I.

INFLUENCES ON THE WHEAT FRONTIER IN NEW SOUTH WALES
1851 = 1911

Until 1860 wheat-growing in New South Wales was confined largely to
a coastal location. Suddenly, in less than a decade, this locational
pattern changed fundamentally: the coastal flats and the alluvia of the
coastal rivers were abandoned for wheat farming, and new centres of

dominance arose on the high tablelands and the southweatern slopes.

‘The fact of such a shift suggests three things: first, that the
coastal environment was not suited to the production of the crop; second,
that some controls operated over the first seventy years of Colonial
history to prevent the exploiting of the wheat-growing lands in the
interior; +third, that at the time of the abandonment of the coast these
controls were rendered inoperative. These are the assumptions that have

been made in previous assessments of the shift.

A fourth possibility presents itself, however: that the expansion
of the industry in the interior and the decline of the industry on the
coast were, in fact, separate phenomena; +their occurrence was merely co-

incidental in time. This is the view that will be offered here.

This initial spatial shift in the distribution of wheat-growing was
not accompanied by & marked increase in the area under the crop; it was
a replacement and not a growth. Not until 1880 did the acreage of wheat

in the colony begin to expand rapidly. - The period from 1880 to 1911,



II.

therefore, can be regarded as a separate stage in the history of the

wheat frontier in which the emphasis is on quantitative expansion around
scattered nuclei rather than a broad spatial expansion. It will be shown
that the events of the second stage were in part the outcome of political
and governmental processes at work over the preceding two decades, and in

part the outcome of the economic situation peculiar to the period.
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PREFACE

Between 1860 and 1880 the distribution of wheat-growing in New South
Wales changed fundamentally. From a coastal location the industry shifted
in dominance to formerly unimportant and highly localised centres of
production on the high tablélands and the Southwestern slopes. By the turn
of the century these areas had expanded and had been joined by other areas
still further west, in eastern Riverine end on the margins of the plains
country. This shift in distribution forms the general context of the
inquiry. Withinbthis general context an attempt has been made to identify
and solve fundamentsel problems without answer to which an appreciation of

the changing distribution of the industry is not possible.

The selectivity that is evident in this approach, however,Ais not
entirely random. It is a direct function of the normal processes of
research, whereby questions lead to questions until, at some stage, a halt
must be called. It is inevitable that, although some problems are
answered, others are ignored or summarily treated. Yet it is considered
that the themes with which this work deals are, given the time and the
place, the most crucial. In time, too; gome limit must be drawn. Thus
the terminal date of the study, 1911, is taken to be suggestive of the
close of an era rather than definitive. In places, as in the consideration
of the rise of share-farming, much of the evidence is drawn from the period
1916-17, though on the whole it appears that the disruption caused by the

War years created problems entirely new and beyond the scope of this study.



The themes upon which this study is based fall into three broad
categories. The first concerns the influences of governmental processes
in the fields of land legislation, of public investment, and to a lesser
extent of more direct aid to the agricultural industries consequent upon
government-sponsored research, tariff policy, and so on. The second
concerns the relationships in time and space of alternative demands on
limited land resources, and in particular of the changing comparative
advantages of wheat-growing and sheep-rearing. The third category includes

those processes which were accidental or adventitious in occurrence, yet

which can be shown to have directly influenced the location of wheat-

growing.

With reference to each of these themes certain problems occupy the
particular investigations of this study. Some of these problems are quite
new, even in formulgtion: +their statement and theif answers seem to
encourage interpretations of the shift in the location of wheat-growing
which differ markedly from any of those previously offered. Other problems,
cbnsidered specifically with reference to the wheat industry here, have
received more or less attention in more general contexts from other
authors. Again, however, their specific treatment helps throw light, not
merely on the immediate problem, but also on the more generasl assessments
of other workers, and in so doing is sometimes suggestive of alternative
general hypotheses. Insofar as time and limited data resources would allow
the formulation of these problems, as well as the search for answers, has

rested upon quantitative as well as documentary evidence.
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In form the thesis is in three parts. Part One indicates the initial
processes of establishment and location within the industry, and demonstr-
ates the essentially stable character of this locational pattern before
1860. In doing this the major controls governing the distribution of
wheat farming are considered, and a detailed study of the industry during
the hectic period of the gold-rushes is used to give emphasis to the
rigidity of these controls. Part Two deals with the rapid decline of wheat-
growing on the coast after 1860. It demonstrates that these developments
were largely insular and totally separated from the coincidental growth of
the industry in the inland over the same period. In turn, the developments
in the interior are shown to fall into two phases: the firgt, expansion
dependent upon the changing capacity of essentially local markets and
occurring in the context of a drastic revision in the laws governing land
alienation; +the second, a reaction to the improving market opportunities
consequent upon rail connection with the major colonial market in Sydney.
Part Three considérs some aspects of the vast quantitative increase in wheat
acreage which occurred in the inlénd after 1890. It follows through the
major themes of land legislation and railway extension developed earlier,
and places these in the context of a changing appreciation of wheat as an
alternative or additional crop on properties formerly wholly devoted to

sheep, and in the context of technical improvements in the industry.

It is hoped that the value of this study may be found to lie, not
merely in the substantive work which it contains, but also in some of the

questions to which it gives rise. For there is no doubt that to the

historical geographer Australia is a fruitful field indeed, and one as yet
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little explored. Its great beauty is that there are few questions which,
given time and resources, cannot be investigated with profit. Its great

| lack is the absence of such studies.




PART ONE



1.

CHAPTER 1

THE FIRST SIXTY YEARS: A FRAMEWORK

This, then, is the problem of Australia.
How has a people of British nationality

fared when it emigrated across the world
to an empty land of nearly three million
square miles?

Griffith Taylor
Australia, 3, (London, 1958)

The decision of the Imperial Parlisment to establish a convict
colony at Botany Bay was a momentous one, for it authorised the first
European settlement of the Australian continent an& added an ares the
size of continental U.S.A. to the British Empire. Yet the decision was
taken on the basis of an extremely slender knowledge of the country and
of its resources.l Moreover, this knowledge expanded only slowly at
firsts partly as a result of the necessarily restrictive nature of
penal settlement, and partly because of environmental difficulties which

hindered the progress of settlement expansion and exploration.

1 For an account of the developments leading up to the choice of Botany
Bay see Clark, M., A Higtory of Australia, I, 59-72, (Melbourne, 1962).
Hereafter cited as Clark, Australia, For eighteenth century impres-
sions of the climate of the southern continent see ‘Perry, T.M.,
"Climate and Settlement in Australia 1700-1930", in Andrews, J., (Ed.),
Frontiers and Mens A Volume in Memory of Griffith Taylor, 138-143,
(Melbourne, 1966). Hereafter cited as Andrews, Frontiers. For the
firét impressions of Joseph Banks and Captain Cook, whose views were
most influential in the choice of Botany Bay, see Beaglehole, J.C.,
(Ba.), Journal of the Endeavour Voyages, II, 57-60, (Sydney, 1962),
and Wharton, W.J.L., (Ed.), Captain Cook's Journal, (London, 1893).
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The primitive communism and the subsistence character of the
convict colony, however, began to break down over the first and second
decades of the nineteenth century in face of profit-motivated enter-
prise, particularly on the part of the military and civilian officers
in the settlement. This was augmented and stiinula.ted by the dilution
of the colony's penal form with the emancipation of convicts and the
arrival, in growing numbers, of free settlers.2 As the population
grew, and as the search for profitable enterprises began to show
success, s0 the need and the desire to explore thé resources of the
continent increased. Slowly at first, but with increasing effect,
the frontiers of settlement were pushed beyond the narrow confines
of the initial site on the Cumberland Plain and eventuallj beydnd the

settlemént limits hopefully imposed by the g'c:w'ez?mtneni:.3 Yet this

expansion of settlement was by no means uniform either in direction

2 See, for example, Shaw, A.G.L., Convicts and the Colonies, (London,
1966). For the changing character of early agriculture see
especially King, C.J., The First Fifty Years of Agriculture in
New South Wales", Review of Marketing and Agricultural Economics,

- XVI and XVII, (1948-49). This is a collection of sixteen separate
articles and is referred to hereafter as King, The Firgt Fifty
Years. See also Dunsdorfs, E., The Australian Wheat-Growing

Industry 1:188-1245} . Hereafter cited as Dunsdorfs, Wheat-Growing.

5 See King, The First Fifty Years, passim. See also Perry, T.M.,
Australia's First Frontier, (Melbourne, 1963). Hereafter cited
as Perry, Frontier. See also the following articles by Perry:
“Climate, Caterpillars and Terrain", Australian Geographer, VII, i,
(1957); “The Lower Shoalhaven District 1797-1822", Australian
Geographer, VI, iii, (1954); "The Spread of Rural Settlement in
New South Wales 1788-1826", Historical Studies of Australia and
New Zealand, VI, xxiv, (1955).




or in ecomnomic character. It was made up of two quite distinct
elements, pastoralism and agriculture, which were in the process of
becoming even more distinct in terms of geographic distribution,
social and legal standing, and political affiliation and influence.
Thse historical geography of settlement in New South Wales over the
nineteenth century reflects in large part the growing antagonism of
these two pursuits, their relative fortunes, and their eventual
reconciliation as complementary rural activities.

The rise of the pastoral industry, and in particular the produc-~
tion of fine-wool sheep, has attained almost legendary standing in
the history of Australian land settlement. By a combination of
fortuitous world market conditions, an amenable natural environment,
and considereble individual initiative, the industry expanded rapidly,
lgying claim to vast areas of the colony and coming to an unwilling
halt only where the dictates of climate made further expansion seem
unwise. Moreover, until 1860, this great spread of pastoral domina-
tion, from the east coast to the semi-arid plains of the west, was
without competition from other forms of land-use. The pastoralist
came into undisputed occupance of the colony's lands and exercised -
by virtue of growing wealth and influence - growing control over the

4

future of land settlement.

4 See particularly Roberts, S.H., A History of Australian Land
Settlement, (Melbourne, 1923). Hereafter cited as Roberts, Land
Settlement. See also Wadham, S., Wilson, R.K., and Wood, J.,

Land Utilisation in Australia, (Melbourne, 1964) . Hereafter cited
as Wadham, Land Utilisation.



The direction and scale of agricultural settlement, on the other
hand, was subject to more rigid controls. New South Wales offered
little good farming land in the vicinity of Sydney, and the vast and
constricting belt of the sterile Dividing Ranges effectively blocked
access to the richer lands of the interior by imposing seemingly
insuperable problems of transport. As a result, expansion was
channelled north and south along the coast, to the alluvia.l‘ flats of
fhe Hunter and the Ha.wkesbury/Nepean Rivers, where cheap water
communication gave connection with the populous metrppolitan market
(Figure 1). Even so, land was scarce and expensive and the industry
seldom produced sufficient - particularly of wheat - to feed the
growing population. In the interior, though a vast pastoral industry
had developed, the population it supported was small and agriculture
was geared to supplying the needs of local service centres and the
surrounding pastoral properties.

The limitations on agricultural settlement expansion, therefore,
stemmed basically from three sources: the restrictions imposed by
the natural environment; the technological problems involved in over-
coming these restrictions; and the legacy of pastoral domination
shown in the regulations governing the alienation of land for agri-
cultural purposes. In the light of therse three mgjor inhibitory
factors it is possible to examine the character of agricultural settle-
ment before 1860, and to anticipate the problems which faced the
expansion of the wheat frontier and the creation of a viable, export-

based, wheat industry as the century progressed. For only after 1860
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did the situation begin to change. The dominance of the coast as an
agricultural centre was ended with startling finality by 1866, and
the wheat frontier began to push further and further to the west,

growing in size and in significance.

THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

Establishing a foothold on the Australian continent involved
peculiar difficulties arising from the sheer distance of the colony
from the mother country. To do this successfully - to organise and
develop resources rapidly - was a sufficient problem in itself without
the added complication created by the inexpert and unwilling nature
of convict labour. Because of the distance .from Great Britain and
the difficulties and expense of ensuring adequate and timely shipment
of supplies, the most important of the immediate problems facing the
early Governors was to develop an adequate food basis and, as popula-
tion grew, to provide for the expansion of this basis. Yet the
immediate situation offered little encouragement and it soon became
epparent, as Governor Darling wrote, that "from many local Causes, a
very Small proportion of this Colony can be Cultivated with any
advantage and that the great Mass of our Lands must be empldyed.in
Grazing".5 The "local Causes" to which Darling referred were largely

environmental . -

5 Darling to deerich, 1/9/1831, Historical Records of Australia, I,
xvi, 342. Hereafter cited as HRA




Physiography
The site of the first settlement at Port Jackson reflected the
obvious advantages of "the finest harbour in the world", and more
precisely the location of the best spring of water in that harbour.6
It was situated in the north coastal segment of the Cumberland Plain,
a roughly circular area of lowland some thirty miles in diameter.
Here the most recent of the triasssic deposits, the Wianamatta shales,
have been preserved from the Pleistocene upwarping that characterises
the surrounding highlands. Yet despite the immediate attractions of
fresh water and a sheltered anchorage, the Plain offered only limited
possibilities for agriculture. The dominant clays and loams, derived
from the Wianamatta shales, were poorly drained and sterile, and the
occasional patches of better guality basaltic soils were too limited
7

in extent to be of more than transient importance.’' As population
expanded the first significant move away from the locality of the
Sydney site carried agriculture to the western extremity of the Plain

and the valley of the Hawkesbury/Nepean River. Along the course of

. the river are relatively extensive deposits of alluvial loans and silts,

6 Bird, J., "The Foundation of Australian Seaport Cepitals", Economic

Geography, XL, iv, 283-284, (1965).

7 See, for example, the comments of Watkin Tench in his Complete
Account of the Settlement at Port Jackson, 2-3, (Pitzhardinge
Edition, Sydney, 1961). Hereafter cited as Tench, Complete Account.
This edition also contains Tench's A Narrative of the edition  to
Botany Bay. See also, Collins, D., Account of the English Colony in
New South Wales, I, (London, 1798). Hereafter cited as Collins,
Account.
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and it was here - particularly in fhe county of Camden - that one of
the earliest and most important wheat-growing centres arose (Figure
2).8

The advantages of proximity to the Sydney market was a significant
factor in the success of the Hawkesbury farmers. Similarly, the
advantages of water communication were of great importance in the
development of the more extensive and productive lowlands of the
Hunter Valley. Separated from the Cumberland Plain by the intervening
upland of the Hawkesbury Plateaun, this was the second major area of
agricultural settlement before 1860. Again, settlement tended to
cling to»the alluvial soils, most extensively developed in the east
at the junction of the Hunter with the Williams and Paterson Rivers,
and in the central portion of the valley in the vicinity of Singleton.
Fingers of agricultural settlement also extended south on the alluviums
of Wollombi Brook and Wallis' Creek.9

In 1826, at a time when the agricultural settlement of the Hunter
Valley was proceeding rapidly, and when already the major areas of
alluvial soils were occupied, Thomas Atkinson wrote that "cultivation

and colonisation will extend mostly upon the sea coast, and in the

8 Collins, Account, II, 6, (London, 1802).
9

For an account of the early settlement of the Hunter Valley see
Perry, Frontier, 52-78.
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neighbourhood of the few rivers that are navigable."lo His prediction
was proving substantielly correct, though only occasionally along the
entire eastern coastline could substantial areas of low-lying and
fertile land be found. Elsewhere fhe steep scarp face of the barren
Dividing Ranges rises sharply from the inland margins of a discontinuous
and cramping coastal plain. Moreover, as Atkinson reaslised, not only
was this belt of highland itself barren and useless for agricultural
settlement, but its steep scarp face ahd difficult terrain effectively
blocked market contact between the richer lands of the interior and

the densely populated coast (Figure 3).

