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GEORGE ELPHINSTONE DALRYMPLE 

Problems of Early Queensland 
[By MRS. JEAN FARNFIELD, M.A.] 

(Given at the monthly meeting of the Society, 22 May 1969) 

Self-interest, financial necessity, versatUity and an en
thusiastic, restless temperament impelled George Elphinstone 
Dalrymple, the son of a Scottish baronet, to participate in 
many aspects of the history of early Queensland from 
1859-1874. 

GEORGE ELPHINSTONE DALRYMPLE 

In the course of his life in the colony he was explorer, 
pastoralist, Government official and Parliamentarian. Other 
outstanding men of his time in Queensland, such as Robert 
Herbert, Arthur Macalister, WUliam Pettigrew, John Douglas 
and Augustus Gregory combined politics with pastoralism 
or land settlement with exploration, or local government 
with entrepreneurship, but no other man took part in so 
many activities over such a wide area. Dalrymple's activities 
carried him from Brisbane to Cape York and the islands 
of the Torres Straits. 

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by University of Queensland eSpace

https://core.ac.uk/display/15095210?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


698 

UNIQUE CONTRIBUTION 
Indeed, his identification with so many phases of early 

Queensland history was unique: it is probably true to say 
that no one in the colony had a practical knowledge of the 
country to compare with that which he had acquired during 
fifteen years of residence. His enthusiasms were short-lived 
and the value of his activities to the development of Queens
land may be debatable. My own opinion, which I have 
already stated in Frontiersman, a biography of Dalrymple 
in Queensland, is that they deserve more recognition than 
they have been given hitherto. But no one wUl deny that 
the diversity of his activities and the wide area they covered 
give the historian great scope to study the developmental 
problems of early Queensland. 

It is my historical faith that history is about people: they 
are the warp and weft of the fabric of the past. Dalrymple's 
career in Queensland has the great value of putting us into 
direct touch with all kinds of people: officials at Government 
House, parliamentarians, tradesmen, townsfolk and squatters, 
pearl-fishers, aboriginals and kanakas, the varied and scat
tered society of the young colony. 

THREE-FOLD PATTERN OF DEVELOPMENT 
The economic development of Queensland produced a 

three-fold pattern of pastoralism, agriculture, especially 
tropical, and mining. Dalrymple was an important figure 
in all three, particularly in the pioneering stage. 

His connection with pastoralism was both official and 
private. As far as can be ascertained, "he began his career 
in the Colony as manager of a sheep station on the 
Darling Downs," according to the obituary notice in the 
Brisbane Courier at the time of his death. From the Downs 
he acted as "explorer-scout" for a syndicate of capitalists, 
interested in taking up land on the Burdekin. His activities 
in 1859 and early 1860 were parallel to those of John 
Batman earlier at Port Phillip. John Batman acted as 
explorer-cum-pioneer-pastoralist for the Port PhUlip Asso
ciation formed in Van Diemen's Land. Dalrymple's official 
connection with pastoralism in Queensland started in August 
1860 when he was appointed Commissioner for Crown Lands 
in the Kennedy District. If we follow his career at this tune 
we can experience, from the viewpoint of his personal 
involvement, the foundation of the pioneer settlement of 
Bowen and the hazards of the occupation of the huge 
Kennedy district by the pioneer squatters. We can sympathise 
with the difficulties he encountered by being the first to 
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apply the new and untried Queensland land law to an entirely 
unsettled district. Or we can try to apportion the blame for 
the resultant chaos, among A. C. Gregory, Chief Commis
sioner for Crown Lands in Brisbane, unscrupulous squatters, 
and the enthusiastic but disorganised Dalrymple. 

EXPERIENCE AS PASTORALIST 
As a private individual, he later had two experiences of 

pastoralism. From 1863-64 he was managing partner with 
Robert Herbert, and Walter and Arthur Scott in the large-
scale, well-capitalised squatting enterprise at the VaUey of 
Lagoons. There he participated in the good days of the 
pastoral boom of the early sixties. Again in this enterprise 
his main value was as the "exploring partner." With Arthur 
Scott and Government support, he established a settlement 
at Cardwell to act as a port of access for the Valley of 
Lagoons and the squatting invasion of the hinterland. On 
his own initiative, he explored and established a dray route 
over the Rockingham Bay ranges. His own optimism 
matched that of Governor Ferguson Bowen and the squatters 
who invaded the North under the impulse of the pastoral 
boom. 

