ON the
Cooper
The alluvial flood plains of the Cooper Creek
produce a rich bounty at Nappa Merrie Station.
STORY + PHOTOS NATHAN DYER

Nappa Merrie ringers
gather before dawn at
the Pallala Bore yards.
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CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Nappa Merrie homestead, on the banks of Cooper Creek; manager Peter ‘Whip’ Degoumois prefers mustering on
horseback; cattle are mostly Charbray with a mix of Tuli and Murray Grey composites; Will Goetsch and Cassie Johnson from Durham Downs.

T

he sun is setting over Cooper Creek and the
smell of roast pork floats across the lush green lawns
of Nappa Merrie homestead, 40 kilometres northeast of Innamincka. Palm trees dot the yard and
bougainvillea spills over the back fence. A group of ringers sits
in the shade of a walkway covered with grape vines, tapping into
the station’s wi-fi to check their emails and Facebook pages.
As soon as the dinner bell rings they’re on their feet and
making for the kitchen. Inside, cook Sarah Malloy presides over
baking trays of pork, steaming vegetables and mashed potatoes.
Perched at the long dining table, Sarah’s daughter, two-year-old
Riley, sits up next to her dad, head stockman Brad Mourilyan,
and tucks into her tea surrounded by hungry ringers.
For Sarah, a typical day starts at 5am to get breakfast out
by 5:30am, and finishes around 7:30pm, when dinner is done.
Not surprisingly she says beef is a pretty popular menu item.
“Crumbed steak and mashed potatoes is always a winner,” she
laughs, flicking a tea towel over her shoulder.
It’s a long way from home for Sarah, who grew up in the
rolling country of Mount Macedon in central Victoria, but the
former stablehand says she’s hardly been back since moving
north to South Galway Station in 2008. “I drove up in my
little Toyota Camry fully loaded and with not much petrol
money,” Sarah recalls. Now she can’t imagine moving back.
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“It’s a good lifestyle and you’re surrounded by great people.
It can get a bit isolated for Riley, not having other kids around,
but you make the effort to get into the campdrafts and rodeos.”
For Brad, raising Riley on Nappa Merrie is all about lifestyle.
“I’d rather have kids grow up out here than in the city,” he says.
“Riley has had her own horse since she was born.” Since leaving
school at 15, Brad has worked on properties across western
Queensland and the Kimberley. While family life on Nappa
Merrie has its challenges, he says the lifestyle is unbeatable. “I
always say you’ve got to get used to the lifestyle before the job,” he
says. “Because you don’t really feel like it’s work when you’re doing
something you like doing – riding horses and chasing cows.”
After tea, Brad and contract helicopter pilot Kevin Jenkinson
pore over a map on the wall. It’s rained for the past three nights
and the country has started bouncing back. For the whole of
2013 Nappa Merrie received only one inch (25mm); in the past
two months the country has soaked up double that. It means
the cattle will be spread out, and Brad and Kevin talk about
where the animals are most likely to be.
Tomorrow the Nappa Merrie crew will begin a ‘bangtail’ muster (counted cattle are indicated by cutting the tail
brush), which will run through to September. Over the next
six months, every beast on the property will be yarded, drafted,
and have its NLIS tag scanned, and the information recorded
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FROM TOP: Bebe Manns gallops to catch a breakaway along the gas line; Bebe (at the wheel) with fellow ringer Colleen Punch.

on Kidman & Co’s stock database. The best bullocks will be
trucked out to abattoirs in Queensland and South Australia
and the rest will go back into the paddocks. The majority of
these early cattle will make the 1400km journey south to the
Teys Brothers abattoir at Naracoorte, SA. Later in the season,
Queensland meatworks at Oakey and Dinmore may also be
used, depending on prices. With the 727,500-hectare property
carrying between 10,000 and 18,000 cattle in any given year,
that’s a lot of trucks.
While the head stockman and muster pilot talk tactics,
manager Peter ‘Whip’ Degoumois and wife Jackie are up in
the homestead getting ready for the start of another mustering
season in country they’ve spent their whole lives in. Whip grew
up on the dog fence south of Tibooburra with his boundaryrider father and mother, three brothers and a sister. “We were
about 30km down from Cameron Corner, but there was only a
post there in those days, no pub,” Whip recalls.
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When Whip was just four years old the family moved into
Tibooburra, where his father took up a local mail run. After
quitting school at 14, Whip headed off fencing before landing
his first station job on ‘Naryilco’. That was followed by time on
‘Innamincka’ and ‘Durrie’, and later a stint breaking in horses
near Jundah, between Windorah and Longreach, where he met
Jackie at the Boulia Rodeo. Working at the Jundah telephone
exchange at the time, Jackie had grown up around horses, so
it was probably no surprise she fell for a cowboy. “Dad was a
jockey and he used to train horses,” she says. “When he did the
Betoota, Bedourie and Birdsville circuit, we’d take our schooling
with us for three weeks.”
After working on ‘Arrabury’ where Jackie’s father was manager,
the young couple moved onto ‘Innamincka’ and ‘Anna Creek’,
before having a crack at town life, buying 40 hectares near Dalby.
“I’d never been away from ringin’ in all my life, really, so we went
down there to see what it’d be like, but we only last two years and