On the western margins of the highland massi_fs, however,
differential elevation of peneplains of Cretaceous and Tertiary age
has resulted in the formation of plateaux. These "tablelands"
provided the first bases for the expansion of a farming frontier in
the interior. Here, in the vicinity of Bathurst in the west, Goulburn
in the south, and Armidale in the north, the cooler and drier upland
climate, combined with alluvial and basaltic soils, offered oases of
excellent wheat farming country at the headwaters of westward-draining
rivers. The expahsion of farming settlement in these distﬁcts,

however, was slow when compared to the lowlands of the coastal rivers,

10 Atkinson, J., An Account of the State of Agriculture and Grazing in

New South Wales, 10, (London, 1826). Hereafter cited as Atkinson,
Account. As King has pointed out this amounts simply to the
recognition that commercial agricultfure must have a market, and
the only substantial market in this case was Sydney. See King,
The First Fifty Years, XVII, 277.
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as a result of the limited inland market and the inaccessibility of
the metropolis.ll Yet even mor;a inaccessible, in the early nineteenth
century, was the gently undulating and fertile couniry of the interior
slopes of the Dividing Ranges, and eastern Riveriﬁa. Today, these
are the most important of the wheat-growing areas in New South Wales,
but in 1850 the inferior was the province of the squatter, with only
isolated and highly localised farming activity catering solely for
local consumption. To the west agg.in, these fertile slopes give way
to the vast semi-arid and arid pla;inS of the Murray Basin. This
enormous area, useless for arable purposes except on the eastern
fringes, consists of flat alluviums and ma.riné tertiaries broken only
by the uplifted Paleozoics of the Cobar peneplain, and by the ancient
sediments éf the Barrier Ranges in the extreme west. Elsewhere the
inland plains slope imperceptibly towards the intermittent waters of

the Murray/Darling drainage system.

Climate, Vegetation, a.nd Soils

In very general terms the climate of New South Wales is a
reflection of the longitudinal influences of the ‘great highland wall.
Rainfall is the crucial element, growing progressively 1ess‘ as the
precipitous eastern scarp gives way to the more level tablelands, and

dropping to conditions of increasing aridity beyond the slopes. The

1 Pefry, Frontier, 79-108. See also King, The First Fifty Years,
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average annual isohyets, therefore, run in parallel north-south belts
with the exception of the dry loop around Cooms in the rain shadow
of the Koskiusko massif. On the coastal margins of the eastern scarp
rainfall totals are seldom below forty inches, and in the extreme
north reach sixty inches. The thirty inch and twenty inch isohyets
mark very roughly the western limits of the tablelands and the slopss
respectively, and effectiveiy contain the bulk of the modern whéat
belt. Out onto the plains totals fall rapidly until, to the west of
the Barrier Ranges, the average annual fgll is less than eight inches.
Seasonal influences are alligned latitudinelly, with slight summer
mexima in the horth, varying through an autumn meximum in the coastal
belt between Newcastle and Jervis Bay; t0 a winter’dominance in the
south.12

As might be expected, the existence of the largest of the
Australian upland regions - though nowhere truly "moﬁntainoﬁs" -
exerts a marked influence on the distribution of isotherms. The
remarkable uniformity of isotherm alignment over the bulk of the
featureless interior is broken down by a cold loop extending from
Victori# to the Queensland border, and most pronounced in winter when
average temperatures for the tableland districts fall below fifty
degrees Fahrenheit. In summer the isdtﬂerms swing north at the

mountain barrier and temperatures grow progressively cooler towards

12 Taylor, G., Australia, 141, (London, 1959).
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- the coast. The average summer temperature for most of the coast is
between seventy and seventy five degrees Fahrenheit.

More importent than these casual averages, however, particularly
to the bewildered Englishmen thrust headlong into a topsy-turvy
calendar, were the exceptional years, the periods of torrential rain
and flood, and the perverse waves of stifling, humid, heat. It was
the variability of the climate that impressed itself most upon the
unsuspecting stranger. Short period weather fluctuations are most
pronounced in this south eastern portion of the continent. The causes
lie in the interplay of air masses of maritime, continental, polar, and
tropical origin which - as well as tending to afford a more or less
evenly distributed rainfall with onlyvslight seasonalumaxima - some-
times brings sharp temperature changes, sudden. frosts, and violent
storms, damaging to both crops and young livestéck. On the other hand,
passing cyclones sucking in heated air from the interior occésionally
bring hot, dessicating, winds to wither the‘standing crops and growing
fodder, and to bring the grave threat of fire. The consequent inability

to predict weather conditions at any single time of the year with any
degree of certainty led, in the early nineteenth century, to a farming
calendar more approximate than specific; the successful farmer was
often an opportunist, or cautious enough to sow, at intervals of a
month, up to three crops in the hope that one would be spared.

Of crucial importance to the farmer were the subtle variations
of soil types, often reflected in the vegetation they supported

(Figure 4). In general the prospects presented by the coastal margins
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and the highlands seemed thin: the dominant soils are highly leached
acid podsols of only low fertility, and little suited to the
production of exhausting grain crops. But, again, it was the variation
from the norm that was to prove significant. The heavy rainfall of
the coastal region supported a varied flora ranging from rich rain
and brush forest to the stunted bushes on the thin soils of the sand-
stone ﬁpla.nds. Yet in the valleys of the eastern rivers relatively
rich alluviums supported a woodland vegetation of box (Eucalyptus
hemiphloia), gum (B. tereticornis), and ironbark (E. siderophloia),
and it was here that the colony'-s farmers sought to make the best of
Nature's limited bles.e::i.:ngs;.13 On the tablelands, too, though acid,
sandy soilsipred‘ominate, ferming setilement gravitated to thé richer
alluviums and the fertile basalts of the Bathurst, Orange, ya.nd Argyle
districts, and to the blue granite soils of the New England bathylith.
To the west of the tableland, between the twenty-five inch and
sixteen inch isohyets, lie the red-brown earths, the most important of
the modern wheat-growing soils, They occur :m a belt some one hundred
miles wide, extending south from the Liverpool Plains, along the
western slopes of the uplands and into eastern Riverina, supporting a
vegetation of mixed temperate woodland species. Outliers of red-brown

earths also occur amid the black earths of the Scone district of the

13 The best account of the distribution of tree species is in Anderson,
R.H., Trees of New South Waeles, (Sydney, 1947). The most
accessible general summary of the physical geography of the
continent is The Australisn Environment, (CSIRO, Melbourne, 1960).
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Upper Hunter Valley. Development of the red-brown earths, and of the
rich black earths lying in the Scone-Coolah-Gunnedah triangle and on
the north-western slopes centred on Moree, was delayed until the
1890's when improved transport facilities gave access to the east
cost, and increased capitalisation led to the adoption of large-scale
mechanised farming techniques.

Even longer delayed, in New South Wales, was the farming settle-

‘ment of the mallee lands, extending in a narrowing arc from the South
Australian border around the western and northern fringes of the‘black
soil plains of Riverina. These marginal lands support a variety of
the unique mallee eucalypts, ranging from Gisnt Mallee (E. Oleosa) in
the south, to the stunted Curly Mallee (E. Gillii) found only in the
extreme west. Though early developed in South Australia and in
Victoria the mallee lands of New South Wales were protected from the
advance of the plough until improved communications facilities at the
turn of the century made their economic exploitation feasible.

The remainder of New South Wales is overlein by soils of little
or no value for the raising of wheat. These are the semi-arid and
arid soils of the west: the lighter textured red soils and. the heavy
black soil plains. In general the black soil plains follow the
courses of the drainage system, extending in a narrow belt along the
Darling end the Lower Murray, end widening to extensive plains between
the Culgoa and the Castlereagh Rivers in the north, and in the south
reaching their maximum extent betwéen the Murray and Willandra Creek.

Both these major soil groups, with the partial exception of the red
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mallee soils, remain almost exclusively grazing country.

Assessment

The expansion of farming settlement in this unususl new environ-
ment was slow and unimpressive over the first fifty years. The
farming frontier clung tenaciously to its coastal location with only
occasional and isolated outliers serving the scattered market of the
inland. The initial interest of men of substance had declined rapidly
after 1804 when, following the lead of men like MacArthur and Blaxland,
they began to turn more exclusively to the raiéiné of stock and the
production of fine-woolled sheep. The public farms, directed by
government and worked by convict labour, had also tended to decline
after the mid-1790's. These developments left agriculture incréasingly
in the hands of a class of emancipated convicts and small settlers,
characterised for the most part by inefficiency, undercapitalisation,
and a high level of indebtedness. The failure to provide a sufficient
degree of protection to the small settler had resulted, by the end of
Macquarie's regime, in the "mass dispossession and impoverishment of
the small farmer", and the rise of a miserable class of tenant

farmers landless in an almost empty continent.14

Moreover, as popula-
tion grew, the restrictions imposed by the Dividing Ranges, and by the
absence of any really areas of good farming land to the east of the

highlands became even more pronounced, and from the mid-1820's wheat

14 The best account of the difficulties of these early years is in
King, The Firgt Fifty Years, XVII, 125-143. See also Dunsdorfs,
Wheat Growing, 3-113.
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production failed to keep pace with local demand and the colony
became a net importer of wheat.l” i

In addition to the more narrowly physical limitations imposed
by the terrain, however, the coastal farmer also faced a number of
natural hazards that have received close attention from students of
the period. These include the liability of the coast to periodic and
disastrous flooding, to which Perry attributes "the precarious state
of the Colony's food supply, its wildly fluctuating market, and its
unstable econc:my."l6 They also include occasional doughts of extreme
severity, and Foley has noted eleven major drought periocis between
1798 ‘and 1850 which affected the 'coast.17 To the va.garieg ‘of climate

have been added the intermittent plagues of insect pests: the

ubiquitous weevil and the destructive Army Worm, (Pseudaletia convecta) .18

Finally, in this sorry catalogue of '"natural calamities" affecting the

major wheat-growing areas on the coast it is necessary to mention the

15 1n 1826 New South Wales had a net import of 4,000 bushels. Ten
years later this had grown to 336,000. Thereafter, until 1850,
imports varied considerably, but only exceeded the 1836 figure in
one year. See Dunsdorfs, Wheat-Growing, 474-475.

16 Perry, Frontier, 23.

17 Foley, D., "Drought in Australia", 54-55, Bureau of Meteorology
Bulletin, No. 43, 1957.

18 See, for example, King, The First Fifty Years, XVI; Perry,

Frontier, 127-128; Atkinson, Account, 43.
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incidence of fungoid crop diseases, particulai‘ly stem rust (Puccinia
graminis), to which the coast - by virtue of its humidity - is
thought to have been markedly liable.

Yet to what degree did these occasional visitations pose a real
threat to dependable agriculture on the coast before 1850, and to
what degree were they responsible for encouraging the abandonment of
wheat-growing there after 18607 With regard to the liability of the
coast to flooding it is clear, as Perry has pointed out, that this
was of great significance in the early days. "In the early days of
settlement", w:cbte Atkinson in 1826, "the Colony was almost wholly
dependent upon the flooded lands of the Hawkesbury and Nepean for its
grain; the inundations were then followed with a scarcity thaf almost
amounted to faminé."19 But, as King has suggested, the impact of this
hazard was minimised as settlement expanded, particularly to the less
flood-prone lowlands of the Hu.nter'Valley.ZO Moreover, it should not
be overlooked that, although more frequent on the coast, floods also
occurred in the interior: in 1852, for example, a sudden deluge led
to the destruction of most of the town of Gundagai, drowned seventy

people, and swept away every grain of wheat.21 Conversely, although

19
20

Atkinson, Account, 32-33.

King, The First Fifty Years, XVI, 627-630. This is the most
detailed account of the early hazards facing farmers in New South

Wales. But see also Dunsdorfs, Wheat-Growing, 49; and Perry,
Frontier, 23. , _

2l See Sydney Morning Herald, 5/1/1852, 8/71/52, 10/1/52, 21/7/52.

Hereafter cited as SMH.
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drought was occasionally a problem even on the humid coast it was a
much more serious one in the interior. Insect pests and crop diseases
were ubiquitous, and their association with the coastal location of
the industry wgs, at least in part, no more than a reflection of
their greater commercial impact in these regions. Certainly, Atkinson
was prepared to dismiss stem rust as "not very common", and an anon-
ymous essayist, writing in the mid-1830's, confesses to little fear
either of crop disease or of insect peets.22

Furthefmore, if the coastal location of the industry was, as has
been suggested, basically unsuited to the production of wheat then it
should be possible to test this empirically by an examination of yield
returns. First, the coastal yields should be low compared to yields
elsewhere in the colony. Second, the yields should not only be low
on average but should exhibit considerable fluctuation as a result of
the periodic visitation of the natural hazards already discussed.
When the yield returns are examined, however, it is clear that they
are neither relatively low, nor wildly fluctuating, when compared to
yields elsewhere in the colony. On the contrary, for the nineteen
year period from 1832 to 1850, the coastal yields were both higher on
a¥erage and less liable to wide annual variation than were the yields

in the interior (Table 1).

22 Atkinson, Account, 43. Anon., "An Essay on the Culture of Wheat"

New South Wales Calendar and Post Office Directory, 93, (Sydney,
1835).



18.

TABLE 1

New South Wales: Annual Average Wheat Yields 18%2-1850

Coast Tableland Slopes
Year Yield Yield Yield
1832 14.0 17.8 -
1833 16.3 9.9 -
1834 13.7 20.9 -
1835 11.2 16.9 -
1836 18.5 15.2 -
1837 14.1 13.9 -
1838 12.8 8.2 -
1839 17.7 15.2 -
1840 15.2 16.2 -
1841 14.3 13.9 -
1842 14.3 14.6 12.2
1843 13.0 12.4., 13.6
1844 15.4 15.3 16.3
1845 13.8 11.3 11.8
1846 12.7 13.2 18.2
1847 12.5 16.4 15.8
1848 15.6 18.0 18.7
1849 21.5 19.0 18.3
1850 15.6 11.0 6.2

Source: Dunsdorfs, E. and L., Historical Statistics of
the Australian Wheat-Growing Industry, 1792-1950,
ZMelbourne, 1956). Hereafter cited as Dunsdorfs,
Higtorical Statistics.

- Note: No reliable figures are available before 1832.
All references to yields are given in bushels per acre.

