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F O R E W O R D 

This volume of Lectures, like its two predecessors of 1974 
and 1975, consists of papers based on original research by members of 
James Cook University. Some are by research students working for 
honours or post-graduate degrees, others by members of the academic 
staff. All but one originated in the History Department; most are in 
effect reports from work in progress; none has been published before. 
They are gathered into this volume in the conviction that there are 
readers outside the University who will enjoy and learn from them. 
Readers of the previous two volumes in the series will recognise some 
authors and themes, but they will also find some new ones. It is hoped 
that some new readers may be stimulated by this volume to seek out its 
predecessors. 

The smaller format of this volume has been adopted as a 
convenience to readers. It has the added advantage, in this age of 
ever-increasing prices, of reducing the cost of printing and postage. 
Other publishing by the Department has made this volume less fully 
representative of work in progress than its predecessors: some work 
which would have appeared in it is published in a specialized volume on 
race relations edited by Henry Reynolds, or in our monograph series 
Studies in North Queensland History. Nevertheless we hope that the 
range and quality of work in this volume will be found satisfactory. 

* * * 

Ten years have passed since the first work on North Queensland 
history was completed in the Department. A short review of such work 
done over the decade may be appropriate, not least because of the 
recent retirement of Jean Farnfield whose own teaching and research 
contributed much to that work. 

Since an honours program first began in the Department, North 
Queensland topics have been selected by the great majority of research 
students. This has not resulted from any doctrine on the significance 
of regional history held within the Department, though certainly it 
has seemed to us that Australian history has developed to a stage at 
which some accepted conclusions need to be scrutinized in a regional 
context. Still less did it reflect a missionary zeal to justify the 
past or present of North Queensland to others. It was rather that 
North Queensland history readily attracted the attention of historians 
working in Townsville as a large region, little explored in detail, 
but shown by G.C. Bolton's splendid survey, A Thousand Miles Away, to 
be of richly diverse interest. Moreover, some concentration on the 
region would help to correct the impression implicit in most general 
histories that Australian history happened exclusively "in the south". 
This was a conclusion almost unavoidable for students growing up in a 
region first settled by whites in 1861, when the books seemed to agree 
that Aborigines ceased to be significant about 1830, that the squatting 
age reached its peak in the 1840s, and the gold-rushes in the fifties. 
It seemed desirable to have our students realise that what happened in 
the North was history as well; we also suspected that some major themes 
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in North Queensland history might prove to be not simply a repetition 
of events enacted in the South a decade or two earlier. Ten years 
later, it can fairly be claimed that the course of events in North 
Queensland has been shown to be significantly different in many 
instances; indeed, that the detailed study of what happened in North 
Queensland calls into question the validity of some views commonly held 
about Australian experience generally. 

Geographical proximity has its advantages. It makes it 
difficult to overlook the importance of climate, terrain, distance and 
ethnic variety in shaping North Queensland history; it also meant that 
North Queensland topics had not been exhausted and were not likely to 
be encroached upon, by researchers from elsewhere. Even the University's 
small size has advantages; it has been possible for history students 
to venture freely into areas from which they might have been warned off 
by political scientists, anthropologists, or archaeologists had this 
been a larger university. There has also been a price to pay, at times 
a heavy one. Although the region surrounds us, the unpublished 
sources for its history are for the most part distant, gathered into 
collections in Brisbane, Sydney, Melbourne and Canberra. In spite of 
all that has been done to build up resources of our own, it is still 
necessary, and will probably be so indefinitely, even for honours 
students to spend substantial periods in distant centres to examine 
documents available nowhere else. It is also reasonable to point out 
that not only is this an isolated Department, it is also a small one. 
Only two History Departments in Australia are smaller (and by one 
member only): the average is three times, and the biggest six times, 
as large as we. There have never been more than two lecturers in this 
Department whose main teaching and research has been done in 
Australian history. 

The effort that has gone into North Queensland history, for 
these broad reasons and with these advantages and limitations, has 
resulted over a ten-year -period in the completion of five PhD theses 
and 20 honours theses. Three books have been published, 20 articles in 
periodicals and three chapters in books. The Department itself has 
published three volumes of Lectures, containing 42 papers by 25 authors; 
a volume on race relations containing 17 papers, and two monographs in 
the series Studies in North Queensland History.I 

Although students electing to undertake research on North 
Queensland topics are not directed into specific fields, still less 
assigned selected topics, some concentration is evident in the work 
they have completed so far. The example of Henry Reynolds is clearly 
seen in the work done on race relations. Aboriginal-white relations to 
1897 was the subject of a PhD thesis by Noel Loos, which gives the most 
thorough account of the subject for any major region of Australia. It 
also demonstrates that the pattern of contact on the pastoral frontier, 
usually taken as applying to the whole of Australia, is significantly 
different from those evident in the rain-forest, on the mining frontier 

1. For a complete list see below, pp. 
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and in coastal regions first exploited by Europeans from the sea. 
Together, Reynolds and Loos have shown with what tenacity and 
intelligence North Queensland Aborigines defended their ancestral lands 
against invasion by the whites, and how high a price in lives they 
exacted. Similarly, Cathie May's PhD thesis on the Chinese of the 
Cairns District, the first regional study of Chinese anywhere in 
Australia, raises doubts about the validity of some assumptions 
commonly made about Chinese-white relations. For example, the 
complaisance with which the Chinese, and their dominance in agriculture, 
were regarded by Europeans of the locality contradicts the common 
assumption that the presence of Chinese in large numbers intensified 
previously-existing racial antagonism. Both Loos and May have made 
particularly effective use of local records. 

Also of more than regional interest is Helen Brayshaw's PhD 
thesis on the material culture of Aborigines in the Herbert-Burdekin 
region, for it pioneered in Australia the integrated use of 
archaeological evidence, ethnographic records and museum collections. 
In this research, Dr. Isabel McBryde of the Australian National 
University contributed indispensable technical advice as associate 
supervisor. 

Two honours theses by Clive Moore and Tricia Mercer initiated 
the study of Pacific Islanders in this Department. Through systematic 
use of oral history they have demonstrated that indigenous cultural 
beliefs and practices survived among the Islanders and their Australian 
-born descendants to well within living memory, unsuspected by 
Europeans among whom they lived and worked. Both students are carrying 
on research at PhD level, Ms. Mercer at the Australian National 
University. Research into minorities of European origin has begun under 
the guidance of Ian Moles; one honours thesis on Italians in the 
Hinchinbrook Shire has been completed by Lyn Henderson. 

Another area of concentration concerns political and 
industrial aspects of the Labour movement, a natural consequence of the 
fact that North Queensland was the heartland of the State movement for 
half a century and had a powerful influence at the federal level as 
well. From research that produced a PhD and several journal articles, 
Kett Kennedy has also written the definitive study of The Mungana 
Affair. Studies of electoral politics like D.W. Hunt's honours thesis 
naturally embrace other parties as well, as does Christine Doran's 
study of the separatist movement; but systematic research into non-Labour 
parties is handicapped here as well as elsewhere by paucity of records. 

Several studies of mining have been undertaken. Outstanding 
among them is P~ter Bell's The Mount Mulligan Disaster, now published 
as the second of our Studies in North Queensland History. The pastoral 
industry has been slower to attract students, partly because the 
records are widely scattered; but one fine honours thesis has been 
completed and published as the first in the Studies series: Anne 
Allingham's Taming the Wilderness. 
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It is obvious that important fields have not yet been tapped. 
Meanwhile there is no lack of topics remaining in fields already 
entered: indeed each new thesis completed tends to identify inviting 
new topics. 

* * * 

It is sometimes said (and not of history alone) that the 
end-product of a year's research by an honours student - and of three 
or more by a PhD candidate - is a narrow and ponderous thesis justly 
left to gather dust unread once the examiners have finished with it. 
This gibe is both ill-directed and inaccurate. It is ill-directed 
because it mistakes the purpose of a research degree, which is to 
produce a researcher trained to a recognized standard of skill. The 
thesis is the means by which that training is acquired: the purpose 
would still be served if the thesis were read by no one but the 
examiners, or even destroyed once accepted. It is inaccurate because 
good theses are read, and their conclusions absorbed into the general 
stock of knowledge in due course. Often too slowly, it is true: and 
often readers are too few. Theses can readily be borrowed through the 
excellent inter-library loan facilities prevailing in Australia, but 
it is not easy for readers other than academics and research students 
to learn of the existence of theses that would interest them. This is 
a weakness of academic organization throughout Australia, and indeed 
in other countries as well. 

One object of the Department in producing its 
publications is to make the work arising from theses available to a 
wider reading public. So long as it appears that we are succeeding in 
this aim, we will continue. 

viii 

B.J. Dalton, 
Professor of History. 



THE PROFITS OF BOOM: A SHORT HISTORY OF THE CLONCURRY 
COPPER FIELD 

Dr. K.H. Kennedy 

The Cloncurry region is likely to have the same impression 

on a modern visitor as it had on the inveterate traveller A.C.C. Lock, 

who in 1949, despaired having reached "the end of the world". The 

relentless heat and windswept dust which rolled across the desolate 

red earth remained a lasting memory.
1 

Today pastoral activities 

preoccupy local residents: but sixty years ago the Cloncurry region 

boasted the largest copperfield in Australia. Over seven thousand 

people lived amid the din of mining machinery, the piercing whistles 

of brightly lit ore trains and the calescence of smelter furnaces at 

night. Between 1910 and 1920 mining companies operating on the 

Cloncurry field commanded the attention of both the London and 

Melbourne stock exchanges. But like most boom fields, it surrendered 

to adversity and the mining camps of the region were abandoned. Only 

the scarred topography and rusting scrap iron unable to be salvaged 

now remains as testimony to the heyday of the Cloncurry copper empire. 

Three large companies dominated mining and smelting 

activities: Mount Elliott Limited, Hampden-Cloncurry Copper Mines 

Limited, and the less glamorous Mount Cuthbert No Liability. Their 

output was sold to Germany initially, and, after the outbreak of 

hostilities in 1914, through the Australian government for processing 

in British armament factories. No sooner was the armistice signed than 

the Imperial government released its hold on the copper market with 

almost devastating consequences for most major copper producing centres. 

Copper prices plummeted and did not recover until another holocaust in 

Europe created new demands for copper. By then, only a few gougers 

worked the mines on tribute, struggling to earn a living. The history 

of the copper enterprises in north-west Queensland has not been the 

subject of research, with one exception. In 1960, Geoffrey Blainey 

compiled an account in the early chapters of his Mines in the Spinifex: 



K.H. KENNEDY 

The Story of Mount Isa Mines.
2 

This paper, while covering many of the 

aspects already investigated by Blainey, elaborates on the vicissitudes 

of the companies, the manoeuvrings of the management and the role of 

the labour force. Moreover, it illustrates weaknesses in company 

organisation and financing, and miscalculations in strategy which have 

characterised many Australian mining enterprises. 

