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This is a conversation with Mr Les Sternbeck, the oldest resident 

o f Murray's Run, taken on September 2 , 1989 about his life in 

Murray's Run. 

Margie: Les, how long have you lived in Murray's Run? 

Les; 75 years . 

M: How many children were there in your family? 

L: 11 in my family like brothers and sisters. 11 altoge ther. 

Six sisters and five boys. 

M: And where were you in there? Were you the youngest? 

L : The fourth youngest and the younges t boy. 

M: How did your family come to own this property? 

L: My grandfather used to own it but then handed it down to my father 

and then down from my father to me. 

M: And what was your grandfather's name? 

L: Mathew Thomson Sternbeck. 

M; And did he buy the land from the original Murray who owned 

all this ? 

L: I just don' know that. It used to be owned by ~ lot of landholders 

before my grandfather. My great grandfather owned some of the 

land, that was George Sternbeck. And a lot of selections was 

taken up in di fferent people's names. But there was a lot of 

people living here before grandfather because the ~old map 

shows there was a lot of portions of different names - Mitchells 

and ~ Bellamys and a lot of people. I just don't know how our 

grandf ather, who he bought it off in the f irst place. 

M: And how many acres did your grandfathe r own or your father here? 

L : 2,500 acres, 74 acres in the Bucketty Arm area. 

M: Di d your grandfather own more than that before your father or 

was it all the same property just passed on? 

L: No, it was all the same property. 

M: And where did you go to school Les? 

L: A private school up on the property. 

M: On your property? 

L: Up the road, what would it be, about 400-500 yards up the road 

from the home here, where those camphor laurel tree s are. 

M= And did your family build the schoolhouse? 

L: Yes, Dad and the neighbours, the McKays built it between them. 

Yes, it was a private subsidised school . 
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M: And who went to the school? All the children in the valley here? 

L: Not all. All the McKays went to school there, our family the 

Sternbeck family and the Nichols family and at one stage some 

of the Thomsons from down at Wollombi went to school there for 

a time there was her Dad's sister's children and she died the 

children came up here to stop and went to school here for a time. 

M: And how many children would have gone to the school when you 

attended? 

L; Well , it ran up at the most 16 at one s tage there. 

M: And do you know when the school was establ i shed, what year? 

L: No, I just don'w know when it was established but the second 

teacher I was' went to school at the second teacher at the school, 

Maggie Kennedy and I was four years old when I s tarted going to 

school. So it would be roughly 1910 or something round about 1909 

because I think we would be because my oldest brother was 86 

and he went to school there . 

M: And what do you remember about Maggie Kennedy, the t eacher, 

was she married? 

L: Not at that time she .wasn't. I don't remember a lot. She used 

to live over at Wyong Creek, she used to ride out to McKays on 

a horse, a big chestnut, stop there over the week like through 

the week and then ride back over at the weekends. 

M: So she lived with the McKay family. 

L: Yes , she lived with the McKay family. But there was another 

teacher before that I didn't hear of until rnyr'brbther , my oldest 

brother, told me I just forget what name i t was now. 

M: Do you remember the teacher after Maggie Kennedy? 

L: Yes , yes, she was the ohly teacher. 

M: Oh, she was the only one. So she was your teacher from the 

time you were about four until you left school? 

L: Yes 1 well she came here about 1920 and the school closed what, 

about 1937 I think it was. 

M: And why was the school closed? 

L: All the children had grown up and there was no other children 

corning on. 

M: And what happened to t he school house? 

L : One of the McKay's sons pulled it down and shifted it out to 

Ellalong for buildi ng it for a garage or something. 
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L: It was privately owned, McKays and my father owned it. 

It was only a one-room school. 

M: Was it a slab? 

L: No, weatherboard. 

M: And boys and girls went there? 

L: Yes . 

M: And they both did the same lessons? 

L: Yes. The teacher was first class to sixth c l ass. There was no 

high school. 

M: And so what age did you leave school? 

L: Fourteen. 

M: And then what' did you do when you left school? 

L: I worked on the farm. 

M: And what sort of farms d i d you have , do you have? 

L: Dairy farm, we used to grow a lot of feed ffor the cows in 

the winter. Corn, sorghum and oats and that for the winter ~ 

feed, to make silage for the winter. 

M: And from what age did you start hand-milking the cow? 

How old were you when you milked them? 

L: I'd be about 9 or 1 0 • We put the machines in 1925 , I would 

1 1 then. I milked a lot of cows by hand before I went to 

school, but I'd be about nine or ten when I milked them. 

M: And how many cows did you milk before you went to school? 

