Cooplacurripa
Part 1: Early Days
by Maurie Garland

The Cooplacurrippa property, in the Upper Manning Valley, is today the largest cattle station in
South–east Australia, and currently owned by a Chinese company. It began as crown leases in the mid
19th century. It has a remarkable history and many outstanding horsemen.
Allan was aged eighteen when his family
J ohn
settled in the Manning Valley at Kimbriki in

1851. On one occasion, about 1855, Robert Easton
told him that he had applied for a grant on the
Cooplacurripa River, but if he was successful, he
now did not want to go there. Easton knew the
area well, having been employed by the AA
Company there for a number of years. John took
an Aborigine named Black Paddy with him to
look at the area. He spoke with Richard Denne, a
former stock manager with the Australian
Agricultural Company (AA Company). Denne
advised John to apply for land adjacent to his.
In 1848, the Denne brothers were recorded as
squatting on two crown leases in the Upper Manning
Valley – one named Tia (pronounced Tie–ah) and the
other Cooplacurripa. Tia was described as being 100
square miles or 64,000 acres (250 km2) with an
estimated grazing ability of 640 cattle, 20,000 sheep.
Cooplacurripa was described as 10 square miles or 6,400
acres (25 km2) with an estimated grazing ability of 640
cattle and: “Cooplacurripa is bounded by the precipitous
ranges that fall into the river; there are not lands
occupied adjacent on account of the country being
too broken, consequently a larger number of cattle
can be depastured, according to the estimated
extent.”1
(Also listed in 1848 was the AA Company with
Giro 14,000 acres, 250 cattle, 2,000 sheep; Nowendoc
14,000 acres, 800 cattle, 8,000 sheep; Upper Barnard
11,500 acres, 300 cattle, 3,000 sheep.)
John, William and hired help, James MacDonald,
set out from Kimbriki with cattle and a pack horse,
carrying a tent and rations – it was not possible to
drive a cart there.
“Denne sent all his men down from Tia, with
orders to help us the extra twelve miles … to our
place,” John Allan wrote, “and to show us a good
place to build our house and yards … You may guess
how little was known of this locality when I tell you
that, on the first day, Jim Hinton, Denne’s Stockman,
could not find the place for our house and we had to
camp on top of the range. We reached it about dinner
the next day … It was a rough place, not heavily
timbered, but nothing but mountains with not a flat of
five acres on the run, and it was very rough riding for
us. There were plenty of wild bulls that gave us some
trouble, and lots of native dogs.”2
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MacDonald did not last long at Coopla and was
replaced by Irishman Barney Feeney.
John Allan and his brother William applied for two
Crown leases, adjacent to the Denne properties –
Upper Cooplacurripa and Upper Mumbel – and were
charged £10 per year rent.
When William Denne died in 1862, brother
Richard decided to sell Trinkey (on the Liverpool
Plains near Quirindi) and Cooplacurripa to obtain the
money William had left their two sisters. Charles
Kent, John Allan’s brother-in-law, offered financial
assistance, but after that fell through, Kent organised a
bank loan for them of £10,000, but at a very pricey
11% interest – they had to pay £1,100 each year
before they started to pay off the debt.
“The first year cattle prices kept up and we did
well,” John wrote. “We sold £15.000 worth to the
Manning butchers besides what went off to Trinkey.”
As well as cattle, they had also bought sheep, and
these sold well.
But then prices began to fall, “fat* bullocks fell
from £9 to £4 or £5. They sent 5,000 fat sheet to
Sydney expecting to eighteen or twenty shillings each
for them, but only received eight shillings for them –
they had bought them for six shillings.
“To get some relief,” John wrote, “we sold Trinkey
and cleared £1,000 on that, but it only relieved us for
a time. The 11% interest used us up and we were
getting nothing for ourselves. At last the bank told us
we would have to pay off several thousand [pounds]
or sell. I went to Sydney but the bank manager
insisted on some payment, so I came up and arranged
to sell to J K MacKay.”
Allan did not make it clear, but this presumably
included the two Crown leases, Upper Cooplacurripa and
Upper Mumbel, which were recorded in 1866 as costing
annually £35 and £32 respectively.3 This appears to
have been 1868 or 1869.
The J K MacKay Years
There were two men named John Kenneth
MacKay, father and son, and both were usually
referred to as J K MacKay. MacKay Junior took over
the family business in 1909, following the death of his
father. The Mackay family headquarters was on the
property Cangon, near Dungog. They became one of
the biggest landholders in NSW. When cattle were
sent from Coopla to Cangon, it was said they could rest

* “Fat” bullocks were sold ready for slaughtering. “Store” bullocks were sold but not ready for slaughtering.