Far from being a recent find, the lodes of the Cloncurry 

copper field were first discovered by the irascible Ernest Henry in 

1867. 3 Henry named his claim the Great Australia mine, and after 

failing to raise sufficient capital to develop the ore bodies decided 

to undertake the task himself with the assistance of a group of Cousin 

Jacks whom he recruited personally in England. Only a few parcels of 

ore were mined before want of capital, lack of smelting facilities and 

high transport costs forced the mine's closure. In 1884, after 

discovering extensive ore bodies at Argylla and Mount Oxide to the 

north-west, Henry sold the Great Australia to a Glasgow syndicate, the 

Cloncurry Copper Mining and Smelting Company, whose principals had 

received a favourable geologist's report from J.R. Robertson, later of 

Mount Lyell fame. The company erected smelters at Cloncurry, engaged 

nearly two hundred men, but was forced to abandon smelting and close 

down the mine in 1889 after producing only four hundred tons of 
4 copper. It was fully a decade before interest was revived in the 

region by a rise in world copper prices and the activities of a group 

of Melbourne-based promoters. 

In 1897 world prices for copper increased dramatically as 

the nineties "were going out in wars and rumours of wars".
5 

By 1899, 

copper was fetching over £75 per ton, the highest price for over a 

decade. The renewed interest in base metals was reflected in the 

clamour for Mount Lyell shares which accounted for a substantial 

proportion of transactions on the Melbourne Stock Exchange. A.R. Hall, 

historian of the Melbourne Stock Exchange, asserts that the Tasmanian 
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THE PROFITS OF BOOM 

mines gave a speculative impetus to the mining sector: "Mount 

Lyell's maiden dividend at the rate of over 23 per cent on its paid 

up capital provided the main stimulus". This opened up 

"considerable opportunities for mining company promoters and for 

speculative dealers in mining shares 11
•
6 

New regions were unlocked, 

the most notable being the Chillagoe district in far north 

Queensland. Spearheading the development of new mines was a coterie 

of men labelled by Blainey - "The Magnates": William Knox, William 

Jamieson, William Orr, J.S. Reid, Herman Schlapp, W.L. Baillieu, 

Harvey Patterson and H.F.C. Keats, who had made their fortunes at 

Broken Hill and then Mount Lyell, were connected with nearly every 

new enterprise in the base metal industry. 7 Blainey insists they were 

"entrepreneurs rather than capitalists"; "their main contribution was 

not large sums of capital but small sums which they invested in the 

first years when the risk of failure was high". Not only did they 

make "some of the most courageous and sensible decisions in the 

history of Australian business" but they had a capacity for 

inspiring confidence among investors.
8 

In the same year Mount Lyell was exciting Melbourne 

investors, three of these men - Orr, Schlapp and Knox - turned their 

attention to the lodes in the Cloncurry region, and acquired 

properties at Hampden, forty miles south of Cloncurry. Outlaying only 

small amounts of capital, they financed systematic explora tion of the 

ore deposits and preliminary development, stock piling the bulk of 

the ores extracted and transporting small parcels with high metal 

contents to southern smelters. Almost simultaneously a property to 

the south of Hampden, known as Mount Elliott, was acquired by John 

Moffat, the enterprising Scot who pioneered tin and silver-lead 

mining in the Herberton district. 9 Both the Hampden and Mount 

Elliott concerns showed shrewd judgment and patience, conscious of 

the experience of the Cloncurry Copper Mining and Smelting Company 

two decades beforehand: "Their directors refused to imitate the folly 

of the Great Australia in erecting smelters before the ore reserves 
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K.H. KENNEDY 

had been proved; instead they slowly developed the ore-bodies and 

waited for those favourable conditions which the field had not yet 

achieved.
1110 

The "favourable conditions" comprised lower transport 

costs, the availability of speculative capital, and stable metal 

prices. 

Transport costs had been the major obstacle for Henry and 

later the Cloncurry Copper Mining and Smelting Company. The closest 

port was Normanton, over two hundred miles to the north and outlet for 

the Croydon gold field.
11 

To the east lay Townsville, nearly five 

hundred miles distant. A railway to the Gulf of Carpentaria had long 

been the dream of pastoralists and gougers in north-west Queensland, 

but for over two decades hopes were continuously deferred. The 

Mcllwraith government proposed a transcontinental railway from the 

Gulf to Roma to be financed by British capital in return for land 

grants in 1883, only to be defeated by Griffith and his supporters at 

the polls that same year. Hostile to any form of land grant railway, 

the new government proposed instead a state-constructed line to 

Norrnanton. Plans for the Cloncurry-Normanton section were adopted by 

the parliament in 1886, but before construction was commenced, 

appropriations were transferred to a line from Normanton to Croydon, 

where gold yields had returned remarkable results since the field's 

discovery the previous year. Four years later, parliament again 

appropriated funds for the Cloncurry-Norrnanton line, and rails and 

fastenings were unloaded at the Gulf port. Again the line was never 

constructed: a financial crisis culminating in the collapse of the 

Queensland National Bank torpedoed the project.
12 

Cloncurry still 

relied on the Cobb and Co. service from Richmond, and the irregular 

but costly haulage of private teamsters and camel trains. The 

Cloncurry-Normanton railway project was resurrected in 1901: 

enabling legislation for its construction by private enterprise was 

passed, but the syndicate delayed until 1906 when their £100,000 
. . 13 

deposit was declared forfeit by the Morgan government. In 1905, the 
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THE PROFITS OF BOOM 

government finally decided to proceed with a railway to the north west. 

This connected Cloncurry to Richmond, thus giving the region access 

to the port of Townsville 250 miles more distant than Normanton. 

However, it was purely a cost factor which determined the matter as 

the Richmond-Cloncurry link required only 170 miles of new line and 

less expensive infrastructure. No doubt, the state also considered 

the additional advantage of substantially greater freight returns 

from mineral haulages over the longer distance. The first train 

from Richmond was welcomed by Cloncurry residents in December 1908, 

signalling an end to the isolation and prohibitive transport costs of 

teamsters which had impeded the unlocking of the field's mineral 

wealth. 14 

By the time the communication problems were overcome, capital 

was readily available, as British investors had turned to Australian 

mining after disillusioning experiences with foreign railway projects, 

banks and financial houses. The substantial dividends yielded by 

Mount Lyell, Mount Morgan, Broken Hill and Western Australian gold 

mines spurred speculation in Australian mining scrip. New mining 

company listings on the Melbourne stock exchange between 1896 and 1900 

were almost double those for the preceeding five years, and the trend 

was sustained during the first decade of the twentieth century as a 

result of British capital inflow. "While other forms of British 

investment in Australia languished", comments Hall, "there was a 

relatively large flow into mining. 1115 Promoters and mine managers 

competed for British money to open up new fields, and in some cases, 

to reopen abandoned mines. Many of these new mining companies 

failed partly because promoters tended to splurge working capital on 

expensive machinery, rarely assessing ore reserves with any degree of 

thoroughness, and partly because investors sought immediate returns 

on their outlays once mining was commenced. Geoffrey Blainey 

succinctly relates the pattern: 

5 
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Optimistic directors, spurred on by 
dividend-hungry shareholders, gambled 
on making enough to finance further 
exploration or pay a dividend. This 
practice was accentuated by the system 
of time payment of shares which 
characterized the "No Liability" 
mining company. If the mine took too 
long to pay, many shareholders tended 
to forfeit their shares rather than 
pay more calls to the old company. 

Further, Blainey claims that forfeitures were "infectious" but a 

company "which refused to erect machinery might be left with few 

shareholders who collectively were too poor to finance the high cost 

f . . d"ff. 1 . 1116 1 . o mining i icu t terrain. Consequent y, many mines were 

prematurely abandoned after the surface lodes were exhausted, earning 

for some Australian promoters notoriety for dubious financial practices . 

On the other hand, the more financially conservative British 

investors sought mining debentures, the most secure form of investment. 

The practice of underwriting new developments by debenture issues 

became increasingly appealing: these were fixed interest securities, 

attracting specified rates of interest and the repayment of the 

principal at maturity date, raised against the assets of the company. 

By 1914, many Australian mining ventures were British controlled as a 

result of under-writing capital expansion in London. 

Copper prices steadily increased to over £100 a ton by 1906. 

With the railway link to the field due to be completed within two 

years, the mine owners at Cloncurry decided that "favourable 

conditions" now existed, and floated their properties into public 

companies which were registered on both the Australian and London stock 

exchanges. The Hampden mines were floated in March 1906 to tap 

speculative capital. Registered in Victoria as Hampden-Cloncurry Copper 

Mines Limited, the new company acquired the mines held by Orr, Knox 

and Schlapp for one half of its registered share capital of 200,000 £1 

shares. Of the remaining 100,000 shares, 25,000 were earmarked for 
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THE PROFITS OF BOOM 

subscribers in Australia, 25,000 were issued to British investors, 

and the balance was held in reserve. The flotation attracted 

widespread interest: 57,523 applications were received for the 

Australian allotment and over 40,000 applications were lodged with 

London brokers. 17 Soon after, the Hampden company greatly enhanced 

its assets by acquiring the promising Duchess deposits in return for 

15,000 of its reserve shares and a £15,000 cash settlement, thus 

reducing working capital to £35,000.
18 

The Mount Elliott properties 

were floated in Melbourne the same year, but within a few months 

British investors managed to take over the venture by forming Mount 

Elliott Limited, registered in London and Victoria in June 1907. The 

new company had a share capital of £750,000 divided into 150,000 

shares of £5 each, of which 120,000 were issued as fully paid in 

exchange for its colonial predecessor's certificates, and the balance 

was placed in reserve. 19 The new company fired the imagination of 

British speculators and, within only months, they were paying more 

than fifty percent above par for shares in an enterprise which had 

produced little more than test parcels of ore. 

Even before the rail link from Richmond reached Cloncurry, 

the Hampden and Mount Elliott companies concluded an agreement with 

the state government to extend the railway to Mount Elliott via 

Hampden, a distance of seventy-four miles to the south of Cloncurry. 

The government agreed to construct the line and to pay half its 

estimated cost of £200,000, the other half to be furnished by the 

Mount Elliott and Hampden companies in the proportion of sixty percent 

d f · 1 
20 

I h d f h an orty percent respective y. twas as rew arrangement or t e 

companies as the line would ensure cheap transport for incoming fuel 

and equipment for their projected smelters and for outgoing copper. 

Notwithstanding, the under-secretary for mines commented in his annual 

report for 1908 that "any dogmatic pronouncement as to its future is 
21 

even now premature". 
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Whatever the reasons for the under-secretary's comment on the 

region's prospects, the companies' financial structure probably 

concerned him as the state's major copper enterprise, the Chillagoe 

company, was experiencing financial difficulties.
22 

A leading 

characteristic of mining company promotion at the time was the 

allocation of substantial equity to purchase mining properties, one 

which had implications for a company's financial viability. By 

earmarking excessive equity as a purchase price at the outset, a 

company was heavily over-capitalising and leaving insufficient amounts 

for working capital. In such cases observes Hall, ''it was not long 

before further capital had to be raised or the company reconstructed. 

Either of which processes usually meant that the capital of the mine 

concerned was increased 11
•
23 Hall claims, however, that the mining 

promoting company flourished by continual reconstruction. Both the 

Hampden and Mount Elliott companies were obliged to reconstruct to 

fund their development programmes. The Hampden company, with a working 

capital of only £35,000 following the purchase of the Duchess mine, 

reconstructed in July 1909 by increasing its capitalisation and 

concluding arrangements for a debenture issue to finance its smelters. 

The Mount Elliott company with eighty percent of its nominal capital 

in the hands of the vendors of the mines was struggling to cover its 

infrastructure costs. It issued the bulk of its reserve shares in a 

financial reorganisation in late 1909. 

