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			DUNCAN THOMSON 

			in conversation with JUDI HARRIS

			The salt of the earth!

			Little did a young boy, growing up selling football records outside the Geelong football oval, ever imagine he would spend most of his adult life in the hot, dry, far north-west of the state. And little would he have imagined that he would work for many years, outdoors, in the extreme heat of a Mallee summer and the frosty mornings of winter. 

			Duncan Henry Thomson was born in Colac on December 1, 1946. His parents were Ethel Croft and Thomas Thomson. He was named after his uncle Duncan, Tom’s brother, who was a soldier killed in the Second World War at twenty-one years of age. He was on the Japanese merchant ship Montevideo Maru when it was sunk by an American submarine on the first of July, 1942. Unbeknown to the Americans, it was carrying over 1,000 Australian prisoners of war and civilians who were being transported from Rabaul to Japan. The sinking and loss of life is considered to be Australia’s worst maritime disaster. The wreck was only recently discovered in April 2023.  

			The Thomson family lived near the lakes in Colac known as the creeping lakes, always increasing and decreasing in size. Duncan’s mother was a well-regarded cook. With her family, she used to collect swan eggs from the edges of the lakes to use for making sponges for local dances. The family had a holiday house at Swan Bay, near Queenscliff, where they enjoyed fishing and a variety of outdoor activities.

			Tom, Duncan’s father, worked for the Colac Dairy Company which was an essential industry during the war. He loved billiards and used to drive the World Champion snooker player Walter Lindrum around during the war when he gave demonstrations to raise funds for the war effort. Duncan still has a cue that Walter used. 

			Tom and Ethel bought the Railway Hotel in Merino and spent some time there before moving to Geelong where they built a general store in the Norlane shopping centre. Duncan started school there, but they moved again to Newtown in Geelong and Duncan changed schools starting at Newtown State School. The family bought a TV early after the technology’s release in Australia. Duncan recalls enjoying the 1956 Melbourne Olympics on the screen. 

			Duncan went on to school at Geelong West Technical School. He had two brothers, Kenneth who, after school, began work as a barber and eventually moved to Mildura where he died at the age of eighty-five. Stuart was born five years later, and he now lives in Adelaide. 

			While they were living in Geelong, Duncan’s father became involved with a man named Bill Adams, who owned a plaster mill in Geelong. Gypsum was being mined in the Mallee area and was transported down by rail from Hattah to this Geelong Plaster Mill. The family all moved to Mildura in the early 1960’s when Tom began operating a gypsum mine in Hattah.  Stuart also worked at the mine, some time later.  Duncan commenced a fitter and turner apprenticeship with A.W. Burr Motors in Madden Avenue. The job involved learning engine reconditioning. 

			Duncan remembers, “I was boarding in Mildura with the Thompson (no relation) family in Orange Avenue while I did my apprenticeship. Dad would pick me up on Friday night to take me back home to Hattah where the family was living. They lived in a large semi-trailer that was converted into a caravan. They later built a house at the same location in the Hattah township. In Mildura I got to know the Tierney family who owned a real estate business. John was a good friend, and we would go to the pictures together. He was working at that time with Maples”.

			Duncan also commenced playing football for Irymple in the Sunraysia League. He joined the Small-bore Rifle Club in Mildura and took part in many competitions with some wins along the way.

			In 1968 Duncan was conscripted into the National Service. He was permitted to finish his apprenticeship before starting basic training. He was in B Company with Normie Rowe at Puckapunyal and was to go to Vietnam as an infantryman.