Robert and Emily Wilson had a tennis court
built at Rocks Crossing and donated it to the
local community about 1915
Front: Billy Gibson, Herb Mills, Robert Wilson,
Alex Gibson (killed in WWI), Dick Green.
Back: Mick McCarthy, Billy Mills, Jack Wright.
Robert Wilson was second genera on
Australian from Sco sh ancestors. Born at
Karuah in 1872, he died at Gloucester in 1948
and was buried in St. Barnabas.

each night along the way on a MacKay property.
Richard “Dick” Hinton was born on Cooplacurripa
station in 1858, his father Jim being a stockman, horse
breaker and blacksmith then working for the Allans –
he had originally been working for the Denne
brothers on Tia. The Hinton family later bought
property at Nowendoc, further up in the Manning
Valley, and moved onto it.
In 1932, Dick wrote that he was aged about twelve,
when he started work on Coopla as a rouseabout: “I
worked on Cooplacurripa for six months [only] for my
clothes and tucker – moleskin trousers, a scotch twill
shirt, a pair of rough boots and an old felt hat – and I
was dressed in my best. After being on Cooplacurripa
for six months, I received a wage of five shillings [50c]
a week, clothes and tucker. At the end of twelve
months, my wages were increased to ten shillings [$1]
and tucker, but I had to find myself in clothes.”4
Dan Ross was the Coopla manager who came
with J K MacKay and who “was one of the best

horsemen I have seen cross a saddle”.5
Hinton worked on Coopla for over twenty
years. He recalled that there were hundreds of
Aborigines about Coopla in those early days,
and the Aborigines who worked on Coopla at various
times were excellent stockmen. One was called
Carroll:6 “He was a fine tall, well–built Aboriginal, and
a great horseman. I don’t think that a horse was ever
foaled that could unseat Carroll … The horse bucked
across that gully with Carroll and fell. However,
Carroll never even lost his seat. He was in the saddle
when the horse rose again. The animal bucked like
fury for some time after, but Carroll sat him like a
bird ... Carroll used to do a lot of ‘breaking-in’ for the
Laurie’s and different other people. They all
recognised Carroll as being out on his own as a rough
rider.”
Cooplacurripa Managers

Following Dan Ross’ transfer to another MacKay
property, John Andrews (1844–1925, son of Joseph
Andrews, Woodside) took over as manager for three
years or so.
Following Andrews’ resignation, Joseph “Joe”

Le : It was standard prac ce for dra horses or bullock teams to pull the car through ﬂooded creeks and rivers. Some
crossings were deep with water ﬂowing over the mudguards, but on this occasion the water was not quite up to
wheel height. Bad weather trips were undertaken only in cases of emergency. This par cular trip was to Newcastle
Hospital in 1931 when I was a baby with a blocked tear duct. My father Aus n Rodger drove the car west to Nowendoc, then down the New England Highway. This picture was taken at the ﬁrst crossing of the Cooplacurripa River.
The rivers downstream were totally impassable at the me.
Right: This is one half of the Cooplacurripa bullock team pulling the Chevrolet car through a river crossing on the
Nowendoc Road. The team was always one of sixteen bullocks and my grandfather was always very selec ve in his
choice of leaders as he was in his choice of a stock horse. I know he once oﬀered ﬁve hundred pounds for a pair of
leaders that impressed him, only to have his oﬀer refused. That was the cost of building a very good country house in
those mes.
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Robert Wilson 1872 – 1948
Managed Cooplacurripa 1906–1937

The year was 1937. Robert and Emily Wilson were leaving Cooplacurripa to re re to their own property, Glen Marion, at
Bundook on the Barrington River. They had managed Coopla for J K MacKay since January, 1906, a period of 31 years.
Front row: Jim Murray (mailman), George Penfold, Margaret Penfold, Sid Penfold (nee Duﬀ), Edward (Ned) Wilkes.
Middle row: George Duﬀ (grey beard, nursing Alice Wilkes) and Alice Duﬀ nursing Freda Wilkes (their grand daughters)
Back row: Jean Duﬀ (Mrs. W. Stewart), Emily Rose Wilson, Edna Gulliver, Tom Duﬀ, Robert Wilson (moustache), Beth
Wilkes (nee Duﬀ), Tod Scrivener, Mary Scrivener nursing Dennis Wilkes, Hughie Duﬀ, Alexander Gamack Stewart.

Penfold managed Coopla from 1881 until 1906, when
he resigned to work on his own property, Manchester,
on the Barrington River.7
Penfold was born at Stroud in 1855 and joined the
AA Company in 1869, aged fourteen, on a wage ten
shillings [1$] per week, later twelve shillings, but he
had to provide his own saddle, bridle and bedding.
After six years he asked for a raise but was refused, so
he resigned and went to work for J K MacKay.
Following Penfold, Robert “Bob” Wilson spent 30
years as Manager, retiring in 1937.
Dick Hinton wrote: “The way he [Wilson] has
managed that station is really marvellous. He had a
huge area of country under his control. He had to
contend with bush fires, rabbits, drought, and many
other disabilities … It was always a hard station to
manage. The chap who looked after his job there had
long days and short nights ... There was always plenty
of room for wild cattle.”8
Wilson’s wife Emily had a long table in the kitchen
at which the stations hands sat for their meals – all
reported her as an excellent cook.
Bob Rodger, born on Coopla in 1931, was a
grandson of Bob Wilson. Many of the photographs on
these pages (Parts 1 & 2) were supplied by him to the
Historical Society.
J K Mackay died in 1937, and the property
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remained within the family until 1950, when it was
bought by Ivan “Ike” Livermore. Brian Todhunter
remained for twelve months until Livermore moved
onto the property to take over personally. By this
time, Cooplacurripa had grown to 73,000 acres.
Livermore died in in 2002 and Cooplacurripa was
sold for a reported $18.5 million.
Earlier this year, the Chinese company Rifa
Salutary bought close to $50 million worth of farms in
NSW. The largest, Cooplacurripa with 5,000 head of
cattle, was for $32 million. The same company also
bought Kirriki and Number One, next to Cooplacurripa
for about $3.5 million.9
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Cooplacurripa
Part 2: A Superb Stockman
by Maurie Garland

Eric “Tod” Scrivener (1898–1987) spent a lifetime in the bush as a stockman – a hard life, but one
in which he had particular skills, and one that brought him happiness. Aged 12, he won ribbons at
Wauchope’s first show in 1910. He later owned Wildwood, adjacent to Cooplacurripa, and spent
many years working in the Upper Manning Valley, becoming a highly respected identity.