The mines to the north-west and west of Cloncurry - Palmtree, 

Dugald, Mount Cuthbert, Mount Oxide, Crusader, Dobbyn, Eclipse, 

Argylla and Sunset - were not developed with the same sense of 

urgency. The ore-bodies were rich, but there was no immediate 

prospect of railway extensions to reduce overheads. As the under

secretary for mines commented in 1909, "the mines in the western and 

north-western sections of the field ... notwithstanding their intrinsic 

worth, cannot hope to become profitable until railway communication 
. d" 24 with Cloncurry or one of the Gulf ports has been establishe . 
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THE PROFITS OF BOOM 

Indeed the high costs of transport directly contributed to the 

failure of the Queensland Exploration Company which reopened the 

Great Australia mine in 1907, but which accumulated considerable 

debts to 1909 and abandoned operations. In this case, premature 

expenditure of large sums of capital prior to the completion of the 

Richmond-Cloncurry railway created liquidity problems for the company. 

A two years delay in operations would have obviated the transport 

bl h h b b d 1 f h , . l 25 pro ems w ic a sore arge amounts o t e company s capita. 

The most important company to the north-west was Mount Cuthbert No 

Liability. Registered in Victoria in 1907, with an authorised 

capital of £240,000, this company reconstructed two years later to 

finance further exploration of its reserves, although there was no 

f 1 1 · · h · d · f 
26 

prospect o arge sea e operations int e imme iate uture. 

Meanwhile to the south of Cloncurry, the field was a hive 

of activity. There was a dramatic increase in population as the 

Ell . 1 h d 1 . 27 Th . . h Mount iott sme ters approac e comp etion. e vigour wit 

which the company pursued its master plan can be attributed to the 

energy of its general manager, William Corbould, one of the 

outstanding men in Australian mining history. Corbould was 

forty-two years of age when he arrived at Mount Elliott. Born in 

Victoria, the son of a Ballarat tailor, he had graduated from the 

Ballarat School of Mines with a certificate in practical chemistry. 

In 1885, he secured employment with a Silverton company and later 

managed the venture. He also worked at the Central Broken Hill Silver 

Mine before departing for the United States in 1890. On his return 

to Australia, Corbould worked at Mount Morgan and Burraga (N.S.W.) 

when he gained a knowledge of copper. Thus his career before coming 

to Mount Elliott was relatively unspectacular, but his unconventional 

notions and driving force soon demonstrated his worth. Corbould 

remained at Mount Elliott as Managing Director of the enterprise 

until 1922. Within twelve months of his resignation he was to 

engineer the flotation of Mount Isa Mines Limited which confirmed his 

b · 1 · . d . 28 a i ities an reputation. 
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The mount Elliott smelters were operational by August 1910, 

and produced nearly £130,000 worth of copper in the remaining months 

of the year. Over the following three years, the Mount Elliott works 

treated 126,822 tons of ore, and returned to the company's shareholders 

successive annual dividends of £147,518, £165,957.10.0, and 

£110,638.10.0: in total £424,000. The Hampden company under Erle 

Huntley's management had a less spectacular beginning. Its furnaces 

were not blown in until March 1911. In the same three years, the 

Hampden smelters treated 85,266 tons' of ore, and returned to its 

shareholders the first dividend of £140,000 in 1913. 29 Shares in the 

companies were attractive propositions for investors, particularly 

overseas, as the local mining warden noted: 

That this important centre has attracted 
the eyes of the mining world is evidenced 
by the fact that English and French 
investors now hold nearly all the shares 
in the Mount Elliott Limited, and are 
large shareholders in the Hampden
Cloncurry Copper Mines Limited, thus 
showing a growing confidence in the 
copper resources of this district which 
is admitted to be the richest copper 
belt in Australia.30 

The enterprise of the Mount Elliott and Hampden companies was 

readily praised in official circles. Before 1910, no mine had yielded 

a profit; but within only a matter of months the township of Selwyn 

with over 1,000 inhabitants had been constructed near the Mount Elliott 

mine, while at Hampden, hundreds of workers were engaged drawing wages 

considerably higher than most awards in the state. The railway and the 

tramway networks constructed by the companies contributed to the rapid 

expansion of output and mining activity. "These results are entirely 

due to railway communications", commented the warden, "a factor that 

has also largely added to the wealth of the pastoral industry in the 

southern section of the field 11
•
31 But the sudden burst of development 

was marred by two problems not uncommon to most new mining fields: 

disease and freq uent a ccident. Poor sanitation was blamed for a 
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severe outbreak of typhoid at Malbon and Hampden in 1911, which 

provoked the warden to recommend "the installation of the c loset-pan 

system - a system that should be insisted on in all camps of any 

size 11
•
32 In 1911, 109 separate accidents were reported but only one 

death and six serious injuries resulted. In 1912, the accident rate 

increased alarmingly: 150 persons were injured in 147 separate 

accidents; 13 were killed and 45 were absent from work for more than 

a fortnight. 33 Both management and union representatives became more 

safety conscious, but accidents at the smelters remained high. 

The production values of the two companies and the dividends 

declared and forecast by their directors were misleading in terms of 

the field's prospects. Mount Elliott seemed to be the more profitable 

but, as early as 1912, Corbould expressed concern over reserves of 

high grade ore. The directors authorised him to negotiate with the 

Hampden company for an amalgamation of interests which would overcome 

the fierce rivalry between the companies, ensure a more balanced 

development of the field, and rationalise capital overheads. But 

the Hampden company was lukewarm. Unhampered by London-based 

directors and shareholders clamouring for greater dividends, it had 

consolidated its prospects in 1911 by acquiring many promising mines 

in the region, enlarging its smelter and erecting a new converter 
34 

plant. The breakdown of the amalgamation negotiations was signalled 

by the renewal of competition between the two companies to purchase 

additional mines, and the surprising manoeuvre by the Hampden company 

in placing an additional 50,000 shares at £2.10.0 each with investors 

to buy the rich Macgregor mines for £108,750 and to finance a railway 

link with the Duchess mine.
35 

The Mount Elliott company responded 

by either securing options on or purchasing outright the Hampden 

South Consols, the Trafalgar, the Floradora, the King's Cross, the 

King Solomon, the Danube and the Revenue mines to bolster its reserves. 

11 



K.H. KENNEDY 

The failure of the amalgamation overtures and a fire in the 

Consols in 1913 made Corbould even more determined to provide a long 

tenn solution to problems of ore shortages. In late 1913, after 

conferring in London with the company's directors, he announced that 

negotiations with the Hampden company would be resumed, not for an 

amalgamation, but to consider a joint venture to develop the struggling 

northern and north-western sections of the field which still awaited a 
36 

railway from Cloncurry. Corbould and Huntley inspected a number of 

properties north of Cloncurry, but the proposal again came to nothing. 

Instead, Mount Elliott Limited pursued the project alone. In early 

1914, it floated the Dobbyn and Cloncurry Copper Mines Limited with a 

nominal capital of £400,000 in £1 shares. The parent company retained 

190,000 of the 300,000 actually issued with a two year option on the 

reserve balance.
37 

The new company lost little time acquiring the 

properties of the Queensland Exploration Company and Queensland Copper 

Freeholds Limited, a move which secured the Great Australia, the 

Argylla, the Dobbyn and other freehold mines, substantially boosting 

Mount Elliott's ore reserves when the lodes at its principal mine 

were virtually exhausted.
38 

Thus on the eve of the outbreak of the war, the Cloncurry 

field was in the hands of Mount Elliott Limited, Hampden-Cloncurry 

Copper Mines Limited and three other companies - Mount Cuthbert No 

Liability, Corella Copper Mines No Liability and the small but 

profitable St. Mungo Copper Mines Limited, none of which had the 

d f · 1 f 'li · 39 a vantage o ra1 way ac1 ties. 

The Cloncurry companies experienced intermittent industrial 

unrest which proved almost as costly to smelting campaigns as shortages 

of high grade ores. From the outset, the two major companies had 

grappled with labour disputes culminating in a major confrontation 
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over contract and piecework rates in 1913. Rankling disharmony 

climaxed in July that year when the Hampden company locked out its 

employees for alleged breach of contracts; .Mount Elliott followed 

suit.
40 

Labour parliamentarians, particularly William McCormack, 

the former general secretary of the Amalgamated Worker's Association, 

bitterly attacked the companies' actions, claiming that not only was 

the union justified in its opposition to labour contracts and piece 

work but also the workers were the scapegoats in a sinister and 

calculated manoeuvre by management "to rig the share market". He 

alleged that the Hampden company had been unable to produce copper 

at cost estimates promised to shareholders, and urged the Denham 

government to invoke the Industrial Peace Act against the companies.
41 

Fully aware that his urgings would receive little sympathy from a 

government which had introduced the Act to discourage strikes in the 

wake of the 1912 general strike, McCormack at least was assured of 

strong support from local unionists, one of whom complained to the 

Cloncurry Advocate that the companies were "the first in this state to 

declare industrial warfare" as a consequence of "the erratic ways" of 

"grasping individuals" who influenced management policy. 42 To 

resolve the dispute which, according to the Cloncurry Advocate, was 

causing considerable hardship and jeopardising the field's reputation 

among investors, Mr. Justice McNaughton convened a compulsory 

conference at which an agreement was concluded. In his annual 

report, the warden observed that the settlement "has since been 

loyally observed by both parties to the dispute 11
•
43 This was 

largely due to the influence and authority exercised by the A.W.A. 

organiser, Jack Dash, who had unionised the field in 1910 and 

subsequently held a tight rein on his members to avoid wild-cat 

strikes potentially damaging to the union's bargaining position.
44 

The outbreak of war in Europe forced the Hampden company 

to breach the 1913 agreement. In order to continue operations after 

the dislocation of world metal markets, the company found it necessary 
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"to make an arrangement by which their employees agreed to accept half 

wages and take the balance when the copper won should be sold". Though 

threatened at one time by a further decline in copper prices, the 

agreement survived until market quotations advanced to £60 per ton 

which made it possible to restore award wages. 45 

The first world war conferred four years of prosperity on the 

Cloncurry district, although the northern and north-western sections 

of the field remained handicapped by inadequate transport. The 

marketing difficulties created by the outbreak of war - the bulk of 

Cloncurry copper had been contracted to German manufacturers - were 

overcome with the demand from the Imperial government for munitions. 

Prices for copper (and lead) soared, from a high of £66 per ton in 

1914 to £153 per ton in 1916. Copper producers were able to mine and 

treat medium grade and blended ores at a handsome profit. On the 

Cloncurry field, two additional smelters were erected to take 

advantage of war-time conditions. West from Cloncurry the Corella 

Copper Company No Liability was active for nearly four years. Formed 

in October 1912 with a modest share capital of £12,500, this small 

company acquired properties within easy access of the Hampden 

company's Macgregor mines which were linked by a light railway to 

Hampden. The company erected a small aging smelter at its mines and 

between May 1915 and June 1917 processed nearly 24,000 tons of ore 

bf h 1 d b d d d h 1 . "d d 46 e ore t e o es were a an one an t e company 1qu1 ate. 

