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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE: 

The Drip and Corner Gorges on the Goulburn River form part of a visually dramatic landscape of sandstone 
cliffs and gorges located on the western-most edge of the Hunter River Network and the geographic line where 
the Sydney Sandstone Basin abutts the Lachlan Fold, and at the lowest point of the Great Dividing Range.  The 
sculptural rock and ironstone formations drip clear spring water which seeps from a perched aquifer through a 
porous rock wall supporting ferns, bottlebrushes and weeping grasses.  The atmosphere of The Drip is 
described as having a cathedral-like quality. 

The area in which The Drip and Corner Gorge is situated is significant for its association with Indigenous 
history, early scientific exploration of the geology, flora and fauna of Australia, and the early development of the 
pastoral, timber and mining industries.  

The high social and environmental values of The Drip and Corner Gorge are reflected in its regular use as an 
educational site, as a site of recreation and for its spiritual values by Indigenous and other communities. The 
wider cultural landscape including the Goulburn River corridor and adjacent escarpment, provide evidence of 
extensive Aboriginal heritage indicating the area was used for highly skilled tool production and extensive 
artwork.  Scientific findings indicate that The Drip and Corner Gorge do not exist in isolation but were part of a 
network of tool production and travel for Aboriginal peoples which awaits greater investigation. 

Within the Goulburn River corridor is evidence of Aboriginal painted hands on rock walls and the extraordinary 
beauty of the site attracted the Sydney artist, Brett Whiteley, who painted animals and objects in a style 
reflecting Aboriginal artwork.   

The Drip and Corner Gorge are situated at a number of intersections – cultural, historic and geographic.  Too 
often the heritage of Aboriginal people, of settler Australians, and the environment is separated.1  The history of 
Indigenous habitation and attachment to this region, including the intersection of different Aboriginal groups, has 
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yet to be extensively researched.  At this western tip of the Goulburn River is the geographic intersection of the 
Sydney Basin and the Lachlan Fold, the physical boundary of the Great Dividing Range and the inland plains, 
the western-most point of the Hunter River network across 2.2 Kms2.   

Assessments made of finite, spatially limited sites, have found scores of examples demonstrating the cultural 
and economic life of Aborigines in the area (temporary dwelling, industry, artworks, ceremonial practices and 
artefacts).  There is a high level of archaeological potential relating to Aboriginal cultural heritage throughout the 
area of the Goulburn River and The Drip and Corner Gorge:  further research, collaborative and broad studies 
will provide a more complete understanding of Aboriginal culture and attachment.  

The Aquifer Interference Policy announced by NSW Government in September 2012 offers some hope of protection 
for the fragile eco-system of The Drip, which is at considerable risk from commercial activity. 

Official protection and recognition of the Drip and Corner Gorges and riparian corridor along the Goulburn River 
has the support of the Aboriginal Cultural Environment Network (ACEN), the Hunter Central Rivers CMA, Mid-
Western Regional Council, Mudgee District Environment Group, Central West Environment Network, the NSW 
Government’s Independent Hearing and Assessment Panel (for the Moorlarben Coal Project) and the local 
community. The Mid-Western Regional Council area has no other natural assets of this significance and readily 
accessible from a major road. 

The inclusion of this area into Goulburn River National Park is supported by the National Parks and Wildlife Service / 
Office of Environment and Heritage.  The Department of Mines and the mining company are prepared to release the 
land with conditions – i.e. the mining company has exploration and mining plans on the northern side of the river 
which includes a tunnel under the river at the Drip. 

In 2007 the Independent Hearing and Assessment Panel reflecting public and government concerns about the 
potential impact of commercial mining on The Drip and Corner Gorge “concluded that significant cultural, 
spiritual, historical, educational, tourism and recreational values were associated with” The Drip and Corner 
Gorge and these features should be protected. 

There is an urgent need to recognise and protect this outstanding area for contemporary and future 
generations. 