E

ric “Tod” Scrivener was
fencing. One day a week he would
born at Laurieton on
ride back to the homestead, stay the
January 9, 1898. His mother,
night by himself, “dingoes all
Georgina Stuart Wood (usually
around”, and return the next
called by her second name), was
morning with rations and mail.
a single mum, and his birth
When Eric was 11½, he left Kirriki
certificate recorded him as Eric
and went back to Laurieton to live
Gabriel Petterson Wood but did
with his aunts, Margaret and Lillie
not name the father. (Why
Rodger, so he could go to school.
“Petterson”? Not a name
He stayed there until he left school
connected with Stuart Wood’s
at the age of 14 (but rode back to
family). In 1904, Stuart Wood
Kirriki for school holidays).
m arr ied William “Billy”
As a youth, Eric had become an
Scrivener, and Eric’s surname
outstanding horseman and was
changed to Scrivener.
given the nickname of “Tod” after
Aged three, Eric suffered a
the world-famous international
serious asthma attack, the first of
jockey Tod Sloan.*
Tod Scrivener 1925
many he was to suffer throughout
Leaving school, Tod returned to
his life. Taree’s Dr John Gormley advised Stuart that
Kirriki. Duncan now owned Tiri, and spent the next
Eric should live inland, away from the coast. Eric’s
three years working on the property before selling it.
mother had been running a boarding house opposite
During this time, Eric maintained a lonely existence
the Manning River Times office in Taree. The Scriveners
working on Kirriki: “There was one period that
moved to Tiri (ti-ri both rhyming with “hi”), in the
Duncan never set eyes on the place for seventeen
Upper Manning Valley, and operated a general store
months, and then he came on a Wednesday and
there.
stopped till Saturday. Four months passed before he
Eric had attended school at Laurieton, but at Tiri
again saw the place. I used to go down the fourteen
he attended two half-time schools – one at Cundle
miles [20 km] to Tiri every so often.”
Flat, the other at Caffrey’s Flat. He
Tod continued to live with
Duncan McPherson
rode a horse to attend them.
Duncan until his death in 1923 –
and Tod
In his memoirs, Eric wrote that,
Duncan died several weeks
1907
in 1906, the accidental death of their
afteran accident in which he was
horse while he was at school, was
gored by a bull.
“the beginning of the end of the
All the work, mustering, droving
Scriveners at Tiri” – a horse was a
and branding, that Tod had put in
basic necessity including making
at Kirriki for Duncan over so
deliveries, but were expensive.
many years, had been unpaid (“for
Duncan McPherson, who owned
the honour and glory” as Tod put
the Kirriki property (not far from
it). Duncan had promised Tod
Tiri), told Eric’s mother that the
that, when he died, Tod would
“Wee Lad” could live with him –
inherit Duncan’s property at
Duncan was regarded as a possibility
Wyoming. This promise was
for Eric’s biological father. Duncan
broken. In his will Duncan left
was born in 1858 (a son of Dingo
Tod Leeside, a property of nearly
Creek pioneer, George McPherson)
3,000 acres, but Tod did not have
and never married. At such a young
ownership, it was leased from the
age, Eric helped Duncan with the
Crown. Tod moved onto Leeside
* Curiously, “Tod” was also a nickname for the American jockey James Forman Sloan (1874–1933),
who became one the world’s ﬁrst interna onal sports stars, racing in both America and Britain.
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“with my stock of eight horses and
seventeen cows” and “eleven pounds
six shillings in the bank”.
Needing to earn money to buy
the property, Tod took what jobs he
could droving. He worked at
Laurieton for his uncle, Will Rodger,
for some time. Having saved £40, he
went to Mr Baker at Herons Creek,
asking where he could buy cattle for
£40. Baker said he was retiring and
offered him his for £68. Although
they had not met before, Baker
accepted that Tod would pay him the
balance when he had earned it.
In 1925, he began working at Cooplacurripa under
the then manager, Robert Wilson. Leeside was about 12
km from Coopla.
“Mr Wilson was a hard boss,” Tod wrote in the
1970s, “and too strict for the low wages. But if I only
got half my weekends off, I could keep my fences [on
Leeside] a bit shipshape, and an eye on my stock. I
didn’t think much about my stock or ringbarking, etc.,
as I was trying to learn everything so I could hold my
job … the food [at Coopla] was the best, no one
wanted better. Although there was early rising, long
hard days for many weeks, over eighty hours work
with Sundays thrown in for good measure [each
week], I liked my work … I was happy.”
On March 26, 1929, Tod recalled proudly,
Manager Robert Wilson, Harry Yarnold, Will Holden
and himself branded a record 220 calves on the one
day. With one man needing to wrestle a calf to the
ground while another man hit it with a hot branding
iron, Harry threw 108 calves to the ground while Tod
threw a record 112 – Tod was 177 cm tall and
weighed just 66 kg.
Following Tod’s marriage to Mary Wild in 1930 (at
Tod’s parents’ place in Westmead, Sydney) they
renamed Leeside as Wildwood, and it remains in family
hands to the present day.
Sorta Tod
Schoolteacher Dave Benson (see Part 3) recalled
meeting Tod on Cooplacurripa in 1964:
“I learnt a lot from an old bloke called Tod
Scrivener. Tod used to insert the
expression “sorta” into every phrase, so
if he was going down the paddock he’d
say: “I’m goin’ down the back sorta to
see to them sorta cows.” After a while
you didn’t hear the “sorta”s. I’ve noticed
the word “bloody” inserted in a similar
fashion by others at other times, and
worse.
The School’s Parents and Citizens
Association decided we should have a
volleyball court. When I arrived one day,
someone had delivered two huge fence
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At the age of 12 in 1910, Tod had won
riding ribbons at Wauchope's ﬁrst show.
76 years later, Tod was invited to
perform an exhibi on ride at the 1986
Wauchope Show. He was 88.