To the north-west of Cloncurry, attention focused on the 

Mount Cuthbert company whose mines .included Mount Cuthbert, Kalkadoon, 

Mighty Atom, Orphan and Little Wonder. Since 1909, the company had 

been plagued by financial difficulties. Reconstruction to erase a 

deficit of £15,000 in 1912 provided only temporary relief. When the 

state government allocated funds to construct a railway in two stages 

from Cloncurry to Mount Cuthbert, the company's directors formalised 

plans for t _he erection of smelters. Although the railway reached the 
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Dugald River in 1913, the second stage was not completed until late 

1915, retarding the development of the company's mines and 

necessitating a £70,000 debenture issue and further finan cial 

reconstruction to provide the £100,000 required to implement its 
47 

plans. Meanwhile, the Mount Elliott company agreed to smelt Mount 

Cuthbert ores on tribute, and for nearly two years the added cost of 

rail haulage to Mount Elliott absorbed substantial sums which the 

Mount Cuthbert company could ill-afford. The Mount Cuthbert 

furnaces were blown in during the early months of 1917, and in the 

initial smelting campaign treated over 25,000 tons of copper ore. 

Had not labour disputes curtailed operations over the following two 

years, the company probably would have discharged its debts. 

The Hampden company paid handsome dividends during the war 

years, 1915-18: £40,000, £140,000, £52,500 and £35,000, making a 

total disbursement of £437,500 since commencing operations. Its 

smelters treated over a quarter of a million tons of ore in this 

period, averaging over 70,000 tons annually. Huntley, the general 

manager, pursued a policy of extending light railways to the 

company's mines to ensure sustained ore supplies and reduce transport 

costs. The Hampden company was fortunate that all of its mines were 

in the southern section of the field, in contrast to the Mount 

Elliott company whose most promising mines were over a hundred miles 

to the north of the smelters. 48 The problem of transport was not the 

only matter which concerned Corbould and the Mount Elliot t directors. 

The exhaustion of high and medium grade ores in the Consols and the 

parent mine at Selwyn deprived the company of profits from war time 

copper prices. Anxious to regain its position of paramountcy on the 

field, the company allocated substantial sums for development work at 

its northern mines, the enlargement of the smelters and the erection 
49 of a refining works at Bowen to process blister copper. In 1917 

when its treatment works were remodelled, a new wave of industrial 

unrest restricted operations. In fact, all companies on the field 
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were affected by strikes, adding to the persistent problems of lack of 

water, shortages of skilled labour and scarcity of fuels.
50 

Industrial dislocation, exacerbated by the influx of I.W.W. 

workers (or Wobblies), was a constant worry for company managers.
51 

Even the A.W.U., the established union on the field, was concerned 

that several long-standing unionists who had enlisted in the armed 

forces were being replaced by militants unaccustomed to A.W.U. methods. 

In fact, all major mining ventures throughout Australia were 

experiencing labour difficulties, and companies were compelled to 

employ men less skilled in mining and smelting practices. When the 

A.W.U. northern district organiser visited the Cloncurry field in 

rnid-1917 he noted with alarm that his union was losing credit with 

many workers: 

We get an award, and there is no one 
to see that the award is carried out. 
If it is not carried out the men have 
to use direct action to get what they 
are legally entitled to, and that is 
what is giving the I.W.W. a strong 
hold in this and other districts.52 

The Cloncurry Advocate estimated that there were nearly 100 I.W.W. 

activists on the field, and claimed that the A.W.U., smarting from 

the attacks of I.W.W. local leaders who labelled it "a bosses' union", 

was demanding a show of union tickets by workers under A.W.U. awards. 

One area severely disaffected by I.W.W. activists was Mount Cuthbert, 

although in 1917 they were out-manoeuvred in a dispute over contract 

work when the A.W.U. negotiated a settlement. The Cloncurry Advocate 

subsequently counselled unionists to be wary of I.W.W. agitators: 

The I.W.W. has been trying to bring off a 
strike here for some time, but found that 
it had bumped up against something very 
solid and instead of meeting with success 
it had met with defeat. If every other 
centre does the same as Mt. Cuthbert, 
Stewart, Donovan and the rest of the 
I.W.W. will pass out of existence, and 
will not be able to boast of having 
gained control of the industries of 
the west.53 
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Increased award wages in the latter part of the year averted more 

strike activity, although in October 1917 the Mount Elliott smelters 

closed down for several months after men refused to work until a new 

furnace had been reduced in size from 28 to 18 feet on grounds of 
54 

safety. 

The following year again witnessed a spate of industrial 

stoppages. In January 1918 operations were halted at Mount Cuthbert 

when workers struck in support of unionists engaged by the management 

but subsequently laid off when insufficient work was available at the 

smelters. The A.W.U. demanded successfully that the company reimburse 

the redundant workers their fares and expenses to Townsville. Nine 

months later, the same unionists supported woodcutters and carters who 

refused to handle a contractor's firewood. In this instance, the 

Premier, E.G. Theodore, who was in Cloncurry, intervened and effected 

a settlement. The Duchess mine was closed for most of the year as 

miners refused to work under the mine manager, Evans. At Mount 

Elliott, a strike was called over the dismissal of an engine driver, 

Heyfron. In the following December, Mount Elliott workers complained 

of victimisation of a dismissed crane driver: Corbould responded 

to their demands for his re-instatement by closing down the smelters 

until the new year. 55 The last major strike on the field occurred 

at Mount Cuthbert in November 1919, again over the dismissal of a 

unionist who refused to obey a foreman's instructions. In this case, 

the men soon capitulated, aware that the tenuous state of the metal 
56 market could cost them their jobs permanently. The degree of 

industrial disharmony in the region was summed up several years later 

by John Mullan, the Labour member for the district, in a letter to 

Corbould who was then at Mount Isa: 
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Matters seem to be progressing satisfactorily 
at Mount Isa. There is a fine body of men 
working there. There is, of course, a 
sprinkling of Communists, but not 
sufficient to create industrial unrest. 
When I think of the difficulties with the 
I.W.W. who were at Mt. Elliott and other 
places, I fully realize how you were 
handicapped in those days.57 

As Blainey comments, "most people in the Cloncurry copper belt 

counted 1918 a wonderful year 11
•
58 The Mount Elliott smelters treated 

77,452 tons of ore, Hampden 75,301 tons and Mount Cuthbert 36,466 tons; 

the total output was valued at £1,373,927.6.6 and but for industrial 

stoppages it might have amounted to £1.5 million. Mining authorities 

and Queensland legislators had forecast that world copper prices would 

be sustained at a high level for years to come. 59 However, prices 

slumped as wartime demands ceased, plunging the mining industry into 

a recession. From December 1918 when the Imperial government released 

controls on the copper market, prices depreciated from £112 per ton to 

£75 per ton in April 1919, little more than the cost of realisation for 

Cloncurry producers. The Hampden and Mount Cuthbert companies 

postponed their smelting programmes for the year: they resumed short 

campaigns in September and October respectively. In contrast, Mount 

Elliott management conducted a brief campaign in the first quarter of 

1919 smelting some 20,000 tons of ore and returning £85,405 worth of 

copper. This company was less concerned with profits than with 

efficiency of operations, as the campaign was staged to prove to the 

directors and a group of visiting American engineers and metallurgists 

that medium grade ores treated on a large-scale could still yield good 

results. Nevertheless, 1919 was a year best forgotten by the Cloncurry 

companies as the total value of output was £1 million less than for 

1918.
60 
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A temporary rally in world copper prices in 1920 afforded 

little relief: copper quotations dropped from £122 per ton in 

February to £72 per ton in December. Cloncurry producers were 

hampered by local conditions as well. Capital investment had 

diminished when dividends ceased. With the exhaustion of high yield 

surface ores, realisation costs escalated. More important, overheads 

rose when the Cornmonweaith government imposed tariffs on mining 

machinery and when workers insisted on maintaining high wage levels. 

The crucial factor was the shipping strikes of 1920 which held up 

supplies of coke, explosives and machinery parts on the one hand, and 

denied access to overseas markets on the other hand. Indeed, the 

under-secretary's forecast that the outlook for 1921 "was not 

encouraging" was an understatement.
61 

1920 heralded the demise of the Cloncurry field. The Mount 

Elliott company which had suspended smelting in March 1919 confined 

itself to development work at Mount Oxide, and concentrated on raising 

additional capital to finance the treatment of low grade sulphide 

ores. It turned to New York financiers through the U.S. firm of 

Hayden Stone and Company. The smelter superintendent visited the 

United States to study new treatment processes, but died abroad, 

almost simultaneously with the decision of Hayden Stone and Company 

not to renew their option to raise capital on the company's behalf, 

as their efforts had been handicapped by the exchange rate. The 

Hampden company, now relying solely on the Trekelano mine for copper 

ores, and the Mount Cuthbert company, burdened by liquidity problems, 

were forced to halt operations when the Commonwealth Bank withdrew 

the wartime arrangements of advancing funds on copper awaiting 
62 export. 

Closure of the smelters had an immediate impact on the 

population of the region. Most mining and smelting workers collected 

their possessions and departed for Townsville and to southern capital 

cities: those who remained turned to the state government for relief. 
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Whereas prior to 1919 the state commitment to the mining industry in 

north-west Queensland was limited to railway construction, advances 

on roads, bridges, water supply and mining machinery under the 1906 

Act, and the setting up of a government assay office at Cloncurry, 

the Theodore government introduced several expedient measures to 

alleviate hardships created by the companies' suspension of 

operations. 63 In 1919, the Cloncurry assay office advanced to miners 

assistance at a rate of 30 shillings per week for single men and 40 

shillings per week for married men on their undertaking to refund 

such amounts from the proceeds of ores sold to the state. In 1921, 

the scope of assistance was expanded by a guarantee of a minimum 

price of £75 per ton for ores sold to the Chillagoe state smelters. 

Rail concessions on ores freighted to Chillagoe were also introduced 

to encourage gougers and tribute parties to remain at Cloncurry. 
64 

While benefiting individual miners, these schemes provided little 

incentive for the companies which alone had the capacity to resurrect 

the field. It was not until 1929, in one of the last actions of the 

McCormack administration, that a royal commission into the mining 

industry was set up to seek solutions and recommend government 

initiatives. 65 By then it was too late: Cloncurry's fate was 

determined. 

During the 1920's, the Mount Elliott company repeatedly 

attempted to revive the Cloncurry field. While the local mining 

warden was describing 1921 as a year of "stagnation", Corbould was in 

London trying to raise £360,000 for a new treatment plant and a 

railway to Mount Oxide. He failed and resigned. For many local 

workers who were observing the Hampden company dismantling some of its 

smelting plant and machinery for shipment to its mines in Papua, this 

dashed all hopes of the field's reviva1. 66 However, the Mount Elliott 

company remained optimistic, but three factors were prerequisite to 

resuming operations: a rise in the price of copper to a minimum of 

£85 per ton; an amalgamation or at least a joint venture with Hampden 

Cloncurry Copper Mines Limited to treat ores at a centrally located 
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smelter; and additional capital to finance new work. A survey of the 

estimated reserves and the financial position of the two companies 

revealed that they were in desperate straits. Mount Elliott Limited 

claimed reserves of 1.876 million tons of ore with an estimated 

copper yield of 4.3 percent; the Hampden company's totalled 135,000 

tons, 42,000 of which assayed at 10 percent and the balance at 3.1 

percent, and an additional 70,000 tons in fluxes. Thus the combined 

reserves were sufficient to support ·a large mining concern, but extra 

working capital was necessary. The Mount Elliott company's assets 

were valued at £42,569 and it was out of debt, despite a loss of 

£15,842 for 1922, after placing 120,000 participating priority shares 

out of an issue of half a million. The Hampden company claimed 

liquid assets of £27,057 and £97,730 in shares in other companies. 