ABOVE: Nappa Merrie stock crew: (l-r) Colleen Punch, Bebe Manns, Dean Hurley, Whip Degoumois and Kingsley Moore.

that was the end of that show,” Whip laughs. “I couldn’t handle it.”
In 2004, the couple took on the management of Nappa Merrie.
Since then they’ve seen three children grow up and leave home.
But while they may have flown the coop, they haven’t spread far.
Son Billy-Ray is head stockman at ‘Nockatunga’ and brother
Peter works as a yard builder at Durham Downs. Daughter
Emma, a cook and gardener at Naryilco, recently married leading
hand Damian Clark. The painted corrugated wedding signs still
hang from the station’s front gate.
With tomorrow’s muster just hours away, Whip’s champing
at the bit to saddle up and get into it. Nappa Merrie is most
definitely a horse station. Whip’s passion for working cattle on
horseback is well known and the station has 57 horses on the
books. Staff are encouraged to compete in campdrafts and rodeos,
and it’s not uncommon for 16 Nappa Merrie horses to compete in
a campdraft. Whip and Jackie encourage their staff to compete in
the Channel Country Circuit, which includes Eromanga, Boulia,

Thargomindah, Birdsville, Bedourie, Windorah and Noccundra,
not just because of the horse skills they gain, but also because of
the valuable social outlet these gatherings offer.
Although helicopters and motorbikes are used on musters, Whip
believes strongly in the value of horses, especially in some of the
property’s more rugged country. “When we’re down in the river it’s
all horses,” he says. “I don’t take bikes in there – it’s too rough.” Staff
are also encouraged to learn the ropes of horse breaking. “It’s a good
feeling when you can breed a horse, break it in and take it right
through to a draft,” Whip says. “You know you’ve made it yourself.”
The next morning, as sunrise washes the Channel Country
sky with purple, pink and blue, a pair of white cockatoos cackles
from high in a gum tree and the morning air is cool and dry. It’s
5am and already the kitchen radio crackles with the voices of
Nappa Merrie’s ringers on their way out to meet Ray Nicholls,
Will Goetsch and Cassie Johnson who have come over from
neighbouring Durham Downs to lend a hand.
outback
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“It’s a good feeling
when you can breed
a horse, break it in
and take it right
through to a draft.”

CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Pilot Kevin Jenkinson and Whip take off at dawn; Dean Hurley drives a mob along the Ballera-Moomba gas line.

