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U Is rel t. that there may be many New South Wales skiers who would like 
to know something of the economics and geography of the country over which 
we ski, one of the most Interesting areas in Australia. The following notes are 
excerpts (tor which we are very grateful) from an article. by F. A. Craft, B.Se., 
Linnean MllclellY Fellow in Geography, of the Unlverslt.y of Sydney. In Vol. il .. 
No.4 (l934), of the "Australian Geographer." Mr. Craft gives, at the con
clusion of his ar~lcle , a reference to the well-known ·'Reconnaissance of the 
Mountainous Par~ of the River Murray Ca tchment" (Commonwealth Forestry 
Bureau, Bulletin ·NO. 13, 1932}, by Air. B. U. Byles, whose maps of the western 
fall of the Main Range formed one of the bases of the 1934 Lands Department 
map which we now use for sk.1-lng . 

.A$, Mr. Craft gives no other references, we have added at the end of our 
excerpts from his ar ticle a further list of sources from which Informa~Lon may 
be derived. A Royal Commis.sion sat lately to determine certain questions in 
connection with proposals to subdIvide New South Wales into a number of new 
States. One or the proposals considered involved running a State boundary 
line down the centre ot the Main Range and, In consequence of this. a good 
deal at evidence was called and exhibits tendered dealing with the snow 
country. A list of these references is appended to these notes. The Editor 
would be grateful for any further additions in the form of references to other 
books, artlcles or maps on the subject. 

Aftel· explaIning the chief features of the snow country, Mr. Craft goes 
on: -

"The natural dlSablJltles of the high plateau and the transItion zone mlll
tated against explOitation, except of the northern fr inge. where the working of 
alluvial gold deposits at Kiandra (lB59 onwards) was followed by the construc
tion of a road, and by the alienation of some choice parts at the upper Mur
rumbidgee and Eucumbene valleys. However, the greater part of the area was 
almost untouched in 1889, when the tenure known as "Snow Lease" was In 
stJ~uted: this was an expression of the policy of the State Government, namely. 
to prevent alienation of the slopes and the high plateau land, which is to be 
held as reserve country where stock may be sent from drought-str icken parts 
of the state, or to be preserved for recreation and scenic purposes. The condl
tlons of the various leaseholds show this attitude, 

The working out Qf the system hM, however. departed con.siderably from 
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the original plan. "Drought reUet" by the actual transfer or needy stock Is 
becoming Impracticable with the fuller utilisation of pastures in the regions 
where drought Is a minor factor. and such areas as the snow country, which 
arc occupied seasonally or intermittently, have a low carrying capae1ty. Thus 
It Is doubtful whether the whole snow belt carries as many as 500,000 beasts In 
thE' driest season; so It is fated to have only a local slgnUl.cance from thls view
point. In practice. most of the leases are held by grazlers who reside In the 
lower country to the east and west of the high plateau, and they arc worked 
in conjunction with properties in the upper valleys of the Murray River, or the 
Monaro tableland. Security of tenure is assured by mutual arrangement 
among the people concerned, and by the fact. that. the desire and ability to 
carryon successtully are confined to a few men with an Inllmate knowledge 
of the mountain country, who are either small property owners or hIred shep· 
herds. The greater part of the leasehold !.s thus held by a few Individuals or 
pastoral companies, while the balance is treated as open range by the "smnller" 
graziers. 

Under these conditions there is a regular seasonal routine. When the snow 
has thnwed (between September and December), stock are driven up the steep 
trails trom the west, or along the roads and trails from the east. Food for nlen 
and salt tor nnlmals Ilre carried to the road heads by motor truck, and thence 
to the high plateau by bullock waggons, over rough mountain roads, or by pack
horses, over the trails. Log huts have been constructed nt Intervals on the 
plateau surface and are occupied Intermittently during t he grazing season, 
which lasts until the end of March on Kosciusko, or the middle of May in places 
where heavy snowfall begins later. As the time for evacuation approaches, 
trails which were partially cleared for the upward spring movement have to be 
cleared of logs and branches that have fallen as the result of winter snow or 
summer nre, and the retreat is begun when the air gives promise of snow. 
SOme of the animals are withdrawn to winter in cleared lowland country, or to 
be sold as fat stock, but others remain on the forested slopes of the trnnsltion 
zone. 

Tenure. 
Snow 

"',,' 

Permlssh·e 
OCCUPIlIlC)' 

OCcupation 
Llcens'! 

Anllllal 
~ase 

PASTOH.AL 

Period. 
14 yelln; 
or leS& 

1 yenr 

1 year 

1 year 

LEASEHOLD TENURES IN THE SNOW COUNTRY. 

