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Starting point

Koorarawalyee
This was a townsite established to provide a hotel and stage coach stop over on the track from Southern Cross to the eastern goldfields at Coolgardie and Kalgoorlie, when gold was discovered in 1892.  It is 50km east of the very last farm land, in the area of the state that is called ‘desert’ because it has an annual rainfall less than 250mm.  Plenty of wildflowers, bush and trees grow here, but it is no use for growing crops or pasture grasses.  It has no mineral wealth in the ground either, and so this country is called ‘economically unexploitable’.  

Koorarawalyee townsite is situated near a granite rock outcrop, where water ran off into a soak used by the indigenous Kalamaia people as they journeyed through the land.  This soak was ‘discovered’ by C.C. Hunt and his expedition on an exploration of the interior funded by the Agricultural Society of the York Agricultural District of the colony in 1863.  To make it yield more water for travellers and stock, the well was walled up with a round stone well into which the runoff water soaked.  

It was said that if you met someone in this arid environment and you liked them, you showed it by offering them a glass of precious water.  If you liked them a lot, you offered them enough water with which to wash their face.  So the scarcity of water is why the beer at the Koorarawalyee Hotel cost one shilling a glass in 1896.  What would that be worth today? 

Water and grass or hay was very important for the horses, donkeys and camels that were the only means of transport then.  There is a story told, that a group of travellers on horseback arrived at the Koorarawalyee well just after a cameleer had watered 50 camels and the well was dry.  They cursed loudly and had to go off another 10 miles (16 kms) to get the water their horses needed to live.  
Travellers had a terrible name for the dry, hot, sandy, shade-less and fly-infested stretch of the journey from Koorarawalyee to the next water reservoir to the east, Boorabbin.  They called it ‘the devil’s grip’.  As they travelled from water supply to water supply, they felt like they were struggling to survive through hostile terrain.  It made them feel scared for their life.  

In 1894 the telegraph line connecting Koorarawalyee with the west and the east was constructed, and a post office was opened soon after.  The hotel at Koorarawalyee rock, Hobson’s Hotel, was made of corrugated iron lined with pine lining board and hessian.  It burned down in 1894, because one of the servants left a candle burning when they got up to cook breakfast for the police escort and the gold coach team that was bringing gold back to Perth from the Coolgardie goldfields.  The hotel was rebuilt, but people passed it by once the railway was built.  Many now travelled to the goldfields by steam train.  A train ticket to carry a passenger the 300miles from Perth to Koorarawalyee cost twenty eight shillings and ten pence in 1897 (12 pence = one shilling and 20 shillings = one pound).  These trains also carried hay for the other means of transport, the horse, donkey and camel.  

But the steam trains were also hungry for water, so a rock harvest-wall was built around Koorarawalyee rock, to catch all the rain and channel it into a reservoir to water the trains at the Koorarawalyee Siding.  This meant that people lived at the railway station, one kilometre east of the rock, to service all the hurrying train traffic.  The Railway has a sad story that is recorded in the book “More Lonely Graves” by Yvonne & Kevin Coate.  They report from a death certificate that on 25th September 1896, the officer in charge of the railways at Koorarawalyee, Albert and Agnes Bailey, had a baby who was born prematurely and lived for only 3 or 4hrs.  This little girl was reported to have been buried in a lonely grave on the railway line at Koorarawalyee.  

As well as the station master’s family, there were three storekeepers and a postmaster listed in the WA Post Office Directory as resident in Koorarawalyee in 1897.  Others who lived here were railway repairers, gangers and fettlers, night officers for the railway, timber getters and carters and merchants, caretaker of the water reservoir and a market gardener to provide fresh vegetables for the community.  Estimates put the probable population living here at the end of the nineteenth century as around 50 people, with an average of 40 people passing through each day, on their way to make their fortune on the goldfields.