 

DESCRIPTION: 

The Goulburn River area in which The Drip and Corner Gorge, The Drip Picnic Reserve and the riparian 
corridor of the Goulburn River is located is approximately 100 hectares.   

The following feature table describes the status of the land supporting the Drip and Corner Gorges. 

 Feature (W to E) Lot//DP Owner/Landholder 
GDA94 MGA56 

Easting Northing 

1 R81766 & access to 
The Drip 

7301//1136299 

7008//1030463 

Crown Reserve under 
Trust R81766 gaz 

10/07/1959 PK557679 
197132 6431366 

2 Orchid Rock N/A Crown non tidal waterway 197693 6431545 

3 Arch Rock N/A Crown non tidal waterway 197882 6431426 

4 Brett Whitely mural 
Honeycomb Rocks 

N/A Crown non tidal waterway 198148 6431474 

5 THE DRIP GORGE N/A Crown non tidal waterway 198332 6431697 

6 The Corner Gorge N/A Crown non tidal waterway 198520 6431317 
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However, the conservation zone (see following map outlined in bold yellow) would potentially affect the 
surrounding land parcels: 

Lot//DP Owner/Landholder 

7301//1136299 NSW Crown Reserve under Trust gaz 10/07/1959 PK557679 
R81766 The Drip Picnic Area Reserve 

7008//1030463 NSW Crown licence Ulan environmental protection 
R73189 Public Utility 

80//750736 NSW Crown licence Murong Gialinga environmental protection 
R89739 Future Public Requirements 

45//750750 NSW Crown Perpetual Lease Moolarben Coal converted 2010 
freehold 

30//755439 NSW Crown Perpetual Lease Moolarben Coal converted 2010 
freehold 

51//720321 Freehold 

50//720321 NSW Office Environment & Heritage  
Goulburn River National Park 

Crown non tidal waterway 

Goulburn River 
NSW Crown non tidal waterway may be under Crown control 

however contact local Crown land office to verify 

 

The Drip and Corner Gorge are located on a Crown non tidal waterway adjacent to a perpetual lease converted 
to freehold (45//750750, 30//755439).   Formerly Crown Land the leases were converted freehold title in 
December 2010 by the Moolarben Coal Operations (Yancoal, Kores & Solitz).  The company has planning 
approval for the construction of:  underground mines up to 80m from the river bed opposite the Picnic Reserve 
and 400-500metres from The Drip and Corner Gorges; and  a temporary village to house mining staff 3.6 kms 
to the north of The Drip Gorge.  Moolarben Coal Operations is planning an exploration drilling program (18 drill 
holes) on the land directly to the north of The Drip Gorge, two holes are located on LOT 45  approximately 340 
& 550 m from The Drip Gorge which will impact the aquifer.  

The Drip and Corner Gorge are located on the Goulburn River 1.5 kms and 2 kms (respectively) downriver from the 
Ulan-Cassilis Road, approximately 50 kms north-east of Mudgee; and less than 5 kilometres east of the Hands on 
Rock site. The walking track (1.3 kms long) begins at The Drip Picnic Reserve (The Drip Reserve R 81766 gazetted 
10 July 1959) and car park form 8.38 hectare public reserve located on the Ulan-Cassilis Road approximately 12kms 
north of Ulan.  The Reserve is cared for by a local Aboriginal group (supported with limited outside assistance).  The 
area is regarded as a Women’s Place. The physical structure of cliffs, rocky outcrops and overhanging ledges along 
the corridor of the Goulburn River, particularly that section around The Drip and Corner Gorge, and the warm colours 
of the sandstone, evoke a sense of shelter, tranquility, intimacy, isolation and immensity – a cathedral-like 
atmosphere. 