L: Oh, I milked up to 25 in the morning. 

M: You're a good milker. 

L: We were milking about 110 at the time. 

M: So this was a large dairy farm, because I read at Wyong, one 

of the dairy farms there had 90 cows and that was considered 

a large farm . So you were even larger at the time. 

L : Yes, we milked 110 when we put the machi nes in. 

M: Anyone else have dairy cattle here at the time? 

L: McKays, they had dairy cattle, yes they dairied. 

M: And how many cows did they have? 

L: Oh, they used to milk about 70 - 80 in the summertime, but 

didn't dairy much in the winter. They didn't in the early 

days. They only dairied in the surruner. 

M: Why was that? 

L: I don' t know but they didn't grow the feed until the later 

years and then they started. 

M: And you always grew. 

be 
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L: Yes, we always grew and dairied right through the winter. 

we didn't milk as many cows through the winter as what we did 

through the summer. 

M: So you milked the cows for milk and cream? 

L: Yes, for the cream, yes. 

M: Just for cream. 

L: Just cream yes. 

M: And what sort of cows did you have? 

L: we had the Illawarra shorthorns. 

M: And where did you take the cream? 

L: To the, it was taken to the Wyong Butter Factory and then 

later we transferred to Cessnock and then to Raymond Terrace. 

M: How did you transport the cream? 

L: Well, we used to take it over the mountain in a buggy in the 

early days, two horses in a buggy. And we'd catch the lorry 

over there at Braithwaites and the lorry used to come over 

there to pick it up three times a week, twice in the winter. 

M: How did you keep the cream from going off in summer? 

L ; We used to have sometimes a cooler, a dripping safe to put it in. 

M: And what was that like? 

L: Well, it was made out of hessian, and the water to it, the 

water drips down over it to keep it wet. 

M: You used to leave the cream at the Braithwaites property. Were 

there those cream boxes by the side of the road? 

L : Yes, there was a cream stand there by the side of the road. 

M: And you would leave it there and they w.ould come up from 

Wyong Creek. And when did you transport it by a vehicle other 

than the buggy? 

L: Dad, well when I milked for a time, then after to Wyong 

factory , Dad bought a truck, a 30 cwt truck and he used to 

cart it right through to the factory for a time. The milk twice 

a day to the factory, morning and afternoon, but we were on 

that for some time, I just don't know how long but a few years. 

M: And how long did it take you by buggy in the early days, from 

here to Braithwaites bver Brush Creek. 

L: Oh , it used to take about, I think it used to take about an 

hour to go over, eight mile, four mile this side and four mile 

the other side. A sixteen mile trip. 

M: And di(you and the MacKays go together or take it in turn? 
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L: Yes, the MacKays did it one week and my brother did it the 

nex~: week. 

M: And when you took it up to Cessnock in the early days, was 

that by buggy too? 

L: No, by truck . 

M: You didn't do t hat until your father got a truck. 

L: Yes, that 's right. It wasn't changed over until we got a truck. 

We used to take it to Laguna House then. My father owned the 

property at Laguna House. My two older brothers were there. 

That was the milk lorry that used to come up there and pick it up 

M: And round abo~t what year is this Les? 

L : He bought Laguna House in 1928, it would be round about that 

time that we changed over to Cessnock. Well, we used to go 

to Cessnock then at that particular time. Round about 1928. 

M: When you grew the crops here for winter , did you se11 the crops 

from here or did you grow them for your own use? 

L : No, we just grew them for our own use. 

M: Did you have a problem with any pests or wildlife in the 

early days with the crops? 

L: In later years we did, by growing earn and that with the 

wombats. They used to go in and chew it down, they would spoil 

it if you was leaving corn to ripen they would fall a lot of 

the corn, chew it off at the bottom and spoil a lot of it. 
They'd eat the cbr~~ff the stalk . 

M: And were there any other pests? 

L: The wallabies were in the gully area, not around about close 

they weren't. In the gully area they used to eat a bit but 

not like the wombats. 

M: What about cockatoos? 

L: Yes, we used to have a few cockatoos. Not that bad. 

M: And what did you do about the pests? 

L : Well at one stage we had to poison the wombats, that ' s the 

only thing. We used to scare the cockatoos off with the , you 

know, fire a shot or two at them to frighten them off . But 

other than that ... 

M: And what sort of poisons did you use? 

L: For the wombats it was strichnine. You had to be careful 

where you put it otherwise you'd poison the cattle. 
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M: And what about insects on the crops? Did you use any pesti cides 

or anything in the early days? 