In 1907, Koorarawalyee railway water tank was an important stopping point for re-fuelling of the steam train rushing rescuers to the rescue of a miner, called Varishetti, who was trapped underground in the flooded Bonnie Vale Mine Shaft.  Varishetti was rescued.  But a wood cutter who got lost in the bush south of Koorarawalyee was not so lucky.  John Skiffing died between 01.07.2003 and 04.07.1903.  He was aged about 52 years, a native of county Tyron North Ireland.  He had been resident in Ballarat and on the eastern goldfields since 1890.  He was a labourer and sandalwood cutter based at Koorarawalyee.  While cutting timber, he became lost in the bush.  He was found by Constable McGillivray of the Southern Cross police, accompanied by an indigenous tracker who followed his tracks for several days.  His body was found in the bush south of Karalee, and it appeared that he had perished of starvation.  He was buried in the bush where he lay:  another lonely grave in the bush.

The people in the goldfields demanded water to drink, and the Golden Pipeline was built from Mundaring Weir to Coolgardie, and was completed in 1903.  It passed through Koorarawalyee, beside the narrow gauge railway track, dividing the town in half.  The pipeline meant that more people came to live at Koorarawalyee to staff the steam pump driving the water along it, and to repair the pipeline, which was always springing leaks and washing the train track away.

In the 1930s a group of 60 unemployed people and their families came to live in Koorarawalyee and to dig up the water pipeline that had been buried when it was first installed, and to replace it with new pipe above ground, easier to inspect and to fix.  It was a harsh environment for these families to arrive in.  ‘The middle of nowhere’.  

Some of the pipeline near Koorarawalyee was replaced with a pipe made from timber staves, wound round with wire and covered with bitumen, but it didn’t last.  More scarce metal had to be found to make pipe to carry the precious water into the dry interior.

In the 1960s the train track was made the same size as Eastern States, and the new line was re-located from Southern Cross, travelling north to service the mine at Koolyanobbing, and so by-passing Koorarawalyee.  With no train station, no passing pilgrims, Koorarawalyee became a ‘ghost town’.  The railway and water supply staff all left.  

Koorarawalyee became a place where wood cutters cutting the local salmon gum as fuel for the water pipeline steam pumps, and an orchardist using water from the pipeline and the old reservoir to grow 700 fruit trees lived with their families.  The children were taken by Vespa scooter to the next town, Gilgai, 6 km to the west, for their schooling.  

Children from that school used to walk along the telegraph line to Koorarawalyee to swim in the reservoir.  Gilgai had a tennis court, and Koorarawalyee had a golf course, and the people of the two small towns used to play each other in these games.  In the 1980s Koorarawalyee was lived in by a contractor who recycled old water pipes to the eastern states.  

In 2005, Koorarawalyee received a new lease on life when it became the home of Rev Peter Harrison and Rev Dr Anna Killigrew, two Anglican priests licensed by the Perth archbishop to provide a base camp from which people can experience the wilderness and explore desert spirituality.  The old houses made of the pink Coolgardie sandstone have all been taken apart and ‘recycled’ by previous residents of the town.  Now the accommodation is in three old railway carriages and demountable units.  The cooking in on a camp fire, and we need to be prepared to share our space with the local flora and fauna, and to bear with the vagaries of the weather.  

Koorarawalyee is still a Bureau of Meteorology weather- station, station Number 012152, as it was when the people of the town began keeping rainfall records in 1894.  It is located at Longitude 120º 01′ 19" Latitude 31º 15′ 42".  It is the only town in Western Australia with true Western Standard Time, on the 120th meridian.  Here the sun is directly to the north at noon.  Koorarawalyee is eight hours from Greenwich time, 1/3 the way around the circumference of the earth.  It is on the edge of the Boorabbin National Park, and 435 kilometres from Perth along the Great Eastern Highway.  From here it is another 160 kilometres to Kalgoorlie.  

We are not sure how this place was named Koorarawalyee.  It sounds like an indigenous name, maybe made up by naming two nearby language groups ‘Koara’ and “Waljen’.