Neither company was viable separately, and a rationalisation of 
67 interests was the only hope. Consequently, negotiations on 

amalgamation were held, although the geographical separation of the 

two boards of directors delayed any prompt agreement. No sooner was a 

draft scheme for amalgamation on the equity basis of Mount Elliott 

65 percent and Hampden 35 percent approved in principle than the 

Mount Elliott company announced that it had acquired through Brandeis, 

Goldschmidt and Company, Melbourne, the Mount Cuthbert properties for 

an undisclosed sum, certainly much less than the valuation of half a 

million pounds placed on the Mount Cuthbert assets.
68 

This move 

strengthened Mount Elliott's position, as the company's ore reserves 

were effectively increased by 193,500 tons assaying 4½ to 7½ percent 

copper, almost double that of the Hampden reserves. Further, it 

effectively isolated the Hampden company in the southern section of the 

field where ore bodies were almost exhausted (only the Trekelano mine 

was considered valuable), and gave the Mount Elliott company a monopoly 

on the northern section, where alone sizable reserves remained. Soon 

after, negotiations were broken off, coming as a shock even to the 

chairman of the Hampden company, William Orr, who detected perfidy 

in Mount Elliott's strategy.
64 

It can be suggested that it was a 

calculated manoeuvre designed to force the Hampden company out of the 
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region. The suggestion is evidenced by the Hampden company's decision, 

conscious that even limited operations would prove uneconomic, to offer 

its assets for sale by tender in 1926, and by Mount Elliott's 

acquisition of its properties, with the exception of Trekelano, soon 

after.
70 

The Hampden company was struck from the share register in 

1928. For its part, Mount Elliott Limited, which had strived so hard 

to secure a monopoly over the field's mines since 1912, ironically 

never produced another ton of copper for two reasons: depressed copper 

prices continued for another decade; and the company was unable to 

overcome financial difficulties. 

The acquisition of the Mount Cuthbert properties impinged 

on Mount Elliott's capital reserves, but not as much as the costly 

gamble of constructing a metallurgical plant at Cloncurry to treat 

ores by an electro-chemical process in 1926. Although completed the 

works were never commissioned as the London directors ordered their 

closure when expectations of improved world copper prices failed to 

materialise.
71 

In 1929, the directors increased the company's capital 

by issuing 800,000 preferred ordinary shares at 10 shillings each to 

finance the recommencement of operations in 1930. The offer to 

subscribers was accompanied by a statement on negotiations with the 

Queensland government for a road for motor traffic from Dobbyn to 

Mount Oxide, and special rail freight rates, in addition to pledges 

of support for a petition to the Commonwealth government seeking 

. f d . h. . 72 I 1 1930 h exemptions rom uties on mac inery imports. near y , t e 

company's annual meeting was informed that plans for reopening the 

mines and treatment works had been deferred indefinitely on the new 

general manager's advice, partly because the state and Commonwealth 

governments refused to grant concessions, and partly because of 

continuing low world copper prices. The capital which the company 

raised was used to acquire a substantial interest in the South 

American Copper Company Limited in Venezuela.
73 
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The few gougers remaining on the Cloncurry field turned to 

Mount Isa Mines Limited to restore their hopes, but the new company 

was concentrating on lead production and was experiencing its own 

financial difficulties. It was not until the outbreak of war in the 

Pacific that copper mining revived. With plant acquired from Mount 

Elliott's three smelters on the Cloncurry field for a sum of £2,300, 

Mount Isa converted to treating copper ores from its own deposits and 

the Cloncurry mines then worked on tribute arrangements with Mount 

Elliott by parties of gougers. Between 1943 and 1946 copper valued at 

nearly £3.5 million was produced. When Mount Isa reverted to lead 

production in 1946, and the state smelters at Chillagoe were auctioned, 

the Cloncurry mines closed again. Mount Elliott Limited was finally 

liquidated in 1953. 

In retrospect, the collapse of the Cloncurry copper empire 

can be attributed to a number of factors. Clearly the unpredictable 

movements in world metal prices were important and beyond the control 

of the companies. Labour disputes also cost the companies dearly, but 

nearly all mining enterprises in Australia were afflicted by labour 

problems during the war years. However, there were flaws in 

management strategies from the outset. First, Mount Elliott's decision 

in 1908 to construct its smelters at Selwyn was shortsighted. 

L.C. Ball's 1908 geological survey disclosed that the copper deposits 

were located over an area of several hundred square miles to the north, 

west and south of Cloncurry. By locating its smelters at the southern 

end of the field near the Mount Elliott deposits, the company was 

confining the ambit of its operations. Had it sited the smelters at 

Cloncurry it would have been able to draw on ore supplied from mines to 

the north and west of the town to supplement ores from the Mount Elliott 

mine once the rich surface lodes were exhausted. By 1913 the cost of 

freighting ores from its northern properties offset the profits from 

the Consols mine which had been acquired to sustain smelting operations. 
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Second, the rivalry between Mount Elliott Limited and the Hampden 

company and their failure to amalgamate in 1912 not only proved 

expensive for both companies, but also contributed to the haphazard 

development of the field. Corbould foresaw the folly of competition 

but the Hampden company, having acquired the Duchess, Trekelano and 

Answer mines in the southern section of the field, was confident that 

it had secured sufficient reserves to assure its future. When Mount 

Elliott retaliated by purchasing the Consols and a number of other 

mines north-west of Cloncurry, the Hampden company outlayed over 

£100,000 for the Macgregor group to consolidate its ascendancy. In 

short, the rush by both companies to acquire additional freehold 

properties at inflated prices greatly reduced their working capital 

and overcapitalised mines which still required substantial expenditure 

to tap the lodes. Had Corbould's amalgamation proposals received more 

intensive scrutiny by the Hampden directors, who no doubt rejected the 

scheme on the grounds of innninent dividends, considerable unnecessary 

expenditure would have been avoided. Even the under-secretary for 

mines commented: "Combinations may, no doubt, be prejudicial to the 

interests of the community, but where, as in the present instance, they 

make for efficiency and economy, they deserve all the encouragement 

that can be extended to them 11
•
74 Third, both companies erred in 

declaring sizable dividends in the early stages of operations. Had 

dividends been more moderate and portion of the profits transferred to 

a capital reserve fund, the companies could have financed exploration 

and new machinery at the mines, and transport facilities and new 

treatment plant for the smelters, when high grade ores were depleted, 

rather than seeking additional funds through reconstructing the 

companies periodically. Once dividends ceased, it was more difficult 

to raise further working capital from disheartened investors. Fourth, 

the failure of the companies to adopt new treatment methods directly 

contributed to higher realisation costs, ultimately influencing the 

closure of the smelters on the Cloncurry field. The companies relied 

on conventional methods of ore dressing by gravity mills, and smelting 
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by blast furnaces. Treatment of ores assaying less than ten percent 

copper content was a dubious economic proposition. Copper flotation, 

which had been successfully used in the Untted States since 1912, 

achieved a recovery rate twenty percent higher than gravity 

concentration. In fact, Blainey claims the success of the flotation 

method of treatment was a major factor in the recession of metal 

prices in the 192O's.
75 

In 1917, Corbould acquired a small flotation 

mill from the Great Fitzroy mine. The experiments conducted at Mount 

Elliott were inconclusive, and the mill was closed down. By the 

early 192O 1 s there were very few copper producers not employing 

flotation treatment plants, and it was not surprising that the 

under-secretary for mines commented in 1926 that the depression in the 

base metal industry in Queensland was "d~e primarily to obsoleteness 
76 

of plant and methods of treatment". 

It was not until the 195O's that Mount Isa Mines reinstated 

the reputation of the north-western Queensland mineral fields as the 

country's leading copper producer. However, it was during the 192O's 

that. its management made several decisions vital to the field's 

future development. Ironically the decisions were William Corbould's. 

He founded Mount Isa Mines Limited in 1924, and was its first managing 

director. He appointed a geologist as general manager to test the ore 

reserves over an extensive area; he directed the search for capital 

and after several setbacks secured the support of London financiers; 

and he negotiated the extension of a railway from Duchess to Mount Isa, 

even though a number of the cabinet ministers who approved its 

construction were later accused of trafficking in Mount Isa shares. 

Further, Corbould endeavoured to test new treatment methods, and from 

his lead, the company maintained a tradition of consciousness of 

metallurgical innovations. In 1937 when the enterprise yielded a 

profit, no dividends were declared, and over the succeeding decade all 

profits were reinvested in the company's future. In many respects, 

Mount Isa Mines avoided the pitfalls which had brought down the 

Cloncurry copper giants. 
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Year 

1910 

1911 

1912 

1913 

1914 

1915 

1916 

1917 

1918 

1919 

1920 

TONNAGES OF ORE TREATED: 1910-1920 

Mount Elliott Hampden Mount Cuthbert 

16,585 

41,922 

54,531 

30,369 

18,757 

4,232 

7,761 

16,679 

77,452 

19, 796 

17,211 

22,465 

55,590 

60,836 

69,708 

72,372 8,887* 

76,135 25,562 

75,301 36,466 

23,250 11,287 

69,598 33,096 

* Treated by Mount Elliott smelters 

by agreement prior to furnace 

completion at Mount Cuthbert. 

Corella 

8,165 

13,743 

1,800 

Source: Annual Report of Under Secretary for Mines, 1910-1920. 
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Year Mount Elliott 

1910 ------
1911 147,518. 0. 0 

1912 165,957.10. 0 

1913 110,638.10. 0 

1914 ------
1915 ------
1916 ------
1917 ------
1918 ------
1919 ------
1920 ------

DIVIDENDS PAID BY MINING COMPANIES, 1910-1920 

Ltd Hampden-Cloncurry Copper St. Mungo Copper 
Mines, Ltd. Ltd. 

------
------ 3,000. 

------ 4,000. 

140,000. 0. 0 

------ 1,000. 

40,000. 0. 0 5,000. 

140,000. o. 0 1,000. 

52,500. 0. 0 

35,000. 0. 0 1,000. 

------
------

The above listed companies were the only ones to 

declare dividends for the period. 

Source: Annual Report of Under Secretary for 

Mines, 1910-1920. 

------
0. 0 

o. 0 

------
0. 0 

0. 0 

o. 0 

------
0. 0 

------
------

Mines Corella Copper 
Co. N.L. 

------
------
------
------
------

5,000. 0. 0 

------
------

------

------
------
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MINING UNIONISM IN THE FAR NORTH, 1907-1910 

Mr. D.W. Hunt 

In the first decade of the twentieth century the Queensland 

labour movement recovered and expanded remarkably after the decimating 

period of drought, depression and government and employer hostility in 

the 1890s. With an economic upsurge beginning in 1905, both the numbers 

and membership of trade unions grew rapidly, enhancing the Labor Party's 

prospects for increased electoral support and parliamentary 

representation. The growth of the Australian Workers' Union [AWU] in 

the western pastoral districts and the formation of the first sugar 

workers' unions in the north exemplified the spectacular revival of 

unionism. The most vigorous and important role in this state-wide 

labour rejuvenation, however, was played by the Amalgamated Workers' 

Association [AWA] which was formed in 1907 in the mining fields west of 

the Atherton tableland in the far north. 