B

ack at the homestead, the first rays of sunlight are
flooding the yard with warm, golden light. The green
surrounds would have seemed like a mirage to the
first white visitors through this part of the country. It was
not far from here that explorers Burke and Wills perished in
1861 on a lonely stretch of the Cooper Creek after missing a
rendezvous with members of their supply party by less than a
day. The famous Dig Tree is on the station, about 10km down
a dirt track west of the homestead.
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Although ultimately fateful for its leaders, the Burke and
Wills expedition inspired others to explore the Channel
Country’s pastoral potential. In 1872, John Conrick, along with
Fred Archer, Tom Palmer and Robert Bostock – all aged under
21 – roughly followed the trail blazed by the explorers to walk
more than 1000 head of cattle north from Victoria into this
remote outback region.
Conrick established a homestead on the banks of the Nappa
Merrie waterhole and in 1875 walked the station’s first mob
of ‘fats’ south to Adelaide following the Strzelecki Creek. The
Conricks ran up to 26,000 sheep and 14,000 cattle on Nappa
Merrie. The station remained in the Conrick family for almost
90 years, with John’s eldest son Jack going into partnership
with the Tancred family in the 1940s. In 1954, the station was
sold to Playford River Pastoral, which later sold to Stanbroke
Pastoral. The property was purchased by a subsidiary of oil and
gas company Santos in 1998. Stanbroke continued operations
under a sub-lease until 2007, when Kidman & Co took over.
The main homestead, which dates back to John Conrick,
boasts high ceilings and stone walls that are half-a-metre thick
– design features used to mitigate the oppressive summers and
freezing winters. Today, the homestead is surrounded by the
visitors’ quarters, women’s quarters, head stockman’s house,
kitchen, recreation room, men’s quarters and machinery sheds.
As Nappa Merrie’s ringers make their way by road to a set of
yards near the highway to meet the Durham crew, Whip and
Kevin take off by helicopter to have a look about. As much as
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Whip loves his horses, the chopper is crucial on Nappa Merrie’s
huge paddocks – the station’s largest, the Lake Paddock, is
235,400ha. Kevin will muster the far edges of the paddocks.
“He’ll find them and then we’ll chuck a few mobs together
and send a bike out to get them while the horses are poking
along with another mob,” Whip explains. It’s a massive job
across country with dramatic diversity. While Nappa Merrie’s
southern section includes the Cooper Creek and Wilson River
flood plains, the flat-topped ridges of Saint Ann Range and
rolling stony downs distinguish the northern section.
“You get a lot of stony downs country, with Mitchell grass,
and then we’ve got a fair bit of river country there, with plenty
of lignum,” Whip says. “If you get a good flood in that river and
it stays up coming into winter you can get some good clover
and feed in there – it’s all black soil country.” Along with wild
sorghum, Whip says there’s plenty of herbage among the flood
plains. “Once you’ve got the green feed in there, you’re better
off just getting in there and loading it up.” Whip says that also
has the added benefit of spreading seed and ensuring the feed
returns even stronger after the next flood event. “It’s sweet
country; it bounces back,” he says. “You can see out there now
what it looks like and that’s with not a lot of rain.”
The station is currently running about 13,000 head, but has
the potential to handle up to 18,000 in a good season. Steers
come in from Kidman stations Helen Springs, in the Northern
Territory, and Ruby Plains in Western Australia. “They come
down as 240 kilograms, or a bit less sometimes, and we grow
them out,” Whip explains. Depending on the season, Nappa
Merrie takes on between 4000 and 7000 head. “We try to take
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in what we send off,” Whip says. “This year we’ll try to send off
six or seven thousand, so we’ll try to take that many in, if we’ve
got the feed there.” Nappa Merrie generally holds cattle for two
years and turns them off at 600kg.
As the morning wears on, Kevin slowly pushes more and
more beasts to the bikes, which in turn push them to the horses,
and by smoko two mobs are edging their way towards Pallala
Bore. Charbray cattle mostly, with a mix of Tuli and Murray
Grey composites, it’s a good-looking mob. “I don’t think you
can go past Charbray cattle myself, they’re a good bullock,”
says Whip, as the mob slowly builds. “They’ve got a bit of
bone about them, you can hang some good meat on them, and
they’ve got good stretch, and can walk out. I’ve had straight
Brahmans and you just can’t hang enough meat on them,
they’re not big-boned enough.”
For Kevin, it’s a rewarding sight watching the mobs converge
on the Pallala yards. It’s the former head stockman’s first
muster behind the controls as an owner-operator of Big Sky
Helicopters, which he established with his wife Margaret earlier
in the year after working for Channel Country Heliwork. Now
based in Quilpie, Kevin says town life gives him and Margaret
the best of both worlds. “We love living in a nice little town and
I get to come out here and do what I want to be doing.”
By lunch, both mobs are in the yards beneath a big bore
windmill and head stockman Brad is building a fire in the
shade of a nearby tree. Moments later, billies are boiling and
pannikins are full of hot black tea. Corned beef sandwiches
are unwrapped from tin foil, and the team sits around talking
about the morning’s action.