Koorarawalyee is a good place from which to begin and end this initiation walk / ride with Dave, Josh and Rupert, through 100km of pristine national park and nature reserve.   The Declared Animal Contractor has been notified that Rupert is not a feral dog, so he is safe on this journey.

First leg of walk

The first 15 km of our walk is along the Vermin fence (State Barrier Fence).  

This fence was constructed as a physical barrier to protect Western Australian agriculture from many threats.  The rabbit, introduced into the wild on 1859 has crossed the Nullabor Plain by 1984.  The fence was supposed to keep ‘vermin’, such as emus, foxes, wild dogs and goats to the east, and agriculture to the west of it.  It requires constant surveillance and repair, and provides constant employment.  It was completed in 1905, and stretches 1165 km from north of Port Hedland to west of Esperance.  We will make our first camp near one of the watering points used by fence contractors as they worked repairing the fence. 

Camp one

The timber along the state barrier fence-line, forms part of an historic Timber Reserve, now the Yellowdine Nature Reserve.  It was extensively logged until 1964 to provide fuel for the Number Seven pump on the Golden Pipeline.

We enter land that was formerly the pastoral station named Jaurdi.  This station, that used to carry sheep and cattle in open woodland, has been returned to the care of the Department of the Environment and Conservation.  The agricultural animals have been removed, and the land is slowly returning to its natural condition.

We turn west through the fence and make our way to the next camp at another watering place along one of Hunt’s tracks into the interior.  Of course it is the site of an indigenous soak that was then ‘found’ by the search party.

Camp two
Weowannie Rock Water Reserve
In 1895 the Minister of Public Works was to investigate opening a track from Koorarawalyee to the new goldfields at Menzies.  But the townspeople of Southern Cross complained loudly saying there was and already useable track from Southern Cross to Menzies.  This track passed Weowannie Rock, and the travellers to Menzies relied on the water at the rock to supply their stock.  So the government put in a well and dammed an indigenous gnamma hole on the rock to provide reliable water supply.  

The vegetation at the rock is the sort that grows in the water that runs off the granite rock.  There is lots of sandalwood trees in the bush around Weowannie.  There are many animals that come for their water here.  

From here, we will re- trace the steps of those first travellers to the northern goldfields, but in the opposite direction.  We will pass several salt lakes and clay pans.  We will see the fence posts of the enormous camel paddock that stretches 15km north from Yellowdine.  We will pass another lonely grave:  that of Tommy Davidson, a man from Scotland who was sent out by the government to search for water, and who die within 500meters of indigenous water holes, because he did not know how to read the signs of water that the land provides for those with eyes to see.  We will pause at Dulagin Rock, which has water stored in gnamma holes.  It was a townsite for a brief time when gold was discovered here, but it did not endure.
Camp three
Today we will camp on the edge of a salt lake.  The water here is so brackish that the telegraph poles that carried the communication lies across the lake in 1894 are still standing and well preserved.  To provide fresh drinking water for travellers to the goldfields from Yellowdine, the nearest tom to this camp site, the government built condensers to turn the water into steam, and then to condense it minus its load of salt.  This water was then sold to travellers at high prices.  It meant more logging of local timber to fire the boilers.  The remains of the condenser site are seen on the edge of the lake.  It is said that there is still in these local hills.  The rock certainly looks gold-bearing.  

.
From here we will travel along the telegraph line, through open woodland and granite rock outcrops, and long-gone town sites.  WE are heading towards another important water source along the Golden Pipeline:  a site owned by the National Trust, Karalee Rock and  Dam.  This dam is another of the ten reservoirs built along the railway to the goldfields, and is ten times larger than the one at Koorarawalyee.  There are lovely big Eastern White Gums at the camp site, and signs of the old townsite that serviced the water catchment and railway.  

Camp four

Karalee Rocks.

From here, we continue along the telegraph line, past the number seven pump and Gilgai townsite, through the State Barrier Fence and return to the starting point of our pilgrimage: to Koorarawalyee.  But we will be new people for the experiences we have had, and so we will see it as if for the first time.  
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