A more important criticism than the "natural hazard" view,
bearing in mind the shift away from the coast that was to occur after
1860, is that compared to the interior the coastal soils, "being
washed out by abundant rain, was boorest“, and that the eventual move-

ment away from the coast reflected a search for better la.nd.23 In

25 This is the view offered in Dumsdorfs, Wheat-Growing, 67.
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general, of course, this criticism of the coastal soils is correct,
and it has already been shown that the dominant soils of the east are
heavily leached podsols. It is also true that in the summer maximum
areas of the north coast rainfall totals of over fifty inches annually
are too high for the successful cultivation of wheat. Yet it will be
shown that the bulk of the wheat grown in New South Wales over this
early period was grown on relatively fertile alluvial regosols. These
s0ils were commonly regarded as the finest in the colony, and the
extension of settlement in the interior after 1860 was initially
directed to similar areas of easily worked, moderately rich, alluvial
material. Nor can it even be conceded that the principal area of
agricultural settlement - the Hunter Valley - received "abundant rain".
Existing as a gap through the uplands, and lacking a continuous belt
of highland on its inland margins, the Hunter Valley is not subject

to the same degree of orographic precipitation as the rest of the coast.
Climatically, vegetatively, and to some degree pedologically, the Valley
represents a direct link with the drier western slopes. Rainfall
decreases rapidly from forty inches at Newcastle, to thirty inches at
Maitland, and only twenty-six inches at Singleton: the alluvial

flats of the river continue fertile, and continue intensively cropped
- though not with wheat - at the present time.24

There can, of course, be no denying the existence of environmental

24 For a detailed climatic, vegetative, and pedological investigation
of the Hunter Valley see "Report on the Lands of the Hunter Valley",
Land Research Series, No. 8, (CSIRO, Melbourne, 1963).
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hazards to coastal wheat-growing. Yet to suggest that these were of
an order sufficient to encourage the eventual abandonment of the
industry there cannot be accepted. The available evidence would
suggest that the coastal environment was adequately suited to wheat
production, at least before 1860, and that the inadequacy of the
industry in terms of output reflected rather the limited availability
of alluvial soils and the presence of the highland barrier, effectively
cutting off access to eéstern markets from the fertile lands of the
interior.

But the inadequacy of the agricultural industry, the increasing
reliance on the importation of wheat, and the apparent limitations
on the extension of the farming frontier, also stemmed in part from
other causes: from the traditional undercapitalisation of the
industry arising from the greater attraction of pastoralism; from
an increasingly stifling policy governing the alienation of farming
land; and from the multiple problems created by distence and trans-

port costs. These problems, too, must be examined.

LAND: THE SQUATTER AND THE FARMER

In the mid-1850's rising prices and rising levels of import of
breadstuffs provoked the Legislative Council of the colony to appoint
a Select Committee "to inquire into and report upon the State of
Agriculture in the Colony with special reference to the raising of

wheaten grain" (Table 2).25 The Committee were instructed to determine

25 "Report of the Select Committee on the State of Agriculture", New

South Wales Legislative Council, Votes and Proceedings, 1855, 1I,
313 et seq. Hereafter cited as NSWLC VP.
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TABLE 2

New South Wales: Consumption of Breadstuffs 1832-1850

Year Population Acreage Production Net Import Home Produce

(Bushels) and Export as % Total
' (<) and (+) Apparent

Consumption

1832 53,524 36,776 515,000 24,000 (-) 95.5
1833 60,794 36,679 587,000 7,000 +g 98.8
1834 66,212 48,667 681,000 19,000 (=) = 97.2
1835 71,592 47,111 518,000 138,000 (=) - T7.7
1836 77,096 51,666 929,000 336,000 (- 73.4
1837 85,267 59,576 833,000 91,000 (- 90.1
1838 97,912 48,061 625,000 103,000 -g 85.8
1839 114,386 48,401 823,000 231,000 (- 78.0
1840 129,463 74,933 1,249,000 391,000 (-) 76.1
1841 149,669 60,605 831,000 602,000 -g 57.9
1842 159,889 65,188 - 852,000 267,000 (- 76.1
1843 165,541 78,083 1,006,000 370,000 (- 73.1
1844 173,377 81,903 1,311,000 318,000 (- 80.4
1845 181,556 77,584 1,213,000 119,000 (- 91.0
1846 196,704 88,910 1,420,000 273,000 (- 83.8
1847 205,009 81,044 1,028,000 295,000 (- 7.7
1848 220,474 87,219 1,527,000 198,000 (- 88.5
1849 246,299 90,706 1,926,000 221,000 (- 89.7
1850 265,503 99,230 1,452,000 23,000 (- 98.4
Sources: Population estimates are from the Official History of

New South Wales, (Sydney, 1883). The remaining
figures have been taken directly, or recalculated,
from Dunsdorfs, Wheat-Growing and Historical Statistics.

Note: No correction is made in these figures for the Port
Phillip or Stanley districts.
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the causes of "hindrance and failure in that great industrial

pursuit ...."26 The concern was well founded. The acreage of land
under wheat in the colony had been remarkably stable for at least
fifteen years, while population had grown rapidly. In 1840 over 72,000
acres had been sown to the crop; in 1849 only 60,000 had been sown,
and in between times the acreage had fluctuated about these limits

2T For this there had to

without exhibiting any tendency to expansion.
be a reason. The Committee were instructed to consider three elements
which, it was evidently considered, could have been responsible for the
stagnant state of wheat-growing. These were the social condition of the
people, the policy of the government, and the physical character of the
colony itself.

The results were a disappointment: possibly more so to the
historian than to the contemporary politician. The "report™ occupied
one page. In it, and virtually without evidence, the physical chéracter
of the colony was exonerated as it had to be: everyone, at least within
the colony, knew that it contained some of the finest wheat-growing lands
in the world, but remarkably nobody thought it necessary to say where these

lands were or to suggest that they lay hopelessly beyond the reach of

existing markets. The social condition of the people was ignored, despite

26 Ibid, loc. cit.

21 I+ should be noted that there is a discrepancy between the figures
given here and those quoted in Table 2. This is because the
figures quoted here are corrected to exclude the Port Phillip
district (Melbourne) and the Stanley district (Brisbane). Similar:
corrections could not be made for the other series in Table 2.
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the fact that much of the evidence pointed to the depressed and under-
capitalised state of the bulk of the tenant farmers in the coastal
regions. What was needed, decided the Committee, in order to cover
"the banks of our navigable rivers and our fertile plains with the

28

happy homes of a race of peasant freeholders" was land reform. It

was, under the circumstances, & predictable conclusion.

The Rise of the Squatter
New South Wales was granted self-government in 1856. The most

bitter issue in the political arena of the arrogant young Assembly soon
became evident: it was the problem of land reform. The core of the
discontent with the existing system of land alienation and leasehold
occupation was the supposed antithesis of interests between leaseholding
pastoralism and freehold farming. Land which was urgently needed for
farming settlement was, it was claimed, tied up in pastoral leases, thé
security of which had been guaranteed by a series of legislative
measures, culminating in the Imperial Waste Lands Act of 1846, which
- had given increasingly favourable leaseholding conditions to the squatter,
while steadily raising the selling price of land to the farmep.

Uﬁtil 1836 pastoralists in de facto possession of "runs" beyond

the "limits of location" were engaged in an industry outside the technical

8 wReport ... on the State of Agriculture", NSWLC, VP, 1855, II, 313
et seg. For an account of the depressed and under-capitalised state
of agriculture at that time see particularly the evidence of John
Nicholas Beit.
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limits of the 1aw.29 Beyond these "limits" - embodying the central
coastal and tableland portions of the colony - land could be neither
leased nor sold. So profitable was the industry, however, and so
difficult was the law to enforce, that in 1836 an Act was passed in
London imposing an annual rental on such "squatters", and thereby

30

conferring legal recognition upon their runs. Respectability before
the law was not enough, however, and as their economic and political
influence grew the squatters began to press for greater security. Runs
were leased annually and the uncertainty of this system, it was claimed,
militated against the improvement of the lease. The basic concession
sought was an extended tenure, but in addition it was held that a pre-
emptive purchase right was also necessary in orde: to protect the
improvements which would be consequent upon the granting of & longer
lease. In 1844 an effort by the Governor to introduce a compromise

solution was met by howls of protest eand organised opposition, both

within the colony and by squatters! representatives in London. The

L

29 The "limits of location" - later known as the settled districts -
were defined in 1826. They originally comprised nineteen counties,
but in 1830 a twentieth (Macquarie) was added. See King, C.J.,

"An Outline of Closer Settlement in New South Wales", Review of
Marketing and Agricultural Economics, 1957. Reprinted in book form.
Undated. Hereafter cited as King, Closer Settlement. Briefly,

the "limits" were imposed to prevent the dispersal of population
beyond the powers of the govermment to control and police.

30

The best account of these early measures is still Professor Stephen
Roberts!' classic Land Settlement, 178-186. But see also King,
Closer Settlement, 45-50.
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outcome of fhis protest was the passing of the Imperial Waste Lands
Act in 1846,

Under this Act the concept of the "limits of location" was replaced
by a new sub-division of the colony into three districts: settled;
intermediate; and unsettled (Figure 5).32 The new legislation
governing the occupation of these districis was aimed primarily st
leaseholding in the unsettled and intefmediate districts. The squatters!
desire for security of tenure was coﬁpletely,satisfied: land could be
leased without competition for fourteen years in the unsettled districts
and eight years in the intermediate districts. At the same time,
however, it was stipulated that it was to be illegal to engage in

agriculture for the purposes of trade or barter: on leaseheld land.33

51 Roberts, Land Settlement, 179-181. See also King, Closer Settlement,
53-54.

32 The Act was effected by an Order-in-Council of the following year.

For this Order, and the comments of the Secretary of State see Grey
to Fitzroy, 30/4/47, HRA, I, xxv, 428-434. In addition to the
twenty counties within the o0ld "limits of location" the newly defined
settled districts also included the county of Stanley (around what is
how the city of Brisbane in Queensland), all land within twenty-five
miles of Melbourne, fifteen miles of Geelong, ten miles of Portland,
Alberton, Eden, Bathurst, and Wellington; the towns of Macquarie,
Ipswich, and Grafton; all land within three miles of the sea; and
all land within specified reaches of the Rivers Glenelg, Clarence,

and Richmond. For counties in the Intermediate Districts see
Appendix One.

33 fhough this was no hardship to the pastoralist it is evident that

some agriculture had been carried on on Crown lands by persons of

small capital. See Paperg Relative to Crown Lands in the Australian
Colonies, 17-19, (London, 1851).
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Generous though the leasing conditions were, the pastoral run was not
completely inviolate and was open to forfeit where it interfered with

the "defence, safety, improvement, utility or enjoyment" of the colony.34
In effect this was intended as no more than an affirmation of the
ultimate rights of the Crown to the disposal of unalienated land, but

it was later to be used as ammunition by the squatters when accused of
monopolising public lands.

Although the lessees normally had no desire to purchase the free-
hold to their runs - beyond the immedi#te homestead section and in the
area of any improvements - they had demanded the pre-emptive right to
purchase any or all of the lease should competition for the land title
arise. Again they were completely satisfied: during the period of the
lease the squatter was to have the sole right of purchase, andAupon its
expiration he was to have the pre-emptive right. But the generous
conditions did not end there: rents were fixed at the low level of £10
per annum on every 4,000 sheep or 500 cattle carried on the run, and
special terms were devised to give the pastoralist up to sixty days grace
before forfeit was demanded in the event of non-payment of the rental.

The Act of 1846 was effected by an Order-in-Council of the following

year. The bias in favour of leaseholding pastoralism seemed so obvious,

54 Under the Act of 1846 the Crown also retained the right to modify
the boundaries of the districts. It was legally possible at any
time, therefore, to extend the settled districts to incorporate the
whole of the colony, and by doing so to negate the favourable
conditions of pastoral occupation in the interior.
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and placed the squatter in a position of such relative strength over the
potentially valuable farming lands of the intermediate districts, that
reaction was immediate and voluble. Yet this was not a simple struggle

for land between pastoralist and farmer for, although dealing almost
exclusively with the occupation of land for pastoral purposes, the Act
served to crystallise the growing class antagonism within the colony.

From this point, land reformm ceased to be principally a social and economic
problem, becoming instead a political piatform." The rising tide of
liberalism in the succeeding decade demanded reform of the whole structure
of regulations governing land settlement, and the og?pome of these demands

we/:.’-jgu., to play a significant role in the developing wheat industry.

The Case for the Farmer

The opposition to the Waste Lands Act stemmed, hot. from any very
apparent direct conflict over land, but initially from the great disparity
in conditions to which the pastoralist and the small farmer were subjected.
. From the early 1830!'s the Colonial Oﬁ‘ice in London had partially adopted
an accumulating body of theory relating to colonisstion, derived from a
group calling themselves the "systematic colonisers'". The group, led by
Edward Gibbon Wakefield, evolved a system which, they believed, would
maximise the production of the colonies by eﬁsuring the correct proportions
between the three classic "factors of production" - lend, labour, and
capital - and thereby automatically bring the greatest benefit‘ to the

colony and the mother country alike.
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35

In essence their theory was simple. The colonies wanted labour;
the mother country had a surplus. It was of no use to the colonies if
imported labour could progress with ease to the status of would-be
employer; nor was it of use if the available labour was permitted to
disperse to form a subsistence peasantry. It was essential to import
and maintain a labour force, to ensure the existence of a landless
"working class". On the other hand, however, it was also necessary

that - if the colony was indeed to progress - the labourer should, by
patience and inglustry and in the course of time, be able to achieve the
status of employer. Since the wealth of the colonies was felt to lie in
the land, it was held that both these objectives could be atitained by
ensuring that land was mcarce, either by charging a "sufficient" price
for freehold title, or by restricting the amount of 1a;1d open to sale.

‘ Either way, only a limited number of peopie could become landowners and
empioyers. 0f the two methods Wakefield preferred the former: the
colonies could then absorb all the available capital, and the monies
obtained would contribute to a more substantial "land fund" to be |
utilised in assisting immigration. The result would be a system to some
degree antomatic and self-regulating: the availability of capital in
the colony would be reflected in the amount of land sold; the revenue
from land sales would be indicative of the amount of labour required,

end could be used, in part, to furnish this demand.

35 This summary is based upon Wakefield's evidence before the Select
Committee on the Disposal of Lands in the British Colonies, 44-122,
(London, 1836). The standard work on Wekefield and his colonising

theories, together with a complete bibliography of his writings, is
Mills, R.C., The Colonisation of Australia, (London, 1915).
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In essence the theory found favour in the Colonial Office. The
notion of a "sufficient" price, equated not surprisingly with a Yhigh"
price, emerged in the 1830's as the cornerstione of Imperial land policy
in the Australian colonies, and it was against the continued application
of this principle - rather than over actual land disputes - that farmers
and political radicals began to fight in the late 1840's. The first
explicit move in the partial adoption of Wakefield's theory had occurred
in 1831 when the sale of land at the "high" price of 5/; per acre was
substituted for the earlier, and suspect, practice of direct land grants.
In 1838, in order "to give full effect" to the theory the price was
raised to 12/~ per acre, and in 1842 - in the depths of a commercial
depression - the price was raised, yet again, to £1 per acre.5

But although opposition to the price of land was central to the
farmers! case, there were other grievances. The 1831 regulations,
which had substituted sales for grants, had also specified that these

sales should, in all cases, be made at auction, and that the whole of

36

Land grants were abandoned in view of repeated complaints of
favouritism shown to particular individuals. For this, and the
institution of sales at S/L per acre see Goderich to Darling,
14/2/31, HRA, I, xvi, 82. For the rise to 12/- see Glenelg to
Gipps, 9/8738, HRA, I, xiv, 537. For suggestions that this was
in response to pressure from the newly created "Wakefield colony"
of South Australis see the debate on the Waste Lands (Australia)
Bill, Hansards Parliamentary Debates, LXXXVIII, 962-970. For the
increase in the price of land in 1842 to £1 per acre see Stanley
to Gipps, HRA, I, xxi, 557-560.
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the purchase money should be paid "previous to possession being

granted."37

Thus, by denying credit facilities, and by exposing the
small settler to competition at auction, the purchase of land by men

of modest means was made increasingly difficult. Moreover, although

the pastoralist was permitted under the Mortgage on Cattle and Lien on
Wool Acts to finance his operations on stock credit, similar facilities
with growing crops for security were denied to the farmer. Not only had
the farmer to buy his land outright and at auction, and to purchase his
implements, but he was also forced to reserve ﬁuch—needed capital to
cover the costs of maintenance and farming operations until the value

of his first crop could be realised by sale. More serious even than the
problem of credit, in the eyes of some, were the mechanics of land
alienation and the gross inefficiency of the Survey Department, both
leading to excessive delays of "three or four months" between the

38

application for land and its survey.