Area. 

10.24D Ilcres 
mllxlmum 

1.000 to 
60.000 Ilcres 

14.000 to 
20.000 acres 

R.entper 
acre. 
2.5d-
6.0<1 

O.ld-
2.3d 

0.06d-
0.12d 

Position. 
Land covered by 

mow In winter 
-generall}' over 
4.000 feet lilt. 
Snow·g-um coun
try In snow-belt, 
lind steep slopes 
o f transition 
tOIlO 

Lower slopes of 
mountainous 
country 

1.Od t( Sl1UI.lI areas of 
3.Od lo"·er slopes ad· 

Joining freehold 
(Prom Dept. of Lands and B. U. Byles) 

Condltlons. 
No Interference 
with tlmber
Ilcqulred b}' len· 
do< 

No Inicrference 
with Umber 

No Interference 
with timber 

No Interference 
with Umber 

TIle type of animal grazed on the Alplne pastures Is controlled by means 
of access. The roads to K iandra and Kosciusko have adjacent. country which 
Is relntlvely smooth and well· grassed. nnd which 15 enclosed by fences; vital 
river crossings are bridged, and the country is largely stocked with sheep 
brought from the neighbouring Monaro dIstricts. Fences are ot great. 1m· 
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partance, as It IS necessary to prevent the sheep from straying Into the steep 
forested slopes, and to give a measure of protection from wild dogs; the greater 
part of the fenced country is near the roadheads. and other enclosed areas. 
such as that on the upper reaches of Tooma River, are used for grazing cattle 
and horses. Cattle are found throughout, the area, because t.hey can pass the 
many open r iver crossings which are found on some of the trails. 

In addition to the llmltations imposed by seasonal conditions. there nre 
others due to the nature of the country and Its veget.ntlon. Apart from the 
Monaro Highway. access from the west is llmited to one bullock road and six 
trails; the road Is steep and rocky. but. may be traversed by waggons holding 
up to three tons of supplies; trails climb slopes of 30 deg. and 35 deg .. nnd are 
liable to blockage In the passage of the transition zone by trees nnd branches 
which tall as the result of snow and fi re. The ultll.mate aim of t.he grazlers 
is to sweep the forest trails clear of all large vegetation. but. Indlscrtmlnate 
firing has damaged the whole cover of the slopes. Access to the east. Is much 
bet.ter because t.he ascent Is more gradual from elevations of 2.500 or 3.000 feet; 
the northern section Is well served by roads based on Adamlnaby and J lnda· 
byne. but. the sout.hern depends entirely on a few trails. 

A more serious drawback is found in the charact.er of the native vege· 
taUon. In the snow belt. above the t ransition zone. the characteristic tree Is 
"snow gum" (E. coriacea) , which grow in open stand t-o a height of 30 feel. It 
is replaced by woody shrubs In exposed positions and in swampy lands. while 
tbe principal grass occurring on t.he hillslopes is "snow grtlSs" (Poa Caespitosa) ; 
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In order to clear away the carry-over of unpalatable stems and leaves, the 
pasture lands are fired during the grazing season, usually towards Its beginning 
or end: st.ock browse lightly on the new shoots of the grass and shrubs, and 
ge~ Into prime condition. The seasonal burning has greal drawbacks: according 
to B. U. Byles, It Is the cause of progressive degeneraMon bl the vegetation and 
may lead to complete uncovering of soil in exposed positions, the replacement 
of some palatable species of plant..s by others, like snow grass, which need 
treatment such as periodical burning, and the gradual killing of the snow gum 
which protect.s much of the steeper ground from erosion. The snow gum re
sists killing by putting forth a vigorous coppice growth arter fire. and successive 
fires are rollowed by the killing of this growth and Its replacements; as a con~ 
sequence hills and ridges are covered with a tangle of upright and fallen stems, 
with n thick lntergrowth of Alpine heather and young coppice. By these 
means the trails are blocked and free access to the various grazing places Is 
greatly hindered, Relief from t.hls condition is sought by more fires, but logs 
are difficult to burn when they have lain In the snow. and not infrequently re~ 
cow'se has to be made to axe and saw. Repeated burning over many years 
eventually klJ1s the thickets and disposes of the debris, but this has occurred 
only In limited areas, chiefly on the Main Divide halr~way between Klandra 
and Kosciusko; where it has occurred, the slopes are exposed to fierce wind 
action, and the shelter necessary for stock has been destroyed. The seasonal 
8-razlng occupation is of a definitely primitive nature, both as to the methods 
employed and the Isolation of imlividual men during the period of occupation. 