			Unfortunately, while in Singleton north of Sydney he remembers being “randomly attacked and suffering facial injuries when out one night with fellow army recruits. I think this was because I was wearing my army uniform and had the regulatory short haircut”. There was considerable anti - Vietnam sentiment at this time. Duncan was tested by doctors who deemed him unfit to go to the Vietnam War because of damaged eyesight, resulting in a discharge for medical reasons. He returned to Mildura, but the job at Burr Motors was no longer available; fortunately, he had completed his apprenticeship.
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			Starting National Service in 1968

			Duncan then had to find employment. He also commenced gypsum mining with a partner, Lloyd Hobba; they were employed by Australian Gypsum Ltd. This was a separate gypsum mine about twenty kilometres west of Hattah in the Sunset country. There was a very basic hut on site for the two of them to stay in during the week, as they had to live on location due to the distance. There were feral cats and sometimes a mice plague, no facilities and the hut did not keep out the dust or the weather. Duncan remembers it vividly, “We could only wash in salty water. We had a kerosene stove and a small rainwater tank. We would shower in salt water and rinse it off with a bucket of fresh water”. Lloyd had his own car, and Duncan bought his first car, a Holden, from Burr Motors.

			Working the gypsum was hard work for Duncan and his mate. He recalls, “Lloyd competently operated the dragline, and I operated the plant for washing the gypsum. We used a dragline to scrape the overburden off and then used another dragline, a bucket with teeth, to scrape up the gypsum. It went into a truck to be taken to the plant.  I would wash the dirt away from the gypsum with salty water at the washing plant. We would put the washed gypsum into a hopper, then into a truck. We supplied Mildura Plaster Mills in Ninth Street Mildura before they closed. We later had to transport the gypsum into Hattah where we put sprinklers over the stockpile to give the gypsum a preliminary wash before it was taken to Traralgon, where they had to wash it again with fresh water. The gypsum was used to make plaster. They eventually closed the Hattah mine, as it was too small. The gypsum was then procured from Penong, on the Nullabor Plain in South Australia”.

			“It was during this time that I began to understand the soil and hydrology of the Hattah area. The gypsum mine was about ten to twelve kms from the Raak Plain, which was where the highest underground saline water migrates in a westerly direction, the lowest point in the system. The topsoil could be half a metre thick, then there is a layer of gypsum which forms from salt water originally and is about a metre thick on top of a clay layer. Blanchetown clay at Hattah can be up to forty metres thick. Under this is the salty Parilla aquifer. Gypsum was not commonly used for dry land farming but later became a valuable resource. Nowingi gypsum mine was also operating at this time.

			“The Raak plain, further west, was used by pilots to practise strafing during the Second World War. People would pick up used shells after the war and sell them for brass. 

			“The Hattah township was important to the railways for water. The small community there also needed access to water. They built a pipeline from the lakes to the Hattah rail line. A sixty-thousand-gallon tank was placed on the highest point in what is now the Hattah National Park. The water flowed down a pipeline, under the road, to fill the overhead rail tank. When they first did this, the water in the lakes was always permanent. There were sometimes three steam trains a day. The railways also took water from the Hattah tank to follow the rail line towards Murrayville for the community there. More recently, with more frequent low rivers resulting in the Hattah Lakes often being dry, it became more difficult for the community in Hattah to access water. I worked with the Hattah community to facilitate obtaining water from the Murray River for the township. Eventually a pump on the river supplied the National Parks’ tank, then on to Hattah. This was also some help to the local farmers and took pressure off the channel from the Grampians, which was previously supplying Ouyen”. 

			While working at Hattah during the week, Duncan would come to Mildura for weekends. On one trip, Duncan had a blind date with Jan Billington to go to the drive-in. She was a secretary in the T&G agency.  Duncan’s friend John Tierney had the car and the girlfriend at that stage but no driving licence. A girl had to be arranged for Duncan so he could be the driver for the night. The rest is history.

			“Back at Hattah, the gypsum was reducing in quantity, and it was during this time I saw trucks taking salt away past our gypsum mine. We learnt then that a company from Lake Boga had a licence to harvest salt from the nearby dry salt lake and take it to their factory for processing. The company that was harvesting Hardy’s Salt Lake twenty kms west of the gypsum mine was Sunray Salt. They contacted both Lloyd and me, to see if we were interested in undertaking harvesting of the salt. We were, at the time, washing gypsum in what was limitless salty bore water, and I was keen to learn more. Lloyd and I agreed to commence harvesting salt and went from knowing very little about soil and water to slowly learning all about hydrology. Lloyd only worked with salt harvesting for a short time with me before retiring.
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			Salt harvesting at Hardy’s Lake near Hattah.