posts to hold up the net. The next
Saturday, I borrowed a shovel and
started to dig a hole for the first post.
It wasn’t long before Tod arrived with
a crowbar. I received the lesson on
how to dig a hole with straight sides
and a special dip at the top to allow
the post to slide in correctly to the correct depth. Tod
was an expert bushman who could make these things
look easy. He took me through trimming the post
with an axe, drilling the holes to line up correctly and
a host of other bits and pieces.
A trip to Wingham, with Tod beside me, let me
know just how little I knew about where I was living.
Tod had a comment to make about: which fences had
been put in wrongly; which gates had been left open;
who really owned the cattle in the front yard of that
house, where they’d come from and what would
happen when the real owner discovered they’d been
moved; why that tree was going to fall over in the next
big blow and who would be held responsible and how
that person had illegally acquired land that should
have gone to his brother.
Tod wasn’t in good health and he was getting on in
years, but he was still strong and smart and a better
teacher than I would ever be.”
Life in the Bush
In the book The Tales They Tell, Tod’s wife Mary
recalled their life at Wildwood:
“After Tod and I were married we moved into the
house at Wildwood. Our three children, Heather, Bruce
and Lynette were all raised here.
We didn’t go to town much in those days, only
when we had a toothache, or had to see the doctor, or
to buy something special. I can remember one frosty
morning, it would have been in the early 1940s, six of
us riding the eight miles down to Number One to
catch Johnny Oldfield’s bus to town – the bus only
Cooplacurripa
C 1960s

came up once a week. We had to meet him at about 8
o’clock. We left the horses in the Number One
Reserve and hid our saddles along the side of the
road. It was sometimes a long trip to town if there
were a lot of people to pick up. We caught the bus
back in the afternoon, it got to Number One just on
dark. With all our shopping we had to walk through a
paddock of about fifty bulls to catch the horses,
saddle them up and ride home in the dark.
Soap had to be made at home. The fat from a
beast was used after a kill – we had to have fat meat in
those days. Making the soap took nearly all day. The
water was boiled in a kerosene tin on the fuel stove,
the fat and caustic soda then added and this mix had
to boil for about six hours, taking care that it didn’t
boil over. It was then poured into tubs and cut into
cakes when hard. I was glad when Lux came along!
Washing the clothes was often a full days job. The
dirty clothes were boiled in a copper and we had a
hand wringer attached between two cement tubs. The
clothes were starched and ironed with flat irons which
were warmed up in front of the fire and rubbed with
bee’s wax on the bottom. (Mary’s son Bruce recalled
that ‘the starched shirt collars would ringbark your
neck!’) About 1956 petrol driven washing machines
came along. The electricity came up here in 1966.
After milking and separating we had fresh cream
and made butter every day. Until the kerosene fridge
came along in about 1949, we had no refrigeration.
Any butter left would be used for cooking, and the
buttermilk used in cakes. There was no waste in those
days.
We salted all our meat. For a couple of days after
we killed a beast we would have fresh meat, after that
it was all salted as that was the only way it could be
kept. Joe Penfold would cut up his meat and store it in
salt bags hung high in a tree, way up where the blow
flies didn’t go.
We baked our own bread almost every day. Mrs.
Robert Wilson once asked me why my bread was so
good so I told her I had been baking bread since I was
ten years old.
Har r y Watts br ought our
provisions up from the store in
Mount George, which was owned by
the parents of Nancy Bird. The
telephone was on when I arrived here
and we would telephone the store to
place our order. Sacks of flour, salt
and sugar, and tins of molasses and
treacle were always kept in stock at.
home, in case of floods.
We kept a good vegetable garden,
growing mainly tomatoes, potatoes,
pumpkins, carrots, turnips and
Mary Scrivener with daughter
Heather visi ng Wingham

