Mountain cattleman faces another threat

By Heather Osborn

is haid in high regard by his

neighbaois and fellow cattamen, not
only for the quality Herefords that he and
his family reat, but also for his ongoing
contribution to the welfare of members
of the Mountan Cattleman's
Association of Victoria

Ona needs only to spend a little time
with Jim, wo quickdy understand that his
[8ir minded; unassuming manner snd
his depth of knowledge about the
oountry, are just two of the reasons
behind his election as Omeo branch
president of the MCAV. a position he
hias held since the association’s
inception in 1969, along with a 10 year
term as Victonan president

Like many of the long established
graziers in the ares, Jim's lifetime has
been spent building & sound cattle and
sheep larming enterpriss

Many hardships have been faced alang
the way, not the least of which was the
sarly battle with thousands of rabbits in
the undeveloped country as he worked
to make the land productive

By contrast his early ancestors mads
their way in vary different walks of life,
Jim's great grandiather, who came from
Cornwall, being one of the satly settles
(known as the Canterbury Pilgtims) in
the Christchurch area of New Zeland in
the late 1840's

He then moved to the Port Phillip colony
n Victona in 1850, shortly after taking a
position as a cletk in the newly formed
legisiative council

JI‘M Commins of Ensay 15 & man who

Coming home

His two eldest sons ware sent back to
England for their education and Jim's
grandfather Charles, retumed to
Australia az a lawyer, setting up
practice in Warragul

Charles married Eleanor Humer,
daughter of James Hunter, a pioneer of
the Mansfield district, who, with brother
Alec, was firat to successfully negotiate
the mountains from the north east o
Giippsland

Charlesand Eleanor moved to
Bairnsdale where Jim’s father James
Lilburn Commins was reared

After serving in the firet world war in the
light hotse (including the Std brigade’s
battle at Gallipoli). James took upa
saldier settlement biock of 640 acres on
the former Ensay Station which was
subdivided for the purpose

He married Sarah Maberly — Matgetts,
daughter of Edmund Margetts who had
Bindi Station.

It was on the Ensay block that Jim and
his brothers Phillip and Chatles, in
working with thetr father, gained the
axperience that wes essential to
livelihood in that sometimes harsh
environment

Further acreage was added with both
shesp and cattle man and from about
1830, the Commins femily began to take
stock to the Nunniong meotintain mun in
assaciation with the Duke family who
had held a licence for the area since the
sarly 1920's

It was about 1890, after Duffy's land Act,
that mOUntam grazing 81eas were made
available to those who wishad 1o take up
alicanoce — 10,000 acres being the
average size in the Omeo rogion, down
to 2000 to 3000 acres on the Bogong
High Plains where there 18 less rough
country

The Nunniong licence was ultimataly
transfarred to the Commins family.

Commins cattle grazing the Nunniong run.

In 1949, Jim and Phillip brenched out on
their own and purchased an
undeveloped block, Jim's recently
acquired kmowladge of working with
machinery during World War 2, beinga
great assett when they acquned a
bulidozer to rid the property of rabbit
harbors and for general work in pasture
improvement
During those tough early years, over
6000 rabbits were skinned and many

is more were dor
bulldozed.
In 1853, Phillip was kilied in an acoident,
leaving Jim to camy on
Initially, stock comprised opportunity
cattie of mixed breeds, until Jim was

Jim believes that government
departments don't recognise the input
of mountain cattlemen and that the
Cunservnuon Council of Vietoria and the
tion F ion are
u.nduiv uﬂiuanoed by radicals and
advised by some botanists who may
have dearees in specialised fields but
have no practical knowledge of the
situation as a whole
Jim has carefully researched the aifocts
of areas of NEW which have been closad
o grazing in the nama of national parks
only to be devastated by the ravages of
uncontroliable fires
He and fellow cattlemen know the
banefits of grazing to keep tha

able to secure Hereford breed

proven lines from neighbonng graziers
Bulls from Laurio Platt's Lowanna Stud
compounded a scund line of hardy,
productive cattle with sires since then
cotming from Beénambra, Cobungra and
Ulendook studs

Gradually the hard work paid off with™

stock numbers on the increase, Jim
meanwhile mamying Nomma Dale and
raising a family of three, a daughter Ann,
who now resides in Melbourne, and two
sons Bruce and Chns, sach now marmied
and operating different farms, all in the
family partnership

Tha Commins now join about 450
Heraford females each year, retaining
approximately 100 heifers anmually for
replacements

Calves are weaned before the annual
sales 50 that they are well séttied and
ready 1o grow on, a fact which
ieedlotiers and other graziers appreciate
B.Hd ara plepu:od m pay a premium for

Iy out
peﬂotm mhe: stock In the Charlton
feediot and are keanly sought by those
buyers at the annual Omea-Benambra
salos,

Cows are taken up to the mouniam run
at Nunniong, which Jim shares with
brother Charlie, for summer and ane
brought homs for calving

The majonty of cattle on the run, in fact
sat out for home of their own accord at
the first onset of rough weather and
would no doubt make the 30 km. journey
unattended were it not for the [ences
ancountated along the way,

Mustering therefore consists of two to
three weeks of riding to pick up the
amall mobs of stragglers, which if
missed, would {ace severe stess
through calving in the mountains during
winter

Tha task of mustenng requires a desp
understanding of the bush, an ability 1o
"remambet landmarks, not get lost and
tead natural signs that indicate all
manner of things from the near presence
of cattle to a coming change in the
weather.’