31 See Goderich to Darling, 9/1/31, HRA, I, xvi, 19. The question of
auction sales was a major point of divergence between Wakefield and
the Colonial Office. Wakefield considered auction to be conducive
to land jobbing, and preferred instead non-competitive selection.
Had this plank of Wekefield policy also been adopted it is possible
that opposition to the Colonial Office would have been considerably
reduced. For Wakefield's views see his evidence before the Select

Committee on the Disposal of Lands in the British Colonies, 91,

(London, 1836).
58 Although these criticisms were widespread by 1850 they are most
concisely stated in the evidence of John Robertson (shortly to become
Premier) before the "Select Committee on the State of Agriculture ...",
NSWLC, VP, 1855, II, 313 et seq. See also the reports on land settle-
ment in NSWLC, VP, 1847, II, 513 et segq., and NSWLC, VP, 1849, II, 543
et seq. See also Lancellot, F., Austrelia As It Is, II, 254, (London,
1852). For criticism of the Survey Department see particularly "Report

of the Commissioners Appointed to Inquire into the Surveyor-General's
Department", NSWLC, VP, 1855, II, 12, et seq.
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Finally, to this long catalogue of grievances, was added what
seemed to be the most gloomy prospect of all: the pastoral pre-
emptive right. The extent to which this right was used in reality to
defeat the small settler hoping to purchase farming land is not known.
Mitchell, the Surveyor-General, claimed that on the northern rivers of
the Clarence and the MaCleay there had been many applications for
selections from the tenants of the holders of pre-emptive rights, and
that the exercise of these rights had caused "some outcry". On the
Shoalhaven, too, it was claimed that epplications for selections had
been refused outright because they would interfere with the pre-empfive

39

rights of leaseholders. The only thing that is certain is that

relatively little land was ultimately purchased after 1847, whether by
40

pre-emption or direct auction. The existence of the pre-emptive
. right as a deterrent to selection was possibly less significant in fact
than .in theory since, given the other difficulties in the purchase of

freehold title, the demand for farms was not great.

59 See '"Report of the Select Committee on Crown Lands, Progress Report",
NSWLC, VP, 1854, II. For conditions on the northern rivers see
evidence of Surveyor-General, 21-29. For conditions on the Shoal-
haven see evidence of G.U.Alley, 69.

40 See below Chapter IV. Only 1,219,375 acres were sold at auction and

in respect of pre-emptive rights between 1847 and 186l. Over a
similar thirteen year period beginning in 1862 over 6,500,000 acres
were alienated on one of the new forms of tenure alone.
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Moves to Reform

Opposition to the Imperial Waste Lands Act of 1846 was led
initially by Robert Lowe, a gifted anti-Wakefieldian and later to
become Viscount Sherbrooke. But for as long as land policy remained
in the hands of Westminster it remained in the hands of Wakefieldians
of a deep-dyed hue, and Lowe's efforts - particularly to secure a
reduction in the price of land - were inevitably defeated. Only with
the granting of responsible government in 1856 did the way become clear
to effect far-reaching reform.4l By this time the radical elements in
the colony were rallying under the leadership of John Robertson who,
with his cry to "unlock the public lands" provided a cause with which
the growing political awareness of the colony could find identification.

Basing his platform partly upon American experiences Robertson
introduced the concept of "free selection™ on all Crown Land, including
those held under lease. The maximum area of the selection was to be
320 acres, and the selector was to be permitted to take up residence on
payment of a deposgit. Moreover, in addition to this introduction of
credit sale and the withdrawal of compulsory auction, the settler was

to be permitted to take up his land before survey, thus circumventing

the inadequacies of the Survey Departiment. At the same time, however,

41 For Lowe's struggles against the squatting hegemony see Martin, A.P.,
The Life and Letters of the Rt.Hon.Robert Lowe, Viscount Sherbrooke,
(London, 1893), and also Knight, R., Illiberal Liberal, (Melbourne,
1966). TFor the rejection of Lowe's views - pressed home in the
reports on land settlement in the late 1840's - see Grey to FitzRoy,
11/8/46, HRA, T, xxvi, 541-544, and Papers Relative to Crown Lands
in the Australian Colonies, I, 94-100, (London, 1850).
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Robertson recognised the need to guard against indiscriminate speculation
in land and accordingly introduced into his proposals purchase conditions
of residence and improvement, non-fulfilment of which would automatically
lead to the cancellation of the selection.42

Responsible government, however, was not without its drawbacks in
New South Wales. Not least of these was the apparent inability of any
Ministry to remain in power long enough to permit the machinery of reform
to function. The lack of clear party alighment, the fact that the new
Assembly was a battlefield for almost as many policies as there were
Members in it, made agreement on so complex an issue as land reform seem
almost impossible. The major aim of each Parliasmentary session became
the overthrow of the existing Ministry - at any cost. Political comprom-
ise was too easily misconstrued as hypocrisy and the resulting intransi-
gence severely hindered the prosecution of government business.

Between 1856 and 1860, therefore, no less than six attempts were made
to pass Bills dealing with the occupation and sale of Crown land: none

43

were successful. Yet, by this time, Robertson's views were well known

42 Robertson's platform is discussed more fully in Chapter IV, below.

43 The different Bills wereeesentially of three kinds: three sought
only slight modification of the existing system; the fourth and fifth,
introduced by Robertson himself, were radical "free selection" Bills;
the sixth represented something of a compromise with the acceptance of
free selection within proclaimed areas. For the first see SMH, 8/8/56.
For the second see SMH, 16/1/57 and 12/3/57. For the third see SMH,
19/11/57 and 20/11/57. For Robertson's Bills see SMH, 17/9/58 and
29/9/59. For the final Bill, introduced by Black, see SHH, 17/2/60.
The failure of this final attempt to find a compromise solution King
regards as having been "unfortunste for the State's future". See
'King, Closer Settlement, 77, (f.n.).
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and in many particulars had found widespread support in the Assembly,

at public meetings, and in torchlight processions through the streets

of Sydney.44 At the opening of the new decade, although reform still
seemed elusive, the path which it would eventually take had become clear.
Even this, however, was less important than the prospect of moral victory
over the vested interests of the squétters. For by 1860 the matter had
lost any hint of practical necessity - this had always been open to doubt
anyway - and had assumed the mantle of a popular crusade in the struggle
Clark has called the “victory of the bourgeoisie".45 The developments
of the late 1850's, however, in pointing the way for future reform, were
to have fundamental significance for the agricultural industry and for
wheat-growing in particular. The progress of agriculture and of land
settlement generally, for the next twenty years, was to be profoundly

affected by the rise of radical sentiment typified in Robertson's blans.

THE "SILVER Toy"46

" If land reform was the philosophical question of the day in the New

South Wales of the 1850's, however, then the practical question concerned

44 See, for example, SMH, 24/11/57; 8/12/57.

45 Clark, M., A Short History of Australia, 141, (Wew York, 1963).

46 A phrase of opprobrium used in the leading column of the Herald
to describe the railways constructed in the colony. It was part
of a personal attack upon the then Premier Charles Cowper, and
continued, "Our chief debt has been contracted for what has been
described by many members as a toy - the "toy-maker" is now Premier".
See SMH, 21/11/57.



35.

the creation of a rail network. Land legislation could provide the
machinery of land access, but the modification of the uses to which the
bulk of the land was put depended upon issues more solidly bound to earth.
Despite the rising agitation for land reform over the 1850's the vision
of the agricultural future of the colony encompassed no more than the
valleys of the coastal rivers and the more accessible plains of the table-
lands. In this respect the unique position of the coastal lowlands is
reflected in the proposal, made in 1857, to have them classified and sold
separately from the remainder of the lands in the colony;47 The western
slopes - the red-brown earths and the black earths of the north - were
disregarded: they were too distant, and to work them required techniques
and capital that were not, at that time, available in New South Wales.
Farming was still exclusively a labour-intensive industry; sowing and
reaping were still the province of hand operations. Costs were high and
transport to market was a critical item. With such narrow horizons,
therefore, the growing concern for the condition:of transport facilities
in the colony was very largely a concern for the settled districts. These
were the areas that suffered most from the abominable state of the
colony's roads since these were the areas over which the bulk of the
colony's produce was moved. For the fest the .provision of better communi-
cations facilities was a matter of social welfare, or more often - and

more accurately - of political expediency.

a1 See speech of Macleay on Cowper's Land Bill, SMH, 2/12/57.
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The Roads

As a British colony New South Wales was greatly influenced by
developments in the mother country. At the éame time, however, it was
recognised that there were differences: Social, economic, geographic;
differences of scale; differences of emphasis. Thus, while looking to
"home" as perhaps the ideal society, New South Welshmen were not always
willing, and were frequently umable, té follow slavishly the innovations
of Great Britain.

In the century between 1750 and 1850 Britain had undergone a
revolution.in the form and efficiency of her transport media. The roads,
formerly the province of the parish, had come under the general control
of the turnpike system, making ﬁore money available for their mainteﬁance
and improvement. In addition, the "elongated reservoirs" which were the
highways were being replaced by the "scientific" roads constructed by
Telford andtMacAdam.48 Yet, by contrast, after fifty yedars. of settlement
New South Wales possessed only the crudest and most elementary of transport
"systems". It was based upon three major trunk roads radiating north, west
and south from Sydney and metalled in patches only as far as Murrurundi in
the north, Bathurst in the west, and Goulburn in the south (Figure 6).
These "Great Trunk Lines of Thoroughfare" intorthe interior were, in fact,
little better than tracks, imperfectly made and poorly maintained. The

inadequate drainage provisions, combined with the bludgeoning of bullock

48 The quotation is taken from Pratt, E.A., A History of Inland Transport
and Communication in Englend, 99, (London, 19125. . But see also
Jackman, W.T., The Development of Transportation in Modern England,
(London, 1916).




STISNTID 1981 :@24no0§

S3Ju3blaA|p PROS YUNI| weeseess
pajanijsuod
Kjajewiyn syuni} Aemjley

000'LE ‘AINAAS D

o4

1981

S3AILITVHIJINNIN pue
‘SAIHSNMOL

052'Y 4370 @

o ‘
0sz'y - 152’ @ mmn:-v<.._|=>
oo osz'z - 1sL'y (O .

0SL'y - 006 o)
006 42Pun @
°
SNOILVINdOd
Koo .
® OO ®
¢ Qe. °
o e
ey - .
ooo O & . .
Q
° ° °
%e
o °
Q
- o€
°
.
O

oSt 12
L L




37

waggons, rapidly turned the surfaces into clinging, sucking, mires at
the first sign of wet weather. "It is a matter of greatest surprise",
wrote the Herald's Paramatta correspondent, "that men can be found to
take their teams on the roads ... Dead horses, broken axles and shafts,
and fravellers in a state of despair, cries shame on the authorities to
allow such a state of things fto exist ...“49 The journey of 145 miles
to Béthurst took 235 days and the rate of carriage per ton of goods cost
some £12. 10. O. To Albury some 375 miles from Sydney the journey
lasted anything up to 90 days and the cost on a ton of goods reached

£30.°

If the weight of a bushel of wheat was, say, 60 lbs. then it is
clear that the transport charges on one bushel from Bathurst to Sydney
might amount to over 4/-. At an average selling price in Sydney of
under 5/- in 1850, it is equally clear that the interior had little hope
of successfully competing on the metropolitan market until conditions had
been radically altered. Herein lay the great advantage of the coast and
even of producers outside the colony, for it was cheaper to import from
Tasmania, énd later South Australia, than to purchase wheat even from the

51

more accessible inland farming districts.

43 SMH, 6/9/56. TFor an account of road building in Few South Wales
see Newell, H.H., "Road Engineering and its Development in Ausiralia
1788-193%8%, Journal of the Institute of Engineers, Australia, X, ii
and iii, 1938.

50 Newell, H.H., op. cit., 57-

9l See Derling to Huskisson, 10/4/28, HRA, I, xiv, 132. For a discussion
of the wheat trade between New South Wales and Tasmanis see Dunsdorfs,
Wheat-Growing, 66-67.
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But while these facts give much of the rationale to the establish~
ment and expansion of coastal wheat-growing, and to the strictly local
nature of inland production, they do not account for the apparent
unwillingness within the colony to attack with more vigour the problem
of inadequate roasds. The deciding factors, probably, were cost and
timing. Discontent with the condition of the roads, and with the trust
system of administering road expenditure, came to a head at about the
same time that railways were being discussed. In the enthusiasm for the
. new medium the roads received scant attention, and were to remain inade-
quately built and poorly maintained for many years. Moreover, as the
newly appointed Engineer-in-Chief of Government Railways pointed out in
1857, the cost of macadamed roads might be as high as £10,000 per mile,

or roughly equivalent to that of a first class railway.52

The Railway

The origins of railway building in New South Wales can be traced
directly to reports of furious speculation in this field in the mid 1840's
in Britain. Fired by the apparent possibilities of the new transport

medium a private company was created to construct a line from Sydney to

52

For neglect of the roads see "Report of the Select Committee on Roads
and Railways", NSWLC, VP, 1854, 1187 et seq. The "Progress Report"

of this committee admitted having paid little attention to the "making
of common roads' out of a belief that every effort should instead be
directed to the provision of railways. For cost estimates of macadamed
roads and railways see “"Report of the Select Committee on the Great
Trunk Lines of Railway", Journal of the Legislative Council of New
South Wales, 1857, II, 399 et seq. Hereafter cited as JLCNSW.
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Goulbourn. After a brief and miserable record of misfortune and sheer
mishandling, however, the assets of this company - together with those
of a second company formed to construct a line from Newcastle to
Maitland - were taken over by the government.53 From the very beginning,
in fact, railway development in the colony had been assisted by public
investment.54 Over the early years of the 1850's the level of this
investment was steadily raised, so much so that the private railway
companies were largely government-controlled before the official take-
over was complete. After 1855, however, railway construction in New
South Wales passed irrevocably into the hands of the public.

In some ways the events of the early 1850's, when railways were in
private hands, were insignificant: no lines were opened to traffic, and
in pragmatic terms the colony was little affected by the failure of
private enterprise. In another sense, however, these years were import-
ant, for they determined why the responsibility for railway construction
must rest with government, and they also raised practical questions
concerning the character of the lines and the possibilities of alternative
methods of satisfying the transport requirements of the colony: questions

that were, in some ways, to be central in railway history throughout the

53 For information of the Sydney Railway Company see SMH, 30/1/46, and
"Report of the Select Committee on the Sydney Railway Bill", NSWLC,
VP, 1849, 11, 23 et seq. For the creation of the Hunter River
Rallway Company see NSWLC, VP, 1854, 1121 et seq., and SMH, 2/8/54.

o4 Initially, this took the form of a grant to cover exploratory survey
costs. See NSWLC, VP, 1848, 455, et seq.
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nineteenth century. In terms of their effect upon the direction and
timing of railway construction these issues were to be important to
the extension of the wheat frontier.