parsnips. To keep the root vegetables fresh, we used
to ‘pit’ them. This was done by placing the vegetables
on dry ground and covering them with a layer of dry
grass or hay, then shovelling soil over the top. The
rain couldn’t get in and they kept fresh for a long
while.
We preserved a lot of the fruit from our trees, and
made jam. We often went fishing – there were a lot of
perch and mullet in the river in those days. I
remember one day we caught 88 mullet.
Dances were held in peoples homes and all the
families used to go, taking the children with them.
Before we had cars people would go in carts, or ride a
horse. It didn’t matter how we got there, as long as we
got there!
During the Depression years [1930s], it was a sad
sight to see the out–of–work men travelling with only
their swags, dressed in clothes which were almost
falling off them. We would always give these men a
feed and in return they would chop wood for us.
A woman’s life was not easy in those days, but I
had grown up in the country and I was used to it.”
Droughts and floods
In his memoirs, Tod wrote that by the time he
turned sixty, his family owned 11,000 acres of land:
“with all the ups and downs, joys and
sorrows, droughts and floods … I’ve
been extremely lucky to have lived
such a long life, healthier and happier
than I ever expected.”
Tod died in 1987 from prostate
cancer – not only highly respected for
his skilful horsemanship, but also a
man of high character.
.
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Cooplacurripa
Part 3: The School, 1964
by David Benson

In his first year of teaching, in 1964, Dave Benson was appointed to the one–teacher school at
Cooplacurripa. Opened in 1959, the Cooplacurripa Public School lasted twenty–seven years – numbers
of pupils being the problem. Dave is now retired and living at Karuah. Here we present extracts from
his delightful memories of spending 1964 on Cooplacurripa.

A

t the beginning of 1962, I
quit my job with Brambles
[in Newcastle] and within a
week was on the train to Wagga
Wagga Teachers’ College where
I spent the rest of 1962 and 1963.
The course I did was called
Small Schools Preparation. I
completed the course with a
reasonable result. What
happened in those days was that
the NSW Department of
Education paid for your training,
but expected that you then work
for them for three years. We were
“trained” to run a small school,
usually less than twenty
students. Some were two or three teacher schools,
but all were in fairly remote areas and most would
be considered economically unviable by the
Department today.
Sometime in January, a distinctive government
envelope arrived. It informed me that I had been
appointed to Comboyne East Public School. Three
days before I was due to go, another letter arrived
cancelling the first appointment and sending me to
Cooplacurripa Public School. Unfortunately, the name
didn’t appear on any map we had in the house and we
had to go and get a detailed map of NSW before we
found the name Cooplacurripa on a dotted road
between Mount George west of Wingham and
Nowendoc well inland and on the road to Walcha.
I’ll always remember my first day at Cooplacurripa.
My parents drove me from our home at Belmont,
near Newcastle, up the coast to Taree where we
swung inland and headed for the large country town
of Wingham. From there we headed further west
through the string of houses at Mount George and
then onto a bone-jarring gravel road up into the hills.
It was sixty miles [96 km] along this track until we
reached the front gate of Cooplacurripa. Another
seventeen miles and we pulled into the long driveway
leading up to the house. All the way it had been
raining without stopping. The inside of the car was
fogged up.
The house at Cooplacurripa was surrounded by
ramshackle buildings. Beside the main house which
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was a large and presentable building
was a bunkhouse with an L–shaped
verandah and a path leading up to
the kitchen which was attached to
the main house. Down the drive
was a barn and stable arrangement.
These were all shrouded in mist.
When I opened the car door, I
stepped into the midst of three or
four large men wearing very long
rain coats and cowboy hats. Mum
and Dad drove off down the road
with even more trepidation than I
did.
I was given a room with Lenny,
the gardener, the least impressive
looking and least cowboyish
character there. The room was unlined and there were
gaps between the planks. The window was to the side
of my bed. Lenny obviously thought it more sheltered
against the inside wall and he was right. Mid-winter up
in those hills turned out to be a bit of a challenge.
However, he was against a paper-thin internal wall and
on the other side of that wall was George Muddle,
world champion snorer.
I slept surprisingly well that first night, but was
rudely awakened next morning when the whole
building began to shake as if there was an earthquake.
I had been sleeping with my head close to the corner
of the building and the agitation of the building
seemed to be particularly intense where I was. I was
disorientated and there was an air of unreality about
the episode. Lenny was awake and watching me with
amusement. The building continued to shake
violently. Suddenly there was a stupendous farting
noise and gust of fresh gas burst through the walls.
The corner of the building had been made a tail
rubbing post by one of the horses. The smell of [fart]
gas filled the room.
“Does that every morning,” snickered Lenny. “I’d
advise you to sleep the other way round.”
The room that served as a bathroom had once had
a bath in it. Now it was just a hole. There was a
wooden bench in the corner. On the bench was an
aluminium dish which had been used for so long that
the metal and the soap scum had kind of joined
together. It was like a forerunner to Teflon coating