			“During a normal wet year, the water would evaporate and give us an inch of salt on the surface. This would be scraped off and stockpiled. We then had to obtain a front-end loader to load the salt into a truck for transportation across to Lake Boga. It was at this time that I learned of Spectacle Lake, close to Hattah. This salt lake, was harvested in the early days and the salt was carted by camel trains to Retail Bend across what is now known as the Camel Pad. The salt, carted by camels to the Murray River, was taken upstream, as well as downstream towards Mildura by paddle-steamers. I found the original peg, marked 1915 at Spectacle Lake. We also found evidence of where the cameleers camped in a protected area beside the salt lake, while putting salt into bags and loading them. This crude salt was sold all the way along the river as an important commodity”.

			Duncan and Jan were married in 1970 and started their married life on Glencoe Station, living in the two-room shearers’ quarters about thirteen km west of Hattah township. The living quarters were a very basic tin dwelling. There was no mains electricity, only a diesel generator and a small bank of batteries which provided very unreliable 32volt power.  Refrigeration was a kerosene fridge, which was also very unreliable, either freezing everything or not being cool enough. Water needed to be carted from Hattah and pumped into an overhead tank on a sandhill. Duncan and Jan quickly learnt how precious water was, so every drop was carefully used.  The toilet was outside of course and had to be emptied once a week by digging a hole in the side of the sandhill. There definitely was no cooling in the summer, when the inside temp reached 113 deg F. as it was just an unlined tin shed.  Heating was a kerosene heater, supplemented by the fabulous black IXL wood stove. It was not unusual to find the odd scorpion inside the dwelling particularly on hot, humid nights.

			The arrangement was that in lieu of having the “house” Jan would cook for the shearers, an interesting challenge for her, having never used a wood stove. Duncan would assist with mustering sheep and cattle on either horseback or motorbike and once again, a new set of skills had to be learnt very quickly.

			Duncan started playing football for Kiamal, just north of Ouyen, and won Best and Fairest in 1970.  

			He and Jan purchased an ex-railway house in 1972 prior to having their first children, the twins.  This very basic house cost $900 and was transported from Tempy to the five-acre block of land they had purchased in the township of Hattah. The house was delivered in three sections, in the middle of a raging dust storm. It did not seem possible that it would ever be suitable to live in. This was to be their home, such as it was. The house was very rough indeed – bullet holes were in most of the windows and the floor, where the jarrah wood had many cracks and holes.  There was no wall for some time where the brick fireplace had been previously.  Mains electricity was the most exciting thing to finally have and to be able to simply flick a switch for lights and have a decent washing machine and an inside flushing toilet was all something to celebrate. Once again, the most treasured item was a slow combustion stove, $30 secondhand, which provided hot water, as well as being the best stove for cooking and making the large kitchen warm and homely. Money was still scarce, and many meals consisted of roast, curried, crumbed or stewed rabbit as well as a plentiful supply of eggs. There was always a meal. 

			“Jamie and Megan were born in 1973, not long after we had moved into our house at Hattah. We didn’t know we were having twins until just before they were born in Mildura. Megan was the much smaller baby (5lb 11oz) due to a fused placenta and Jamie was a normal sized (7lb 8oz) baby. They both grew into robust children very quickly. They commenced their childhood at the Hattah property. At that time, we travelled to either Ouyen or Mildura for shopping and social activities. 

			“Cameron was born four years later, also in Mildura.  When the twins were ready for school it was decided that Jan would teach them via correspondence, as there was no school bus, and a daily commute was not viable. The twins did their first three years of schooling this way and then fortunately a school bus commenced, taking them and other children in the area to Ouyen for schooling. Ailsa was later born in Ouyen in 1983. Jamie, Megan, Cameron and Ailsa all then went to both primary and secondary school in Ouyen and all the children took part in sport and social activities there. Each of the children was very resourceful and enjoyed living in the bush”.