The private companies failed, essentislly, because of the lack of
private capital available for investment in such ambitious and uncertain
projects. As early as 1848 a Select Committee had expressed serious
concern at the wisdom of extending locomotive railways into the sparsely
settled interior.55 To some extent the uncertainty created by this
report was met when government agreed to guarantee the interest on

56

capital invested in railway development. Yet, by 1852 it was becoming
clear that private funds were seeking more attractive piojects. The gold
discoveries, coming in 1851, had opened up a new and exciting field for
the employment of private capital? the buying and selling of gold.

Again, they had attracted large numbers of the metropolitan labour force -
both skilled and unskilled.- eager to test their luck with the pick and
shovel emong the tents and gullies of Ophir ih preference to the railway
cuttings outside of Sydney Town. Moreover, and again as a result of the

discovery of gold, costs had soared and by the close of the year the

Sydney Railway Company was almost bankrupt.57 Sustained by deferred

55 wReport of the Select Committee on Railways", NSWLC, VP, 1848, 455
et seq.

56 For correspondence on the subject 6f guaranteed interest schemes see

NSWLC, VP, 1848, 1315 et seq; 1850, I, 501 et seq; 1852, I, 989

et seg. For the attitude of the Imperial government to these schemes

see Grey to FitzRoy, 8/2/49, printed with railway correspondence in

NSWLC, VP, 1849, I, 315 et seq.

57

Fbr a detailed account of these difficulties see rallway correspond-
ence in NSWLC, VP, 1853, II, 125 et seq.
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interest loans from the government, and joined in 1853 by the Hunter
River Railway Company which was soon in similar difficulties, private
enterprise willingly yielded its responsibilities to government in
1856.°°

Yet, once in government hands, the railways were faced with other
problems. They were to lose the single-minded purposefulness which,
under private enterprise, reduces decisiong to a profit or loss
calculation. They were to be influenced by demands more parochial than
logical, more emotional than economic; demands that were to affect the
direction and timing of construction and, indirectly, the developments
on the wheat frontier that depended so much upon them. Moreover, the
railways still had to be paid for, and as the century progressed the
government was to seek a solution to the high costs of railway building
at the expense of the advance of settlement which, it was hoped, their
constructionrwould induce. In addition, government railway congtruction
was forced to battle against repeated proposals for alternative sysiems
of communication: proposals for plank roads on the North American modelj

for railways constructed entirely of wood; for tramways using horse

—

58 For government loans to the private companies and for the recommended
take-over see "Report of the Select Committee on Roads and Railways",
NSWLC, VP, 1854, 1187 et seq. For the government's offer and the
transfer of the companies see NSWLC, VP, 1855, II, 1136 et seq.
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power or lighter steam traction.59 All of these problems had to be
solved, and insofar as they affected the lines that were built and the
land that was then made available, they affected the progress and

direction of agricultural settlement.

CONCLUSIONS

There were, therefore, three major elements which largely determined
the distribution of wheat-growing over the first-half of the nineteenth
century. The first of these was the character of the natural environment
which, at a general level and arising out of the existence of the eastern
highland barrier, denied access to the fertile soils of the interior and,
more specifically, caused agricultural settlement to be channelled to

those few accessible areas of good soils which were found in the valleys

of the east coast rivers. ©Second, and arising in part out of the inacces
sibility of extensive areas of good farming land, was the increasing
dominance of the pastoral industry in the interior. Though this repre-
sented no immediste threat to the advance of farming settlement, it posed

a potential barrier of considerable dimensions which could be removed

59 For the use of plank roads in North America see lMeyer, B.H.,
A History of Transportation in the United States Before 1860, 299-
305, (Washington, 1948). For recommendations concerning their use
in New South Wales see "Report of the Select Committee on Internal
Communications", NSWLC, VP, 1852, II, 941 et seg., and "Report of
the Select Committee on the Great Trunk Lines of Railway", JLCNSW,
1857, II, 399 et seq. For wooden railways see Grey to FitzRoy,
31/7/47, NSWLC, VP, 1848, 191 et seq., and "Report of the Select
Committee on Railways", NSWLC, VP, 1848, 455. For horse-tramways
see "Memorandum From Governor Denison", JLCNSW, 1856, 725 et seg.
See also SMH, 3/9/56; 27/10/56.
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only by radical reform of the laws governing the alienation and
occupation of land. Third, and possibly most important, was the problem
of inland transport: ease of communication with the major market in the
colony was the great advantage of the coast and the necessary arbiter of
further settlement advance. For, without the provision of railways, the
interior must have remained little more than a vast sheep run, and even
the most liberal land laws would have been unable to change the basic
structure of rural occupations there.

Yet this does not exhaust the variables which must be assessed in
investigating the spatial shift of wheat-growing that was to occur after
1860, in accounting for the nature and timing of this shift, and in
assegsing the scale and location of the new developments. For underlying
all these problems in New South Wales is the question of the character of
this new frontier and the relationships in space between the frontier and
the market it served. Central to this whole issue must be-the breakdown
of the dual market structure with two discrete industries, one serving
the coast and one serving the interior, and the relationships in time and
space between the advance of farming settlement and the replacement of
this dusl structure by an integrated system serving, not only the whole
of the colony, but a substantial export market in Europe. And in weigh-
ing these developments it is necessary to be aware of, and to take into
éccount, a variety of other factors: changes in the character of farming
itself, in farming techniques and the use of capital equipment, and in

the bagic problem of rural under-capitalisation; changes, too, in the
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wheat-growing environment as settlement advanced, and in the socio-
economic concepts governing the development of the new lands. Hinally,

i1t is necessary also to assess the influence of those varisbles the
occurrence of which seems to have been adventitious and wholly unpredict-
able, and in the history of the wheét frontier in New South Wales these
have not always been without thelr significance. The first of these
adventitious phencmens was the discovery of gold near Bathurst in 1851,

a discovery which at the time seemed likely 1o bring closer a golution

to the difficulties of the agricultural indusiries, and which some recent
commentators believe to have been the first important step in the creation

of a new farming frontier.
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CHAPTER 2,

GOLD: THE NATURE OF THE WHEAT "FRONTIER"

I do not believe that gold-seeking in
Australia has been remunerative to any
class of men as a class,
Anthony Trollope,
Australia and New Zealand, I, 90 (London, 1873)

It has been generally held that the discovery of gold in Australia
in the 1850's affected the agricultural industriés in two wayssy first
causing severe disruption, and later stimulating expansion. The major
works in the field of agricultural history all, to a greater or lesser
extent, subscribe to this view.1 In the most important of these Duns-
dorfs suggests that the gold-rushes resulted in a "decline of wheat-
growing in all states", and that only after a lapse of several years
did high prices induce renewed expansion. The reasons for the initial
decline, more specifically, he attributes to labour shortages and to .
"the gain to be derived from carting food and stores to the goldfields.”
The eventual increase in the area of land under wheat, he suggests, was

caused by miners leaving the diggings to find more permenent employment

l"I‘he most important of these are Dunsdorfs, Wheat-Growing; King,

The First Fifty Years and Closer Settlement; Callaghan, A.R. and

Millington, A.J., The Wheat Industry in Australia, (Sydney, 1956).
(Melbourne, 1964). See also Carrington, D.L., The Gold Rushes of
New South Wales, 1851-1874, (Uhpublished thesis submitted for the

degree of Master of Arts, Australian National University, 1961).
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as farmers or farm labourers.2 Viewing the business of wheat-growing
in Australia as a whole this argument may well be substantially correct.
Certainly with respect to Victoria, from which colony the bulk of the
evidence is teken, it is largely convincing. Yet, with respect to New
South Wales, the sequence of events described here is open to question.
The confusion which attends this unique period in the history of the

colony is not difficult to understand. The excitement which infected
contemporary observers was matched only by the exaggeration of retrospect-
ive accounts. In summarising the development of the agricultural industry
over the nineteenth century, for example, King uses this quotation from a
normally reliable source:

The great influx of population ... which the

gold discoveries brought about, eventually had

a beneficial effect upon the agricultural industry,

and the area under wheat, which had only increased

from 163,979 acres in 1845 to 171,100 in 1855, and

had fallen as low as 89,195 in 1857, after this last

mentioned year once more commenced to grow larger
almost every season.3

In fact, however, wheat-growing in New South Vales suffered no such
violent fluctuations. Examination of the official statistics shows that
1857 was, with the single exception of the preceding year, marked by a

higher acreage of land under wheat than at any time previously in the

2 Dunsdorfs, Wheat-Growing, 107-113.

3'King, Closer Settlement, 126. The quotation is taken from the
Australian Town and Country Journal, 2/1/1907. Hereafter cited
as ATCJ.
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history of the colony. The quoted figure refers, in fact, to the

acreage 'under wheat in 1855. The quoted figures for 1845 and 1855

refer, not to wheat acreage, but to the total area of land in cultivation
under crops of all kinds. Moreover, between these two dates Victoria was
separated from New South Wales, and since no correction is made in thé
figures to allow for this, even the comparison offered is quite meaning-
less.4 The picture presented is therefore entirely erroneous, incorrect
in detail, and more importantly in inference.

Yet the implications of these views at a general level, if correct,
are important. For clearly the question must arise not merely of why the
initial decline set in, but also of where this decline was most evident.
In view of the known abandonment of the coastal whesat-growing districts
in the following decade it would seem of some significance to know whether
or not this abandonment was, at least in part, anticipated by the exposure
of weaknesses in the structure of the industry there in the 1850's. More
important still is the suggestion of an expanding industry in the late-
1850's, and again the crucial issue is where this expansion occurred and
whether or not this reflected a significant advance in the farming
frontier. There is, it would seem, an evident need to re-assess the
influence of the gold discoveries on the wheat-growing industry in Neﬁ
South Wales, to divorce the situation in the older colony from the

generalities encouraged by the more profound experiences of Victoria,

4. See Colonial Secretary's Returns of the Colony, 1845-1856.
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and to attempt to place the developments of this unique decade in their

proper context with regard to the wheat frontier.

THE WHEAT FRONTIER 1840 - 1850

The principal factors governing the location of the agricultural
industries in New South Wales in the first-half of the nineteenth century
were threefold: the nature of the environment; the problems created by
pastoral domination both of the land and in the Legislature; and the
problem of transport. As a result of these limitations wheat-growing was
closely tied to the locality of the markets it served. Again, because of
the limitations imposed by these factors, there existed no clearly recog-
nisable agriculturﬁl region, no "belt" of grain farming such as was to
develop at the turn of the century. Instead there were agricultural
"districts", clustered upon isolated stretches of good soil, and widely
separated from each other by intervening areas of barren uplands or
extensive plains of sheep country.

The most important of these districts were dn the coast, close to
the major colonial markets in Sydney and Newcastle, but even here existing
as separate ribbons of development in the lowlands of the coastal valleys.
Lesser districts were situated around the rural service centres of the
inland, strategically located to serve the existing market and the
pastoral market of the surrounding country, but probably closely tied by

A}

transport difficulties to the distribution of milling centres.5 There

5

' For a discussion of milling centres, see below, page 229.
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existed, therefore, no unified agricultural "frontier", but rather a
series of agricultural nodes surrounded by pastoral land. Moreover,
these pockets of farming activity were, on the whole, remarkably stable.
Most districts had shown a steady, though unremarkable, expansion of
farming activity over the 1840's, in response to a similarly steady,
though unremarkable, growth in population. This expansion, however, had
océurred principally in districts already well-established as agricult-
ural areas, largely on the coast, and none had shown much of the element .~
of movement that is intrinsic in the frontier concept. On the whole,
therefore, expansion had occurred in situ and there had been little
suggestion, in the decade before»1851, of an expanding frontier, of the
opening up of new lands, or indeed of any fundamental change in the
spatial relationships of the wheat-growing industry. The wheat frontier
remained largely static, growing slowly in size without shifting appreci-

ably in space.

The Location of Wheat-Growing

| The major elements in this situation were the valleys of the coast,
well-established, closely settled, and intensively cultivated. Lying
close to the major Sydney market was the most important of these areas,
the Hawkesbury/Nepean lowlands (Figure 7). Extending in a belt up to
four miles wide at the confluence with South Creek, the alluvial terraces
of the main valley above Windsor - together with those of South Creek and
George's River - had been settled at an early date and by 1844 supported

gsome 13,928 acres of wheat in the county of Cumberland alone. On the

west bank of the Nepean, in the vicinity of Emu Plains and the Lower Colo
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River,- the county of Cook contained a further 4,203 acres. To the south-
west another 6,237 acres were under wheat in the county of Camden, while
on the MacDonald River, a northern tributary of the Hawkesbury, a further
1,735 acres were somn to wheat. Altogether, in 1844, the Hawkesbury
district accounted for over 26,000 acres of wheat cultivated for grain.

To the north, but separated from the Hawkesbury by the sterile
sandstones of the Hawkesbury Plateau, lay the second of the major
agricultural districts in the colony in the Qalle& of the Lower Hunter
River. On the north bank of the river, where the confluences with the
Williams' and the Paterson and Allyn Rivers give rise to extensive
deposits of alluvial regosols, the county of Durham had 11,175 acres of
wheat in 1844. Still lower down the river were a further 1,410 acres of
wheat, which later and more detailed returns would suggest were in the
Raymond Terrace district.6 On the south bank the county of Northumberland
had 9,693 acres of wheat, most of which was probably located in the
vicinity of Maitland, with lesser tongues of activity along the south
bank tributaries of Wollombi Brook and W’allisi Creek. Higher up the
valley, in the Page's River district about Scone and Murrurundi, a further

1,735 acres were under wheat. In all, therefore, the Hunter River

6.

The figures quoted in this section are from the Colonial Secretary's
Returns of the Colony. The returns were collected in county units
and where suggestions have been made concerning the precise location
of wheat-growing within these units this has been done on the basis
of distibutions revealed in the Police District Returns published

in the Statistical Register of New South Wales after 1857. Hereafter
cited as Statistical Register. See Appendix Two.
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district accounted for some 23,913 acres of wheat and, together with
the Hawkesbury, for more than 66 per cent of all the wheat grown for
grain in New South Wales.

Both these major agricultural districts, of course, lay well within
the settled districts and close to the metropolitan market by land or, .in
the case of the Hunter, by sea. Also within the settled districis, and
to the south of the Hawkesbury, lsy the much less important Lower Shoal-
haven district in the county of St.Vincent. The district had been
settled principally by pastoralists in the early-1820's and agriculture
had made little headway by 1844 when only 2,000 acres of land were under

7

wheat.' Beyond the settled districts, however, and particularly to the
north the extent of land under cultivation on the coast fell away even
more sharply. There were probably three reasons for‘this. In the first
place the northern districts become increasingly unfavourable for the
cultivation oflwheat as a result of their higher rainfall totals and a
more pronounced summer maximum which induces rankness in the crop and
encourages the conditions favourable for the generation and spread of
fungoid diseases. Second, although the north coast had access to the
Sydney market by sea, there are good grounds to suppose that transpori
facilities were poor as a result of the shortage of vessels.8 Third,

because these districts were beyond the settled districts, theybwere

slmost completely dominated by pastoralists and it is likely, though it

T See Perry, Frontier, 109-120.