and just by adding water you could get a lather. On a
winter morning, the aluminium dish, which sat under
a tap, would be half full of ice, solid. There was a
window space in the bathroom, but no actual window.
I was a bit shy and I received quite a shock on my first
day to be half way through a shower when my school
students trooped by the window and yelled: “Good
morning, Sir.” After a while, this just became part of
the morning ritual.
The arrival of the mail van was an event looked
forward to everyone. In those days, it was usual for
maybe six or seven vehicles to pass the school each
day and every one brought conjecture or information
forth from the kids. Sometimes I’d get a pretty
detailed account of what cattle were on a truck or
whose mum was going to do the shopping.
Below the school, the river narrowed to a small
stream and it flowed through patches of dense
undergrowth. There were a few clearings overhung by
low trees and on the days when the temperature hit
the 1000 Fahrenheit mark, we’d trail down there in the
afternoon, take our shoes off and sit with our feet in
the water and I’d simply read a story.
I inherited a school radio when I arrived, but it
turned out to be real monster. For some reason it was
powered by a car battery which was always going flat.
The reception was intermittent because we were in the
bottom of a valley surrounded by hills. One of the
older boys would be holding the aerial wire out on the
verandah and the rest would be complaining when he
moved and reception dropped out.
Even though there was a power line running past
the school, no one had ever thought to connect the
school up. Lighting was with kerosene lamp. My
greatest contribution to Cooplacurripa Public School
was probably getting electricity attached to the
building. It involved lengthy applications to the
District Inspector, quotations from the mandatory
three electricians. Just finding an electrician, who
knew where Cooplacurripa was, was difficult enough!
Finally though, we switched on
and entered the twentieth century.
Settling In
What I didn’t realise when I
first arrived at Cooplacurripa was
that I was unknowingly engaged in
a sort of contract. My job was to
teach at the school. My board was
free. Food was provided. I also
got use of the oldest Land Rover
on the place, a saddle and bridle,
the use of whatever horse I could
catch and ride, that hadn’t been
already claimed by someone else,
and a .22 rifle. The .22 mystified
me for a while until the hidden
clause in the unspoken contract
was revealed. The schoolie and the

gardener were given the responsibility every fortnight
of slaughtering and butchering a ‘beast”.
It turned out that Lenny had been a butcher in an
earlier life, so it fell to him to train his apprentice (me).
Lenny explained to me the process: Tie the beast up
to a rail in the slaughter yard with its head high. Shoot
the animal in the head at the point where there is a
curl on its forehead.
Lenny demonstrated and the beast fell shuddering
to ground. For a city kid, even one used to horses and
animals, the shock was profound. It was made
particularly difficult because as the “schoolie” and
butt of every joke, all eyes were on me. Helped by the
callowness of youth, I pretended non-concern. Soon
we were engaged in the serious business of butchering
and before long the beast was reduced to slabs of
meat. The butchering was attended by every dog on
the property and they all stood in circle waiting to dart
in should a scrap be thrown their way. Fights broke
out and some had to be kicked back into the pack.
The distribution of meat followed a ritual. The
prime cuts went straight to the big house where they
were frozen and refrigerated. The rest of the meat
went into a huge Coolgardie Safe. It was a room
enclosed in hessian sacking and flyscreen. Water
dripped onto the roof and made the inside cool, but
not cold. So, we had fresh meat for about three days
and then the cook corned just about everything left.
It’s only recently, more than forty years later that I
have been able to genuinely enjoy corned beef. For
the rest of the fortnight, corned beef, damper and cow
turnips formed a large part of our diet. Bread came up
from town once a week and was replaced by damper
when it ran out.
The Cook, a large well-meaning lady treated me to
damper sandwiches of pickled tongue for my first
school lunch. I was appalled when I peeled back the
top slice of damper. At school, the children informed
me that the last teacher used to throw the tongue
down the schoolyard. They seemed to enjoy my
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* Henry Flett, who founded Taree in 1854, was Scottish coming from Pulteney near John O’Groats

on the northern tip of the Scottish mainland
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reaction.
Real horror overtook me a few weeks later when
Lenny said to me, “Now, you have a go!”
I followed instructions, aimed the .22 at the curl in
the selected animal’s forehead and pulled the trigger.
Bedlam broke out. The steer broke the halter with
which it had been tied and ran through the side of the
fence. Lenny was phlegmatic as he watched the animal
disappear up the home paddock. “It happens. We’ll
get him tomorrow.” [Next morning] Lenny and I
caught him and brought him back to the yard where
Lenny delivered the coup de grace. Out of curiosity,
Lenny dissected the brain and found the lead pellets,
one fatal and one not.
There was some plumbing on Cooplacurripa.
Water was pumped from the river up to a tank behind
the house and it made its way through pipes to a
number of taps around the place.
I never thought about where the Boss and his wife
went to the toilet, but I thought about where I went to
the toilet all the time. The loo was a huge pit. Across
the pit four large logs had been laid. Two went from
one direction and two from the other. In the middle
they formed a square. On top of the square sat the
dunny. To get to the dunny you had to step across the
void. You didn’t go to the loo in the middle of the
night!
Attached to one corner of the dunny was the