Within five years of its inauspicious birth the AWA achieved 

a pre-eminent position in the Queensland labour movement; it had a 

decisive influence on the direction of both trade union and Labor Party 

development. The rise of the AWA was accompanied by the spread of 

unionism among other northern workers - a phenomenon greatly encouraged 

and influenced by the example of the AWA and the propaganda of its 

leaders. Industrial growth and re-organization initiated by the AWA 

heralded remarkable political success, beginning a long period in which 

North Queensland was a safe Labor stronghold. It was the AWA whi ch was 

the dynamic force in the creation of the new AWU in Queensland in 1913, 

when the northern union amalgamated with the southern and western AWU 

organization. Indeed, the AWA laid the basis for industrial and 

political alignments in the state for many years. 

The importance of the AWA is demonstrated by the attention 

focussed on it by historians. For instance, a recent article by Kett 

Kennedy traces the union's history up to its merger with the AWU.
1 

Kennedy concentrates on the AWA after it moved out of the far north, 
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absorbing a number of other infant trade unions in December 1910. This 

perspective is eminently justifiable since it was particularly after the 

1910 amalgamation that the union emerged as the largest, most militant 

and most progressive union in the state - the result of its victory in 

the 1911 sugar strike, its subsequent rapid growth and its role in the 

institutionalization of political activity. Historical attention has 

also tended to centre, not unnaturally, on the prominent founders of 

the AWA, Theodore and McCormack, since it was their able leadership of 

the union which initiated their careers as principals of the labour 

movement in Queensland. 

However, this paper is confined to aspects of mining unionism 

not fully treated by previous research: it discusses in detail the 

formative years of the AWA in the mining hinterland of far North 

Queensland. It was the experience of the AWA in these years (1907-1910) 

which moulded the union's later concept of industrial relations; which 

demonstrated the value of a highly-centralized mass union of general 

workers as opposed to unions confined to a single industry or occupation; 

and which first impressed upon the union's leaders the necessity of 

politics as an integral function of trade unionism. Finally, this paper 

offers a re-interpretation of the alleged radicalism of the AWA. 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century mining operations in 

the Walsh and Tinaroo district recovered after a long slump and began 

to expand. Improved transport and communications and a rise in 

industrial metal prices on the world market presaged a dramatic boom in 

the district's copper, silver-lead, tin and wolfram mines. With an 

influx of southern and overseas capital, employment opportunities 

expanded, attracting labour from all parts of the country. Established 

towns such as Irvinebank and Herberton assumed a look of renewed 

prosperity; crude unsophisticated mining settlements like Chillagoe, 
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Mungana, O.K., Mt. Molloy and Smith's Creek were reinvigorated. 

Stimulated by the high prices, new mines were established, abandoned 

mines re-opened, and existing mines developed more thoroughly. New 

machinery was installed, communications improved, smelting works built; 

the share market soared. In his report for 1906 the local mining warden 

claimed that: 

Never has the district gone through a more 
prosperous and progressive year than the 
one under review. Of course, the high price 
of minerals has no doubt created the incentive 
to prospect, and, as it is a district of such 
vast and rich resources, the miner and the 
capitalist feel justified in giving their 
labour and money with every possibility of 
a satisfactory return for their outlay.2 

A feature of the Walsh and Tinaroo mineral field was the 

co-existence of individual alluvial prospectors and miners with large

scale company concerns employing hundreds of wage earners. In 1906-1907 

over one thousand men won an independent living from alluvial tin and 

wolfram; mining and construction companies employed a further four and 

a half thousand workers. As surplus labour was attracted from less 

prosperous areas, however, a number of unskilled workers found 

themselves unemployed. Independent prospectors also sought employment 

intermittently when short of money or supplies thereby swelling the 

labour force. The large companies thus had a fairly rapid turnover of 

employees. Men periodically left their jobs to work claims on their 

own account, or moved to the coast in winter and spring, seeking 

employment in the canefields and sugar mills. 3 

In the buoyant mood of 1906 and early 1907 the mining warden 

discerned in the settlement of Chillagoe "a more prosperous and 

contented feeling among the community ... a feeling of permanency".
4 

Most other observers gained an exactly opposite impression: the mining 

towns were bawdy, brawling places that "still had a raw edge of 

impermanency about them". 5 Amenities were few, women scarce and living 

conditions crude in these isolated communities. The principal 
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recreations were drinking and gambling. Working conditions above ground 

were poor; below they were unhealthy and often dangerous. Dust, damp, 

outbreaks of fire and earth slides were constant hazards. Lung disease 

was a common ailment. Long hours and only moderate wages with which to 

purchase highly-priced goods compounded the grievances of employees and 

marred industrial relations. 

Despite these grievances, initial attempts to form unions 

failed in the face of worker apathy and employer resistance. Most such 

efforts were unco-ordinated and confined to particular worksites. 

Moreover, many wage earners worked for short periods simply to finance 

their own small claims; they showed scant interest in improving 

conditions. Thus in April and May 1907 a series of sporadic, poorly 

organized strikes by employees of the large Vulcan tin mine at 

Irvinebank failed.
6 

As Young says: 

Attempts had been made to organise the workers, 
but rugged individualism, a capacity for 
endurance, frequent movement of people, and, 
above all, a lack of knowledge about trade 
union techniques made corporate action 
difficult. 7 

In the second half of 1907 there was a sudden and severe fall 

in the price of industrial metals. The world copper market, inflated 

by over-trading, was struck by· financial panic: prices tumbled f ram 

£112 per ton in March to £98 in June and £62 in December 1907. Silver

lead and tin prices fell simultaneously: lead from £22 per ton in 

January to £14 in December 1907; tin from £190 to £120 per ton in the 

same period.
8 

Few of the smaller mines survived the fall; large 

companies were forced to restrict their operations. The bleak mood at 

the end of 1907 contrasted strikingly with that at the beginning of the 

year: " ... the enthusiasm which exalted every copper-stained rock to 

the dignity of a mine was followed by a despondency perhaps equally 

unreasonable. 119 
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Most of the mines that survived now concentrated on 

development work and repair of roads and railways in readiness for a 

hoped-for market revival. The ranks of retrenched employees swelled 

as prospectors and small-scale miners abandoned claims and leases which 

were no longer payable. Rising discontent among workers increased as 

employers attempted to cut costs by reducing wages, increasing hours 

and generally tightening up on disciplinary conditions. 

Although the miners and labourers of the far North were slow 

to take action to secure wage rises or improvements in working 

conditions, they were more ready to resist moves to lower existing 

standards. Indeed it was in the adversity of the 1907 slump that a 

threat to labour standards created favourable conditions - paradoxically 

it would seem - for the birth of trade unionism. Some workers at 

Herberton asked the AWU and ALF to send an organizer to the North. lO 

A more positive attitude was adopted by a group of Irvinebank workers 

who in September 1907 launched the Amalgamated Workers' Association. 

Similar action was soon taken at Mungana and O.K., where employees 

formed a Miners' Smelters' and General Workers' Union. 

The leading activists in the new trade union were Ted Theodore 

and William McCormack. Theodore was recently arrived from Broken Hill 

where he had worked for over four years, thus acquiring a knowledge of 

trade union activity. An energetic, large and pugnacious young man of 

twenty-three years in 1907, he was an avid student of socialist and 

economic literature. McCormack was twenty-eight years old, a gregarious 

character with a strapping physique. He was employed at Stannary Hills, 

having arrived on the field from Mt. Morgan in 1904. Theodore's 

brilliance and organizing genius coupled with McCormack's administrative 

ability, energy and capacity for sheer hard work, transformed a small, 

local union of miners and labourers into the most powerful trade union 

in the state. 11 
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The AWA began as a defensive organization. It was formed to 

combat the hardening attitude of mining companies hit by falling world 

mineral prices. However, there is little that is particularly novel 

about the birth of a trade union in a period of declining industrial 

prosperity - especially if, as in 1907, other industries and the economy 

generally are on the upturn. Many unions came into existence, as the 

AWA did, originally as defensive associations, to preserve an already 

existing standard: 

Fear of a fall in the standard of living has 
always been the strength of labour agitation. 
The cautious man who will take no risk to add 
to his wages will fight the hardest to 
maintain them.12 

The outstanding feature of the AWA derived not from the 

circumstances in which it emerged but from its subsequent success in 

operation, often in the face of adverse circumstances. This success 

was mainly due to the drive and ambition of its leaders. Under the 

guidance of Theodore and McCormack the union expanded rapidly. Branches 

were soon established at Stannary Hills, Smith's Creek and Herberton. 

In December 1907 it affiliated with the ALF. "The Irvinebank Amalgamated 

Workers' Union [sic]", commented the Worker, "is becoming a real live 

organisation under the guidance of an energetic committee and 

executive". 
13 

In February 1908 the AWA strengthened these links with 

the mainstream of labour organization in Queensland by sending 

representatives to the ALF Provincial Council meeting in Brisbane - the 

only northern union to do so.
14 

In April 1908 Theodore and McCormack initiated a conference 

at Irvinebank to amalgamate the various AWA branches with the O.K. and 

Mungana Miners' Smelters' and General Workers' Union. Theodore's 

report of the conference indicated that the AWA had wide and 

far-reaching aims. The purpose of the conference was: 
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to found a scheme for the complete amalgamation 
of all existing unions in the north, under one 
constitution and one controlling body, and for 
the purpose of propounding a system for the 
better organisation of the wotkers of northern 
Queensland generally.15 

Hitherto, the various AWA branches had remained autonomous 

local organizations; now, together with the O.K. and Mungana unionists, 

they were brought under the control of a central executive which met 

regularly at Irvinebank. The AWA now had 600 members. Theodore was 

appointed to the only full-time paid office of general organizer, while 
16 

W.F. Lobban became general secretary. Shortly afterwards, Lobban 

resigned, fearing victimization by the Irvinebank company for his union 

activities. McCormack, previously vice-president, replaced him, and 

the executive headquarters were moved to Stannary Hills. 
17 

One of the first steps taken by the modified AWA was to 

affiliate directly with the Labor Party; · it also asked the CPE to 

recognize the union as "the leading Political Labor Body" in the local 

Woothakata electorate. 
18 

The move was of dual significance: it 

indicated that the AWA looked upon politics as a legitimate and 

necessary sphere of trade union activity; it also signalled the 

intention of the AWA leaders to play an active role in politics. By 

securing CPE recognition as the electorate's "leading" branch, or head 

centre, the AWA hoped to confirm its dominance over the existing Labor 

electoral centre, the Herberton Socialist League [HSL]. On this 

occasion the CPE refused to comply with the AWA's request, instructing 

McCormack to "communicate with the registered organisation at 

Herberton", but the AWA ultimately replaced the HSL as Woothakata head 
19 centre in September 1909. 

Shortly after the April 1908 conference the AWA was involved 

in its first major industrial dispute - a strike of construction workers 

employed on the Etheridge railway. The AWA's entry into the dispute 
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served further notice that Theodore and McCormack planned to foster a 

mass union of general labourers, not merely a parochial miners' union. 

Under the Etheridge Railway Act, the private railway from 

Almaden to the Etheridge mineral field was being privately constructed 

by the Chillagoe Company. Trouble amongst employees had been simmering 

for some months before Theodore visited the navvies' camps in July 1908. 

