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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I am not normally one for mottos or for plans, as I believe that writing, like life, is a journey of discovery.

But I did have one guiding principle informing every word of this book:


Everyone is heroic, even if they’re not.



Anthony Sharwood

Sydney

July 2021




CHAPTER ONE

‘FOR THE SAKE OF
OUR COUNTRY’

For three years, they came at him. Three years of insults, harassment, smears, and intimidation. Despite it all, he sat down with them and listened. No neutral observer could ever accuse him of not looking them in the eye and genuinely attempting to find middle ground.

Every day of the working week, there are public consultation forums in local councils where nodding bureaucrats present a veneer of unbiased process when, in reality, a decision has already been made, a deal done, the bulldozers refuelled and ready to rumble. But as Kosciuszko National Park ranger and Wild Horse Project officer Rob Gibbs was helping to compile the Draft Wild Horse Management Plan for Kosciuszko National Park in 2016, he came in the spirit of compromise. His goal was to find a solution for the mobs of brumbies that were ravaging the park, trampling its delicate ecosystems, fouling its crystal streams and destroying the habitats of its native wildlife. At the same time, he knew that many people valued the brumbies for their links to High Country heritage and a dying way of life, for their wild-eyed freedom, for the fact that a mob of wild horses thundering across the snow grass tussocks is a hell of a thing to see.

Gibbs came bearing an olive branch, not a stick. He met the brumby advocates in their strongholds – the pubs and public halls of the mountains – and he calmly tried to explain the key strategy of the plan, which was to reduce the wild horse population in Kosciuszko National Park through trapping and, hopefully, rehoming rather than a cruel journey to the knackery. The 2014 estimate of 6000 horses in the park would be reduced to fewer than 3000 horses within five to ten years. A further reduction in the population to around 600 would take place within 20 years. Like many park rangers and scientists, Gibbs believed that in an ideal world, Kosciuszko would be horse-free. But the architects of the plan were willing to leave a pocket here, a pocket there – boutique mobs that horse lovers could visit. Mobs that would be out there, running wild and free in the mountains, as they had done for almost 200 years. A nod to postcolonial life in a landscape that had evolved over countless millennia without hard-hoofed animals.

It wasn’t enough. It wasn’t even halfway down the road to enough. To the brumby supporters, any plan to reduce numbers so dramatically was a declaration of war. And so they came at Gibbs. They came at him with venom and vitriol and pretty much everything except pitchforks. They came at him at public meetings, fuelled by beer and bravado. They called him a liar, a conspiracist, a greenie fuckwit and worse, their tone aggressive, their body language overbearing. They came at him on the modern battleground of social media. On pro-brumby Facebook groups, they called him a filthy brumby-murdering bastard and a thousand slurs just as ugly. They circulated memes, each more vulgar or menacing than the last. In one, Daniel Craig’s James Bond walks alongside Queen Elizabeth II. ‘And Gibbs, ma’am?’ Bond asks. ‘Make it look like an accident, 007,’ the Queen replies. In another, Gibbs and another National Parks official stand semi-naked with their hands down each other’s pants. The caption reads: ‘Australia’s greatest brumby murderer? I’ll toss you for it.’ One meme featured an image of a horse planting dynamite in a Parks office. Another post asked, ‘If you could erase one person from history, who would it be?’ Attached to it was a photo montage of some of history’s worst dictators, including Pol Pot, Hitler, Stalin … then Gibbs.

Through it all, Gibbs never cracked, not because he was made of iron or steel but because, as he puts it, ‘I was paid not to.’ And when all that intimidation and online harassment still didn’t stop him from showing up at meetings with a straight face and open mind, they made it personal. First, they called him homosexual. Then they tried to out his office relationship with a woman called Mel. When they eventually learned she was his wife, they told Gibbs they’d burn her in their house and have his kids beaten up at school. That’s when the police stepped in.