His second venture in squatting was as partner on Oxford 
Downs station in 1869-70, after he had returned from leave 
in Britain. At this time, he experienced the calamities which 
overcame the northern squatters in the depression of the 
late 1860's and early 'seventies. He lost the station to the 
bank which held the mortgage, and was declared insolvent. 
Thus his career in pastoralism illuminates through his per
sonal experiences nearly every vicissitude of the early 
Queensland squatters. 

IN TROPICAL AGRICULTURE 
Although Dalrymple had no direct connection with the 

establishment of the sugar industry and never became a 
planter, his contribution to tropical agriculture was out
standing. In squatting, he had no more experience than 
other squatters; in tropical agriculture he had considerable 
previous experience as a coffee-planter in Ceylon. He made 
the first reports on the potentialities of the Lower Burdekin 
for crops such as sugar, cotton, rice and tobacco, and recom
mended extensive agricultural reserves at Bowen and Card-
well. His greatest contribution to the extension of sugar-cane 
growing, and therefore to the colonising of North Queens
land, was his leadership of the North-East coast expedition 
of 1873. During that journey he and the party under his 
command discovered Queensland's best sugar lands. 
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CONNECTION WITH MINING 
His official connection with mining began in 1871. His 

insolvency made him glad of a Government position as 
Assistant Commissioner on the Gilberton goldfield. His 
official correspondence from this position gives a vivid 
picture of the problems of the diggers, mainly Chinese, on 
a declining goldfield. The fortuitous, but important, con
nection of his 1873 North Coast expedition with the be
ginning of the Palmer gold-rush brings to light the danger 
and excitement of a major uncontrolled gold-rush to an 
inaccessible area at the wrong season of the year. 

Most of Dalrymple's activities were carried out in an 
area from Rockhampton to the Endeavour River. However, 
two phases of his career took him to Brisbane and Somerset, 
Cape York, at the extreme south and north of the vast 
colony. 

MEMBER FOR KENNEDY 
In 1865, he left the North for Brisbane to represent the 

newly-enfranchised Kennedy electorate in the Queensland 
Legislative Assembly. As virtual leader of the squatter 
opposition to Macalister's land policies of controlled selec
tion, he became deeply involved in the most important 
politico-social problem of the day — the settlement and 
alienation of public lands. Leasehold or freehold? Cheaper 
land or the traditional Wakefield price of £1 an acre? He 
was in Parliament for the financial crisis of 1866. During 
the explosive constitutional confrontation which accom
panied it, he became Colonial Secretary in the interim 
Herbert Ministry for a brief period of six weeks. 

In his last appointment (1874) as officer-in-charge of the 
Government establishment at Somerset, Cape York, he pre
pared for the removal of the settlement to an island in the 
Torres Straits, a plan which showed that Queensland was 
awakening to obligations in the political no-man's land of 
the south-west Pacific. The Somerset Letter-book in the 
State archives contains Dalrymple's official correspondence 
at this period, and reveals a world which was new to him 
and most southern Queenslanders of the time: the problems 
of the kanaka labour traffickers in the islands and the abuses 
of the pearl-fishing industry in the Torres Straits. 

In searching for material on the history of Queensland, 
I have noticed a tendency among writers concerned with 
the general history of Australia to deal summarily with the 
early history of the colony of Queensland: to dismiss it in 
the minimum of words, as mere repetition, although at a 
later date, of the sequence of development of the older 
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southern colonies. There may be two reasons for this. 
Firstly, there is a superficial resemblance in the history of 
New South Wales and in that of Queensland. Secondly, 
the limited general histories of Queensland produced in the 
nineteenth century have tended to confirm this view. Un
fortunately, nineteenth century histories of Queensland are 
the only ones avaUable. 

PECULIAR PROBLEMS 
Yet in spite of many points of simUarity, Queensland 

had peculiar problems, which were significant in the colony's 
development. These were: vast territory in the tropics; an 
exceptionally acute shortage of labour; an expanding econ
omic frontier in the North which was separated from Bris
bane by almost total lack of communications; and the fact 
that Queensland was created from the first with Parliamen
tary government. Considerable evidence of these problems 
is provided by a study of Dalrymple's experiences. 