Grievances centred upon the company's continued refusal to comply 

with one of the conditions of the Act, namely, to pay the ruling rate 

of wages in the district. The workers claimed 9/- per day as the 
20 minimum rate, but the company paid no more than 8/- per day. 

Taking advantage of the discontent on the line, Theodore 

enrolled the workers in the AWA and secured his executive's approval for 

a cessation of work.
21 

Three hundred and fifty navvies formed strike 

camps, which were maintained by compulsory levies on union members 

unaffected by the dispute. In addition, the financial and moral support 

of the ALF was sought; it was willingly given, and the strike fund 

11 db d · f d . 22 ALF . Ch 1 swe e y onations rom many tra e unions. organizer ares 

Collins visited the trouble spot and reported favourably on the AWA and 

its conduct of the strike.
23 

Regular lengthy reports to the Worker 

maintained the continued interest and support of all Queensland unionists 

in what was widely seen as a crucial struggle for a fair wage: 

The conditions which have been foisted upon the 
men right through the construction of the line 
have been worse than rotten, the men having to 
submit to the most arbitrary rule on the part . 
of despotic supervisors, and in almost all 
cases having to work more than the recognised 
eight hours .... The san1tation of camps has 
been bad - scores of men have died on this 
line, some of the camps being veritable 
fever beds.24 

After several weeks the strike had reached a stalemate: the 

men remained firm in their demand for a minimum 9/- per day; the company 

was equally as firm in refusing the claim. At' this stage Theodore's 
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earlier tactics in gaining t he support of t he wider Queensland labour 

movement paid off: Labor parliamentarians and ALF officials wa ited 

upon the secretary for railways, a conference was arranged between the 

disputing parties,
25 

and on 25 September 1908 the Chillagoe Company 

gave way, granting the 9/- and other concessions to the Etheridge 

navvies. The important role played by the ALF and Labor parliamentarians 

in resolving the dispute was demonstrated when not only Theodore but 

also ALF secretary Hinchcliffe and PLP leader Bowman signed the 
26 

agreement on behalf of the AWA. 

Nevertheless, much of the credit for the successful conduct 

of the Etheridge railway strike was clearly due to Theodore, whose 

organizing ability and foresight in establishing contacts with Brisbane

based labour leaders eventually won the day for the AWA . The solidarity 

and discipline of the striking navvies was maintained rigorously: 

" ... during the whole period of the dispute there was not a backslider 

among them - every man stood solid as a rock, and the united front they 

presented was impregnable. 1127 

Two other factors also had considerable bearing on the outcome 

of the strike. First, the navvies seemed to have the support of a 

l a rge section of the general public.
28 

Second, some members of the 

Kidston government, including the secretary for railways, George Ke rr, 

were concerned at the Chillagoe Company's evasion of a clause of the 

Etheridge Railway Act. Indeed, it was Kerr who persuaded the company t o 

meet the union and who was therefore partly responsible for the final 

settlement of the dispute.
29 

With public opinion and sections of the 

gove r nment at least tacitly in support of .the strikers' cause (if not 

of their action), it was not surprising that the company capitulated. 

Victory in the Etheridge railway strike demonstrated the value 

of a composite general labourers' union, encompassing all classes of 

wage earners in a variety of industries. Alone, the navvies would very 

likely have been defeated, but with the backing of the AWA miners and 
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their fellow ALF affiliates, they were remarkably successful. The 

strike confirmed the AWA as an effective industrial union capable of 

protecting its members. According to Theodore, defeat would have meant 

"a severe set-back to unionism in the North. 1130 Success, on the other 

hand, gave a great impetus to the spread of unionism generally in North 

Queensland. One of the first tangible effects was that navvies on the 

Atherton to Herberton line also sought AWA membership and demanded 

h . h 31 1g er wages. 

The Etheridge strike thus encouraged other northern workers 

to join the AWA which grew rapidly in strength. New branches were 

established at all mining settlements and railway camps in the district, 

though methods of organization were still rough and ready. Recruiting 

procedures, for example, bordered on impressment, while those who 

neglected the discipline of the AWA incurred as much opprobrium as those 

who refused to join. Theodore reported shortly after the Etheridge 

strike that "some scabs sought exoneration from the strike committee." 

They received short shrift from the AWA: 

It was decided in each case that the culprit 
was guilty of an unpardonable offence against 
their fellow workers, and they were left to the 
fate of inexorable public scorn. The feeling 
shown towards these misguided men amounts to 
almost unutterable contempt.32 

At the end of 1907, before the Etheridge strike, the AWA had 

196 members and £61 in the bank. Twelve months later, by dint of astute 

organization and efficient administration, it had 1348. Finances were 

still shaky after the costly three- month long Etheridge strike but stood 

at an improved £394. 33 

On 10 February 1909 delegates from eleven branches met in 

Chillagoe for the first annual AWA conference, the main purpose of 

which was to ratify the draft constitution and rules of the union. The 

conference confirmed the existing highly centralized executive control; 

a significant feature was the decision to pay the general secretary a 
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full-time salary of £200 per annum, placing the office "beyond the pale 
34 

of interference of victimising mine managers''. As well, all effective 

authority was vested in the executive committee, which in practice gave 

control of the union to the two paid officials - the general organizer 

(Theodore) and the general secretary (McCormack). At the same time the 

union headquarters were removed to Chillagoe. 

The aims and objectives of the AWA, as expressed in the 

constitution and rules adopted by the 1909 conference, were concerned 

largely with working conditions, that is, with the immediate economic 

concerns and sectional interests of the members. The "fighting platform" 

stated simply: 

1. Advocacy of a Minimum Wage in North Queensland . 
2. Advocacy of a 44 hour week in the Mines. 
3. Advocacy of State control of the Conditions of 

Employment in all Industries. 
4. Abolition of all forms of Alien Labour. 
5. Better Inspection of Mines. 
6. Official Recognition of the Union by 

Employers.35 

Here, obviously, was a moderate and practical program, 

eschewing reference to any form of socialist ideology. Yet in its 

over-riding concern with economic conditions, the conference did not 

disavow the AWA's expressly political aspirations. On the contrary, 

the constitution called for union representation on municipal bodies 

and required the AWA to conduct plebiscites in conjunction with local 

WPOs "for the selection of parliamentary candidates to run in the 

interests of Labour. 1136 

The AWA therefore aligned itself with orthodox Labor Party 

politics in Queensland. The union's leaders saw industrial strength as 

the basis for political success; conversely, political influence exerted 

by trade unions was to be the basis of industrial gains. Industrial 

action and political action were seen as complementary methods of 

improving wage earners' conditions. In pursuit of this policy both 
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Theodore and McCormack eventually entered state parliament; both became 

cabinet ministers and ultimately premiers of Queensland. The policy of 

union involvement in politics became an entrenched tradition after the 

AWA merged with the AWU in 1913. Thereafter, the AWU dominated both 

the industrial and political wings of the labour movement in North 

Queensland. 

As with organized labour elsewhere in Australia, AWA members 

opposed non-white labour. Indeed, agitation against the employment of 

aliens was often the first form of collective action that unionists 

took. In September 1907 hotel owners at O.K. yielded to local workers' 

demands that they dismiss their Asian cooks. The victory was seen as 

both an industrial and a racial one: "The yellow cook was paid at the 

rate of £2.lOs per week, but white cooks now get £4. 1137 In March 1908 

angry public meetings at Mungana persuaded two publicans to dismiss 

their Japanese and Chinese employees, while a few months later the 

Herberton AWA branch became concerned about the feared "invasion" of 

"hundreds of Hindoos." In January 1909 the Chillagoe AWA branch 

boycotted hotels employing non-white domestic staff.
38 

Unionists in the far north seemed united in their racialism, 

but some dissension arose at the AWA 1909 conference over the exact 

delineation of a colour line:· some branches had admitted Syrians as 

members while others had rejected them. Unable to resolve this issue 

after a lively discussion, conference decided to leave the matter in 

the hands of the various branches. 39 

The conference also considered the propensity of many mine 

employees to travel to the coast seeking work during the cane harvest 

season; it called for consultation with the ASWU with a view to 
40 

including the sugar district of Mossman in the AWA's organizing area. 

In the event, the union did .not directly organize sugar workers until 

1911, but by enrolling miners, engineers, railway navvies and 

construction labourers, it was already well on the way to becoming a 
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mass union of general workers. Through efficient management, it 

commanded a high degree of loyalty from its members; in return, it 

offered effective protection of their welfare. The competence of the 

AWA as an industrial organization was soon to be tried and tested on a 

number of occasions as it fought to secure and maintain two of its main 

objectives: a 44-hour week in mines and recognition of the union by 

employers. In fact, at the very time that the union delegates were 

meeting in conference, the AWA was involved in an acrimonious dispute 

with the managements of the Irvinebank and Stannary Hills tin mines. 

The metalliferous mining industry elsewhere in Australia was 

hindered by industrial disputes at this time; the most important 

culminated in a lengthy strike at Broken Hill early in 1909. Owing to 

the low prices of silver and lead, and the depletion of the more 

economically accessible high grade ore, Broken Hill Proprietary [BHP], 

the largest employer on the field, reduced wages by some 13 per cent. 

The miners' union's resistance to this decision precipitate_d a bitter 

and violent four-month strike.
41 

Industrial turmoil in the Chillagoe and Herberton mining 

region occurred in somewhat similar circumstances to those at Broken 

Hill. After the metal prices slump in late 1907, companies 

concentrated on the development of ore reserves, the installation of 

more efficient machinery and the improvement of transport facilities 

with a view to the more economical extraction and treatment of mineral 

ores. In succeeding years, the problem of continued low prices was 

aggravated by the depletion of local ore bodies. Management responded 

by economizing on production costs, which to employees might mean 

retrenchment, longer hours or reduced wages. Having regard to the 

collective strength of the workers now organized in the AWA, such 

cost-cutting moves were calculated to cause discontent and provoke 

confrontation. 

In November 1908 a conference of mine managers met in 

Chillagoe to draw up a common industrial policy for the district. The 
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meeting resolved that from 1 January 1909 the rates of wages and hours 

of labour current at Chillagoe should be adopted by all mines in the 

district.
42 

Since the wages paid at Chillagoe were considerably lower 

than elsewhere, and since Chillagoe worked 48 hours while other mines 

worked 44 hours, the employers' action represented a concerted and 

direct attack on the workers' organization. To survive as an effective 

trade union, the AWA had to resist this attack militantly: 

The hour is coming when we must prove our 
manhood by decisive and courageous action. 
Our interests are seriously imperilled by 
non-descript mineowners of North Queensland, 
and we must recognise that all who are not 
with us are against us.43 

Early in December 1908 the AWA notified the Irvinebank Tin 

Company and the Stannary Hills Mines and Tramway Company that their 

employees refused to accept the proposed new terms, which amounted to 

a 15 per cent wage reduction and an increase in working hours from 44 

to 48. The AWA suggested a conference with the employers, expressing 

its willingness to negotiate an agreement. However, the companies 

refused to acknowledge the existence of the union and ignored its 

approach, whereupon the union prepared for the struggle. Theodore and 

McCormack visited Stannary Hills and Irvinebank in mid-December to 

h 1 h k d 
. . . . 44 mars a t e wor ers an improve union organization. 