The Goulburn River runs mostly through precipitous sandstone ridges and is subject to flooding.2  The Drip itself 
is an extraordinary rock cliff on the northern side of the river, south-facing, 30-35 metres high at a point where 
the Goulburn River corridor is 40-50 metres wide The Drip is fed by a perched aquifer to the north.  This 
Triassic Aquifer System is highly critical to The Drip and the Goulburn River because “it is an important 
stratigraphic unit which governs recharge and piezometric surfaces throughout the region and is especially 
important in so far as it hosts The Drip and significant reaches of the Goulburn River.  Depressurisation of the 
aquifer system has the potential to impact The Drip and Corner Gorge.”3 

Water continues to percolate through the aquifer which sustains a groundwater dependent ecosystem 
throughout dry periods.  “A series of small vegetated pockets located within the cliff line of The Drip, comprising 
of coastal wetland species and moisture affiliated ferns and weeping grasses such as Cladium procerum and 
Coral Fern respectively.  Much of the vegetation in the cliff face of The Drip is considered a GDE, which is of 
highly localised and restricted occurrence.”4  
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The Drip never runs dry, however, groundwater dependent eco-systems (GDE) such as The Drip are 
recognised by governments not only as poorly understood systems but also as critical components of the water 
cycle.  The NSW Government asserts the Goulburn River GDEs are among those at highest risk statewide5 and 
state and federal governments acknowledge that greater effort is urgently required “to ensure its sustainable 
planning and management”.6  

The Central Goulburn River group of land systems is one of eight groups identified by the Commonwealth 
Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) “in a report to the Hunter Valley Research Foundation 
in 1963. The Central Goulburn Valley group of land systems is totally dominated by the major geographical 
feature of the Upper Hunter Valley: the Goulburn River and its headwaters.”7 

The tributary of the Goulburn River rises immediately west of the nearest township, Ulan, at Munghorn Gap, the 
westernmost point of the Hunter River network which is 221 kilometres long and covers an area of 8,000km2.  
The Goulburn River runs west to east through the Goulburn River National Park, intersecting with a number of 
subcatchment areas and joined by tributaries from the north and south, before joining the Hunter River at 
Denman, an area described as the Upper Hunter and with a catchment area of 2.2 million hectares.8 

The Drip and Corner Gorge and the Goulburn River are significant as part of a transitional zone containing plants 
from different areas of the state and “form part of a part of the corridor between major botanical divisions of the 
Central Western Slopes, Central Tablelands, North Coast and Central Coast of NSW.”9  

Extending either side of the Goulburn River corridor is a belt of country about 10-15 km wide with irregular 
plateau and ridges (generally of Triassic sandstone, some capped with basalt) broken by steep-sided valleys 
90-150M deep.10  The Drip and Corner Gorge are bound by the Goulburn River National Park to the east, the 
aquifer and grazing land to the north (where it is proposed to construct temporary housing for mining 
personnel), and mining activity to the south and west.   

The Goulburn River (that area comprising The Drip and Corner Gorge) is located on the geological western-
most lip of the Sydney sandstone basin, where Jurassic and Triassic sandstones abut and is made up of 
dissected Triassic sedimentary rocks formed 200 million years ago – an ancient landscape which forms the 
visually dramatic sandstone cliffs and gorges.  About 15 million years ago it was covered by an outpouring of 
volcanic lava which formed basalt caps that have eroded away over time uncovering this ancient landscape and 
palaeochannels. Iron from the basalt leaching through the sandstone strata formed hard ironstone bands, in 
visually dramatic colours along the river. 

The soil landscape of the area is Lees Pinch, which occurs on the steep sections and rocky escarpments of the 
Great Dividing Range.  The large sandstone outcrops occur on many hills, with occasional small plateaus, and 
narrow inaccessible valleys and gorges.  Locally and elsewhere Lees Pinch soil landscape overlays the 
Narrabeen Group, a lithic and quartz unit of sandstone, conglomerate, green and red claystone, shale and 
siltstone.  Soils and the surrounding landscape is subject to moderate sheet and rill erosion when disturbed and 
is prone to mass movement on steep slopes.  The Rural Land Capability Class VI and VII of this unit indicates 
that it is best left protected with vegetation. This Narrabeen sandstone is renowned in NSW for the abundance 
of Aboriginal rock art and engravings over it.   