The greatest significance of the snow country lies In Its possession of an 
efficient and reliable catchment area, which feeds the Snowy, Tumut, Murray 
and Murrumbidgee Rivers. These streams have a simple regime in their hlgh~ 
land sectiOns, '»Ith a minimum in February and a maximum in September
October; the rainfall curve is rather similar, but the high monthlY totals be~ 
tween May and October do not show a great mutual difference. In these 
months, part. of the moisture is retained In the catchment as snow to be liber~ 
ated In the spring thaw, which is responsible for 20 per cent. of the annual ftow 
of the Snowy River. For most years, the volume of water supplled by the snow 
country is probably not less than 3,000.000 acre-reel.; almost a third or this Is 
available tor storage in the Hume Reservoir. on the Murray (capacity, 1,250,000 
p.cre·feet), while another portion carried by the Murrumbidgee is impounded 
at Burrlnjuck. As the efficiency of the snow country is not lmpalred to the 
same extent by drought years as that of other parts of the catchments, the 
highland water is relied on to give a considerable part of the drought supplies 
to Irrigation undertaklng.~. For this reason the water value of the area is very 
con.siderable, and it may be enhanced if hydro~electrlc generation is undertaken 
on the Snowy River. AU told, the potential annual value of this water is prob
ably much greater than a quarter m!!llon sterling: according to Byles. the pre~ 
.!.ent grazing revenue Is about £2,000! 

From the standpoint of irrigation US!" the water of the snow conntry re
presents a changing distribution of population In the growth of Irrigation 
settlements far removed from the high plateau, and the people mainly con~ 
cerned with doings In the snow country and the preservation of the water asset 
are those actually residing much further Inland. In effect, the snow country 
must be looked upon as though a portion of this populat.lon were actually domj
ciled on It. 

The area may be compared, in miniature. with other regions In which 
British people Rrc particularly interested. Brit·lsh territory In Africa has been 
extended to Include almost the whole drainage of the White Nile. and Britain 
has taken a great interest in the status of Abyssinia and the fate of the waters 
of the Blue Nile. In the same region, Egypt demands a share in the govern~ 
ment of the Anglo·Egyptlan Sudan, as she is vitally Interested In the control of 
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the Nile. In t.he north of India, British ln1l.uence and authority have been ex
tended to almost the whole source country of the I ndus and Ganges Rivers, and 
Irrigation projects have been developed mainly for the people living on the 
plains. Many other exa mples CQuid be cited of the r egard paid to water rights, 
but it Is already clear that the position of the snow country In New South Wales 
slmply prescBts another phase of the conflict between hill shepherds and 
dwellers on the plains. In t.his case, some disabilities of the Alpine pastures 
nre due to promiscuous burning of the countryside, and measure of control and 
research. as Byl£"s suggests, may benefit the pastures and preserve the catch
ment, thus serving the interests of grazing and Irrigation at the same time. 

Admln!strotors of the area are faced with the problem of reconciling pas
toral occupation with the protection of the catchment from certai n phases of 
deforestaUon and erosion. Perhaps the solution will be found In a rigid forest 
control of the inierior lands of the steep transition zone and of t.he snow 
country; in the growth of exotic grasses, as at Coolemnn Plains, In the north
east of the area , where native tussock grasses have bl2cn replaced by English 
turf over a limited area of limestone country. and In thc carcful preservation 
of all swamps nnd marshes." 

The evidence given before the New States Com mission on this area Is as 
follows:-
1. Map of the Area. (Exhibit 127) . 
2. Ust of Snow Lease and permissive occupancy holders. (Exhibit 195,) 
3. Evidence of the following witnesses, inter a/ia: -

Mr. Ellis (Vol. 1. p. 1114, et seq,), Mr. Byles 4Vol. I , p. 2057 ), Mr . Crouch 
(evidence on the western side of the Range, Vol. 6. p. 1650), Mr. Graha m 
(Vol. 6, p. 1630), Mr. Chaseton (Vol. 6, p. 1639). Mr, Hedges, ML.A. (Vo!. 1. 
p. 2015 ). Mr. Litch field (Vol. 7). and Mr. Lang (Vol. 7. p. 2027). 

4. The following official facts were given before the Comm.l!;slon:-The area 
Is administered by a committee, consisting of the Surveyor-General and 
Lands Depa rtment offleen: of Goulburn and Wagga Wagga. The access 
roads are under the Pastures Protection Board. The area is 1,400,000 acres. 
Snow leases are 358,663 acres: permissive occupancies. 119,655 ncres. 