L: No, we never used any sprays in those days. 

pest we did have in the very early days, on 

black beetle. It woul d e at the corn before 

would come up out of the ground. There used 

black beetle , we did have to treat the corn. 

used to buy to put on it before we put it in 

The only one 

the corn was the 

it, as soon as it 

to be a lot of 

Some powder they 

so that it would 

kill the beetles. That's the only thing we had that use d to 

be a pest. 

M: And what about the cows? What sort of illnesses did they used 

to get? 

L: We ll, there was only one - of calves - mainly it was the black 

leg in those days. We used to innoculate them with garlic soaked 

in the virus and put the garlic in the split in the tails . 

That's the only cure we had in those days. 

M: And what about ticks, were they a problem along here ? 

L: No, there was no problem. The re used to be ticks, but they 

were no problem. 

M: Did you later on? 

L: We did have , the only time about f our years ago. We had to 

spr a y our calves . We had two calves paralysed with ticks . 

We got the vet out and ne edled them and they saved them but 

they were paralysed from Saturday down to the Wednesday 

before they got up on the ir feet aga in. 

M: Any vets come out in the earl y days? 

L: Yes , pretty early days we had a vet used to come out. I 

forge t now . It would be in the early twenties - it could have 

been earlie r than that . It would be in the early twenties . 

M: Did you have inspectors on the dairy farms, did they come and 

inspect your bales at all? 

L : Ye s, well that was, mainly i n the early days that was the local 

policeman's job. He used to come round and inspect then he 

would come round and collect the r e gistry fe e every year and 

that was the local policeman's job in those days . 

M: So you use d to pay health fees to the pol i ceman? 

L: It was registered as a dairy, I just forget now, but we used 

to in those days fil l our form in every year . But that wa s 

the loca l policeman 's job . 

M: And up unti l what t ime would t hat have been , when did that 

cease? 
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L: It probably would have been the late twenties. 

M: And then health inspectors;Government inspectors took over ? 

L: Yes, the health inspector then from Cessnock. 

M: And when you said the milking machines came in, in the late 

twenties was it?you changed over? 

L: We put them in in 1925, we were about the first ones in the 

district. 

M: And did you have to maintain them, or the company you bought 

them from? 

L: The company maintained them that we bought them from . 

M: Do you remember the name of the company? 

L: I remember, it was Simplex - Simplex Milking Machines. 

The company's manager's name was Charlie Goodman. A good 

man from Maitland. They used to come out and service the 

motor every twelve months. We used to buy all our spare parts 

through him. 

M: And did you have any other services come out here? 

L: No, not mainly , not in those days the early days. · 

M: Where did you get your mail from? 

L : Our mail used to come from Laguna post of f ice. We used to go, 

we used to pick it when we would take our cream down for the 

night. Laguna House - the milkman used to - the truck driver -

they used to give it to him and he'd bring it up to Laguna 

House . 

M: Is that from Sydney - he used to bring the mail from Sydney? 

L: No Cessnock - it used to come from Cessnock, Wollombi , to 

Laguna. 

M: Did you have any hawkers come along here selling things? 

L: Yes. Oh yes there used to be a few over the years . The first 

old - Charlie Ramekin , an old Indian. He used to come through. 

M: What did he sell? 

L: Oh , different stuff, clothing and everything he used to have. 

And then, oh what's his name, Jaygred - I can't think of his 

christian name. He used to come round about every - he ~As~in 

a car and he used to have mainly clothing and a ll sorts o f 

clothing - about every month. He'd done it for years. His 

Brother, well the family, has still got a shop in Cessnock. 

I don't know, you might know much about Cessnock? 

M: No, I'll look it up . 

L : r hey've got the shop at Dixon Street . A mixed shop, records 

and all sorts of things like that. 
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M: So they used to come out about once a month. 

L: Yes, the one brother used to come out once a month and go 

all around the district. He used to mainly stop at McKays 

and when he came up this area, overnight and then go off 

next morning again. 

M: And any other hawk~rs you can recall? 

L: Not permanent ones - there may have been, oh but they were 

the permanent ones that used to come regular. We also had 

our groceries delivered every month from Wollombi up - Ern 

Willis used to deliver them. He had the grocery shop in 

Wollombi. 

M: About what year are we talking about now? 

L: He used to in the early days. He used to deliver, oh very 

early, in the twenties. Ern Willis. 

M: so, in your father's time there were still people delivering? 

L: My father lived here then when he was still delivering. In 

fact he delivered here after he left here. And then when 

Ern Willis finished there was another grocer that delivered 

from Wollombi. The grocer in Wollombi that delivered for 

a while was Jack Hawkins - he delivered up here for a time. 