Colonising of the tropics by white people produced diffi
culties not experienced by the colonists of the south. Pas
toralists encountered a climatic environment about which 
they knew practically nothing. Mysterious diseases afflicted 
them and their livestock. Bad health from recurrent "fever 
and ague" frequently drove settlers south again. Many 
believed, as Dalrymple himself did, that the only cure for 
tropical fever was to return to a cool cUmate. Fear of 
isolation and health hazards prevented newly-arrived 
migrants from taking the risk of settling in the tropics. 
Thus, it was difficult to attract population to the north 
and induce pioneers to settle there. Agriculturists in the 
tropics demanded a coloured labour force. This arose from 
the strong nineteenth century belief that men of the "Anglo-
Saxon" race could not labour manually in a tropical climate 
without disastrous physical and moral deterioration — an 
idea more reasonable in an unmechanised age than it appears 
today, when white men in the tropics have the aids of 
modern technology. Dalrymple himself subscribed to this 
idea, and urged the Government to implement legislation 
to provide a labour force of indentured Indian coolies for 
North Queensland agriculture. However, an easier solution 
was found, on the initiative of Robert Towns — the recrait-
ing and employment of South Sea Islanders. The Kanaka 
Labour Trade, as it has been commonly called, made 
Queensland notoriously different from other Australian 
colonies. Thus, the tropical environment raised new prob
lems not only for Queensland but for the Imperial Govern-
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ment. There were no precedents for a subservient coloured 
labour force in any self-governing colony; for Britain's pre
vious experience of govemment in the tropics had been that 
of an imperial power dispensing Crown Colony administra
tion. 

LABOUR PROBLEMS 
Queensland's initial labour problem was different from 

that of New South Wales, where convicts had provided the 
labour for the early development of a considerable portion 
of the territory. When Separation without transportation 
was finally declared in 1859, Queensland came to life with 
a territory of 668,497 square mUes, roughly ten times the 
size of England and Wales. The population was approxi
mately 22,000; enough inhabitants for a moderate-sized 
English country town. In addition, there was an indetermin
ate number of Aboriginals. They were reckoned at this 
time as a liability rather than an asset. Their way of life 
was nomadic, based on a hunting and gathering economy: 
in the south, they had shown some ferocity in resisting the 
invasion of their territories by white settlers. Because of 
the chronic shortage of labour, and the urgent necessity for 
workers, divergent experiments in obtaining labour influ
enced the political, social and economic structure of Queens
land: they engendered class antagonisms and competitive 
regionalism. "The vexed labour question," as Dalrymple 
termed it in 1874, was a peculiarly disruptive force in early 
Queensland history. 

DISABILITIES OF ISOLATION 
The southern colonies certainly had their problems in 

developing outlying districts and linking them with the main 
centre of population. The difficulties in Queensland were 
far greater. Those, like Dalrymple, who were pioneering 
the economic frontiers, pastoralists, miners, cedar-getters, 
and sugar-cane growers suffered constantly the disabUities 
of isolation. These were caused by sparseness of population: 
the extent of the colony from north to south: the fact that 
Brisbane and the Darling Downs, centres of government 
and settlement, were situated in the remote south-eastern 
corner, and lack of money for the development of effective 
communications. 

RELATIONS WITH ABORIGINES 
The isolation of the frontier inevitably made relationships 

with the Aborigines one of Queensland's major pioneer 
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problems. On the remote fringes of settlement, white settlers 
were greatly outnumbered by Aborigines, who were more 
aggressive and more capable of defending their hunting 
grounds than those in the south. Dalrymple was essentially 
a frontiersman, and one of the most interesting facets of 
his career was his attitude to the Aborigines. He was con
tinually trying to solve the problem of promoting white 
settlement on the frontier without animosity and bloodshed. 

The grant of full Parliamentary government from the 
beginning marked Queensland out from other Australian 
colonies. These had progressed gradually from autocratic 
governorship to responsible government. The process had 
been irritating. But the period of pupilage had produced 
a body of men with experience in legislation and administra
tion. Queensland had no such reserve of political experi
ence. As Bowen explained to Newcastle in 1863, "In 
Queensland, on its separation from New South Wales, there 
was scarcely a single man of practical experience in either 
official or political life." 

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES 
The grant of immediate Parliamentary government had 

advantages which Bowen was at great pains to emphasise 
to the Colonial Office. He maintained that it engendered 
good relationships between Governor and colonists, and 
between the Colonial and Imperial Governments. But the 
lack of training of politicians and administrative officials 
also had disadvantages. Personal animosities were given too 
much rein: regional factionalism determined political allegi
ance: and doctrinaire principles, or the interests of a par
ticular class, often obscured the real needs of the colony 
as a whole. Members of Parliament were local politicians 
rather than colonial statesmen. The lack of administrative 
experience and parliamentary sophistication are Ulustrated 
in Dalrymple's term of office as a Crown Lands Commis
sioner and during the period in which he was a member of 
the Legislative Assembly. 