BELOW: Cattle graze in the early morning. ABOVE: Head stockman Brad Mourilyan (at left) stops for smoko with Durham’s Ray Nicholls and
pilot Kevin Jenkinson.
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Nappa Merrie ringers yard
a mob at Pallala Bore.
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itting in the shade of a LandCruiser, ringer Kingsley Moore
couldn’t be happier. The 18-year-old from the Sunshine
Coast is the first to admit his life was going off the rails
before he decided to “head bush” at 15 to take up a job as station
hand on ‘Keeroongooloo’, just south of Windorah. Three years on,
the former city boy has a love for horses and rodeo. Last year he
was named Champion Station Buckjump Rider on the Channel
Country Circuit. Kingsley says he’s looking forward to his first
season on Nappa Merrie. “I’ve heard nothing but good things
about Whip and Nappa Merrie.”
Leaning against a motorbike, Dean Hurley seems equally at
ease. Having worked on ‘Innamincka’ for the past three years, this
is also his first year on Nappa Merrie. For Dean, who grew up in
Charleville, part of the attraction of Nappa Merrie is the horses.
“Cattle are a lot quieter when you’re on a horse, and you don’t have
that annoying sound in your ears all day,” he says. Having the Cooper
Creek at your back door is also a drawcard. “We go fishing all the
time; yellowbelly, catfish, and turtle – the creek’s full of turtles.”
When the team is fed and watered, like their cattle, Whip makes
the call to pack up and head out to get another mob into yards at
nearby Wolkramini Bore. The horses are loaded into the station
gooseneck and ringers pile into a Mitsubishi Canter. Kevin disappears
in a cloud of dust and Will and Ray do the same on their bikes.
Bumping along a dusty station track, the Ballera Gas Plant
appears ahead. Gas from the Ballera plant is piped through the
station to South Australia’s Moomba gas fields. As the Mitsubishi
pulls to a stop, the radio splutters with a warning. Ray and Will have
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CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Ringer Bebe Manns catches her ride for the next day; Nappa Merrie homestead on the banks of Cooper Creek;
Brad Mourilyan with station cook Sarah Malloy and their daughter Riley; Bebe rolls out her swag at the stock camp; ringer Kingsley Moore.

spotted a gas company chopper and want to make sure Kevin
knows he’s got company in the sky. Ahead, bunched in the corner
of a paddock, a mob of cattle look on. The team jump down
from the Canter and within minutes they’re mounted and on
the move. In the distance, Kevin’s chopper drops and props like a
dragonfly as he flushes animals from the scrub.
By mid-afternoon another mob is together and the team is
pushing them across green-tinged sandhills and out onto the
Ballera-Moomba gas line towards Wolkramini Bore. With the
shadows lengthening, the mob arrives at the bore, ready to be
yarded. Ringer Bebe Manns says it’s here, pushing stock into
the yards, that can really test your skills. “When you’re yarding
and things go wrong, that’s when you really see how good your
horses are,” says the 21-year-old from nearby Quilpie.
As Bebe watches from her saddle, the mob moves into the
yards with little fuss. After a short break in the shade, the
horses are loaded into the gooseneck and the crew heads for
their stock camp. Before tucking into tea though, there’s one
last task. Today’s horses are fed and watered and each ringer
catches their ride for tomorrow. Then it’s back to camp, where
Will has whipped up a mean spaghetti bolognaise.
The stock camp is a corrugated iron shed on the banks of a small
waterhole. A stove, fridge, sink, big communal table and trailer of
provisions fill the shed. To the rear is a shower and, a small distance
away, a toilet. The ringers unfold metal bed frames and scatter among
the trees, unrolling their green swags in the warm evening breeze.
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With her swag dusted off, Colleen Punch takes a seat at the
communal table. The 19-year-old from Maitland, NSW, reckons
there’s no better place than stock camp. “I’d like to be on camp
all the time,” she says. “It’s very basic, but that’s what I like about
it.” A graduate of Tocal College, in the Hunter Valley, Colleen
says although the days are long and hot time goes fast. “I love
every minute of it,” she says, a broad grin on her face. “I love
the horse work and I like the constant challenge of doing new
things; you come up here and you learn in a month what you
learn in two years at ag college.” Colleen reckons the best part
of the day is when the cattle are yarded. “And when the sun goes
down, because the flies disappear,” she laughs.
As the ringers heap spag bol onto their plates and take a
place at the table, talk turns to the upcoming Noccundra Ball
and speculation about the price Cassie may get for a horse
she’s trying to sell. Kingsley also cops some questioning about
the big grey gelding named Bandit he’s just spent the day on.
“How did you go on that big fella?” asks Brad. “I reckon he
got altitude sickness up there,” Ray quips before Kingsley has
time to respond. “Wouldn’t want to jump off him without a
parachute,” adds Will, as the team bursts into laughter. Later,
a plan is hatched to “chuck in” and buy a thoroughbred to run
in the Innamincka Cup. The ringers crowd around the latest
copy of Horse Deals and Brad reads out potential buys. Above,
the first stars are blazing against a blue evening sky. Another
mustering season has begun. 