M: And when did you get the telephone on in Murray's Run? 

L: 1933 the line was put through here, in Murray's Run, through to 

the McKays. 

M: So you and the McKays would have been the first people to 

have the telephone connected? 

L: Yes. Yes. 

M: And did that come from Cessnock or Wyong? 

L: Wollombi, through this way, it came through this way, there 

was none over the mountain, it ended up in McKays place. 

M: Wwas there a community meeting place in Murray's Run? 

L: No, we didn't have any community meeting, they generally 

used to go to Wollombi Public Hall, the Community Hall as it 

is the present time. 

M: And what did you do for entertainment? 

L: Well, I didn't have any entertainment. They did have a tennis 

court in Murray's Run up on the property here in the early 

days, but I didn't play it myself but the others used to play. 

People used to come up here any play on it, you know, different 

Wollombi area. But I never learned to play myself. 
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M: So people would come from Wollombi, this was the only tennis 

court? 

L: Yes , there was one at Wollombi, afterwards at Laguna, one at 

Wollombi but they used to come up here and play of a Sunday. 

M: And that was on your property? 

L: Yes, yes it was on our property. 

M: Were there any organised dances or shows that you used to go 

to during the year? 

L: Yes, we used to go round , mainly never had any here of a -

people's places for a dance or a party, you know wattagan, Dairy 

Arm and areas and that . 

M: Dill you travel into Wollombi for any functions at all? 

L: Yes, I used to go to Wollombi for dances. I'd ride to Wol l ombi 

and later some of them used to go in horse and sulky to the 

dances. 

M: And how long would that take you to ride from here to Wollombi? 

L: Oh, it used to take me an hour and a half, at the time. It 

takes half an hour in a car today. We used to have pretty good 

horses though. 

M: And when did your father get his first car or truck? 

L: In , he bought a car second hand, a six-cylinder Buick, er round 

about 1800 I think it was . 1918 rather. 

M: 1918. So the road would have had to be maintained then, along 

Murray's Run? 

L: Yes, yes. Yes, well Cessnock Council used ..... tape ends . 

Side 2 

M: So Cessnock Council used to maintain the road up as far as 

Walker's Ri dge Road? And how Often would they maintain it? 

L: Oh well, they used to maintain it about every three months. 

Round about every three months. They'd go round all the 

private roads, well not altogether - private roads, the valleys, 

each one give them a turn. It was run by Cessnock Council, 

but there was a local gang from Wollombi that used to do it 

with a horse and cart in those days. And they always camped 

on the job through the week. They didn ' t, when they were out 

here they'd camp all week and they 'd go home of a Friday 

afternoon. 
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M: So they'd stay on your property or Mc~ay's property? 

L: Yes, they would stay on our property mainly. You see, McKay's 

was off the main road . They were off the main road into 

their property. 

M: Did you employ any other people to work the dairy farm, or 

did you have any other people stay on your property. 

L: Oh yes, Dad used to employ people to work in the early days. 

Different ones for the dairy or other bush work~ scrubbing or 

bush work during the winter. He used to employ men. 

M: During the depression or second wor ld war, did you have any 

tramps coming along here? 

L: Yes, yes. There were plenty of tramps going through here. 

M: Was there? 

L: There was one, Dad gave him a job and he was camped here for 

nearly twelve months work ing on the property and going though. 

M: So you would see them regularly going through from Wyong 

to Cessnock or the other way? This was a main thoroughfare? 

L: That's right. There was no road round Bucketty in those days , 

the Kulnura road, there was no road to Kulnura . It was only 

put through there when the last world war, while the war was 

on that road was done through there. 

M: Oh, so this was quite a busy road then, in fact? 

L: Yes, this was the only road through from Wollombi to Wyong, 

down through the brush. 

M: Brush Creek Road? 

L: Mm. 

M: Did anyone have an inn or accommodation for people passing 

through? 

L: Not in Murray's Run. In Laguna there was, in the early days, 

Laguna and Wollombi there was, but not in this area . 

M: And did the depression or the second world war, did it change 

your life at all? 

L: Oh, er. 

M: You were probably too young in the depression, weren't you? 

L: I was . . 

M: Fourteen or sixteen? 
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L: No , the second world war I was , er , used to train in the 

Light Horse , V and DC ever y Saturday , while the 1938 J4S 

I used to train, we used to ride from here to Wollombi, we~ 

used totrain, our captain was at Wollombi, he l ived at Wollombi, 

I don't know what you ' d call er , Captain, yes , I think they 

called him , we used to train er , we used to go to different 

other areas. One weekend we went to Newcastle, another weekend 

we went t o Cessnock Showground and camped . We used to t r ain in 

the Light Horse but we didn ' t have to go anywhere, but like 

what I mean is .. er 

M: In service.And was that because you were a producer here? 