Ivan “Ike” Livermore

Ivan Norrie Livermore, usually known as Ike, was
born in 1910 at South Gra on.
At the age of ﬁ een, he had a fall in the cowshed of
the family farm, hi ng his head on concrete.
Subsequently, he suﬀered epilep c ﬁts, about one per
fortnight. On hearing that Dr Stokes of Taree had
successfully treated such cases, Ike’s father brought him
to Taree, and was cured by the doctor, who said the fall
caused pressure on the brain – Ike never suﬀered
another ﬁt.
Ike’s father began share farming at Bunyah. In his
late teens, Ike joined the Blackhead
Surf Club, and was an outstanding
Rugby League footballer with the
Gloucester Club, being selected in
the Country team to play City at the
Sydney Cricket Ground in 1934.
For his livelihood, Ike began
buying and selling ca le – and
became very successful at it.
He moved to Gloucester in 1933,
and bought a property outside of
Gloucester in 1936. From there Ike
went from strength to strength,
eventually acquiring Coopla in 1950
and later, large ca le proper es in
the Northern Territory, where he had
40,000 head of ca le. He needed
1,500 km of fencing and bores
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clothesline which was fastened to the kitchen at the
other end. Most days there was an assortment of
washing on the line.
Winter mornings at Cooplacurripa were fearful
things. Everything was covered in frost.
I haven’t played cards very much since I was at
Cooplacurripa and I hadn’t played a lot before I went
there, but in 1964 I played a lot of cards.
Euchre was the game and it was played from early
to late every day that there were enough people
around to play. In places like these, the game of
euchre can reach an almost Zen-like status.
Sometimes only one or two hands are played before
the cards are all thrown back into the middle, all the
players being aware of the distribution of all the cards
and the only possible outcome. To an observer not
familiar with the game, it can be downright
mysterious. A learner is only tolerated in short doses
and the learning curve must be very steep.
On Cooplacurripa, the card room was stuck
between the kitchen and the bunkhouse. The room
was entirely corrugated iron, unlined. The card room
was the social centre of Cooplacurripa and the Boss
was never seen there.
The Boss – Ike Livermore
Ike Livermore, the owner of Cooplacurripa, was a
smart operator. He was owner or part owner (I’m not
providing 2 million litres of water per day. The ca le
then had to be transported to markets.
His major problem on moving to Cooplacurripa was
the rabbit plague. Ini ally Ike employed two men to rip
through the warrens with a tractor to a depth of about 1
metre. In the ﬁrst ﬁve months, 61,000 rabbit skins 1 were
obtained from the ripping and sold (foxes o en followed
the tractor and hawks would also dive and pick them
up). Ike said:2 “It took us two and a half years and a cost
of £35,000 to go over the country and make it
reasonably clear of rabbits.” Myxamatosis was later
used.
In 1939, Ike had married Charlo e
McInnes. She became the cook at
Coopla and, among the sta on
hands, her cooking was very much
appreciated. Sadly, Charlo e died in
1979 from Leukaemia.
Ike
philanthropically
gave
$500,000 to North Coast racing.
In 1980 he received an OAM award
for services to sport (racing) and, on
the same day, married his sister–in–
law, Shirley McInnes.
Ike died in 2002, aged 92.
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Lined up and ready for
the School Inspector!

sure which) of a huge
cattle station in the
Northern Territory. Up
there, they raised big rangy
cattle that were suited to
the rugged life they were
forced to lead. (I
remember these “territory
steers” causing a stir at the
Wingham Rodeo that year.
Ike was asked to supply
cattle for various events,
but they were so big and
headstrong no one could
work them.)
The steers started out
by being rounded up at their Northern Territory
station, driven overland to Mount Isa, put on a train
and then transported without a stop all the way to
Uralla. The train journey was almost 2,500 km. From
there, the cattle were walked overland to
Cooplacurripa, another 200 km. I took the entire
school of about eight kids up to meet the herd just
before they got to Cooplacurripa on one occasion and
we spent the night in camp with the drovers and the
day on the road with them. I neglected to inform my
Inspector and probably risked the sack if he had
found out, but the memory for me, and probably the
“kids”, was worth it.
Ike Livermore drove a large new Dodge car. It was
one of his few pretensions. He made it a habit to go
to the Sydney Royal Easter Show every year to look at
his favourite cattle, Devons. He also liked to buy the
champion cow and the champion bull.
I remember his return to Cooplacurripa was the
scene of some excitement. The cloud of dust coming
up the road was a brand new white Dodge, followed
by the station cattle truck containing the latest
additions to the herd.
Ike’s other prized possession was a magnificent
racehorse stallion. In the paddock along the river
there were always mares and foals. I used to wander
along the paddock by the river and watch the foals
playing. One day I managed to rescue a beautiful little
chestnut filly with white feet. She’d somehow
managed to jump down a bank onto a little patch of
sand by the river and couldn’t get back up. Her
mother was on the bank above, not game to jump
down and getting quite distressed. I picked her up
with my arms around her four legs and walked up the
river with the mare following me and nickering all the
way. Happy reunions all around. I suspect I’d been
carrying quite a few thousand dollars in my arms.
In the 1960s a teacher’s efficiency and worthiness
for promotion was determined by inspection. The
Inspector (in my case Dick Hurrell) was your boss in

