in time for Christmas, 1951. They had walked the last sixty eight kilometres into 

Cockburn in a heat wave, some of them crippled by the stones, but the remainder topped the market, the 

butchers rising in spontaneous applause when they appeared in the ring. 
 

Despite this pastoral well-being, the population of the district had been steadily declining for the past 

thirty years. Fewer and fewer men were needed to run the stations. Improved communications made 

some services once provided in the area unnecessary. There had not been a store in the Innamincka 

township for decades, supplies coming by truck from Broken Hill, and the hotel could not provide a 

living for the licensee. The advent of the Flying  Doctor made the Nursing Home redundant, and it was 
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closed in 1951. The hotel shut its doors at the end of 1952, and with its closure the police  presence in 

the ruins of the township was no longer needed. The township fell silent, save for the rattle of loose iron 

in the wind, and the hiss of blown sand across the empty street. 
 

In 1954 Ted Conrick  made a sudden and dramatic decision. About half the shares in the Nappa Merrie 

Pastoral Company had already been sold to Tancred's; now he let the remainder go as well. He gave his 

sons no opportunity to take over the property. He had given sixty years of his life to the Cooper, but he 

had no intention of allowing his sons to do the same, and he came home from Sydney with the sale a 

fait accompli. He retired in June to the gentle slopes of the Adelaide foothills, where he died. 
 

Ted's sons Neil and Peter remained for six months on Lake Pure to assist the new owners of Nappa 

Merrie. The Peel Pastoral Company intended to use the run as a fattening area for cattle from other 

stations, and breeding was not to be a part of their programme. So the magnificent breeding cows were 

sold for meat or spayed, the highly respected and much sought-after Nappa Merrie Shorthorns vanished 

from the sale yards. 
 

Ted was to be remembered by those who knew him as a highly respected member of the Outback 

community. one of the Innamincka policemen who came to know him well over a long period of service 

in the district summed him up: "Ted was a fine man, and a very  simple man. He was a good stockman, 

I would say in that sort of work he was an extremely good organiser. He was a damned good friend, I 

know that much. He was a man for whom I had a lot of time. He was a man who had,  I think, the respect 

of everyone in the country. He didn't take a lead anywhere, but Ted was always there."  
 

A simple obituary, on the surface, but one which would be hard to earn. The last Conrick connection 

with the Cooper was broken in 1960 when Jack Conrick's shares were finally sold and "Conrick of 

Nappa Merrie" became a memory. 
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