The Drip Gorge is widely used by the community (including schools) and visitors for recreational, educational 
and cultural purposes. It allows families to have a ‘wilderness experience’ on a par to walks in the Blue 
Mountains Heritage Area and similar gorges in the Northern Territory. It has been inspirational to a wide range 
of people including the artist Brett Whiteley, who was filmed painting on a rock wall along the Goulburn River in 
1970.  Despite the impact of regular flooding and time, the forms of those paintings are still visible. 

 

HISTORY: 

The Goulburn River is located within traditional lands of the Aboriginal people of the Wiradjuri (and adjacent to 
Gamileroi and Wonnarua) language groups. The western section of the Goulburn River, in which are located 
The Drip and Corner Gorge, is a natural corridor from Cassillis, through the ‘Cassilis Gap’, along the Munmarra 
Brook.   

James William Lawson, an early white explorer visited the district in 1821 and named the Goulburn River for the 
Colonial Secretary, Henry Goulburn.   “Framed by perceptions of the landscape as rugged and remote”, early 
observations of the landscape and geology in the region focused on the potential for grazing, mining and 
logging and The Drip and Corner Gorge are pristine features of the Goulburn River.11   
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Numerous scientific surveys (botanical, geological and land) were undertaken in the 1800s and 1900s. When 
the botanist, R. T. Baker, spent fifty “actual collecting days” undertaking a census of the flora of the area 
between 1890 and 1895 he recorded over 350 species (and ten new species including Eucalyptus trachyphloia, 
Grevillea longistyla, Loranthus bidwillii).  Baker’s report published in 1896 acknowledged Allan Cunningham and 
A.G. Hamilton had “encountered” the area but he believed (until his research) “this country was botanically a 
terra incognita”.  The sparse population in the vicinity also meant much of the indigenous flora remained, 
making it a “splendid country for botanizing”.12    

The botanist, Allan Cunningham, had indeed travelled along the Goulburn River during extensive explorations 
between Bathurst and the Liverpool Plains in 1823.  Cunningham recorded:  “This entire extent of southern country 
… seemed as if it would afford to the farmers of Hunter’s River ... every facility of communication with the N.W. 
interior by the way of Goulburn River.”13    

Aboriginal society was mobile and Breton observed in 1833 that Aborigines of “Corborn Comleroy” (Gamileroi) 
attended initiation ceremonies at Port Macquarie.14  Writing in 1904, Howitt also noted that the Gamileroi 
travelled this route, occasionally making raids as far as Jerry’s Plains.15   The Goulburn River valley is believed 
to have been a major economic trading route between Aboriginal peoples of the coast and the western plains.   

In the push for land and pastoral development in this region, observations of Aboriginals or their association 
with the land was not a significant priority.  Aboriginals worked on pastoral properties in the 1800s, and as 
commercial enterprises expanded, particularly following the dramatic increases in the gold-mining population in 
nearby Gulgong in the 1870s, the dispersal of the Aboriginal community continued into the early twentieth 
century.  A number of murders committed by the Aboriginal brothers, Jimmy and Joe Governor, in company 
with Jack Underwood, in 1900 occurred in the immediate area of the Goulburn River.  Such was the alarm that 
these actions were reported nationally:  the Horsham Times reported that 500 policemen, trackers and 
bloodhounds were in pursuit of the men.16  The Governor brothers were observed heading towards the 
Goulburn River and until they were captured fourteen weeks later residents throughout the area were in a state 
of heightened fear and members of the local Aboriginal community were moved to the Brewarrina mission.   

The shared histories of Aboriginal and white Australia pastoralists record numerous accounts of aggressive 
defence of property by white settlers and of abuse or massacre of Aboriginal communities.   Opportunities for 
closer examination of the shared histories of Aboriginal peoples and newer communities in the region 
surrounding the Goulburn River could be rewarding. 