8- see sMmH, 5/12/54.
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cannot be proved, that this was an inhibitory element to the progress
of settlement there: certainly by the 1850's it was known that pastor-
alists were exercising the powers given to them under the Imperial Waste
Lands Act of 1846 to prevent the alienation of land to farmers.9

The dominance of the Hawkesbury/Nepean and the Hunter River districts
as the principal farming areas in the colony was reflected not only in
the high percentage of the total wheat acreage contained within them,
but also in the acreage devoted to other crops. The most important of
these was maize, and together the two districts accounted for nearly 82
per cent of the 20,633 acres of maize planted in 1844. With regard to
the lesser grain crops and to potatoes the situation was much the same.
The relative importance of wheat as the leading crop, however, fell away
north of the Hunter Valley, and in the north coast pastoral districts of
the MaCleay and Clarence Rivers was replaced by maize.lo

On the inland margins of the central coast districts the wheat
frontier had struck the barrier of the Dividing Ranges. Here the broad
upland belt of the Roxburgh and Georgiana Highlands offered few opportun-
ities for settlement and, although occupying some 50 per cent of the total
area of the settled districts, these highland counties together - Bligh,
Brisbane, Wellington, Roxburgh, Phillip, Georgiana, Hunter, Westmoreland,
King - accounted for a mere 6,000 acres of wheat in 1844. Only on the

western flanks of the Renges, in the relatively flat tableland districts,

9.

See above, 3|

10:5e below, Chapter Three, Figure 18.
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had agriculture made much progress, and in comparison with the coastal
valleys even this was slight. The most important of these inland
districts was in the county of Argyle on the Goulburn Plains. Here
some 3,611 acres of land were under wheat and the product was praised
for its quality on the rare appearance it made on the Sydney market.l1
To the west of Goulburn a second centre was growing slowly around the
service town of Yass, on the alluviums of the Yass River: mnearly 2,500
acres of land were under wheat in the district in 1844. The third of
these inland wheat-growing cenires was located on the Bathurst Plsins,
separated from Yass and Goulburn by the Silurian and Ordovician rocks of
the Georgiana Highlands. Around the town of Bathurst in 1844 some 2,848
acres of land were under wheat for grain.

In isolated localities still further west, well beyond the settled
districts, agriculture had also established a foothold, if only a meagre
one, It is likely, indeed, that many pastoralists were even then growing
wheat for their own consumption, and certainly it was reported in 1852
that "few stations of any magnitude are without their cultivation
paddocks".12 The precise locality of the 8,000 acres of wheatland beyond

the settled districts in 1844 is, however, impossible to ascertain. The
’concentration of farming activity around the border town of Albury in the

south, around Queanbeyan, and around the northern tableland settlements

11. Anon., "An Essay on the Culture of Wheat", New South Wales

Calendar and Post Office Directory, 59-60, (Sydney, 1835);
Hereafter cited as "Essay on Wheat", CPOD.

12+ sum, 24/4/52.
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of Tamworth and Armidale, assumed here, has been inferred from later
and more detailed returns and from the qualitative evidence of written
reports.

The fragmented and highly localised nature of the wheat frontier in
New South Wales in 1844 is evident. Moreover, its relative stability,
in terms of spatial expansion, can be clarified by examining the situation
some six years later, in 1850, on the eve of the gold rushes. In 1850 the
situation had not changed significantly in any respect: the total ares
under wheat was, in fact, lower by over 4,000 acres than in 1844, and the
basic distribution pattern was the same. Rather than showing an expanding
frontier in the west, indeed, the bulk of the total decline in acreage was
made up by contraction in the regions beyond the settled districis of the
order of some 3,000 acres, fairly evenly distributed. In the more import-
ant wheat-growing districts of the tablelands - Argyle, lMurray, and
Bathurst - the general situation had remained unchanged-with only marginal
expangion or contraction of an order which might be atiributed to normal
seasonal variation. The most significant apparent change was in the
county of Cumberland where the acreage under wheat for grain fell from
13,928 in 1844, to 9,611 in 1850. Yet it is unlikely that this decline
represented, in any way, a retreat of agriculture from the metropolitan
county. On the contrary, the area under cultivation increased and the
most important sector of this increase was the production of wheat, barley
and oats for hay, rather than grain. If wheat for grain and cereal crops

for hay are taken together then the area under these two categories
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actually increased by over 4,000 acres. Elsewhere, the situation showed
no signs of change.

It might be suggested with good reason, therefore, that by the
middle of the nineteenth century the wheat-growing industry had achieved
a degree of stability or even stagnation. Fundamentally, this was a
reflection on the still primitive conditions of g pioneer society, whose
legislation was crude and exploitative, whose social conscience was as
yet unawskened, whose social capital was deficient, and which was still
ruled, to a large extent, by the elemental facts of the natural environ-
ment. The problem for this early period, therefore, is to show the extent
to which the "primary windfall" of the gold discoveries had any tangible
effect upon the wheat industry; it is to show how far the gold rushes
led to changes in the distribution of wheat-growing, énd to demonstrate
the degree to which these changes represented changes not mereiy of scale,

but also of kind, in the spatial relationships of the wheat frontier.

The Market for Wheat

It is clearly necessary, however, before examining the situation
after the goldrrushes, to look more closely at the nature of these spatial
relationships on the eve of the gold discoveries, against which changes in
the nature of the frontier must be measured. For although the facts of
the physical environment, the problems of land-holding, and the problems
of transport, were crucial in the New South Wales context, they were so
only by reason of the lpcation and scale of the markets to be served. It

has already been suggested, in general terms, that there had emerged two
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distinct markets for colonial grain. The first, and the largest, of
these was the market of the Sydney metropolis, and relatively densely
settled districts of Cumberland and the Lower Hunter Valley. The second
was the widely dispersed market of the interior. The metropolitan market,
it has been suggested, was served partly by grain carried overland from
the adjacent districts of the Hawkesbury/Nepean Valley, partly by wheat
and flour transported by sea chiefly from the Hunter Valley, and partly
by breadstuffs imported mainly from other Australian colonies. The
inland market, however, was very different: it was reiatively small,
greatly scattered over an extensive area, and served by the fragmented
"nodes" of farming activity that constituted the "frontiexr".

At a very general level the essentially close ties between the
intensity of farming activity and the intensity of population disitribution
is outlined in Figure 8. ZFrom this the overwhelming importance of the
coast, in both cases, is evident. IlMoreover, the inland nodes of farming
activity seem to correlate closely to the major centres of population in
the region, with the districts of Goulburn, Yass, and Bathurst standing
out from the less densely settled highland area. Yet the relationships
depicted here are very coarse; they tend to mask the size of the Cumber-
land market in comparison with the remeining areas in the colony, and
clearly they can give little indication of the relationships between
production and consumption. In order to addweight to the dual market
supposition, therefore, some attempt must be made to establish regions of
surplus and regions of deficit, and to infei from these the probable

direction of wheat trade.
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Measurement of the demand emanating from the different districts,
however, is extremely difficult. Because of the possibility of holding
wheat for extended periods the apparent consumption for any given year
might differ markedly from the actual consumption. Moreover, there is
no reason to suppose that the volume per capite of wheat consumption in
the different districts, and particularly between such widelyvvarying
regions as metropolitan Cumberland and the pastoral districts, would
necessarily follow a regular and common habit. It is possible, therefore,
to offer only an spproximate measure of wheat surplus and wheat deficiency,
and of the direction of wheat trade. Figure 9 is therefore based upon
the average per capita consumption of 7.6 bushels over the period 1840 to
1850.

From this it is clear that, at the time of the gold rushes, both the
coastal industry and the industry in the interior were unable to satisfy
the demands of their fespective markets. Moreover, it is quite evident
that the likelihood of the interior sending any appreciable quantities of
wheat to Sydney was remote in the extreme, as was the likelihood of any
really extensive wheat trade in the interior itself. On ‘the contrary,
the most probable direction of trade between the coast and the inland

would be from the coast rather than to the metropolis, since the coast at

least enjoyed the advantage of overseas trade. Yet the inland movement
of wheat, before 1850, was probably only intermittent and of little

significance, occurring in response to local crop failure in the interior

3

. 1
or as a back-loading item in the wool trade with Sydney. The

13. See SMH, 23 1/56. For a fuller account of this back-loading pracfice
see SMH, 1/11/71.
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deficienciesof the interior, furthermore, were not great. To some extent
they may also have been made up by occasional overland importations from
Victoria, although it is important to note that the South Australian
river trade, along the Murray/Darling, had not yet been develOped.14 It
is likely, in fact, that the interi;r may be best reéarded, not as an
area of deficiency receiving regular importations of wheat, so much as a
region of variable consumption: such indications as are available point
to the exceedingly high price of wheat, particularly in the pastoral
districts, and the unlikelihood, under suchiprices, of a uniformly high
rate of breadstuffs consumption.15 The deficiencies on the coast, on the
other hand, were of a generally more serious order, for they arose solely -
from the demands of the Sydney market. But while this deficit was of a
more concentrated and substantial nature, it waw also more easily satis-
fied byseaward importations from the coastal districts and from other’
Australian colonies or overseas suppliers.16

The volume of wheat movement within New South Wales was therefore
very variable from region to_region. Statistics do not permit a more

sophisticated measurement of overland wheat trade but it is likely,

14+For an account of the first successful navigation see SMH, 3/10/53.
Three years later the paper could write that, "Adelaide flour is now
travelling up the Murray in some quantity." See SMH, 20/6/56.

15+See article in SMH, 3/12/65 on conditions in Albury.

16'For overseas imports and imporits from other colonies see Table 2,

above. ,
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bearing in mind problems of distance and cost, that this was slight in
the interior. Only in the coastal districts of the Hawkesbury/Nepean
Valley does it seem possible that extensive carriage of wheat was &
regular occurrence. In 1850, for example, the Hawkesbury district,
excluding the major deficit area of Cumberland, had an apparent suiplus
of the order of almost 84,000 bushels. The bulk of this surplus was
almost certainly marketed in Sydney. For the year 1851, however, it is
possible to gauge with a high degree of accuracy the internal coastal
shipment of breadstuffs into Sydney (Figure 10).>7

The importance of the coastal wheat trade is indicated by the ship-
ment, in 1851, of over 15 per cent of the total wheat harvest of the
colony into the Sydney market as grain. In addition some 7,311 bags of
flour, representing an equivalent of a further 32,493 bushels of wheat was
also imported by coaster, bringiné the total wheat equivalent to over 17
per cent of total production. A complete breakdown of the statistics of
intra-colonial shipments of breadstuffs over this twelve-month period
indicates the relative importance of the different shipping centres and
their agricultural hinterlands (Table 3).

The shipment of both grain and flour was clearly dominated by
Newcastle and Morpeth, that is, by the Hunter Valley. These two ports
combined accounted for 65.9 per cent of all grain movements by sea within
the colony, and for over 97.0 per cent of all flour shipments. The closest

competitor was the Illawarra/Shoalhaven district with some 16.4 per cent

17

‘This information has been compiled from the daily returns in the
"Coasters Inwards" column of the Herald.



COASTAL MOVEMENT
of
BREADSTUFFS

into

SYDNEY
1851

r O

3z 6 4 96

Miles

Brisbane Vyle@’
Hawkesbu P

Macleay £

Manning River

Morpeth

Newcastle

SYDNEY

Shoalhaven

Merimbulad;”’

Wheat Equivalent ( 000’s bushels)

, 107
unde,r.z...2"6 il Al .

Source: SMH




60.

TABLE 3

Coastal Breadstuffs Movement into Sydney, 1851

Origin Wheat Flour Wheat:% Flour:%  No.of
(bushels) (vags) of total of total Ships
MORPETH 374934 4,044 18.4 55.0 3
HAWKESBURY 11,462 1 5.5 - 14
WOLLONGONG 27,536 90 13.4 1.0 4
BATEMAN'S BAY 932 - 0.4 - 3
NEWCASTLE 97,695 3,083 47.5 42.0 22
KTAMA 5,900 - 2.8 - 4
SHOALHAVEN 6,187 3 3.0 - 16
MORUYA 1,659 - 0.8 - 7
MERIMBULA 482 - 0.2 - 1
M'LEAY 1,370 - 0.6 - 2
SHELLHARBOUR 6,500 - 3.2 - 5
MANNING RIVER 2,082 - 1.0 - 4
BROULEE 3,903 - 1.9 - 11
BRISBANE WATER 525 - 0.2 - 1
PORT STEPHENS 405 - 0.2 - 1

Shipments of legs than 0.1 per cent of the total have not been included.

Source:

Note:

Sydney Morning Herald, 1851 - "Coasters Inwards" column.

The conversion formula of 3 bushels =1 bag used to derive
the total wheat shipment in bushels is probably an under-
estimate since both 3 bushel and 4 bushel bags were in use
at this time. The conservative calculation has been preferred.
Shipments of unspecified "Grain" have been assumed to be
half wheat and half maize following the practice of the
Maitland Mercury (see SMH, 7/12/54). Again, the tendency
is probably to underestimate rather than overestimate the
wheat content of these shipments. - "Casks" of wheat were
extremely rare, and have been ignored. In total, therefore,
the figures given here are almost certainly conservative.
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of total grain shipments, and only 1.0 per cent of flour movements.

The disparity between the number of vessels carrying wheat from the
different ports was most marked, particularly in the case of Broulee -
eleven vessels and only 1.9 per cent of the total wheat movements - and
Morpeth ~ three vessels carrying 18.4 per cent of the total wheat ship-
ment and 55.0 per cent of the total flour shipment. This was indicative
of two features: first, the carriage of breadstuffs was a random rather
than a sgpecialised function (any vessel would suffice); second, the less
important centres received only 6ccasiona1 visits from numerous vessels,
and did not provide sufficient regular trade to maintain the constant
service of any individual coaster.l8 In the case of Newcastle and the
Hawkesbury, of course, it is likely that the high number of vessels
involved in the coastal wheat trade simply reflected the greater avail-
ability of shipping in these relatively important commercial areas.

The nature of wheat farming in 1850, on thé eve of the gold
discoveries, therefore becomes more clesr. In the interior, beyond the
Dividing Ranges, the "frontier" was made up of a highly fragmented, highly
localised, industry which was oriented to the demands of local markets and
the surrounding pastoral country, and contributing nothing of substance to
the major wheat market on the coast. In turn, this coastal market was
served by the well-established agricultural districts of the Hunter and
the Hawkesbury/Nepean Valleys, and by importations of wheat from outside

the colonial boundaries. Wheat trade between the coast and the inland

18:5ce, for example, SMH, 9/1/52; 27/11/52; 26/3/52.
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was, at best, intermittent and insignificant. In examining the effects
of the gold rushes, therefore, three elements must be considered: first,
the extent to which the wheat frontier showed signs of spatial movement
and the opening up of new lands consequent upon the gold discoveries;
second, the extent to which the existing agricultural districts, on the
coast and in the inland, were affected by the rush to the goldfields;
third, the extent to which the changes that occurred reflected changes
not merely of scale, but also in the nature of the wheat frontier and the

spatial relationships of the industry.

THE EFFECTS OF THE GOLD RUSHES

The influence of the gold rushes on the largely static wheat industry
in New South Wales veried from region to region within the colony. The
common assumption of widespread disruption in the industry mus£ clgarly
be based to a considerable extent upon conditions on the coast, since these
districts were overwhelmingly the most important. On the othér hand, the
inferred expansion of the late-1850's suggests a growth of the industry
in the interior. Yet to what extent are these generalisations true, and
how far do they imply changes of significance for the wheat frontier? In
order to answer these questions it is necessaxry to examine, first of all,
the situation on the extreme fringes of the frontier, in the pastoral
districts.

The Pastoral Districts

With few exceptions, the major gold discoveries in New South Wales



63.

in the 1850's occurred within the settled districts. They occurred on

the tablelands and in the adjacent highland areas, relatively far from

the principal grain-growing regions on the coast, but close to established
local centres of production, particularly around Bathurst. Beyond the
settled districts significant gold strikes were few over this period,

yet where they occurred their influence is clearly discernible on the
far-flung and fragmented wheat frontier.