Gibbs is far from the only person who has copped it. Across the High Country of New South Wales and Victoria, and in other brumby hotspots around the country, where the fight over wild horses pits science and the principles of sound land management against heritage and emotion, incidents of bad behaviour from brumby supporters are rife. In the Snowy Mountains of New South Wales, a pro-horse group made bumper stickers that said: ‘Aerial Cull a Greenie: Save a Snowy Brumby’. Another group had coffee mugs made with the words: ‘If you hurt my horse, I can make your death look like an accident’. To many in the mountains and beyond, ‘my horse’ means the brumbies.

Anyone in the mountains who does anything that might be perceived to threaten horses – even on a contract basis – has, at one point or another, become a target. In a major town in the Victorian High Country, when the helicopter is fired up for one of the regular deer culls, locals stand by, imitating the action of a rifle. Their message is clear: Make sure you stick to deer. Another helicopter pilot – much respected in the mountains for his good cheer and unmatched flying skills – was subject to a Facebook comment when contracted to do an aerial horse cull in Victoria which, for various reasons, has not yet happened. ‘I see his advertising mentions Heli Fun,’ a leading brumby campaigner posted. ‘It doesn’t mention Heli Kill. We might have to put that right.’

Those who work beyond the mountains are also not immune to the intimidation. Scientists who study the alpine environment have inboxes full of hateful, threatening emails. After presenting a Zoom webinar on horse damage, which brumby folks tried to disrupt online, the ecologist Don Driscoll got a message which called him a horse murderer, chillingly warning that what goes around comes around.

Sometimes the treatment is more subtle. Conservation campaigner Di Thompson, the daughter of a hard-bitten West Australian drover, who has sat on more committees than anyone in the mountains in the name of preserving the ecology of her beloved High Country, has for years been sworn at and ‘doored’ at community meetings – her term for a large man standing over her in a doorway, intimidating her with a foul blend of aggressive language and armpit sweat.

Occasionally brumby supporters get creative, albeit no less nasty. Ahead of a pro-brumby rally in 2021, a poem was widely circulated on a popular pro-brumby Facebook group. One stanza read:


Lets all go up the mountains

And make the greenies run

With electric cattle prodders

To shove right up their bums.



Indigenous people have had it particularly bad. Elders led a narjong (water) healing ceremony in 2019 at the brumby-ravaged headwaters of the Murrumbidgee River in northern Kosciuszko National Park. It was attended by Indigenous people from along the Murrumbidgee and Murray, all the way to the Murray’s mouth at the Coorong in South Australia. Members of a pro-brumby group stood nearby and booed like disgruntled football fans.

Richard Swain, an Indigenous man of the mountains, Snowy River guide and outspoken anti-brumby campaigner, has been stalked and photographed by brumby supporters, had his car tyres punctured repeatedly with the same brand of concrete nails, and endured every insult under the sun. One man on Facebook suggested that he deserved a dose of 1080, the poison used to kill foxes and other pest species. A woman suggested someone should take him for a walk in the forest and come back alone, a suggestion that drew laughing emojis from others. Another woman said, ‘How about we hunt you and your family down to be shot’, while another said, ‘Let’s cull Swain and be done with it’. Someone else said regarding the Invasive Species Council, whose Reclaim Kosci campaign Swain then worked for, she would ‘like to use a double-barrelled shotgun on them, and then load these evil morons onto a truck and dump them. I am very wicked LOL!’

LOL indeed.

Journalists covering the issue have themselves become targets. Ricky French, who has written about the brumby debate extensively for The Australian, has been attacked by a brumby advocate and their social media followers, who trolled him with vile slurs.

Even some media outlets are in on the game. The narjong ceremony was an historic event which gained widespread national media coverage. In the notoriously pro-brumby local media of Cooma and surrounds, it rated not a word – effectively a more subtle form of booing. Meanwhile, one newspaper in the mountains accredited a photographer to cover a rally outside the Queanbeyan office of NSW Deputy Premier John Barilaro, where anti-brumby people were protesting Barilaro’s Kosciuszko Wild Horse Heritage Act 2018 (NSW), the first piece of legislation in Australian history that prioritised a non-native species in a national park. The photographer spent the entire afternoon snapping protesters – not for a news story in the paper, but to put faces to names who might later be intimidated by brumby supporters.