Although records remain slender, Aboriginal connection to the area has increased in the twenty-first century.  
Because of earlier dispersal of the Aboriginal community, it is largely through the work of archaeologists that a 
deeper understanding of some of the cultural activities of early Aboriginal connection to this region has been 
established. 

Archaeological surveys undertaken by the Australian Museum in the 1960s appear to be the first such studies 
of the area and it was not until 1980’s that further studies were prepared.  Whilst numerous studies 
(archaeological and Aboriginal heritage) have been undertaken in the vicinity of the Goulburn River more 
recently, these have been commissioned by commercial interests in relation to specific sites for particular uses 
associated with those commercial activities.  Commercial interests have seen the destruction of scar trees and 
other Aboriginal sites or items identified as highly significant within the region.  The many traces of Aboriginal 
connection to the area already identified call for closer examination of Aboriginal association with the Goulburn 
River - and with The Drip and Corner Gorge in particular. 

The Australian Museum’s archaeological survey was undertaken between 1965 and 1967 at sites on or close to 
the Goulburn River:  at Bobadeen (approx. 2 kms north west of The Drip, beside Queens Creek, near the 
watershed of the Great Dividing Range); at Sandy Hollow (on the Goulburn River, west of Denman); and at 
Milbrodale (south of Singleton, on Wollombi Brook, a tributary of the Hunter River).  Dr Moore, Curator of 
Anthropology at the Museum, describes the Bobadeen site as a highly efficient, productive ‘industry’ site, where 
the predominance of quartz and the “extraordinary quality of the quartz-working ... surprised all those 
excavating”.  Clearly impressed by the finesse of workmanship, Dr Moore continued:  “The quartz crystal 
geometric microliths, many less than a centimeter in length could scarcely be believed to be man-made, until 
placed under… a microscope to view the secondary work.”  Carbon-dating of the Bobadeen bondaian indicate 
skilled craftsmen used this site in 5,800 BC.17   Backed blade manufacture on the Goulburn River sites appears 
at approximately 3,500 years BP.18   

According to Dr Moore, The Drip and Corner Gorge do not exist in isolation, but were part of a network of tool 
production and travel for Aboriginals.  Similarly, the findings of a survey of previous archaeological projects 
undertaken in 1990 noted 580 Aboriginal sites located within 50 kms of Ulan19 and at an archaeological study 
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area less than 2 kms from The Drip Reserve more than 10,000 stone artefacts were recorded.  These studies 
indicate considerable and complex Aboriginal associations with the area which awaits further detailed 
investigation:  the Goulburn River may have been a major corridor across the Great Dividing Range linking 
Aboriginal groups on the western slopes and the Hunter Valley.20    

Aboriginal sites in the area, including those in the adjacent Goulburn River National Park, “provide tangible evidence 
of a highly organised and spiritual culture … (and) …when they are considered in a landscape context assume a 
renewed importance’ for Aboriginal, scientific and educational value.21 
 

BOUNDARY OF LISTING 

Goulburn River Riparian Corridor (approximately 3.5 kms) runs from the bridge over the Ulan (Cassilis) Road 
and The Drip Picnic Reserve to the western boundary of the Goulburn River National Park – it includes The 
Drip Picnic Reserve, The Drip and Corner Gorges, rock features, with a buffer zone adjacent to the 
escarpments to include the fragile aquifer system. 

 

 

 

The map above describes the conservation zone for protection of The Drip and Corner Gorges as well as any 
historical, spiritual, cultural or archaeological feature that might be associated with the complex.  The 
conservation zone is outlined in yellow and follows the Goulburn River corridor allowing a buffer zone of 100 
meters either side of the River’s middle thread (shown in blue).  As described above, the NSW Crown lands 
office is the likely responsible landowner for the cultural complex as would be the freeholder over the former 
perpetual lease.  The conservation zone takes into account the existing Aboriginal Heritage Information 
Management System (AHIMS) sites 36-3-0007 and 36-3-0009, associated with The Drip, prominent 
landscape features, cultural sites (eg anecdotal evidence for birthing caves), Brett Whiteley heritage site, 
The Drip Picnic Area R81766 and road access. 

