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A
river
runs through it
The location is close to prefect – alongside the
Delatite River and close enough to the mountains
to see their shape and mood, but not so close to be
in their shadow.
Words by Jim Darby | Pictures by Matt Darby

Delatite Station homestead,
built in the late 1800s.

NOT FAR from Merrijig, where the country
rolls into hills and the river flats fold themselves
into the mountains, there’s a farm with a
heritage that stretches way back to the 1800s.
Travellers say the light in the area is unique, not
unlike the light they get in the French
countryside at Provence.
Simon Ritchie has lived all his 48 years at
Delatite Station, his great grandfather Geoffrey
Ritchie and his partners, Phillips and Palmer
bought the station in 1902, the year after
Federation.
There’s a fifth generation of Ritchies running
around the place now – Simon’s brother Mark
and his wife Fenella run the farm and live
nearby with their children. That enterprise
includes around 19,000 Merino sheep and
1200 head of predominantly Angus cattle.
“We originally ran Hereford cattle but a few
years ago we started breeding away from that
and we now run predominantly Angus,”
Simon Ritchie said.
At 1800 hectares, Delatite Station is one of the
few remaining large stations in the district.
Wappan Station, the Tehan family property
near Maindample is another at around 3240
hectares, but the country is harder down there,
“Mark and Fenella run more stock than they do
because of the type of country.”
Delatite Station’s interests once extended deep

into the mountains. Geoffrey Ritchie and his
partners owned Wonnangatta Station which
entered the realm of infamy during the time of
their ownership.
Wonnangatta Station is beside the river of the
same name, below Mt Howitt, not far from the
Terrible Hollow. In a nutshell, in 1918 at
Wonnangatta Station, the manager Jim Barclay
was found dead, a victim of murder.
The chief suspect was the cook, John Bamford,
who had disappeared. However nine months
after the discovery of Barclay’s body, Bamford
was found dead on Mt Howitt, also believed to
be the victim of murder.
There were numerous suspects and over the
decades, numerous theories have evolved about
the crimes. Local bushmen and high country
cattle people are believed to have known the
identity of the murderer or murderers but they
have never revealed the secret. No-one was ever
bought to justice.
Not long after the murders, Ritchie and his
partners sold their interest in the Wonnangatta
high country run.
While there have been years of steady change,
in the last few decades, the district has seen its
most dramatic diversification.
Where once its economic foundation was
timber and farming, tourism is very much a
staple now.
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“Mt Buller has had a lot to do with that,” Simon
Ritchie said. “Some of the older inhabitants of the
area have been dragged kicking and screaming into
that change, complaining about how tourists jam up
the town, but tourism is where Mansfield gets its
vibrancy from.
“There used to be a lot of mills and they’ve virtually
all disappeared, although they are logging the fire
areas (through timber recovery programs) and there
is some sustainable timber harvesting.
“But in the shire of Mansfield alone, tourism
provides something like $140 million a year.”
The natural appeal of the area and its proximity to
Melbourne has also changed the permanent
population profile.
“It has become an early retiree area – there are people
even my age who are getting away from Melbourne,
people who’ve done well down there and want their
children to grow up somewhere better and are
working one or two days a week in Melbourne and
spending the rest of their time up here.
“Some have bought up farms and smaller holdings,
the landscape has changed somewhat.”
The landscape hasn’t changed dramatically around
Delatite Station however and that’s part of its
fundamental appeal.

With the river running along one edge of
it, Delatite Station has a stunning setting
for a garden and generations of Ritchies
have done the setting justice in the garden
they have created and nurtured.
It is credited in some circles as being an
Edna Walling garden. It’s true that Edna
Walling created a plan for the garden, but
the plan was never implemented.
The story goes that Edna Walling visited
the area to design a garden for Major and
Mrs Rutledge at their property Wairere.
According to the ABC (abc.net.au), this
was the first country garden Walling
designed – she is believed to have lived
with the Rutledge family for three

months in 1925 while the garden was
constructed, a plan of it was published in
Australian Home Beautiful in February
1926.
During her stay at Wairere, Mrs
Ruttledge bought Edna Walling over to
Delatite Station to meet Simon Ritchie’s
grandmother, Sylvia Ritchie.
“While they were having a cup of tea,
Edna Walling wandered off and walked
around and then came back.
“A few weeks later, Granny received a plan
for her garden and a bill for £40 in the
mail. Granny being Granny, she paid the
bill. She didn’t want the plan, didn’t ask
for the plan and threw it in the bin.

Left: Simon Ritchie and Ebony, a
golden retriever/black kelpie cross.
Below: The sketch is Devils Plain
Creek Catchment by Eugen von
Guerard, the result of an 1862 trip he
made to the region when he stayed at
Delatite Station; the sketch is held in
a private collection. Land has been
cleared for agriculture since, but the
view of the mountains is
fundamentally unchanged, looking up
towards Mt Timbertop and Mt Buller.
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“So I’ve had people come to the garden on
garden tours adamant that it is an Edna
Walling garden, I’ve explained to them that
if they look closely at the garden, it bears no
relationship to an Edna Walling design.
“It was actually designed by my
grandmother (Sylvia) and her great friend
(May Fisher) who was my grandfather’s
cousin and a Burnley Horticultural College
graduate.
“There was a structure of the garden when
they arrived but it wasn’t very large, the
structure you see today was basically

created by those two,” Simon Ritchie says.
There are two cottages at Delatite Station
available as tourist accommodation – Chris’s
Cottage and Bob’s Cottage.
Chris’s Cottage, metres from the Delatite
River, was built in the 1860s as the station’s
unmarried men’s quarters. It has been fully
renovated and has a large open fireplace and
wide verandahs. It sleeps six people.
Bob’s Cottage was built in the 1930s for the
station’s first full-time gardener and was
fully renovated in 2003. It has a two
bedrooms and nestles into the side of a hill

with views across the farmland and river
flats with the mountains as a backdrop.
“We get a lot of families and couples on
romantic weekends away,” Ritchie said.
“We get some skiers, but they’re usually
people who come with the idea of possibly,
but not necessarily going skiing. We also get
some international visitors, people who find
us via word of mouth or through the
website.” AS
Tel: 0429 827 292
Web: www.delatitestation.com

Delatite Station homestead.

The Delatite Station garden – designed
by Sylvia Ritchie and May Fisher and
once visited by Edna Walling.

The Delatite River at Delatite Station.
Chris’s Cottage, one of the station’s tourist accommodation venues.
Inside Chris’s Cottage. The Delatite River at Delatite Station.
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