While Barilaro is regarded as a hero by many in the mountains, politicians who blow the other way have become targets. When NSW Energy and Environment Minister Matt Kean came out in support of emergency measures to remove brumbies that had moved into sensitive parts of Kosciuszko National Park after the Black Summer bushfires of January 2020, in a scene sourced straight from The Godfather a woman threatened to put a severed, bloody horse head on his front lawn.

Then there are the random outbursts of fury. In 2000, after 606 horses were culled in Guy Fawkes River National Park in northern New South Wales – an incident that still shapes the brumby debate in numerous ways – an irate local brumby supporter grabbed a brush turkey from nearby scrubland by the neck and flung it in disgust over the counter of the local National Parks office. He no doubt considered himself an animal lover.

While there’s something almost darkly comic about the image of a brush turkey flying through a Parks office, scattering papers, hopping on the photocopier, gobble-gobbling its way down the corridors, there’s an insidious side to the harassment and intimidation. Parks staff, land managers, scientists, activists, and anyone who speaks out in favour of substantially reducing brumby numbers genuinely fear for their safety.

Rob Gibbs is prone to snicker like Muttley (from the old Hanna-Barbera cartoon Wacky Races) at the sheer craziness of the whole debate. The occasional outbursts seem to help him let off steam. But his face turns ashen when he mentions Glen Turner, the NSW environment officer who in 2014 was shot with a hunting rifle by 79-year-old landowner Ian Turnbull in a dispute over land clearing at Croppa Creek in northern New South Wales. Turner, a 51-year-old father of two, was tracked down on public land, shot in the neck, chased and terrorised for more than 20 minutes then finally fatally shot in the back in front of his work ute.

‘That really hit home to us,’ Gibbs says over a generous barbecue dinner on the timber back deck of his Jindabyne home. ‘Quite often, the comments you read on social media about Parks are saying things like, “They should be shot. If they’re going to shoot horses, why aren’t the parkies shot?” And at some of these horse meetings, we would raise the issue with the reps of the horse groups and go, “This isn’t acceptable behaviour”, and they’d laugh it off as, “Oh it’s jokes”, and you’d go, “Well, when does a joke become serious?” Because while they may be joking about it, we’d been dealing at the time of the draft plan with a community at the end of a long drought, with a lot of farmers and local people under high levels of stress, and you never know what could tip someone over to doing something stupid. Let’s say there’s a guy who lives down the end of the road who loves brumbies and hates Parks. And the next time I’m driving down that road in the Parks truck with the lyrebird logo on the side, what might be the thing that sends him over the edge?’

* * *

Why?

Why the abhorrent behaviour from regular people who run farms and businesses, who work in supermarkets and schools and offices and auto wreckers, who raise families, who love their children and teach them good manners? Where does the anger spring from? And why is all that fury funnelled through the issue of wild horses?

Because it’s about horses but it ain’t about horses, that’s why.

As outspoken Victorian brumby advocate Phil Maguire put it: ‘The brumbies have become emblematic of a cultural heritage that is besieged by leftists and fake environmentalists … If the brumbies go … Another huge slice of Australia’s identity will be lost. We must win this war for the sake of our country.’

The first documented incident of serious intimidation against High Country land managers occurred in the 1940s, when an effigy of a prominent land manager hanging by a noose was left on the verandah of the old Jindabyne Hotel. The effigy was an angry message to rangers who’d been impounding stock which had been grazing illegally in the newly created Kosciuszko State Park. Before the declaration of the state park, pastoralists had never been told they were unwelcome anywhere in the High Country. Indeed, they had rarely been restricted from setting up shop anywhere in Australia. The story of Australia’s postcolonial expansion and development was about the quest for good grazing land. Blaxland, Lawson and Wentworth crossed the Blue Mountains in 1813 seeking well-watered pasture to the west. Australia, as the saying goes, rode to prosperity on the sheep’s back.