In 1850 the pastoral districts contained a mere 5,146 acres of land
under wheat, of which 4,183 were in the districts of New England,
Murrumbidgee, and Mona.ro.v Moreover, later returms would suggest that
within these districts production was localised around the towns of
Armidale and Tamworth in New England, Albury and Tumut in the Murrumbidgee,
and the coastal townships of Broulee and Eden, in the Monaro. Throughout
the gold decade the fortunes of these three districts varied considerably
and this variation, it would seem, can be attributed to the effects of the
gold discoveries. In Nev; England the 1,640 acres of la.ndv under wheat at
the beginning of the decade remained little changed until the second-half
of the 1850's following the discovery of gold at the Rocky River, near
Armidale. By 1858 the acreage of land under wheat in the Armidale
district had increased to 2,390 and farming land in the vicinity of the
town was said to be very scarce. Yet Duncan has clearly shown that this
increase was closely tied to the market offered by the transient mining
population, and that with the run-down of the goldfield at the turn of

the decade wheat prices slumped and the industry in the Armidale district
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contracted somewhat to a level little different from that of a decade
19

before.
In the Murrumbidgee district, however, changes were more substantial

and more durable. Altogether the acreage of wheat in the district

increased from 1,500 in 1850 to 3,480 in 1856, and to almost 9,000 in

1861.20 By 1861, indeed, the Murrumbidgee accounted for almost half of

all the wheat grown beyond the settled districts. The more detailed

returns of 1861 also indicate that the areas of increase within the

district had been highly localised. The bulk of the expansion had occurred

around Albury where 4,556 acres of land were sown to wheat, and around

Tumut ih the northeast where wheat occupied almost 2,700 acres. In both

these areas proximate goldfields were probably responsible for the expansion

of the industry and the growth of local markets.zl ~Certainly within the

pastoral district as a whole population increased rapidly over the decade

from 4,671 in 1851 to nearly 11,000 ten years later, and the detailed

returns for 1861 show nearly 7,000 resident around Tumut and Albury.22

In the case of developments around Albury, however, the stimulus here

came not from goldfields in New South Wales or merely from an essentially

lg'This account of developments on the northern tablelahd is drawn from
Duncan, R., Armidale: Economic and Social Development 1839-1871,
(University College of New England, Regional Monograph, No,6, 1951).

2O'The figures for 1850 and 1856 are taken from the Colonial Secretary's

Returns of the Colony. The figure for 1861 is from the Statistical
Register.

21'With regard to developments around Tumut see report of an election

meeting, speech of Mr.John Hay, SMH, 16/1/56.

22_°New South Wales Census, 1851 and 1861.
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local increase in population, but from the nearby Ovens diggings in
Victoria. Small quantities of wheat had been grown in the district since
the early-1840's, and looking back to his first crossing of the Murray in
1843 Samuel Davenport recalled, "We waded through the river, and the thing
that impressed itself on my memory was Mr.Brown's crop of wheat."23
Production was small, however, and was entirely consumed locally, and
although wheat-growing was listed as one of the districi's industries by
the local Bench of Magistrates, Albury was forced to fall back, from time
to time, upon imported supplies. Yet by the middle of the 1850's, under
the stimulus of the Ovens diggings, the picture had started to change:

A bountiful harvest has rewarded the farmer's toil,
and our steam mill works long hours to keep pace with
the quantity of grain which clamourous customers press
upon it. Wheat may now be quoted at 16/; per bushel ..
Two years since wheat was 60/- per bushel .. and then
not enough .. %o satisfy the wants of the district;
but we were compelled to fall back upon Goulburn, Yass,
and Melbourne to supply us.

This present year of our Lord, we find from excellent
statistical data, there was enough wheat grown in the
district to produce flour to the extent of 450 toms,
over and above the actual consumption required, so that
we became exporters and, fortunately, a market within a
few miles of us that can take all, namely, the Ovens!
Diggings. Thus in two short years we work the foreigner
out of our market, and make him bid adieu to the hope of
supplying this market in future years with flour.24

Moreover, this initial break with the restrictions of a purely local

market was to be sustained and extended for the border districts by the

?B'Samuel Davenport to Dr.A.Andrews, 1911, Papers of Dr.A.And;ews
Pertaining to Albury, (Mitchell Library, Mss A1707).

24+ sum, 12/3/65.
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early completion of lines of railway from the Victorian capital to the

25

Murray River. By 1861, of all the pastoral districts, only the
Nurrumbidgee - centred around Albury - could show a clear and regular
wheat surplus above and beyond the requirements of a local market
(Figure 11).

Elsewhere beyond the settled districts evenfs were less drastic.
| On the Monaro the acreage doubled between 1851 and 1861, chiefly as a
result of the continued expansion of wheat production in the coastal
districts around the town of Eden. The expansion of acreage in the
extensive Lachlan district is more difficult to pin down, though it would
seem likely that the discovery of gold on the Burrangong Creek near Young
was largely responsible for the growth of the local market there. By 1861,
of a total of 13,450 persons in the Lachlan district, 11,526 weré living
in the northeast in the vicinity of the goldfield.26

Yet, despite this overall growth in wheat production in the pastoral
districts, there is little to suggest that any of these increases occurred
in essentially "new" areas, or indeed that they represented anything more
than local adjustmenfs to local, and sometimes transient, situations.
The limited, inward-looking nature of wheat farming remained unchanged,
with the single exception of the Albury district where the incipient export

{trade was shortly to be fostered by the development of rail and river

communication with Victoria. On the whole, however, the region remained

25- See below, Chapter Five.

26. New South Wales Census, 1861.
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too remote to seriously influence, or to be influenced by, the markets
of the east coast (Figure 11). The changes which are evident over the

gold decade are changes in quantity, but not in kind.

The Settled Districts

Of more apparent significance were events in the settled districts.
For it was here, particularly on the coast, that the bulk of the colony's
vwheat was produced. Again, however, the major developments of the decade,
though directly or indirectly attributable to the gold discoveries, were
not of a scale sufficient to disturb the basic distribution pattern of
the industry, or to suggest any major changes in the market orientation
of wheat-growing. The outstanding characteristics of the wheat industry
over this period appear to have been twofolds first, the steady decline
in the ability of coastal producers to satisy the growing markeéts of
metropolitan Sydney and Newcastle; second, the emergence of the central
tableland district around Bathurst, and the district of Yass and Quean-
beyan, as suppliers of grain for adjacent deficit areas (Figure 11). A%
the seme time, however, and for reasons already stated which had in no way
changed, the likelihood of wheat trade from the inland to the coastal
deficit areas remained remote.

Moreover, even those changes which are discernible, and which again
will be shown to have reflected purely local ‘conditions, run contrary to
the generally accepted view of developments over this period. For, if it
is accepted that "contraction" and "expansion" in an industry are largely

meaningless unless seen in the context of market demand, then it is

evident from Pigure 11 that, for the colony as a whole, the period was one
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of continued contraction. Far from showing an initial decline and
subsequent recovery the industry produced progressively less wheat
per head of population with the passing of the decade.

Quantitatively the events of the gold decade were dominated by
conditions in the coastal areas, by the rapidly growing urban markets
of Sydney and Newcastle, and by the failure on the part of coastal
producers to maintain a comparable rate of growth in wheat output. Table
4 indicates more precisely the great extent to which the wheat deficit in
this region influenced the pattern for the colony as a whole. With regard
to the inland areas the pattern in detail was somewhat different, but
agein it was unlike that generally accepted. For, far from contracting
over the early 'fifties it would seem that the industry tended to expand
both relatively and absolutely, so that by 1856 the apparent gap between
saleable surplus and deficit was considerably reduced. Ower the latter
half of the decade, when the industry was supposedly ekpanding as a result
of the settlement of former gold-miners, the gap once again began to widen
(Table 4).

In general, therefore, it would appear from the mark;t calculations
offered here that the decade from 1851 to 1861 saw a deepeh’ing of the
problems of breadstuffs supply for the urban markets of the east coast,

27

and an increased reliance upon overseas importations. "With regard to
the inland districts, the period was characterised by the clear emergence

of areas producing a regular saleable surplus of wheat for consumption in

aT- See below, Table 6.
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TABLE 4

1851, 1856 and 1861.

SETTLED DISTRICTS
(i) The Coast

SETTLED DISTRICTS
(ii) The Inland

SETTLED DISTRICTS
Total

PASTORAL DISTRICTS

NEW SOUTH WALES

Total excluding coast
under (i) above.

NEW SOUTH WALES

Total

Sources:

1851 1856 1861
Surplus +247,908  +206,342  +196,245
Deficit -486,684 -720,524 -869,778
BALANCE ~238,776 -514,182 -673%,533
Surplus + 3,688 + 71,699 +228,756
Deficit - 81,727 - 51,906 -104,160
BALANCE - 78,039 + 19,793  +124,596
Surplus +251,596 +278,041 +425,001
Deficit -568,411 =T772,330 -973,938
BALANCE -316,815 ~-494,289 -548,937
Surplus + 1,076 + 25,858 + 36,416
Deficit - 89,672 -101,542 -273%,229
BALANCE - 88,596 - 75,684 -236,813
Surplus + 4,764  + 97,557  +265,172
Deficit -171,399 -153,448 =377,3%89
BALANCE -166,635 - 55,891 -112,217
Surplus +252,672 +303,899 +461,417
Deficit -658,083 -873,972 -1,247,167
BALANCE -405,411 -570,073 -785,750

Figures on wheat production used in these calculations

are from Colonial Secretary's Returns of the Colony,
1851 and 1856, and from Statistical Register of New

South Wales, 1861.

the appropriate Census of New South Wales.

Population returns were taken from
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clear that the years of inferred decline - the early 1850's - were not
years of severe disruption in any sense, and were not years of decline

at all. The first effect of the rush to the diggings, indeed, was to
stimulate an increase in acreage from 70,720 in 1850 to over 82,000 acres
in 1851. Timing was important here: +the immediate reaction to the
speculative conditions created by the gold discoveries was permitted by
the fact that gold was discovered in May, leaving a period of some three
months before the close of the liberal wheat-gowing period. It will be
shown, however, that the widespread speculation in breadstuffs in 1851 was
largely without basis. The rush of immigrants that had occurred in
California and was firmly expected to occur in New South Wales, and upon
which predictions of wheat scarcity were founded, never happehed. The
years 1852 and 1853, therefore, saw a contraction in acreage from the over-
optimistic level of 1851. Yet even in these years acreage was higher than
at any time since 1845. This was not then a decline, but merely a return
to more normal market conditions.

Acreage fell considerably in 1854. It would seem, as Dunsdorfs has
suggested, that this was largely the result of labour scarcity and rising
costs of production. Only in this one year, however, were these factors
sufficiently influential to cause a substantial contraction in acreage.

In addition to the fall in acreage in 1854, imports aiso slumped and the
colony made a net export of 62,000 bushels.28 The extent of the contrac-
tion in acreage, plus low yields and the fall in imports, stimulated

expansion of acreage in the following yéar. The high prices offering for

28. See below, Table 7.
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breadstuffs in 1855 were said to have induced a growing demand for
farming 1and.29

It might be expected, further, that if a decline occurred in the
colony's major agricultural industry, this would be paralleled by decline
in the subsidiary, and by implication less profitable, industries. Again,
however, no decline can be correlated with the discovery of gold.

Next to wheat, the most important grain crop in New South Wales was
maize. It is clear from Figure 13 that the acreage under maize also rose
in 1851. A sharp reduction in acreage followed, again possibly as a
result of over-supply on the market, but this was succeeded by rapid and
continuous expansion after 1853. The acreage under barley did decline
absolutely throughout the period. It is possible to suggest, however,
that this was no more than g continuation of the trend started in 1849.
Oats, the most insignificant of the grain crops, fits the conventional
ﬁattern described by Dunsdorfs quite well. Yet here, too, decline appears
to have set in vefore the discovery of gold. Tentatively it might be
suggested that the minor grain crops - barley and oats - were more
seriously affected by the market conditions operating over the early gold-
rush years as farmers tended to concentrate their energies on the product-
ion of wheat, combined with occasional carrying and gold mining.

In addition to the grain crops it is interesting to examine the
situation of the major vegetable crop in the colony over this peried.

Potatoes were grown as a garden cash crop largely by teniant farmers also

29- "Report ... on the State of Agricultureﬁ, NSWLC, VP, II, 313
et seg. See evidence of Edwin Hickey.
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30

engaged in the cultivation of grain. It is evident from Figure 13
that the acreage under potatoes increased considerably during the years
of supposed disruption, between 1851 and 1854.

The fluctuations that are evident in the acreage of land sown to
wheat over the early gold-rush years woﬁld, therefore, seem too insignif-
icant and of too short a duration to suppose them to have been entirely
caused by labour difficulties within the industry. Similarly, to account
for the apparent recovery after 1854 solely in terms of settlement by ex-
miners would seem equally as unreal. It will be shown that the large area
sown to wheat in 1851, and against which decline in the sﬁcceeding years
has been measured, was itself nothing more than a reflection of thé new
market oppoitnnities that appeared to be offered by the discovery of gold.
That these opportunities did not exist in fact, and did not materialise
over the following years as a result of competition from imported bread-
stuffs, caused no more than an adjustment to the real situation.

With regard ‘o production within the industry and its ability to
satisfy the demands of the home market, this has already been dealt with
at a general level, Two further points need to be made. First, since
the origin of much of the inferred disruption in the industry is taken to
be a shortage of labour, it might be expected that this would be evident
in yield variation since labour, at this time, was of particular importance
in harvesting. It is clear from Figure 14, hoﬁever, that yields for the
period of inferred disruption were on the whole higher than the general

average.

0' o -
5 "Report ... on the State of Agriculture”, NSWLC, VP, 1855, II,

313 et seq. Evidence of Edwin Hickey.
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The second point which must be made is that, contrary to experiences
in Australia as a whole, the gold-rushes in New South Wales did not
greatly influence the rate of free immigration, despite initial conviet-
ions that this would occur.31 The bulk of population increase over the
period, therefore, was still provided by assisted immigration, and it
would clearly be difficult to show that such an increase was due to‘the
attractions of the gold discoveries (Table 5). It is unlikely, even so,
that the diggings siphoned off many of those entering the colony, since
there were probably never more than 7,000 or 8,000 persons on the gold-~

fields at any one time in the early 1850'5.32

TABLE 5

Immigration Into New South Wales: 1848 - 1857

Year Asgisted Free Year Assisted Free
1848 4,376 651 1853 10,412 3,355
-1849 8,309 1,492 1854 7,309 2,673
1850 4,078 559 1855 14,567 3,116
1851 1,846 756 © 1856 7,210 9,791
1852 4,981 3,761 1857 10,205 5,373
Source: Statistical Registers

As YMorrell has said, the New South Wales rushes were made up overwhelmingly

33

of Australians.

51 See, for example, SMH, 20/5/51. See also the protracted discussions

on the subject of immigration in Official History, 189-190 and 204-
206. See also correspondence in SMH, 3/1/56; 18/4/56.

52+ See estimates in SMH, 1/3/56.

53¢ Morrell, W.P:, The Gold-Rushes, 413, (London, 1940).
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It is alsc clear from Table 5 that the number of immigrants coming
into New South Wales during the first four years of this period was not
great compared to immigration totals from 1855 onwards. Table 6 there-
fore lends confirmation to the tentative market calculations offered
earlier by showing that, in terms of per capita production, the years of
supposed disruption in the industry were beiter able to satisfy the

demands of the home market than the years of inferred recovery.

