HISTORIC LANYON ON THE MURRUMBID GEE - HEART OF A COLONIAL
PASTORAL EMPIRE.

Don Chambers

The earliest surviving artifact pertaining to Lanyon Station in the ACT is an 1834
sketch-plan of the area along the Murrumbidgee River where (from 1835) John
Lanyon and James and William Wright would purchase land from the New South
Wales government. That substantial block of river-frontage was illustrated on
another plan (compiled for James Wright circa 1841) titled L’ Anyon Station. As
conceived by Wright, it stretched from Point Hut Crossing to the Tharwa crossing of
the Murrumbidgee.

Lithograph of Lanyon Homestead, showing James Wright’s original Lanyon homestead behind
Andrew Cunningham’s grander mansion (From Sydney Illustrated New 1/9/1859)

Even in John Lanyon’s 1834 sketch, the station complex that would take his name
was envisaged as base for a wider-ranging pastoral enterprise. The Murrumbidgee in
the 1830s and early 1840s defined the official boundaries of settlement. Across the
river, the Brindabellas and high Monaro were regarded as ‘no-man’s land’, where
institutions of British civilization could not reach. Native grasses grew there and
cattle and sheep thrived, Aborigines and dingoes permitting. Not only did Lanyon’s
and Wright’s purchases on the Murrumbidgee cut off ‘the Lanyon hills” from stock
water for potential rivals, but they provided a convenient ‘jumping off point” to
exploit limitless grazing opportunities among untamed hills.

After Lanyon’s return to England and William Wright’s early death, James Wright
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exploited that agricultural and pastoral potential. Wright's much-flogged Irish
convict shepherds would tend sheep and fend off dingoes in cold mountain valleys
beyond Michelago. They would eat vegetables and grind flour from wheat grown by
unpaid convict labour on what Wright called ‘the farm’, on Lanyon’s fertile flats.
Wright aimed to make his wide-flung pastoral empire as self-sufficient as possible,
by creating a dairying and agricultural hub at Lanyon.

The cessation of assigned convict labour in 1842 coincided with acute economic
depression. Wright became insolvent and set up a new base across the river at
Cuppacumbalong. His selections in what is now the ACT became the property of
Andrew Cunningham. Cunningham picked up good land at depression prices, and
prospered when the gold rushes turned beef and mutton into highly-valued
commodities.

Cunningham’s empire expanded widely so that his cattle freely roamed distant
reaches of the Monaro in summer months. It would extend to Riverina properties, to
the Forbes district, and even into Victoria. Cunningham’s grand new Lanyon
Homestead (built in gold-rush years) was the centre for a huge pastoral enterprise,
rather than ‘just another station homestead’.

To grasp the historical significance of Wright’s convict-built courtyard and its ‘old
kitchen” with bell tower and the big barn nearby, and of Cunningham’s later grand
homestead and added buildings, one needs to understand this ‘pastoral empire’
context. It lasted from the mid-1830s until World War I- some eighty years. For space
reasons, I concentrate on the limited period up to Andrew Cunningham’s death in
1887 —half a century.

The hey-day of James Wright’s agricultural and pastoral enterprise was in the years
1838 to 1841. He then constructed the earliest stone “‘homestead’, known as ‘the old
kitchen'. I date it to 1838, when Wright’s bride arrived from Sydney and references to
a station bell appear in convict records. He also constructed a courtyard complex of
convict-built farm buildings, and the large stone barn beside the creek. In 1841 1
believe that he completed the family homestead, shown behind Cunningham’s
mansion in an 1869 lithograph. By 1842, with the unpaid convict work-force gone,
and confronting bankruptcy, Wright was in no position to build at Lanyon.

During that “heyday” Wright's large establishment of convict labourers tended many
sheep running among the hills on both sides of the river, and also tended the sizeable
dairying operation and wheat fields of ‘the farm” on the Murrumbidgee’s banks.
Wright's early fieldstone buildings and courtyard appear to be based on models from
the Derbyshire farming background of his overseer (Thomas Locker). His completed
stone Lanyon Homestead, with its substantial detached ‘old kitchen’, represented a
better-class ‘squatter” dwelling of that early period.

The bell in its little tower on the old kitchen could be heard for miles around, and
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was cursed by weary convicts stirred from sleep to labour in the cold and dark. The
barn on the creek provided winter shelter for Wright’s more valuable livestock, as
well as somewhere to store wheat and probably other farm produce like potatoes and
turnips. It was never the convict ‘gaol” of later legend, but Andrew Cunningham’s
children invariably ascribed this building to the convict era that ended in 1842. It
makes real sense in that early ‘home farm” context.

Cunningham was a frugal Scot who retained earlier stone buildings, modifying and
occasionally adding to them. His pastoral empire expanded rapidly. Cunningham’s
notebooks for 1856-57 show rations being delivered to out-stations at Congwarra,
Freshford, Dunn’s Flat and even Monaro Station: many thousands of acres.
Cunningham quickly acquired neighbouring Tuggeranong from Macquoid’s estate,
and ‘Ritchie’s” adjacent block from James Wright. He then owned freehold title to
over 8000 acres within the County of Murray, as well as leasing many distant out-
stations.

In 1858 he moved into the Riverina, tendering to lease distant Buryjaa Run of about
18, 000 acres. In 1859, he shared the lease for a run at East Charlton in Victoria, and in
1860 he added almost 5000 acres of freehold at Guise’s Flat and Williamsdale. When
Robertson’s Free Selection Act became operative in 1861, Cunningham used loyal
station workers and friends to ‘dummy’ for him over wide areas of his previous
leaseholds, thus acquiring more valuable freehold. In 1863 he purchased John
Lanyon’s original Point Hut selection. In 1866 he bought the large Tidbinbilly Station
from Webbs. He also acquired large and distant runs such as Urana, Jerrigobigly,
Moothumbool (near Forbes) and East Tegelana. As late as 1881 Cunningham further
expanded his freehold by buying Springbank Estate, of 1630 acres.

John Lanyon’s earliest vision of ‘L’ Anyon Estate” as home station for a wide-flung
pastoral empire had reached fruition. Think about the multitudinous enterprises
once run from Lanyon Homestead’s office — and spare a thought for Wright’s much-
flogged convicts.
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