The first pastoralists arrived in the High Country in the 1830s. No doubt they could scarcely believe their luck. To use another well-worn piece of Australian vernacular, the proverbial ‘wide brown land’ had few places that were effectively immune to drought in summer. But up in the High Country lay green pastures that never failed, even right in the middle of summer, when they were most needed. So in the snow-free months, cattlemen would take their stock from the dry tablelands east of the mountains up into the High Country to feed on the evergreen pastures, from the broad snow grass plains at the mid-elevations, all the way up to the flanks of the rounded grassy summits of the Main Range around Mt Kosciuszko. In the early days it was pretty much a free-for-all. Grab it, graze on it. The High Country, after all, was a long way from any city or major town and virtually impossible to administer. By 1889, access to the highest peaks became regulated through a system of snow leases. Kosciuszko State Park was declared in 1944 and the much-prized leases began to be phased out in 1958.

William McKell, the NSW premier from 1941 to 1947 and a major force behind the creation of Kosciuszko State Park, spoke of it as providing a ‘rich natural heritage for all’. As Graeme L Worboys and Deirdre Slattery note in their 2020 book Kosciuszko: A Great National Park, ‘the idea that “heritage” could include fauna and flora, recreation and tourism, health and aesthetic appreciation was new’. All this environmentalism, or conservation as they called it back then, was indeed new-fangled stuff. For the first time, cattlemen were told that the land itself, untouched and ungrazed-upon, had a higher value than the profit that could be reaped from it. No one had ever told them anything remotely like that. It was incomprehensible. It was like being told that gold was more valuable in the ground than melted down into ingots. The cattlemen were blindsided. To them, conservation was a weapon as powerful and utterly unimaginable as firearms must have seemed to Australia’s first people. And they were furious.

But the environmental evidence was in. Groundbreaking research by soil scientists in the 1940s showed that the ground on the Main Range around Mt Kosciuszko was indeed being broken. Erosion was rife and incredibly fragile plants found nowhere else in the world were being eaten out of existence. Before sheep and cattle, tiny mammals were the heaviest grazers in the highest alpine terrain above the tree line. A landscape that had evolved to cope with animals as light as plush toys was ill-equipped for beasts weighing half a tonne or more. Neither was it equipped to cope with the regular small fires the cattlemen set with wax matches to promote fresh pasture growth. That sort of practice might work on the lowlands – though there too it could be overused, to the landscape’s detriment – but the highest parts of the High Country were different. The very highest parts had never burned, and their unique plants were suffering. A relatively small but incredibly beautiful and ecologically rich part of Australia, which looks like nowhere else on the continent, was dying.

But to the mountain cattlemen, it felt like their way of life was being killed off. The loss of High Country grazing rights was in very real terms a dispossession. Of course, that is a loaded term. Indigenous people were dispossessed of land across the country, and the Ngarigo and other Aboriginal tribes of the mountains were no exception. While the skills of local Indigenous people were valued by some – including by Polish explorer Paul Edmund Strzelecki, who came to appreciate the deep mountain knowledge of the Indigenous guides he employed on his ascent of Australia’s highest peak in 1840, the first European to do so – the traditional way of life of the original mountain people was quickly extinguished. Many were moved on to missions. Others went to work for white High Country families. Many died from European diseases. Traditional ways soon died out, with local language and customs forbidden by many European settlers. It’s a story that played out in most parts of Australia.

