R . d .

I I .

Victoria's High Country
offers visitors a true
Australian experience.
Besides spectacular scenery,
legends and historic gold
towns, there's the
opportunity fo play

carfleman or woman for a
while, reports Lynn Gunning.

Perched atop a horse at full gallop, reins clutched tightly,

. I marvelled at the strength of my magnificent steed. With
heart pounding and trees whistling by, I was transported back in
time - back to the days of droving, cattle musters and camping
under the stars. I was fulfilling a lifelong dream to follow in the
footsteps of an Australian legend and experience the romance and
majesty of the High Country.

The Man From Snowy River holds
a special place in the hearts of many
Australians. This mythical character,
based on a poem by Banjo Patterson,
epitomises the rugged colonial
horseman, battling against the odds.
Though the ranks are thinning, it
is still possible to find individuals
today who uphold the traditions
of the past and exhibit some of the
qualities of mateship, resilience and
courage that embody the legend of
the Australian High Country. These cattlemen and women still
make their home in the High Country and continue to raise cattle
as a way of life. I jumped at the opportunity to ride alongside
them and get a glimpse of their way of life and the breathtaking
landscape of this truly unique part of the world.

The Victorian Alps are situated three-hours’ drive north-ecast
of Melbourne. There are several local families offering a range of
exploring options, from two-hour rides to multi-day camp outs.
We chose Lovick’s High Country Adventure for our overnight

horse-riding safari. Owner Charlie Lovick is regarded as a living

legend in the High Country. He is a fifth-generation cattleman
with 30 years of trail riding experience. He also had the honour
of being master of horses for The Man From Snowy River movies
that were filmed in the area almost 20 years ago, and he even
taught lead actor Tom Burlinson how to ride.

Lovick is passionate about the High Country and maintaining
the stockman’s traditions. Recent government changes to protect
the delicate ecosystems of the
Alps have removed cattle grazing
from large tracts that were once
the domain of the likes of Lovick.
The exclusion of this food source
has had a significant impact on his
ability to stay viable as a cattleman,
particularly given the worsening
drought and obvious lack of fodder
for the livestock. This means a
greater reliance on off-farm income,
such as that offered by adventure
tourism. A bit of a conservative, Lovick is somewhat affronted by
the new rules.

“The cattlemen are best placed to monitor the bush and give it
due care and maintenance,” he states. “If you lock it up the weeds
take over, the fuel builds up (which increases the risk of bushfires)
and there’s all sorts of problems.”

While the shift in focus from full-time farming to part-time
tour operators has been a necessity for their survival, it has also
enhanced the quality of their service. I had not ridden for many
years, so I was nervous about handling a horse. I need not have
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been concerned. The horse Lovick chose for me was perfect - a
sturdy, dependable mount with just the right temperament for my
initial hesitance. Lovick's were also able to supply all my riding
needs including helmet, boots, chaps and oilskins (waterproof
jacket) to ensure I was not only comfortable, but looked like a
real cattlewoman.

There were approximately 30 riders in the group with one
leader to five or six people. The initial section of the ride was
across rolling farmland on the Lovick’s own property. The pace
was leisurely, allowing us to get accustomed to the horse and relax
into the steady sway of the saddle. Notably, many of my fellow
riders were repeat visitors or had come with friends who had
previously enjoyed a trip.

The afternoon saw us amble our way along deserted bush
trails to the Hideout - a purpose-built camp along the
Howgqua River. The camp consisted of basic, vet comfortable
accommodation, which was more than made up for by the
picturesque location alongside the meandering river. Our head
chef, Lovick’s wife Glenda, greeted us with a well-earned cold
drink and pre-dinner snacks. I asked Glenda what it is about the

144 Open Skies

ROLLING FARMLAND ON THE LOVICK’S OWN
PROPERTY. THE PACE WAS LEISURELY, ALLOWING US
TO GET ACCUSTOMED TO THE HORSE AND RELAX
INTO THE STEADY SWAY OF THE SADDLE.<<

overnight safaris
that attracts people.

“I think it’s the
adrenalin rush of the ride and
being around the other people, and perhaps the education
(learning the bush ways and technical riding skills),” she reflects.

Charlie is more encompassing in his view of the popularity of
the rides. “A ride or cattle drive through the mountains gives a
sense of tradition, a genuine experience; it's a real link with our
history,” he states.

Following a beautifully prepared traditional roast dinner the
evening entertainment consisted of Lovick and his crew singing
songs and engaging the audience in a range of activities, before
retiring to the campfire for some of Charlie’s stories. It's not hard
to see how the friendships form - the whole group was laughing
and singing along together in no time.

Bypassing the cabins, we chose to sleep out under the stars in
a swag, to really capture the experience of a stockman. A swag is
a quintessential Australian camping item that all bushmen used

to carry. It is like a single person tent and consists of a mattress