As Dalrymple left the impress of his personality and 
activities on the history of Queensland, it is pertinent to 
ask to what extent he himself was affected by his identifica
tion with a new Australian colony. Undoubtedly the pioneer 
conditions gave full scope to his vigorous personality, for 
he was temperamentally a man stimulated by new challenges 
and bored by routine. His peculiar talents could easUy have 
remained latent or been misunderstood in a more settled, 
consolidated country. 
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"LAIRD OF THE OUTBACK" 
His adaptation to the comparatively egalitarian Australian 

mUieu, after the authoritarian atmosphere of the Crown 
Colony of Ceylon and Scottish squirearchy, is not as sur
prising as it might appear. Firstly, because by family 
tradition he was a progressive; and secondly because North 
Queensland, where he spent most of his life in the colony, 
was in his time relatively unaffected by radical principles. 
The pioneers on the frontier looked for strong leadership. 
It was instinctive for Dalrymple to become "a laird of the 
outback" in the humane, paternal tradition of his father, 
the Laird of Logie, in Aberdeenshire. He took the responsi
bilities of leadership in his stride, accepting it as natural 
that he should look after the people in his charge, whether 
they were members of an expedition, squatters, pearl-divers 
or the townsfolk of a new settlement. 

HIS OWN MASTER 
Culturally, he was his own master. He had his own 

collection of books and pictures which he took with him 
even to remote Cardwell. It seems to have made littie 
difference to him whether he was in North Queensland or 
Scotland. But aesthetically, he never became really acclim
atised. Like the majority of the early colonists of Australia, 
he was a man of two homelands. The stark beauty of the 
arid Australian landscape did not appeal to him as it did 
to later native-born Australians, who had never known the 
green mistiness and muted beauty of the countryside of the 
old country. 

The years 1859-1874 of Dalrymple's life in the colony 
marked many changes in Queensland. The economy, from 
being solely dependent on the woolcUp, had become diversi
fied by mining and temperate and tropical agriculture. Re
sumption of land was beginning to change the Darling 
Downs from pastoralism to agriculture. Cattle-grazing had 
practically taken the place of sheep in the north. Small 
industries, such as coach-building, furniture-making, print
ing, etc., had been established in Brisbane. The population 
had increased by roughly 100,000. The frontier of settlement 
had been extended to the Palmer River and the Gulf of 
Carpentaria. Most of Queensland had been at least partiaUy 
explored and Government control had been extended to 
within twenty mUes of the coast of New Guinea. 

TROPICAL PROBLEMS 
However, in spite of these advances, Queenslanders still 
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suffered the peculiar disabUities of vast territory in the 
tropics — shortage of labour and an isolated frontier. The 
tropical environment was not much better understood in 
1874 than it had been in 1859. "Fever and ague" stUl 
attacked the settlers; experiments in sheep-grazing in the 
North had proved disastrous. Sugar appeared to be doing 
well in the tropics untU 1875, when "sugar-rust" appeared 
and nearly caused a fatal set-back to the industry. 

White labour was stUl scarce and expensive in the country 
districts. Migrants were very reluctant to leave the towns. 
The gold-rushes brought additional people, but miners were 
nomadic and difficult to hold. The introduction of Pacific 
Islanders was an expedient which solved some labour prob
lems, but also produced retrogressive political and social 
disunity. 

Communications and means of transport had not im
proved a great deal; certainly not sufficiently to overcome 
the chronic isolation of most of Queensland. The most out
standing advance before 1874 was a fortnightly maU steamer 
service to Singapore via the Torres Straits, and the extension 
of the overland telegraph to Cardwell, and thence to Nor
manton. The telegraph service made it much easier for 
Government officials to communicate with Brisbane and 
facUitated central government control of outlying districts. 
The construction of main line railways on the British pattern 
had proved too expensive. Both Dalrymple and Pettigrew 
had experimented with cheaper light railways, but these 
had proved impracticable, except over very short stretches. 
Sailing ships along the coast, and horse and bullock drays 
across the bush tracks were still the chief means of transport 
for people and goods. All in all, by 1874, when Dalrymple 
left the colony, Queenslanders had certainly become more 
aware of their problems, but they had yet to find solutions 
to their peculiar difficulties. 