What’s much harder to find in Australia are stories of the European landowning class being dispossessed, lawfully or otherwise. But that’s what happened in Kosciuszko, and also in the Victorian High Country, where grazing was permitted in isolated areas as late as 2005, was briefly reintroduced as a trial in 2011 by the Liberal state government, and where the wounds are especially fresh. In both states, the shock and anger of being denied access to summer mountain pastures was real. Suddenly, properties below the mountains were no longer drought-proof. That changed everything and the economic pain was real. Many men and women of the land had to get jobs in town for the first time in their lives and their humiliation was real. The cattle families gazed up to the high mountains and saw massive hydro-electric schemes, ski resorts with mega-hotels, eight-seater chairlifts, multi-million-dollar snowmaking systems whose pipes chewed up the earth, the scars of vast car parks, ski runs cut through old-growth snow gum forests, mountain biking trails gouging ditches through the alpine heathland, and environmental degradation that they reckoned was far worse than anything a grazing animal ever inflicted. And their resentment was real. Is real.

All that pain, humiliation and resentment lives on today, and it is largely channelled through the fight to keep brumbies in the High Country, because brumbies are the last living vestige of their High Country way of life, and they’ll be damned if those bastard greenies are going to take the brumbies too.

There are other reasons why they fight to keep the brumbies in the High Country. Brumby running – chasing and capturing wild horses for sport – is illegal in New South Wales, and on its last legal legs in Victoria, but many believe they’ve earned the right to keep doing it. Others believe that if the brumbies go, recreational horse riding privileges will be taken next as all horses are cleared out of the parks. There’s an historical connection claimed – but not definitively established – between brumbies and the Walers; Australian-bred horses (originally exclusively from New South Wales) that served in the armed forces from the Boer War to World War II. There’s the connection to poetry and stories. Others just love the idea of wild horses running free in the mountains.

But the struggle to retain the brumbies begins and ends with the idea of a way of life lost. The hoofprint on the landscape and everything it stands for. High Country photojournalist Lisa Hogben, herself the target of harassment, put it eloquently in an essay she wrote, ‘The sacred cow has become a sacred horse’.

Horses first set hoof in Australia after disembarking with the First Fleet in 1788. There were seven in total, and after eight and a half months at sea they arrived better fed and in better all-round condition than most of the human passengers. As Europeans eventually spread out across the vast, unfenced country, some horses inevitably strayed into the bush and became wild. Some claim the word ‘brumby’ derives from a Sergeant James Brumby, whose horses ran loose when he was transferred from New South Wales to Tasmania in the 1830s. Others say it has Indigenous linguistic origins. Whatever the source, the word brumby has a pleasing quality. It’s one of those wonderful Australian B-words that is incredibly satisfying to enunciate, like bludger, bogan, brekky or billabong. It’s our word for our wild horses. This is no small matter. Banjo Paterson mythologised the brumbies in the late 19th century in poems like ‘Brumby’s Run’ and ‘The Man from Snowy River’, and the mythology grew, solidifying in the minds of countless young Australians in the mid-20th century with Elyne Mitchell’s Silver Brumby books. This, too, is no small matter.

Today, Australia has the largest wild horse population in the world, with numbers estimated in the range of half a million. In the outback, they are regularly shot from helicopters – along with feral camels, goats, donkeys and pretty much anything with four legs and hooves that’s not a future beef burger – and nobody bats an eyelid. But authorities are reticent to shoot the High Country brumbies, the numbers of which were estimated to have reached an historical high of 25,000 in 2019. Brumby advocates dispute that figure. Some say it was as low as 3000. Whatever the actual number, anyone who’s walked or worked in the High Country for more than a couple of decades can see that their numbers have skyrocketed in recent years. But if you so much as mention managing or reducing the mobs – especially with guns – watch out.