			“An associate had an Engineering Business in Melbourne and offered Jamie an apprenticeship when he finished secondary school. He did well and won an apprenticeship award giving him a six-week trip to England. Jamie has gone on to be very successful and now lives and works as a Site Supervisor in Collie, WA. Jamie has two boys – Lucas and Mitchell.
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			Thomson Family in the Hattah House

			“Megan went to Ballarat University and studied Nursing. She is now a very successful nurse. She has managed the Clare Medical Centre and is now a clinical nurse in Adelaide. After graduating she did further studies and became a diabetic educator which was a great achievement. (She had been diagnosed with type 1 diabetes when she was nineteen). She married a builder, and they moved to South Australia. They had three children. Her two living children are Angus and Kelsie and sadly, her eldest, Kade is no longer with us.

			“Cameron loved helping and working with me at the saltworks as he grew up. He started High School in Ouyen, as we were still living in Hattah. A friend of his came and stayed with us one weekend. They went for a ride around the area in a buggy his friend owned. I was in the house when the friend drove the buggy back by himself to tell us that it had rolled onto Cameron. I had the terrible job of going out to find Cameron. His death was heart-breaking for us all. 

			“Cameron’s mates arranged for the Geelong Football Club to send Gary Ablett’s jumper, signed by the players, to us for his funeral. We have since had it framed.  I later visited the club to thank them (I used to sell footy programs for the club many years before). I met with Gary to thank him; he was exceptionally kind to us. I don’t know how we could go through so much and still survive. 

			“Ailsa, our youngest, was able to go to Ballarat Grammar for a year to further develop her musical talent. She came back and worked in Mildura before going to a mineral sand mine in NSW. Having obtained her truck driving licence, she then went driving trucks in the Pilbara in Western Australia. Ailsa later married her long time Red Cliffs boyfriend, Travis Robinson, who had joined her whilst in WA.  They returned to Mildura in 2016 and currently manage the salt business. They have two girls: Meeka and Kaya”.

			During the time the mine was using the underground saline water to wash the gypsum, Duncan investigated the opportunity to potentially produce salt from this very saline underground brine.  As Hardy’s Salt Lake relied on rainfall to produce salt, he felt that if the limitless supply of underground saline water could be utilised for salt production to guarantee an annual harvest, they would not be reliant upon the variable weather.

			In 1983 Duncan obtained a lease on Spectacle Lake (four and a half kilometres from Hattah). He subsequently gained a permit to install a test bore into the Parilla Aquifer (forty-five metres in depth). The bore yielded a very high flow of brine, twice as salty as seawater and artesian at that stage. The salt lake consisted of both a north and south lake shaped like spectacles, hence the name. A bank was placed in the middle to create a crystallisation pond in the south lake. The brine was pumped into the northern lake to increase salinity in preparation for pumping across to the south lake to make salt. A second bore was placed on the end of the north lake two years later, to increase the brine capacity.

			During this time Duncan was very fortunate to have met Dr Phillip Macumber who was doing a thesis on interactions between groundwater and surface systems in Northern Victoria and the migration of salt water. Phil Macumber was working in the area and had overseen the test bores that had been installed into the Parilla Aquifer. The information Duncan learnt from Phil was invaluable. It was this knowledge that gave Duncan his understanding of the entire Murray Darling Basin system, the last of the inland seas. The benefit of accessing this underground water was its limitless supply.
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			The first salt factory at Hattah

			The initial salt produced at Hattah was very mineralised and contained high levels of magnesium, calcium and iron. The salt was a light brownish honey colour because of the high iron content. It could not be sold to the chemical industry but was ideal for the stock industry. Duncan was concerned at this stage that he did not have the necessary knowledge and understanding of the salt production process utilising the Parilla Aquifer brine.

			Following many phone calls, he learnt of Mr. Val Boord who had recently retired from ICI Saltworks.  Val Boord offered to come over from SA and was eager to impart his knowledge to Duncan regarding how to manage the iron present in the brine. This was a difficult stage for Duncan, as the Lake Boga Salt company did not wish to purchase the brownish salt, given they already had their own supply of coloured salt from Lake Daytrap that they were selling into the stockfeed industry. Lake Boga Salt not long afterwards sold out to Cheetham Salt. This was timely as it gave Duncan the chance to further investigate potential stockfeed markets.