L: Yes, they called, they wanted Light Horse training in the area , 

there was a good few of us , I just forget now, around about 

20 of us there would have been. 

M: And who else went from Murray's Run? 

L: I was the only one from Murray ' s Run , others were from Laguna, 

my brother , one brother from Laguna and the rest from a r ound 

Wollombi and Wattagan. 

M: Do you remember your father or grandfather talking about 

Aborigines in the area~ at all? 

L: No, Dad never talked about Aborigines, not as I recall. 

M: And were there any cave paintings? 

L: There were a lot of markings around different places in Murray's 
Run. Some round here on this property. 

M: That's near the house here? 

L : Yes. Oh, different markings . Sketches of hands and kangaroos, 

and different sketches in the caves. 

M: On your rides after your cattle, you came across quite a few? 

L: Yes, different places . But this one is just around here, a 

cave here, about 100 y~ards from the house. 

M: Was that used for anything in your time? 

L : Not now, we used to use it for a pigsty under the cave. We 

had it fenced off for a pigsty . I never realised they were 

there until a chap came looking about four or five years ago. 

I used to be there every morning feeding the pigs and I never 

knew they were there. 

M: so they were up high and you didn't know ... 

L : No, not very high, they're not very high up, they're not 

real clear, but you can see them, they are there. 
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M: Have you noticed any changes in the wildlife over the years, 

along here? Anything that you used to see but you don't anymore? 

L: The dingoes, well we don't see, they're cross-bred dingoes now 

you don't see the pure-bred dingoes . But used to be around 

when I was young but nowadays the wallabies are, there are a 

lot more wallabies . coming in closer now than what they did in 

the early days, a lot more wallabies. 

M: Did you used to see many koalas in the early days? 

L: Yes, there used to be a few about but they are a thing of the 

past now. My daughter seen one up along the road here, oh it 

would be a few years back now at the top of what we call the 

top of the Gap , the top of the tar hill there , Marshall's place, 

along front of Marshall ' s. Saw one there, they had to get out 

and shift it off the road. It was on the road there one night, 

oh that would be a few years ago now. It would have been 10 

years ago now (?17 years ago). 

M: And what about the bird life? Were there any eagles along 

Murray's Run? 

L: Oh, not a, they 're round about the same I think . There were 

a lot of ducks around , but in the early days, the wood ducks 

there wasn't many about, there was only the odd pair about 

but now they come around in hundreds, the wood ducks. 

M: Any animal you can remember seeing a lot more of that you 

donit now, besides koalas? 

L: Native cats, they used to be a lot, but you don't see them 

now. 

M: When do you think you saw the last dingo? 

L: Oh, pure-bred dingo? It must have been round about the 

early 30s I'd say . 

M: And did you have loggers coming in on the property taking 

any of the timber? Did you have any cedar trees along here? 

L: No there was no cedar. 

M: Just mainly in Yarramalong? 

L: Yes, mainly in the cedar Yarramalong and the Wattagan. The 

Wattagan mountains was mlliHi' all cedar in the early days. 

I don't think there was any cedar, not that I've heard of 

in Murray's Run. 
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M: So did your father ever sell timber, did they ever have 

timber-getters come in on the property? 

L: Oh, yes, we had timber-getters come in on the property all 

around it. Yes, pit-props and logs, log-ti mber. The saw mills 

from the Yarramalong in the early days used to get it, Freddie 

Carsons used to get it from the acreage, what we used to call 

the acreage. Used to get it in theearly days with the wagons 

and the caterpillar. 

M: And how did you come to break this property up, because you 

said you had 2000 acres? So when did you break the property up? 

L: I had a brother with me in 1972 I think, L72 or '73 when he 

wanted to retire, so I bought his half out and I sold the back 

country , the bush country to a developer and bought my brother's 

half out. I bought it all off him , more or less, and paid him 

half the money for the property. 

M: So that's now Bucketty Estate up there? 

L: Bucketty No 2. Bucketty No 1 was Nicholls, Len Nicholls down 

here , his wife Eddy owned Bucketty No 2. McKays used to own it 

in the early days. They sold it to Nicholls and they sold it 

the same developer, just before I sold, he was developing out 

there when I sold him mine. Bucketty No 1 he was starting to 

develop. 

M: Well, thank you very much Les. 

* * * * * 
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