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There are still some who remember when few houses in the country had running tap water. 
Water had to be lugged in buckets to the copper or the bath or the washing up dish in the 
middle of the kitchen table. Once a week the bath tub was filled (usually in the kitchen 
because few houses had bathrooms). Then the whole family bathed in the same water, one 
after the other, to a set routine. Finally the bathwater was thrown out to water the garden. It 
was similar for the weekly wash. A copper full of water was recycled for all the wash-loads 
and then thrown on the garden.  
 
For most people in Kandos in those early days, their water-supply came from the water they 
could capture when it rained. For the lucky ones rainwater flowed into a one-thousand-gallon 
above-ground tank. For the luckiest ones it flowed into a larger underground cement tank. 
But for many it was captured in buckets and casks which were spread around the yard (often 
with makeshift covers to lessen evaporation).  
 
We take water for granted these days. After all, our pipes and taps spurt out an endless supply 
of it – to grow our gardens, fill our swimming pools, wash our dishes, brighten our clothes, 
clean our bodies and shine our cars. We expect it will always be there: crystal clear, 
odourless, tasteless and germ-free. However water in the old days in Kandos was a scarce, 
precious and sometimes tainted commodity.  
 
The Directors of the NSW Cement, Lime and Coal Company knew they had all the resources 
they needed to develop a successful cement industry – coal, limestone, shale, timber, clay and 
railway. All the resources except water. That didn’t faze them. They immediately began to 
construct reservoirs. 
 
In early 1914, a gang of men operating ploughs and horse-scoops excavated an area near the 
works and dug trenches for the pipes. This first dam was completed well before the end of 
that year. By February 1916 the works had three dams – one about a quarter of a mile away 
with a capacity of 20,000,000 gallons of water; another under construction, one and a half 
miles away, which would have the same capacity; and a third close to the power house 
capable of holding about 4,000,000 gallons.  
 
A gang of men was also employed to bore for water. Their first attempt, which was combined 
with the construction of a well, had to be suspended “owing to a dangerous drift in the earth”. 
(MG 7/1/15) Two other bores, one 250 feet deep, the other 350 feet, produced only a small 
supply of brackish water. Bore water it seemed could not be depended upon.  
 
In June 1917 the Mudgee Guardian predicted: “it is safe to say there will never be any water 
troubles at Kandos never mind how big or long the drought.” How wrong they were. For the 
next fifteen years a shortage of water in Kandos was one of the biggest concerns for residents 
and the company.  
 
Council explored a number of options to provide the town with water including tapping into a 
mountain spring on Coomber, sinking a shaft, securing water from Brogan’s Creek and the 
Cudgegong, and transporting water in by rail. In the severe drought of 1920 both the 
company and households suffered an acute shortage of water and, from Christmas to at least 
June, forty thousand gallons per day was brought to the cement works by rail.  



 
The cement company believed they could solve the problem by constructing a weir at 
Ferguson’s Hole on the Cudgegong River. Council and land-owners fought the application 
and after intense negotiation Warden Burke granted a water lease to the company under 
certain conditions. The company agreed to sell water to the Shire or Crown as needed and 
were restricted to pumping water at a certain level.  
 
A fifteen-mile pipeline of wood-stave pipes covered in tar brought water to the cement works 
and was completed in February 1921. The company spent “something like forty thousand 
pounds on the river scheme”. (Kandos Star 1/3/1923)   
 
They also provided for a system whereby water was pumped into tanks adjacent to a 
standpipe at the eastern end of Angus Avenue. Council then arranged for water to be 
delivered by water-cart to residents, at a cost.  
  
You might think that was the end of the water problem for Kandos. But no, in a dry summer, 
which happened the following year, while enough water reached settlers below the weir, the 
levels were too low for the company to pump to the works and thus to Kandos households.  
 
Year after year, month after month, in the 1920s, the Mudgee Guardian wrote about the 
inefficient and unreliable water supply at Kandos: the cost of water, the shortage of water, the 
need for a reticulation scheme, the site for a better supply.  
 
Finally in May 1929 the company started to build a new weir four miles further up the river 
from the old one, to impound a volume of three hundred and thirty million gallons. “It is an 
imposing structure. The foundation wall is 24 feet thick, 15 feet at ground level tapering to 4 
feet at the top. The total length of the wall across the river is 350 feet. It is over 40 feet in 
height.” (MG 27/10/1930) 
 
This would become the Dunn’s Swamp we are familiar with, completed eighteen months 
later and recognised, even then, as providing “four miles of winding reaches affording 
splendid facilities for boating”. The company released eight hundred thousand trout into its 
waters and had it proclaimed a bird and animal sanctuary.  
 
The issue of water now moved from necessity to convenience.  Residents began to wish for 
public drinking fountains, a swimming pool, the watering of sporting grounds and above all a 
town reticulation scheme. The last one seemed a real possibility when in 1937 the 
Government introduced 45-year loans for town water schemes. However all was shelved 
during the war.  
 
It was in the post-war reconstruction period that council once again looked at the need for a 
reticulation scheme for both Kandos and Rylstone. A dam on the Cudgegong River at 
Appletree Flat was seriously considered.  
 
Finally on 15 July 1954, after the Rylstone Dam had been built, the Mudgee Guardian 
reported that reticulation of the town of Kandos was proceeding satisfactorily and three 
pumping stations were being installed.  
 
I think it was about this time that shrieking children started running through spraying 
watering systems on hot days. 