			“I was encouraged to build the first factory capable of classifying, kiln drying and packaging the salt into one tonne bulk bags.  In 1987, a stockfeed company in Dubbo required salt for making animal salt blocks. These were placed near dams in a paddock for cattle to lick. This salt was heavier than normal salt due to its minerals, especially iron, and was ideal for making salt blocks for stock. I investigated potential markets for stock salt and commenced my liaison with Furney’s Stockfeeds in Dubbo. By chance, they didn’t care about the colour of the salt but needed the salt kiln-dried and crushed. It was at this time I took the gamble to proceed and build a factory at Spectacle Salt Lake in the hope that this would ensure a reliable market for the salt.

			“By chance I learnt of a kiln and a dismantled shed that was for sale for $5,000. I ended up buying both from the Mildura Co-op, which they no longer needed for orange peel drying. I had them transported to Hattah on Gange’s flat top truck. I then erected the second-hand shed but I had no idea how to set up the second-hand kiln dryer due to my inexperience and didn’t know how to fire it. The burners had been used previously to dry orange peel for stockfeed. It was all trial and error. I built it all up and eventually got it working.

			“We seemed to always be developing the salt business on a shoestring budget. The wet salt went through the kiln dryer and by the time it came out it was over 100 degrees Fahrenheit. It was then crushed and stockpiled on the concrete floor. A truck would arrive, and salt was loaded and transported eight hundred kms to Dubbo to our first customer – Furney’s Stockfeeds. All seemed to be finally going well, until we learnt that Furney’s could not pay us as they were committed to venture capitalists who called on their funds. This was a stressful period, so I visited the manager in Dubbo who pleaded with us to stick with them and that they would eventually pay.  We agreed to do this as we did not have many options. We are now pleased to say that thirty-seven years later they still purchase substantial quantities of our stockfeed salt on a regular basis.

			“The company, then known as Hattah Salt, supplied Sulphide Corp in Newcastle and Non-Ferral in Sydney with salt for their aluminum refineries but unfortunately once again when things were going well, we were undercut by a large opposition company offering a price that we could not compete with. This was a major setback.

			“In the early 1990’s we had a visit from Southern Meats, one of the largest abattoirs in NSW looking for an independent supplier for their hide salt requirements. Hide salt contains 1% Sodium Fluoride and 1% Boric Acid and cannot have either magnesium or calcium in the salt as it causes the sheep skins to go green. This presented a great opportunity to secure an alternative market. At this time, I proceeded to install a deeper bore into the Dubbo aquifer. This proved successful as this aquifer was less salty with no iron present and ideal for washing the salt. Once again, we are pleased to say that we still supply Southern Meats with hide salt from the white salt we produce from the Mourquong site. They have also remained very loyal customers along with two other major abattoirs in NSW”.

			With the development of the business the company needed access to another salt field and many potential sites were investigated. Greg Kerr from Rainstorm Dust Control Co. visited and met with Duncan. His company supplies and sprays Magnesium Chloride as a dust suppressant on roads and Rainstorm was looking for another supplier and increased volumes of Magnesium Chloride. MgCl2 (bitterns or saturated solutions of magnesium rich salts) is the final liquid product remaining after the salt is produced and harvested. Duncan did spend time at the Wakool (between Swan Hill and Deniliquin) disposal site to try and produce white salt and MgCl2 but the conditions proved to be far too challenging so it was agreed that a more suitable site would be sought. The company still produces MgCl2.

			The most suitable site selected at this time was the Mourquong Basin Salt Mitigation site thirteen kms from Mildura. It appeared to be ideal.  It was set up in 1979 by the NSW Government and was receiving the equivalent of two hundred tonnes of salt per day by means of the nine bores they installed downstream from the Mildura weir.  Salt was entering the Murray River downstream from the Mildura weir due to a fault in the bed of the river.  Duncan believed that it was not sustainable to keep diverting this volume of salt indefinitely as it was being pumped out onto degraded dry lakes that were once a gypsum mine and eventually would negatively impact the local environment. Duncan recalls the lengthy and protracted process to get NSW approval to mine this salt.