every sense of the word. Every year the District
Inspector was expected to visit his schools and inspect
them. In my case September 25th was the date fixed
upon for my first inspection. I was totally petrified
because I was aware that my organisation was
dubious, my lessons very suspect. I’d spent far too
much time down at Wingham playing football and
drinking beer and I was totally unprepared for an
inspection of any kind.
Ike knew how to keep a public school running on
his place!
Problem one was the numbers. To keep the school
open there had to be an annual average enrolment and
attendance of twelve students. When I arrived there
were only ten students to be seen. The answer was
that Ike would move the manager of his station in the
Northern Territory down to Cooplacurripa for four
months each year. The Murray family accounted for
six children, so my ten became sixteen for a while and
the average worked out.
Problem two was the inspectorial visit – there was
a process to handle it. Promptly at 8:45 am, a cloud of
dust appeared about a mile and a half down the road.
This was enough to send the kids into visitor routine
and have them at full ceremonial attention in the front
yard. The flag was run up and saluted – “I honour my
God … I serve my Queen … I salute the flag” – right
turn, quick march into school, books out and
attention to the teacher. Teacher outlines the day’s
proceedings, tutors allocated for the infants’ reading
program. I was beginning to impress myself.
Inspector Hurrell, stifling a yawn, looks at
programs, rolls, financial records etc., while the day
drones on. He then takes a walk in the grounds to
inspect them (takes a pee down the back) and returns.
Outside there sounds the melodious horn of the
boss’s new white Dodge limousine and one of the
cowboys, now dressed in a suit (we all gape open
mouthed), steps out, comes in and announces: “Mr
Livermore’s compliments sir, but he’d appreciate it if
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The home paddock on
Cooplacurripa 1964

you would join him for lunch.” (It’s 10:00 am!) Dick
can hardly leave quickly enough.
Mr Inspector Hurrell arrives back at the school at
3:15 pm, hardly in a state to drive, after a very
extended lunch and a bit of fishing. However, he still
maintains enough equilibrium to address some words
to the school and depart. It’s an annual event.
My [good] report, which gave me no end of
satisfaction at the time, mystified me as to how he
could have reached the conclusions he did. Since then,
I’ve come to recognise the phrases and have written
my fair share of the same sort of reports. In summary,
one should read: “As far as I can see, he hasn’t had
any major disasters yet.”
Back in 1964, telephone messages came to and
from Cooplacurripa via a single line that carried all the
houses connected up from Mount George. The
switchboard was at Number One which was a house
with a post office of sorts attached. The postmistress
was also the switchboard operator and she knew
everything that happened in the district. The problem
was that anyone up and down the line could simply
pick up a phone and listen in on any conversation.
Usually, that just amounted to a bit of salacious
gossip, but for Ike Livermore, when he wanted to buy
or sell cattle those listening with cattle to buy or sell
might suddenly decide to do likewise to hang onto the
coat tails of a large transaction so to speak. I’m told
that not only were Ike’s telephone conversations filled
with coded messages to his agents, but that he also
made it a practice to arrange important sales or
purchases at two or three o’clock in the morning.
Coopla Characters
Ronnie Murray had the best team of dogs on
Cooplacurripa. Ronnie was the Manager and lived about
a mile from the homestead on a hill above the river
with his wife and children. They were lovely people all
round and liked by just about everyone.
A good dog was probably more valuable than a
person and Ronnie had four, I think. You could see
Ronnie on one side of a valley, sitting on his horse
while his dogs brought cattle to him from all over the
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place. A whistle and an occasional
yell would accompany
proceedings, but it was a
marvellous thing to see a mob of
cattle brought together in such a
calm and collected way. When
they had all reached him, Ronnie
would head off where he wanted
to go and the whole lot would
move with him. My experience in
bringing in just one beast put the
artistry of what the team did into
perspective. You felt privileged just to be nearby.
Bernie had a braying sort of laugh that you
could hear from a long distance and he laughed a lot.
Between Bernie’s room and ours was the bathroom.
His room had the advantage of a beautiful view of the
Cooplacurripa River. Bernie had a shotgun and when
he woke up in the morning, he was accustomed to
sitting up in bed, levelling the shotgun on the
windowsill and taking a double–barrelled pot at any
ducks sitting on the pool. It was a hell of a way to
wake up.
Above Bernie’s bed was a manhole. The cover had
been removed at some stage and never replaced. Up
in the ceiling of the bunkhouse there was a substantial
family of bush rats and one pretty big black snake. I
would lie awake at night sometimes and hear the rats
galumph up to the corner of the building, in the roof
and then hear “eeek” as the black snake grabbed one.
It got pretty gruesome on occasion.
All of these circumstances came to a head early
one morning when Bernie, shotgun by the bed, woke
up to find the snake looking at him from above,
through the manhole. It was swaying back and forth.
Without a thought, Bernie drew a bead on the snake
and blew away half the roof.
I can’t remember who did the repairs, but the boss
wasn’t very happy. Bernie’s shotgun was removed by
common consent and I slept a bit better.
Goodbye Coopla
Come the end of 1964, I had applied to District
Inspector Hurrell for a transfer. I’d been having some
health problems culminating in a pretty frightening
ride to hospital one afternoon. I’d also applied on the
strength that I wanted to attend the University of
Newcastle. Dick Hurrell was understanding and
fatherly about the application and supported it. The
Department in a move of huge but unintended irony
transferred me to Carrington Primary School, in
Newcastle, within 400 metres of the Brambles
Transport Company, the place I had resigned from
three years previously to become a teacher.
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