Crown land is shaded red dots while Office of Environment & Heritage land is shaded green dots.  Freehold 
land (not the former perpetual lease) has been left unshaded.  The small reserve R81766 - The Drip Picnic 
Area, managed by local Aboriginal Traditional Owners, is shaded black dots. 
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ABOVE:   area of listing  -  Mudgee District Environment Group  
www.mdeg.org.au/MDEG/images/2012_DripCnrGorge_GRNP.gif   ] 
BELOW:  Orange markings indicate scale and direction of aquifer which feeds The Drip 
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SITE PLAN: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Google Maps – Lat: -32.212 - 32 220  Lon:  149.786 – 149.803 
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 Above:  Mid-Western Regional Local Council Area  [The Drip and Corner Gorge area circled] 

The Drip, Goulburn River Corner Gorge, Goulburn River 

 Provided by Julia Imrie 
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Archaeological Map:  Hunter and Hawkesbury River systems showing Aboriginal groups 

From:   Moore, David R., ‘Results of an archaeological survey of the Hunter River Valley, New South 
Wales, Australia. Part II: Problems of the Lower Hunter and contacts with the Hawkesbury Valley’, Records 

of the Australian Museum 33 (9), 1981, p389 
 

 
Locality Map:  Hunter and Goulburn River systems 

From:       Moore, David R., ‘Results of an archaeological survey of the Hunter River Valley, New South 
Wales, Australia. Part I. The Bondaian Industry of the Upper Hunter and Goulburn River Valleys’. 

Records of the Australian Museum 28 (2): 1970, p26. 
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PHOTOGRAPHS:  

 
 The Drip Gorge 
 

 
 Aerial view of The Drip 
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   ‘Arch Rock’ on track to Gorge 
 

 
 

Dotted line indicates route Allan Cunningham traversed in 1823 (see Endnote - McMinn22) 
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Corner Gorge - looking south/east, down-river   Photo:  Julia Imrie 
 

Pool at Corner Gorge  Photo:  Julia Imrie 
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 Escarpment Cliff face (south side Goulburn River)     
 

 
  The Drip Picnic Ground, 29 November 2012 
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 Every year the Hughes family travelled from their home in Gulgong  to spend Boxing Day by The Drip 
 Harry Hughes, born 1921, is small boy kneeling at front.  [date unknown, possibly early 1930s] 

 
 

Harry Hughes, Gulgong, November 2012 - aged 91 
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Above:  Raisin Collection 
courtesy: Gulgong Pioneers’ Museum  
(early 20thC, date unknown) 
 
Left:   Raisin Collection,  
courtesy: Gulgong Pioneers’ Museum 
(early 20thC, date unknown) 
 
Below:  The Drip, looking east 
29 November 2012 
 



 
National Trust Register Listing Report – July 2013 

The National Trust of Australia (New South Wales) - Landscape Heritage Conservation Committee 

18

 

 The Sydney Morning Herald, 11 March 2009, Photo: Steve Meacham 
 
 

 
ABC Rural News 12 March 2009 - Brett Whiteley’s Aboriginal inspired mural  (Photographer:  Aimee Volkofsky) 
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 Brett Whiteley 1970 paintings, photo: 29 November 2012 
  

 

 
Looking south into the cave wall painted by Brett Whiteley in 1970 

Photo:  29 November 2012 
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Looking west from the overhang wall painted by Brett Whiteley in 1970 

Photo:  29 November 2012 
 

 
 

Red ochre hand paintings, The Drip   [Photo: 29 November 2012] 
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