How many times have lost patsons been
rescued from the bush by mountain
cattleman like Clive Hodge and tha
Lovicks of Mansfield to name just two,
whose rappart with the mountains and
sixth sense, places them to advantage in
such missians

Tt s therafore incomprehensible to thess
paople that over recent years the
mavement by so called convervationists
in interfering with management of the
mountain cattle runs, posas a thieat to
the livelihood of those who have worked
them, in some cases for 100 years
Amaong the major issues being

[ is the conssr " claim
that cattle are responsible for damage to
native pasture specias in alpine grezing
nreas

Hi a8 the annual ! fee for
licences is based on the number of head
grazed, fees have been progressively in-
creasing in line with more stock tun as

a direct result of improvements, which is
in complete contradiction to the claims
madae!

In a situation such as Jim's, the
Nunniong run is naturally bordered by
gorges and escarpments on the northam
and western beundaries, but 18 km of
fencing has been erectad on the other
boundaries to keep stock in the
designated areas

Same favored areas of the cattie have
also been fenced to control grazing,
resulting in & greater CAITying capacity
and highet fees?!
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JIM and his daughter-in-law

mountains clean and reduce the fire rigk
and also that pastures proliferate under
such management in sharp contrast to
the trial plots which have been fenced
and maintained for comparison

In such plots the grasses become thickly
matted impeding the penstration of hght
and inhibiting regrowth

Jim quotes an instance recently wien
he was on his way to the cattlemen’s
meeting at Bogong and stopped to show
a visitor one of the trial plots.

It was eatly in the moming and the tops
of thair boots and trousers were
saturated with the wet grass but after
removing matted grass from the surface
of the plot, he pulled out some dry

undergrowth and set a match to it — it
vigorousiy!|
Many other arguments about why cattie
should be removed from the mountain
leases hava boen patiently rafuted by
the cattleman. but in vain it would seem
with the recent issus of aviction notices
toseveral licensess

The battie is now on to have those
decisions reversed, not only for the
families who have worked in harmony
‘with the tand 1o make their iving, but
also for the good of the envitonment.
itsalf

In Jim’s case the Nunniong run 18 not
under immediate threat and his family
can be thankful that he maintained a
substantial interest in sheep, although
that requines a considerable labor input,
but a fiock of between 6000 and 7000
Merinos is ket

It is self replacing with 2000 ewes joined
annually, Banavie biood rams from
Wallaloo Park being responsible for the
large framed, wall coverad sheep that
carry stylish wool

But a cattleman loves his cattls anct
without the Nunniong run, Jim and his
family's cattle numbers would be
slashed to negligible, while many of his
Iriends’ farming enterprises will bacome
unviabie

Coping with the unpredictabls elements
af nature and being prepared to give and
take comes naturally to Jim in his werk
with the land that he has nurtured to
make & living from

But now, he and athers like him must go
on fighting with radicals and

bom bursauctats who he says it

seems, ''don’t want to be confused by
the facts” in the battle to maintain the
mountaing as they have bean for
decades before the invasion of
officialdomi

Ji te, working together in the family partnership.
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February 22, 1985.
Dear Members,

I feel tﬁat I should convey some news of what transpired at our Annual
Get-together last week to those of you who were unable to be there,

We were again fortunate that the weather was near perfect and the location
ideal and a large crowd of people, far greater than ever before, were
able to enjoy a weekend of good company and entertainment.

I have not yet ascertained the nett financial results from the gate or
the wares tent, but they should be very satisfactory.

We are indebted to Harry Stephenson for producing an anniversary issue
of Voice of the Mountains that was ready for distribution at :the gathering.

A ceramic bottle of port wine to celebrate the 150 years of mountain
grazing was specially prepared by Brown Bros. Winery at Millawa and the
initial stock was completely sold out.

Those who brought horses long distances to compete in the Cattlemen's
Cup and Pack Horse Championship must be thanked for their contribution
to highlights of the weekend.

A meeting of members and associates was held on Saturday afternoon and
there were also several Members of Parliament as well as press represent-
atives in attendance.

The meeting was a general discussion of topical issues and on directions
that our Association should take.

There was confirmation of our stand against the currently proposed
National Park estensions and while we are a non-political organisation,
there was unanimous agreement that we are presently at odds with the
Government on this issue. It was resolved to support candidates in the
forthHcoming election who will not support extensions to National Parks
until the management of the alpine area is completely reviewed and
grazing recognised for its true worth. ‘

WE FEEL THAT ANY ELECTCRAL SWING TOWARDS THE GOVERNMENT,
ESPECIALLY IF IT GAINS CONTROL OF THE LEGISLATIVE COUNCIL,
WOULD NOT ONLY DISADVANTAGE US, BUT WOULD BE A DISASTROUS
BLOW TO GOOD AND EFFICIENT UTILISATION OF ALL NATURAL
RESOURCES AS WELL AS PLACE THE WHOLE REGION UNDER UN-
NECESSARY REGULATION AND RISK.

The meeting was advised that some members have received extraordinarily
high demands for payment of their grazing licence fees and all members
are advised not to pay any of these excessive amounts until there is
some agreement between our Association, the Victorian Farmers and
Graziers Association who represent us, and the Government.
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We are in the most crucial period in the long history of mountain grazing
and public suvpport is essential. Turther to this end we have been invited
to take part in the Moomba procession in Melbourne on March 11th and I
urge all members to make yet another suvecial effort tc take part in that
if they possibly can as it is the means of securing much more vitally
important publicity and support. After the parade we will assemble as a
group in Alexander Avenue for an hour or so to meet interested members of
the public before we leave for home. It will also be a good opportunity
to meet any Associate Members who are able to be therec.

I want to publicly thank the donors of very substantial sponsorship funds
that are coming to hand, and to again thank all Associate Members for their
most valued support and may Members receive sufficient returns from their
Autumn cattle sales to make all their efforts appear worthwhile

With best wishes,
i CT?V/@MJ?W/? ,

JIM COMMINS