In certain communities, and particularly in High Country communities where typically you’ll see a yellow-and-green sticker that says ‘Mountain Cattlemen Care for the High Country’, you’ll have individuals who are pillars of a community, who come across as being logical and reasoning. They’ll give their time to volunteer for the community, and they will be respected and have friends. But the red button for some of these people is trying to get their head around the idea that you might need to cull some of those feral horses in sensitive alpine environments … no matter how logically you describe what that management is and why it’s justified and needed, they won’t get any of that because the ideology has started from their first learnt language and their parents, from their community. To talk about the idea of culling is a direct threat to their history, to their entitled bush heritage, to what their parents gave them and what their grandparents gave their parents. And what drives them is similar to what drove the mob to turn on the Capitol Building in Washington. That same mentality pervades a bigger part of those High Country communities than you might think.



These words come from a uniformed High Country land manager who cannot afford to be identified lest he lose his standing in the community, his livelihood, and perhaps more. He continues:


It could even be the well-respected bush nurse or the doctor, the people who are used to grappling with science and reason and logic. But this folklore of the brumby in the High Country is so deeply ingrained and embedded into their DNA that suddenly, the person that they present 364 days a year disappears and this primal feral persona suddenly just comes out. And what happens is that person, plus others with similar standing in the community, feed into each other. They create their own little feedback loop and this validates the fringey people. So it all becomes this self-fulfilling righteousness, and once that occurs, no logic or reason gets through. And many of them have grown up riding and have close relationships with their domestic horse, so they humanise horses, or see them as having something akin to a soul. And this all feeds into this position that will never shift for a lot of these people. And no matter how good you are at prosecuting the arguments, you could be David Attenborough and you won’t cut through.



Rob Gibbs knows only too well how effective the feral persona is in the fight to control what many call feral horses. ‘They’re happy,’ he says. ‘They’ve achieved their goal through bullying and intimidation.’

High Country brumby supporters haven’t achieved their position of ascendancy alone. They have co-opted hundreds of thousands of supporters on social media, including big-name celebrities like Russell Crowe, who played the role of the man trying to capture the horse in the movie version of The Silver Brumby. Tom Burlinson, who played the title role in the 1982 film The Man from Snowy River, is another high-profile brumby lover. There are more pro-brumby Facebook groups than you could list on a horse blanket, the biggest with upwards of 50,000 followers. The cause is an easy one to recruit support for. Who doesn’t love horses? Who doesn’t love wild horses even more? What’s that? Those terrible park rangers want to kill the brumbies? What the hell is THAT all about? ANGRY EMOJI! #brumbylivesmatter. (Yes, they really use a hashtag borrowed from the Black Lives Matter movement.) When pro-brumby groups go to court to prevent trapping or planned culls, money for legal representation is easy to raise. Little girls from pony clubs gladly donate the $20 they got from their grandpa for Christmas. One leading brumby advocate proudly displays an email from a pensioner who gave all she could afford: two dollars. It’s the sentiment that counts.

Meanwhile, the scientists toil on in relative silence and often in despair. Professor David Watson of Charles Sturt University, who quit his post on the NSW Threatened Species Scientific Committee when John Barilaro’s brumby legislation was passed, wrote in a February 2021 essay:


How can environmental scientists find and sustain hope in the modern world? How can we continue to inspire when our lamp begins to flicker and wane? With all that we know about threats, about the fallibility of governance structures and the creaking instability of planetary processes that make breathable air and drinkable water; how can we keep on keeping on?



Study after study shows the degradation to the High Country caused by brumbies. There are numerous environmental issues. The broad-toothed rat is a cheeky alpine rodent which makes tunnels in the thatch of snow grass tussocks to shield itself from predators. Guess what happens when the grass is eaten till the ground is bare? Of particular concern are the degraded sphagnum bogs. Sphagnum is nature’s miracle moss. A semi-fluorescent greeny-yellow, it grows in big pillowy pads along High Country streams, storing the snowmelt and rainfall and releasing it slowly, slowly, like water from a sponge. Because of sphagnum, many High Country streams run clear and true even through the worst drought. Without sphagnum, the reservoirs of the great hydro-electric schemes of the mountains would be starved of a constant inflow of water as streams intermittently dried up. Those streams would also run muddy instead of clear. Sphagnum bogs support communities of rare plants and animals, like the spectacular corroboree frog, a tiny black-and-yellow amphibian which would fit comfortably inside a matchbox with a couple of its friends. There is nothing remotely like sphagnum anywhere else on mainland Australia, and while the horses rarely eat it, they eat the carex grass that grows out of it and trample it in their daily search for water.