TABLE 6

Consumption of Breadstuffss:s 1851 - 1860

Year Population Home Net Imporits Apparent Home Home
: Produce (-) or Total Produce Produce
(bushels) Exports (+) Consumption % Total per Capita
(bushels) Consumption (bushels)

1851 197,168 1,404,000 276,0005- 1,680,000 83.6%
1852 208,254 1,192,000 55,000(-) 1,247,000 95 .6%
1853 231,088 1,386,000 627,000(«) 2,013,000  68.8%
1854 251,315 788,000 62,000(- 726,000 100.0%
1855 277,579 1,338,000 1155,000(-) 2,493,000  53.7%
1856 286,873 1,761,000 1115,000(-) 2,876,000  61.2%
1857 305,487 1,293,000 781,000(-) 2,074,000  62.3%
1858 342,062 1,563,000 593,000 -§ 2,156,000 = T72.5%

.

*

L[]

1859  3%6,572 1,600,000 342,000(-) 1,942,000  82.3%
1860 348,546 1,586,000 1052,000(-) 2,638,000  60.1%

O N SO o Y SR T AR N
L]
V-1 OHE OO~

Sources Statistical Registers. Population estimates are from
Official History.

This pattern, as might be expecied, is supported tenuously by the
relationship between home production and imports as percentages of total
apparent consumption. There can be little doubt that the increase in

absolute numbers of immigrants was largely responsible for the decline
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in the ability of the industry to satisfy demand after 1854. It would
seem unlikely, however, that the marked increase in free immigration
reflected the attractions of the goldfields some five to eight years
after their initial discovery, particularly since the yield of gold in
New South Wales fell sharply after 1852 and did not begin to recover

until after 1857 (Table 7).

TABLE 7

Yield of Gold in New South Wales

Year  Yield (£ Sterling) Year  Yield (£ Sterling)
1852 £2,660,946 1857 £ 674,477
1853 £1,781,172 1858 £1,104,175
1854 £ 773,209 1859 £1,259,127
1855 £ 654,594 1860 £1,465,373

Source: Coghlan, Sir T., Labour and Industry in Australisg
from the First Settlement in 1799 to the Establishment

of the Commonwealth in 1901, I, 587, (London, 1918).
Hereafter cited as Coghlan, Labour and Industry.

(ii) Prices and Profits

The news of‘the gold discoveries at Ophir led, almost overnight, to
a sharp rise in the price of most commodities, but particularly of bread-
stuffs. The immediacy of this reaction indicates that the rise was very
largely speculative in origin, at least in those areas awsy from the
discoveries themselves. It was rooted in the confident expectation of a

rapid, and indeed overwhelming, rush of immigrants to the goldfields after
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the manner of the Californian experiences at the turn of the decade.
This, together with the anticipated abandonment of farming land in the
colony was reason enough for the rise in price of wheat and flour. In
addition, however, the harvest of the preceding crop had been a poor one;
yields had been low and many inland areas were having difficulty in.
securing sufficient wheat for local consumption. The most important
contributory factor in the partial crop failure had been d:ought. At
Albury the lack of rain had had "a ruinous effect upon the small cultiva-
tors", and by March 1851, before the rush to the goldfields, the price of
wheat had reached 10/- per bushel compared to 6/- in Sydney; flour in
Albury was £50 per ton, in Sydney it was only half that.34 Crop failure
on the tablelands, as well as having local repercussions, had created
difficulties in the scattered market of the pastoral districts further
west. Reports of wheat shortages in Goulburn, for instance, caused an
immediate rise in the price of flour by some 25 per cen£ as far away as

Wagga Wagga.35

At least one correspondent proclaimed bitterly against the
cultivation regulations on leagehold property, and the fact that prosecu-~
tions under these regulations had effectively caused the withdrawal of one
source of grain.36
Nor did the coastal districts go unscathed. From Windsor, on the
Hawkesbury, came the report that, "As we anticipated the wheat has turned

out in most places an entire failure ...".37 The Herald correspondent

4 suH, 1/3/51.
35+sum, 19/3/51.

.qm, 3/5/51.
5T-5um, 12/1/51.
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from the Wollombi was, as usual, more specific. The usual seed-time,
he noted, had been exceptionally dry and in consequence the land had not
been ploughed until "from six weeks to two montﬁs had elapsed beyond what
experience has shown to be the best time for general sowing to secure a
good crop". Since the normal growing period for wheat was about seven
months, and since "during the last year or season there was lititle more
than five, it could scarcely be expected that there would be the same
maturity".38

The scarcity of wheat mirrored in the poor reports from the many
different regions of the colony was sufficient to provoke comment by the
Governor, Sir Charles FitzRoy, at the opening of the second legislative
session in 1851. In his speech, delivered in October some five months
after the discovery of gold, he attributed the high price of flour to the
39

partial failure of the wheat crops. Prices, in fact, had begun to rise
sharply long before the news of the gold discoveries broke. Once the rush
started the price of both wheat and flour scared. The Bathurst correspon-~
dent related how, on the goldfield there, in "the course of a few hours
flour rose from 25/- per 100 lbs. to 32/-, 36/- and.40/-".40 By the end
of the month of May a bewildered Herald expresséd amazement at the rapid-
ity of the events which had overtaken the colony. "If anyone had predict-
ed a fortnight ago", the paper declared, "that flour in two weeks would

rise in value from £20 to £30 per ton in Sydney ... (he) would have been

38« sum, 24/1/51.

39+ Official History, 180.
40+ s, 19/5/51.
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looked upon as a madman“.41

The shortage of local grain, and the expectation of continuing high
prices caused speculative eyes to turn to alternative sources. Here too,
however, there were difficulties. Within Australia only South Australia
produced g substantial export surplus at this time, and this had already
been shipped to South Africa where the crop had been an entire failure.
Another occasional source, New Zealand, was herself short of flour and
was unable to export any considerable quantities to New South Wales.42
Something akin to outright panic appeared to infect many observers. The
sudden and startling rise in the price of breadstuffs, particularly in the
interior which was divorced from the major source of home-grown grain and
imported grain by long'diétances and miserable roads, br&ught forth
serious allegations of monopoly and double;dealing on the heads of the
local millers. In an effort to boost the price of flour still further, it
was claimed, mill-owners were deliberately hoarding their stocks to inten-
8ify the existing market sca.rcity.43 In part there may have been some
Justification for the complaints, though some of the claims that accomp-

anied them were outrageously exaggerated. The Goulburn Herald, for

instance, declared that, "It is a known fact that in this country there

is a sufficient supply of wheat to maintain three times the number of

inhabitants for three years to com

4o qm, 26/5/51.
2 sm, 26/5/51.
43+ am, 4/6/51.
44+ sMH, 28/6/51, (quoted from Goulburn Herald)
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These then were the conditions that had to be assessed by the
colony's farmers after the gold discoveries had been announced in May
1851, On the one hand, they could abandon farm work in favour of the
goldfields, uncertain though the returns might be. On the other, there
was every indication that the wheat market would continue to offer unpre-
cedented opportunities, slower and less spectacular than the goldfields,
but apparently more certain. It is clear that many preferred stability.
Isaac Shepherd, an absentee land-owner, had this report to make following
a visit to his properties in King and Georgiana:

Notwithstanding the gold-mania, it is indeed pleasing

to see that the important time of seed-sowing is not

forgotten or neglected; everyone who has cleared land

has ploughed and sown his seed, and in many cases I saw,

where the timber is only thin on the land, the ground

ploughed among the trees and sown with all the intention

as the crops grow to bark the timber and kill it; there

was never so much wheat grown as there will be this year,

and it is evident that the probability of a large increase

to our population within the ensuing twelve months is

properly appreckated by our agriculturalists.45
Shepherd was correct in his appreciation of the wheat acreage positions
there never had been so much land under the crop.' Unfortunately, his
predictions of a large population increase were to prove less accurate.
Reports of a similar charscter poured in from all over the colony, from
Bathurst, Orange, VWagga, Goulburn, and from the coastal districts, and

the season this time was "remarkably fine'" for sowing wheat.46 At Camden

the famous McArthurs were reported to have twgnty—five ploughs at work

b, 4/8/51.

4650 SUH, 28/5/51; 4/6/51; 9/6/51; 18/7/51. For the weather
conditions at sowing time see SMH, 9/7/51.
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for the coming, profitable, crop.47
The anticipated abandonment of farming pursuits did not occur.
Farms were not abandoned because the two alternatives, gold-digging or
cropping, were supplemented by a third choice which was the most attract-
ive of all. The nature of wheat farming at this time required attendance
upon the land and upon the crop only at the time of plqughing>and sowing,
say over April and May, and at harvesting in December or January. The
farmer had few other liabilities: +tillage involved no more than a single
turn of the plough and perhaps a light harrowing; maize - the second grain
crop on the coast - was not demanding in terms of labour, and even the
harvest could be extended over many weeks without damage to the grain.48
It was possible, therefore, to spend fully half the year on the gold-

fields, and still be assured of a crop. The Hérald, realising the possi-
pility of successfully securing a crop, and at the same time satisfying
the understandable urge to seek greater fortune at the diggings, tried to
make it more certain.

Remember, farmers, first to SOW YOUR FARMS before

you go (to the goldfields). The price of wheat

will, no doubt, both this year and next, be very

high everywhere in consequence of the influx of
strangers.49

At the time the advice was good. Only later would it become evident that
the premises upon which it was so confidently based were false, or at least

exaggerated.

T am, 30/5/51.
48: Por a discussion of the 1abour'requirements of wheat and maize see

SUH, 5/8/54.

SMH, 20/5/51.
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It is clear that it was this possibility-oi‘ combining agricultural
operations with periodic visits to the goldfields that, in large measure,
forestalled the reduction in acreage that might logically have been
expected in 1851. Even before the end of May the Bathurst correspondent
to the Herald noted that, "Nearly all the small settlers have returned,
and are putting in crops of wheat, as being the safest gold-mine for
them".so Elsewhere departure for the goldfields was delayed until all

51

the crops were sown. As the Herald said so pointedly, "wheat is wheat
nowa,da,;)rs".5 2

Over the sowing period of 1851, therefore, the wheat farmer in New
South Wales faced peculiar inducements to expand the acreage of land
under crop. IEvery advantage was taken of the preveiling conditions and
wheat sowing continued late into the yea;r:.53 The high prices, however, did
not continue to offer such remarkable opportunities for profit, for
although prices rose absolutely throughout the early gold-rush period
they were accompanied by rising cosfs of production, particularly of
labour, and by rising costs of tramnsport. Some light is therefore thrown

onto acreage fluctuations over the period by a consideration of these two

features.

20 sum, 28/5/51.

1. sum, 18/8/51.

52. SMH, 13/10/51. See also FitzRoy to Grey, 15/8/51, Correspondence
Relative to the Recent Discovery of Gold in Australia, I, ZLondon,

1852), “agricultural labours especially have not been suspended."

53.

Wheat Sowing continued in Goulburn even in late-July. See SMH,

29/1/51.
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Although the prices of wheat and flour varied considerably from
region to region within the colony, reflecting the inadequacy of trans-
port facilities, the Sydney prices offer the best indication of influences
within the wheat-growing indusiry generally since these were the prices
affecting the major producing region. Within Sydney price variation from
miller to miller was slight. When no wheat was available, or when the
mills were not buying, nominal prices were quoted. Two quotations were
normally given to cover the different qualities of wheat and flour, but
although these occasionally refer exclusively to either imported or home
produced flour or grain, this was not generally the case. It has nof been
found poésible, therefore, to compile a price series referring solely to
home produced wheat and flour. The highest prices have been graphed in
Figure 15, and since the costs of production were essentially unchanged
whatever the quality of the grain this figure represents the highest
possible profit margin.

It is evident from Figure 15 that over the entire period, from 1851
to 1855;inclusive, the price of both wheat and flour rose considerably.

It is clear that the wheat shortage at the beginning of 1851 had had a
marked effect upon the price of breadstuffs, and it is likely fhat this
rise alone would have proved sufficient to induce aéreage expansion, even
without the boom on the wheat market that followed the announcement of the
discoveries at Ophir. Although prices continued to rise, however, this
did not represent an equivalenf increase in the profit margins available
to the wheat farmer, since over the same period the costs of production

were also rising.
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A detailed costing of wheat production over this period, however,
is not possible. Table 8 gives a general indication of costs for ten
acres of wheatland based upon isolated figures obtained over the early

54

1850's from newspaper reports. Inevitably the result is crude, but

it should be stregsed that the figures obtained are probably under-
estimated since no charge is ﬁade against interest or deterioration on
any item of farm equipment or buildings, nor is any charge made against
rent, nérAis eny charge made against the costs of bags, nor is any charge
made against the costs of ploughing and harrowing although, even when

performed by the farmer, this represents a real loss of alternative

earnings.

TABLE 8

Cost of Production and Profit on Ten Acres of Wheat

Costs

i. Seed: 1 bushel per acre @ 6/- per bushel .o £€ 3. 0. O.
ii. Harvesting: 1 man, 30/- per day for ten

days .o £15. 0. O.
iii. Threshing and Carriage: 1/8 per bushel,

12 bushels per acre .o £10. 0. O.
Total Cost e £28. 0. O.
Returns
12 bushels per acre from ten acres:
720 bushels @ 6/- per bushel .o £36. 0. O.
Profit on Ten Acres of Wheat .o £ 8. 0. O,

4. The quantity of seed is a low estimate. See Anon., "An Essay on the

Culture of Wheat", New South Wales Calendar and Post Office Directory,
76, (Sydney, 1835). See also Coghlan, Sir T., The Wealth and Progress
of New South Wales, II, 1898-1899, 344, (Sydney, 1899). Hereafter
cited as Coghlan, Wealth and Progress. PFor harvesting estimates see

SMH, 19/11/53. For threshing and carriage see SMH, 14/2/54.
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It is evident that at a price of 6/- per bushel the return on ten
acres of wheat, even under this minimum estimate of costs, was not very
high. Wheat priceg, of course, rose far above 6/L, but they were accomp-
anied with rising costs of living as well as rising costs of production.
Thus, in 1852, the Herald calculated that a return of 8/- to 10/- per
bushel was necessary to make wheat-growing a profitable proposition.

Yet the average price of wheat over 1852 was under B/L, and in 1853 it
was under 10/; for wheat of the finest quality. Although in 1854 the
average price rose to 12/- per bushel, yet in the same year the cost of
agricultural labour rose by some 20 per cent.56

VWheat, in fact, was proving less of a "gold-mine" than'people had
anticipated. Thig interpretation would fit the general patfern suggested
here: after the first flush of speculation in 1851, and the consequent
expansion in acreage, rising costs and competition from imported wheat
served to reduce the high profit margins andvbring about a return to the

more steble conditions that had existed before the gold discoveries.

.Labour and Wages

Although this brief examination of prices has given some rationality
to acreage fluctuations over the early gold-rush years, it fails to be
entirely satisfying. This is a result, in part, of %he inadequacy of data
referring to costs, and in part because prices were conditioned by the

importation of breadsiuffs which were not forseeable to producers. At -

55 am, 3/1/52.

56+ See below, Table 9.
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least one aspect of costs, however, are amenable to further investigation.
These are the costs of labour.

The gold-rushes, it has been said often enough, were made up of men
from all walks of life. But it must be assumed t<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>