			“We commenced the task of obtaining firstly an Exploration Licence (1997) to determine if commercial salt could successfully be produced at the Mourquong Basin.  The results were successful and was then, once again, the lengthy process of gaining a Mining Licence.  The licence was eventually granted in 2001. Due to the already degraded soil conditions of the entire area, development of this site required the company to spend enormous capital on earthworks, road access and the general infrastructure necessary to convert the site into a facility capable of producing salt for processing and eventual removal from the area”. 
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			The Mourquong Salt Pan

			“Mourquong was a vast area of salt affected unstable ground and salty water. Nothing was being done with this salt. I knew about the iron in the salt, but it was less at Mourquong than Hattah. I obtained the exploration licence to see how it matched up with what I had experienced previously. If I had white salt, what could I do with it?  The hardest thing was to build crystallisers (earthen banks) and develop a suitable base on which to make salt and then hope it was going to be white, high grade and commercially suitable. 

			“There were many challenges at this new site. One day, I nearly lost my life. I had hold of a pipeline and it saved me from quicksand. It was like a thick soup because the salt softens the Blanchetown clay, and it gets very mushy on the clay surface, and I was dragged down. Luckily, by holding on to the pipe I was able to haul myself up.

			“Fortunately, the first salt harvested on the exploration site turned out pure white. This gave me the confidence to keep on going and explore the possibilities for long term white salt production at Mourquong. I went to Holland to a salt conference to gain further knowledge. I had to make decisions myself as I felt I had options to do different things. I had to think about the cost I needed to set all of it up. It was once again us using our own capital and always being mindful of the costs involved.  I was the only one in NSW looking at commercial salt production. I just kept experimenting and trying to work out the best methods of production with the aim of ultimately building another factory. I really needed white salt for the hide tanning industry as I had an existing market using the salt at Hattah. I really needed increased tonnages of white salt. It was at this time that the gamble continued as there was nothing much in the state to learn from to develop a larger scale salt operation in completely different and unique conditions. Most of the salt in Australia was being produced in WA. They were pumping sea water on to dry lakes, a completely different method to the one I was proposing to use. Successful salt production at this site would set a precedent and I also had to undergo negotiations about paying for the water.

			“We were still living at Hattah, and I was commuting to Mildura and back to develop the Mourquong Basin as well as cope with a downturn.  It was unfortunately at this time (2000 – 2001), when the agribusiness sector was dramatically affected by drought, that both the stockfeed and hide salt business sales were dramatically reduced, resulting in a serious cash flow decline for the company.

			“Jan was reading a lot about options for the salt, particularly the newly popular flake salt as well as receiving numerous requests – could we supply? Jan asked me, “Can you do that?”  As I had attended the World Salt Conference in the Hague and had attended relevant workshops and received reference material regarding salt flake production, I felt confident to attempt rudimentary trials. These trials consisted of filling up a frypan with brine and putting it on the woodstove and maintaining the temperature I thought would be ideal. I produced one crude, large flake. This now became another challenge and because I knew we had to diversify; I decided to proceed with creating a very small-scale pilot plant. This initial small-scale plant was done in a shipping container using one small salt bath with a gas burner with the assistance of my friend Laurie Riordan. I commenced monitoring the heat required and the evaporation process and gradually began producing various salt flakes.

			“The data I obtained, and the results, were sufficiently encouraging to allow developing the project further. I knew then that we needed to commence looking for a facility in Mildura if we were to continue with the flake salt development. It was at this time we purchased our current facility in Bothroyd Court, Mildura. We built the factory in 2000 and incorporated an upstairs flat. This provided an alternate living base to eliminate the constant travel up and down from Hattah so we could be close to the Mourquong Basin and the salt flake project.

			“The first stainless steel bath was installed in the Mildura factory. Salt can erode stainless steel once it gets to 55 degrees. It gets pitted holes in it.  At the time I was talking to an engineer who worked at a winery; he had learnt of a metal like stainless steel that was food grade. We commenced using this metal and the salt didn’t have any effect on it. Again, it was just trial and error. We had a heat exchange in the bath (a tube) fired by gas underneath. It took all day to reach the set temperature. This new metal was ideal. All operational equipment has been designed and built internally by our team and we now have seventeen flake baths operating. 