But who on Facebook cares about moss? Moss is boring. Who cares about swamps? Donald Trump said he’d make America great again by draining one. Who gives a rat’s about rats? And what chance does a frog have against a horse? There’s a reason people swoon over pop songs about wild horses while The Muppet Show’s Kermit the Frog sang, ‘It’s Not Easy Being Green’. Up against horses, moss and bogs and rats and frogs are a public relations basket case. The brumby wars are a classic case of head versus heart, and in the contest of emotion versus science, emotion wins every time.

‘So, we may ask ourselves, how did we get here?’ Charles Darwin University ecologist Dr Dick Williams said in his keynote speech at the Kosciuszko Science Conference on Feral Horse Impacts, convened in November 2018 as a response to the Barilaro legislation, which had been passed in June of that year:


We can perhaps explore that question by looking at the way the issue of feral horses in the Alps has been differentially framed … Science has told its story on the basis of evidence, rationality, history and authority: livestock and the Alps do not mix. The pro-brumby lobby have told a different story – one of the companions to the heroic settler, the free-range iconic animal.



When emotion rules, science is not just disregarded but denied. A recent post on a pro-brumby site illustrated the irrationality perfectly: ‘Nature will do its own thing. The moss will grow back. The moss is what your going on about? Your kidding me. I guess the brumbies killed the Great Barrier Reef too.’

But the sphagnum moss will not grow back, or not within decades anyway, because everything grows slower in the cold alpine and subalpine environments, and the High Country is in many ways Australia’s inland Great Barrier Reef – an incredibly fragile ecosystem with a million threats to existence. And brumbies are not an abstract threat, like coal is to the reef. The chain from mining to burning to warming to bleaching may be clearly scientifically established, but it’s circuitous. In the High Country, you can walk in any of a number of areas and see the hoof marks, the huge piles of poo, the silty water, the trampled sphagnum firsthand. Even then, the loudest voices in the mountains and beyond will tell you that the damage is overstated, or that it just doesn’t matter, or even that horse poo is good for the alpine environment. And those are the voices that reach beyond the mountains to people who are disengaged in the debate, or who only come across it when the issue of wild horse management pops up in the news from time to time. In one survey, 78 per cent of Victorians didn’t know that brumbies are listed by Parks Victoria as a pest animal. In the popular imagination, brumbies are synonymous with the High Country. In the popular imagination, they belong there. Mythology has become reality.

‘People have been sold the nonsense that brumbies are part of our heritage,’ says Dr Alec Costin AM, the venerable 95-year-old ecologist whose pioneering soil conservation work was instrumental in ending the grazing era in Kosciuszko. ‘They are part of our imagination now and people don’t give a damn about the beautiful environment which is still recovering from the grazing era. You only need a couple of films like The Man from Snowy River and The Silver Brumby and people are sold. They don’t understand all the other implications.’

