Calling in the high plains herds

#cture: RAY KENNEDY

Joming dbivn from the hig cut: Terry Arundle, of Myrtleford, watches over some of the
cattle mustered at Pretty Valley.

Could that really be a blue sky in
April? Yes, and it stayed all day.
Could that be sunshine? Yes,
These are rare and euphoric
things for a mountain cattle-
men’s muster on the Bogong
High Plains. April is a cold and
dirty month. The horsemen go
out in enormous coats that reach
to their shins.

But not this week. Most of the
riders set out from their moun-
tain huts in bare arms and open
shirts, and they had a jaunty air,
as if they were going into a
schoolboy fray.

Every year, the cattle familles
gather at Pretty Valley, above
Falls Creek, to muster the herds
they have left on the high coun-
try pastures throughout the sum-
mer. It is a gripping spectacle.

If you position yourself on oad
of the rises around Pretty Val-
ley, you see the action unfold as
il you were watching a movie in
panorama, First, a group of men
ride in from the north, driving
before them the cattle they have
coliected on the way.
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Perhaps 10 minutes pass. Then
you spy a group coming from the |
east, so small in the distance
that they do not look like any-
thing except a grey mass inching
forward. You get the same
impression of a group suddenly
visible in the west: tiny figures
blurred into the landscape and
moving slowly . . . slowly . . .

Meanwhile, the first two herds
are welded into one, waiting for
the third te arrive. Look! Some-
one points. Away in the distance
is a fourth herd, just little blobs
bebbing on the grass.

At the point where the ferds
are being merged, no man or
beast is ever stlll. Dogs run
around the outskirts, men wheel
their horses this way and that,
stockwhips erack and cattle try
to make a break, but few manage
it. The herd must be kept intact.

The third herd arrives and
becomes one with the first two.
Every Hereford and Angus in
Pretty Valley is bellowing, Then
the fourth herd comes in. Every-
thing is in place for the drama.
Inte that mob the cattiemen will
dash and weave to plck their ani-
mals by the evidence of ear-
marks,

Two things are happening at
once: the herd is being kept
where It is, and it is being split
into groups. How this happens, a
layman will not know. Perhaps
the cattlemen use telepathy.

Continued: PAGE 4
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