			“We made the flake salt, then had to work out how to dry it. We couldn’t use a rotary kiln as it would break down the delicate salt flakes. I eventually purchased a T-shirt dryer and designed a belt that would successfully carry the flake salt through a gentle drying process.  All this section of the plant has been specifically designed, constructed and installed.  There was no off the shelf equipment available suitable for flake salt production. The only standard equipment was the form-fill and seal equipment at the end. We have gradually modified and improved the flake salt plant to increase production and efficiency. I initially made crystals that were huge. My workers were surprised at how much time I spent in the factory working and experimenting.

			“I gave some salt flakes to various chefs and because it was pinkish and did have a different flavour, due to the minerals present, it soon became popular. While we were developing the salt flakes, we were aware that we needed to enter a completely new food-grade market. We had absolutely no experience whatsoever in dealing with this industry. Jan did a lot of work looking at how we would develop and market the salt. We met with a local design and marketing company and chose the brand name “Murray River Salt” for the purpose of providing a location, identity, source and the environmental message. The English flake salt was, at that stage, becoming hard to obtain in Australia, so it seemed like the ideal time to enter the market as there was also a limited volume of an Australian white salt flake being sold.
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			The first 150g pack of salt flakes

			“Our initial marketing event was at the Collingwood Children’s Farm Market where we presented our new Chef’s 250g Blue Box. The response was overwhelming.  The consumers at this well-attended market absolutely loved our product along with the opportunity to speak with the producers, being ourselves. The product was officially launched in September 2002 at the Melbourne Fine Food Show.  This was then followed up with numerous Food Show attendances all around Australia and overseas. Fortunately, the product has received numerous awards and given the company the opportunity to educate the consumers on its environmental and sustainability benefits”.

			The Company’s initial marketing concepts of “Why import salt when we can produce a superior Australian product?” and “Assist salinity by purchasing Murray River Salt” remain the same. The product is now an iconic Australian brand that is being sold throughout Australia and in numerous overseas countries.

			Duncan has now successfully built three salt producing factories: Hattah: producing stockfeed salt, Mourquong, producing hide salt and swimming pool salt and the Mildura factory: producing Murray River Flake Salt. Each of these facilities is currently employing people from the Mildura and Ouyen areas. Duncan has persevered through some very tough times, maintaining his vision and belief that we should be utilising the vast saline underground aquifer.

			This aquifer remains pristine because it is trapped beneath the impermeable Blanchetown clay layer which ensures pollution cannot enter the brine. Unfortunately, seawater, particularly overseas, contains microplastics and general pollution.  One of the initial concepts was, “utilise what is in your own backyard”. Murray River Salt has won many prestigious awards in both Australia and overseas since 2002. In 2004 the company was awarded the National Engineers Award for its contribution to salinity management.
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			Salt harvesting at Mourquong

			Duncan and Jan semi-retired to South Australia in 2012.  Duncan enjoyed fishing and playing golf at Port Vincent and made some very special friendships with people on the Yorke Peninsula. Together, they have had the opportunity to travel with friends throughout their much-loved outback. Duncan also had a wish to go to Antarctica which was fulfilled in 2018. Duncan’s Canadian friend Greg Kerr invited him to go fishing on several occasions on the west coast of British Columbia, Canada. These fishing trips were very memorable for Duncan. Unfortunately, Duncan suffered a severe stroke in November 2022. He and Jan relocated back to Mildura in 2023 where Duncan is now living in Princes Court Homes in Mildura. He continues to take an interest in the production of salt and would like to see more research into the aquifer below Mourquong, part of a much bigger aquifer. It needs to be mapped and charted to know what the possibilities are. 
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			Fishing in Canada

			Duncan is passionate about the need to care for our soil, our environment and do what we can to take salt out of underground water systems.  Together, Duncan and Jan have created a uniquely sustainable, successful family company. Duncan is effusive in his praise for Jan’s constant support and magnificent work. Together, they have made something very special from “the salt of the earth”.
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