When you drive to the Snowy Mountains from Sydney, the iconography is all about wild horses and the cattlemen’s days. Just over the ACT border is the Snowy Monaro Regional Council welcome sign alongside a sculpture of four running brumbies, manes and tails flying in the breeze. In early 2021, someone covered each horse in an Australian flag, just to ramp up the you-beaut true-blue flavour. On the Visit Cooma tourism website, one of the header images shows eight brumbies glowing in late afternoon sunlight. The first motel you pass in Cooma has a restaurant called The Stockmen’s, while a local removalist is called The Van from Snowy River. In Jindabyne, the first hotel you pass is the Banjo Paterson Inn. It doesn’t have much parking on site and the car park across a laneway out the back is called The Overflow, a dry bush humour nod to one of the poet’s best-loved works. Up the road in Perisher, you’ve got The Man from Snowy River Hotel. Or if you turn left out of Jindabyne, you’ll pass the Wild Brumby Distillery on the road to Thredbo, where the enormous Silver Brumby ski lodge surveys the village from the highest point. Past Thredbo and over on the Victorian side of the mountains, Corryong has The Man from Snowy River Museum, the grave of Jack Riley, and holds The Man from Snowy River Bush Festival each autumn, with rodeos, bushcraft skill demonstrations and more, including a re-enactment of The Man’s daring ride. The town has made the poem and legend its own. Virtually every town, ski resort and settlement in and around the mountains has folded the iconography of Banjo and brumbies into its identity. Even Canberra’s rugby team is called the Brumbies. Corroboree frogs, on the other hand, make lousy emblems. They just don’t cut it in the folklore stakes.

So revered are the brumbies, so sanctified, so woven into the fabric of High Country mythology, that it hardly matters to their supporters that they were considered a pest back in the day of Banjo Paterson. Consider the storyline of ‘The Man from Snowy River’, in which the colt from Old Regret escapes to join the ‘wild bush horses’. A party of riders is immediately dispatched to retrieve the valuable thoroughbred which those pesky wild bush horses lured away. Paterson employed a generous dollop of poetic licence in all of his characterisation and storytelling, but in real life he knew the score. He is on record as saying that ‘the wild horses got to be as big a plague as the wallabies and rabbits’, and that, while trapping and shooting horses on a wholesale basis was a ‘terrible thing’, ‘it had to be done for, if they didn’t get rid of the horses, the horses would get rid of them’. By which he meant, the brumbies would devour the precious mountain pastures, and were therefore a threat to the cattlemen’s way of life.

The Silver Brumby author Elyne Mitchell also understood that brumbies needed to be culled when the number of mobs grew too high, according to her youngest daughter and biographer, Honor Auchinleck. ‘Elyne would have ensured she was well briefed about the research,’ Auchinleck says. Mitchell wrote The Silver Brumby in the postwar period. ‘This was a time when there was a quest for finding a beauty in the world because the world had been through such a rotten experience, and I think that the horses symbolised that,’ Auchinleck adds. But she says their numbers are ‘out of control’ partially because pastoral families are no longer culling or removing them due to the establishment of national parks, and believes her mother would see it the same way.

That’s right: according to her daughter, Elyne Mitchell, the author of The Silver Brumby, would think there are too many brumbies today. Not that Mitchell would want them all gone. Not by a long stretch. ‘If you bring the brumbies’ right to life into question, you bring all creatures’ right to life into question, and you bring our right to live here in Australia into question. Yet we’re here and we have a right to be somewhere, and we can’t have that right diminished and I think it is being diminished in many respects,’ Auchinleck says.

This view might be categorised as that unfashionable thing – almost forgotten in our increasingly polarised world – known as the sensible middle ground. Yes, the unique High Country plants and animals need protection. And yes, families who have worked the High Country for generations deserve to keep their emblems, their memories. The trick is to find the balance. Rob Gibbs tried and he’s still scarred from the experience. It shouldn’t have to be that way.

‘I think Elyne would find the debate quite frightening … I think she’d find it very toxic,’ Auchinleck says.

She’d be right. This is one of the most toxic debates in Australia today. It’s the culture wars through the prism of horses, encompassing all the elements of the polarised Australia Day/Change the Date debate. Do we prioritise the culture of postcolonial Australia or the culture and ecology of pre-colonial Australia? In essence, that’s what people are asking. But it’s more complicated than that because we’re talking about horses. Any other introduced species and the debate would be over before lunchtime.

The brumby wars, as they are currently playing out, have two sides firmly ensconced in their respective trenches. But when you travel through the mountains and beyond, on foot and by road, and you meet people on both sides of the debate, you start to think there might just be a way through.
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