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T
he yellow-tailed black cockatoos soar high 
above the Serra Range of the Southern 
Grampians, seven free spirits captured in 
exquisite detail by artist Richard Weatherly’s 
finest brushstrokes. “What other species 

displays such delight in their power of flight?” Richard asks. 
“I wanted to achieve a sense of being up there with them as 
they waft along, crisscrossing each other’s paths, plunging 
through Teddy Bear Gap to the plains country beyond.”

It has taken Richard more than four decades to bring this 
breathtaking scene to life; he first sketched it in January 
1974 and it has been razed by wildfire twice since then. The 
tombstone-like rocks in the foreground remained the only 
constant, symbolising both stability and the mortality of the 
fragile ecosystem in equal measure.“I went back and redrew 
and recorrected the drawings on three occasions, battling 
through the scrub, and I also changed the design several 
times; it just sat in the studio unfinished,” Richard says. 

The cockatoos arrived mid-flight, a symbol of recovery 
from adversity, almost cheering him to the finish line 
with their breezy resilience – a reminder to rise above the 
obstacles, for life goes on. 

The completed work now hangs at Richard and his wife 
Jenny’s Bellarine Peninsula home, and serves as a striking 
parallel to the couple’s own farming story – the spectacular 
revival of their property Connewarran, near Mortlake in 
Victoria’s Western District. 

When Richard returned to the land in the mid-1980s, after 
well over a decade spent largely abroad honing his artistic eye, 
he was handed a different type of blank canvas. It was the end 
of a drought, and there were few signs of life on the basalt 
plains of the property that had been in his family since 1895. 
His sheep had all been sold, and the landscape was mostly 
barren but for an ailing population of river red gums. 

“The country changed enormously over my father’s lifetime 
and even my lifetime,” Richard says. “There’s a paddock I 
ended up with, which was 330 hectares. Apparently a young 
nurse visiting from Melbourne became lost in it at the turn 
of the century – she couldn’t find her way through the scrub – 
yet there was just one live tree left standing when I took it on.”

Richard could easily have walked away and focused on 
his art and family, but the land was in his blood. “If I hadn’t 
grown up in western Victoria, I might not have become 
so involved, but living on the ‘pleurisy plains’ you start to 

know the value of wind chill factor very early on. You start 
to realise how many sheep you can lose after shearing with 
a stiff breeze, how many lambs you lose to bad weather, 
what it does to fertility in sheep and how it affects their 
nutritional requirements,” he says.

Shelter and shade were top priority if he was to reach 
his goal of breeding stud Merinos, and Richard was well-
equipped to meet the challenge, with the help of a manager 
and several valued mentors. “Farming and painting have 
much in common; both are creative processes requiring a 
significant amount of patience, observation and attention 
to detail,” he says. “And whether it’s painting or farming, 
the satisfaction of creating something of value to future 
generations is just the same.”

Richard mapped the likely early vegetation based on 
soil type, remnant patches and roadside clues. With their 
children Hamish and Skye in tow, he and Jenny began 
planting hundreds of tube-stock trees, with limited success. 
They switched to large-scale direct seeding, going so far 
as to develop their own commercial Eco Tree-Seeder 
machine in partnership with a Penshurst engineer. 

Neighbour and close friend Mark Gubbins watched 
Richard’s vision unfold as more than 1.5 million seeds 
began to flourish. “It had nothing on it – no woolshed, no 
buildings, so he developed the whole thing,” Mark says. 
“He doesn’t talk about something; he just goes and does it, 
and it’s a model farm for what you can achieve.” 

Mark worked alongside Richard on the Banksia Award-
winning Watershed 2000 project, which spearheaded the 
restoration and management of an intended 800,000ha of 
habitat to act as a 200-kilometre bush corridor between 
Otway Forest Park and the Grampians. “As well as being a 
farmer, he’s a fantastic environmentalist with a vision for the 
future and the things that are going on around us,” Mark says. 
“He’s always trying to better the position that he sees things 
in and he never looks one or two years ahead – it’s 10 or 20.” 

Richard’s artistic success was a little more spontaneous, 
even though creativity and a keen eye were intrinsic to 
a free-range childhood spent outdoors. After school, he 
followed his older brother James in studying history at 
Cambridge. “History is a very good way to teach you how 
to think; it’s a great mind trainer,” Richard says. His big 
break came in London, when a gallery director offered to 
put two of his wooden carvings in an exhibition. The rest, Richard Weatherly OAM in 

his studio on the Bellarine 
Peninsula, Vic.
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as they say, is history. Richard switched his focus to painting, 
for it was “infinitely more remunerative and prolific than 
sculpture”, and specialised in capturing wildlife within its 
wider landscape. He became absorbed in his studies, tapping 
into the minds of the experts he trailed across six continents, 
including spending time in Antarctica with Australian 
National Antarctic Research Expeditions (ANARE). 

“If you’re going to paint wildlife, you have to learn 
something of science, and that has been as big a learning 
curve for me as the painting,” Richard says. “I have seen 
other environments through the eyes of people who really 
understood them; I have had a really fortuitous run of 

people who knew a lot about ornithology, botany, geology, 
mammalogy – all sorts of incredible people who have taken 
me under their wing, and it has been a real honour to be 
a part of that. You come back and you see how Australia 
fits into the grand plan of the global pattern and what’s 
happening in our own ecosystem.”

There have been multiple achievements along the way, 
from becoming the foundation president of the Society 
of Wildlife Artists of Australasia, to being commissioned 
by prominent ornithologist Richard Schodde to illustrate 
the Whitley Award-winning monograph The Fairy Wrens. 
Richard was made an honorary associate in ornithology 

The work Over the Range, with its sweeping view of the Southern Grampians, took Richard more than 40 years to complete.

at the National Museum of Victoria, and received a BHP 
Steel Environment Award for the Eco Tree-Seeder. In 
2015, he was awarded a Medal of the Order of Australia 
in recognition of his contributions to conservation and art. 
“We never have holidays that aren’t looking at birds, but I 
do admire him greatly,” Jenny says. 

Connewarran has also taken flight, with the landscape 
making extraordinary progress. Hamish, 41, now handles the 
day-to-day operations, and Richard has great confidence in 
his ability. “I really like the decisions he makes – he’s done a 
lot of things I didn’t have the guts to do,” Richard says.

If you were a cockatoo flying by, you would see 23 

re-flooded wetlands now dotted among Connewarran’s 
rich vegetation, with 66 smaller paddocks (Richard swears 
that the cheapest grass you can grow is bought with 
fencing wire). There’s considerably more sheep on the 
ground, with numbers per hectare climbing from two to 
15.9. And there are even more birds.

“Grandfather recorded 111 species in his bird book and 
Father counted 148 species, but we’ve seen 217 different 
species on the place now – it’s extraordinary how the 
numbers have exploded,” Richard says. “It’s a bit like 
coming to the end of a really good painting, when you look 
at what we have achieved.” 

Richard has a long history of rehabilitating many injured and orphaned birds of prey, including this young black-shouldered kite.