On New Year's Day 1909 miners at Stannary Hills stopped work 

to protest at the wage cuts and increased hours. The strike soon spread 

to the Vulcan tin mine at Irvinebank and later to the rare metal mines 

at Wolfram Camp and Bamford. Union solidarity was enhanced when the 

enginedrivers and carpenters employed at the mines also ceased work in 

h . h h 'k' . 45 Th AWA d h . sympat y wit t e stri ing miners. e announce tat it was 

prepared to meet the management in conference at any time, or to submit 

the matter to an independent arbitrator; the employers, however, refused 

to acknowledge even the union's right to represent the employees. 

Ac cording to the manager of the Stannary Hills company: 
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... the majority of miners have been urged 
against their will to make trouble, and have 
gone out at the bidding of men , who, unlike 
the worker, have nothing to lose but re ceive 
fat salaries to stir up strife and discontent 

46 
and bring more sorrows to the home of the worker. 

Incensed at the companies' outright rejection of their 

overtures, the AWA angrily denied such claims. Hostility between 

management and labour intensified. Indeed, McCormack's bellicosity now 

seemed to eclipse the AWA's professed wish to settle the matter by 

peaceful negotiation: 

The intolerance of our opponents, their 
arrogant attitude towards our pacific 
proposals and ill-dissembled hostility to 
our right to combine has necessitated a 
reckoning at the point of the industrial 
bayonet .... In order to convince [the mine 
owners] and their servile janissaries 
that despotic ukase and arbitrary fiat in 
the industrial affairs of a free community 
are only incantations of impotence - we 
must carry the fight into the enemies' camp 
and turn their own guns against them.47 

The strike was well organized. Levies were struck on AWA 

members; donations were solicited from other trade unions; the service 

of ALF organizer Collins were secured to aid in the on-the-spot conduct 

of the strike. In order to supplement strike relief, strikers were 

. d . . b · d · d · · 48 
organize into union-su si ize prospecting parties. 

After four weeks, the AWA reiterated its proposal that the 

dispute be submitted to the arbitrament of a district or supreme court 

judge. Again the companies refused, provoking predictable response 

from the union: 

The olive branch of peaceful arbitration 
offered by the miners has therefore been 
scornfully rejected, reason has been set 
aside, and the exploiting bosses of 
Capitalism have determined, if possible, 
to enforce their despotic will.49 
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The strike continued and the workers showed little sign of 

surrender. At length, however, as the tin mines remained idle, the 

Stannary Hills company recognized the union and agreed to submit the 

dispute to an arbitrator. Initial negotiations proved abortive since 

the parties could not agree on the question of working hours, but 

finally on 1 April 1909 the Stannary Hills workers accepted new 

proposals offered by the management: slight wage increases were 

awarded to all hands; the working week was increased from 44 to 48 

hours; the company was to pay the AWA's legal expenses at arbitration; 

no striking unionists were to be victimized. A similar settlement was 

also reached at Irvinebank.
50 

Thus, as in most industrial disputes, the strike settlement 

involved compromise. An important gain for the AWA was the mere fact 

of its recognition by employers. The increase in wages, when the 

companies had hoped for wage reductions, was also a substantial 

concession. The Stannary Hills Mines and Tramway Company was successful 

in having working hours increased, but this proved a Pyrrhic victory: 

two months after the lockout ended, the company was wound up; a new 

f d . . . . h 51 company was onne to carry on mining operations int e area. 

Naturally, the suspension of company operations tempered any feelings 

of triumph amongst the employees. The unemployment level in the 

district, already high before the strike, was adversely affected by the 

three-month long lockout. Further, the Ivanhoe mine, the largest in the 

district, remained idle until January 1910, having been flooded along 

with many other mines when the enginedrivers manning the pumps withdrew 
52 

their labour in the previous January. 

The disruption caused by the strike aroused disaffection 

a~nngst union members, many of whom did not regain their jobs. Some 

workers criticized the AWA for provoking the dispute; others attacked 

the union executive for its surrender of the 44-hour week. To the first 

charge, McCormack replied that the AWA had not sought the dispute but 

rather had been forced into it by the companies' aggressive action; to 
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the second, McCormack argued that in view of the unfavourdh l e economic 

conditions and high local unemployment, the AWA had obtain e d " a very 

fair compromise" 
53 

To most AWA men this probably seemed a r easonable 

asses sment; certainly, any disquiet was quelled by the powerful 

executive and by more obvious success in other industrial conflicts. 

Throughout 1909 and early 1910 industrial trouble flared at 

the wolfram, bismuth and molybdenite mines at Wolfram Camp and Bamford. 

The issues in this lingering dispute were the same as formerly: the 

union's determination to maintain a 44-hour week and the employers' 

refusal to recognize the union's existence. This time, however, the 

AWA's bargaining position was even stronger: the high prices ruling for 

rare metals enabled the striking workers to prospect profitably on their 

own account. Finally, in February 1910, the union's demands were 

conceded.
54 

In July 1909 AWA unionists at Mungana struck work in support 

of an enginedrivers' demand for a pay increase. The Mungana mines -

Lady Jane and Girofla - had perhaps the most oppressive and dangerous 

working conditions in the district; discontent there had simmered for 

months before finally erupting in the enginedrivers' strike. After only 

one week the company capitulated, granting increased wages not only to 
55 enginedrivers but to all underground hands as well. 

These successes for the AWA, however, were attended by 

setbacks at the Big Reef mine on the Etheridge field, and at the O.K. 

copper mine. At Big Reef, a Chillagoe Company operation, employees 

went on strike in early August 1909 in opposition to an increase in 

their working week from 44 to 47 hours. Big Reef was a fairly small, 

isolated mine, where union organization was vulnerable; the company 

consequently had little trouble in persuading many workers to return to 

work under the new conditions. The AWA could no nothing to resolve the 

issue: months later few Big Reef miners were unionists and the 47-hour 

week remained in force. 56 
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The union suffered more significant defeat at O.K., where the 

decline in metal prices had affected the copper mines and smelters more 

severely than elsewhere in the district. Although the mine - opened 

only in 1902 - paid high dividends in 1905, 1906 and 1907, the company 

directors had installed outmoded and inefficient smelting equipment; 

they had also neglected to provide a light railway to the railhead at 

Mungana. (Camels, and subsequently traction engines, carried ore and 

supplies between the two centres.) 

In October 1909 the O.K. management reduced the number of men 

working each shift in the smelters, promising, however, to provide 

alternative work for those who lost their jobs. A general meeting of 

the local AWA branch decided to oppose this decision, and all work at 

the mines and smelters stopped. The traction engine drivers also 

· · d h ·k 
57 

h 1 1 h A A . JOlne t e str1 e. Somew at re uctant y, t e W executive at 

Chillagoe endorsed the strike, but appeared less than sanguine of 

success: " ... as the O.K. members were unanimous in the action taken 

they could not do otherwise than sanction the affair; and do their best 

to uphold them in their difficulty. 
1158 

McCormack's misgivings about entering the dispute were 

quickly confirmed when he visited O.K. and found that the local union 

leaders had acted rashly. The. apparent solidarity of the men had been 

dissipated: "The great majority of the men seemed to [be] of an 

opinion that the trouble was uncalled for." McCormack told the AWA 

executive that the union had a poor case: "The issue seemed to be too 

small for such extreme measures." The executive concurred, blaming the 

O.K. branch officers for "an unfortunate mistake"
59 

- the more 

unfortunate, so it appeared to some - when the O.K. company could use 

the dispute as a means of closing down the now unprofitable works 
60 

without alienating public sympathy. 

At first sight, the settlement of the O.K. strike after five 

weeks seemed a reasonable result. The original cause of the strike - a 

52 



MINING UNIONISM IN THE FAR NORTH, 1907-1910 

reduction in the number of men in shifts - remained, but the company 

conceded slight wage increases for work in wet ground and for machine 

operators. The management also agreed not to victimize any striker; 

it further guaranteed the existing pay rates and the 44-hour week 

underground. Despite any private misgivings he may have had, Theodore 

publicly defended the settlement: "The men actually had materially 

bettered their status by making a stand against the constant irritating 

h h . d. . 116 l encroac ments upon t eir con itions. 

Any satisfaction gained proved transitory, however, when the 

O.K. mine and smelters indeed remained closed until late January 1910.
62 

The continuing unemployment prolonged disaffection among the AWA rank 

and file, much of it now directed against· the union executive. 

McCormack defended himself by reiterating that the O.K. men had 

blundered: the executive had had no option but to sanction the dispute 
63 

since the branch had decided to strike by ballot. McCormack's 

recriminations and his personal abuse of the O.K. branch members 

aroused considerable emnity, contributing to his defeat in the election 

for general secretary in January 1910. A few months later, however, he 
. d h . . 64 was re-appointe tote position. 

Industrial setbacks such as that at O.K. were eclipsed by the 

AWA's political success. From the outset the AWA had organized for 

political ends as well as industrial action. It therefore came as no 

surprise when the union's general organizer was nominated as the 

official Labor candidate for the local Woothakata electorate. The 

Worker applauded Theodore's candidature: "Brainy, sober and straight, 

he is the man best fitted to represent a mining constituency like 

Woothakata. 1165 

Since 1902 the electorate had been held by Mick Woods, a 

former Chillagoe railway enginedriver who had defected from the Labor 

Party with Kidston in 1907. He retained the seat at state elections in 

1907 and 1908, easily defeating the Labor candidate, Alf Pain, a 
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Herberton miner, who was also president and secretary of the Herberton 

Socialist League. As the name implied, the HSL held more radical views 

than the AWA leaders, in 1909 espousing the syndicalist tenets of the 

Industrial Workers of the World [IWW]. The HSL offered some challenge 

to AWA dominance of Labor politics in the district; while Pain was 

secretary of the Herberton branch of the AWA, it continually criticized 

the executive, demanding more rank and file control of the union. 66 

Outside Herberton, support for the HSL was insubstantial. 

The great majority of miners, navvies and labourers of the far north 

were more attuned to the pragmatic reformism of Theodore and McCormack. 

It was only a short time before the AWA demolished this challenge to 

their authority. Pain was easily defeated in his bid for the position 

of general organizer in December 1909; his influence in the union was 

completely destroyed in 1910 when the annual AWA conference censured 

him for making allegations of mismanagement against McCormack.
67 

Most 

AWA members agreed with A.E. Church of Chillagoe: 

I sum up this Herberton so-called IWW-ism as 
bombastic, unpractical, foreign and unsuitable 
to Australian sentiment and conditions, and 
conducive to political sectarianism.68 

On 2 October 1909 Theodore narrowly won Woothakata by a margin 

of 91 votes. 69 His victory vindicated the belief of both the AWA and 

the ALF that strong union organization would foster political success. 

The ALF secretary had earlier predicted that "the practical evidence of 

a unionistic revival all over the State ... must be assuredly followed by 
70 

a much healthier political atmosphere." 

Theodore's election enabled him to increase the influence of 

the AWA in the Queensland labour movement. The AWA was now attracting 

much attention and respect for the obvious ability of its officials, its 

organizing success and its active policy in industrial disputes. This 

was demonstrated in February 1910 when Theodore was elected vice-president 
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of the ALF,
71 

and in May 1910 when McCormack was elected to the Central 

Political Executive of the ·Queensland Labor Party.
72 

The activities of 

the AWA delegates at the trade union congresses of 1910 and 1911 further 

contributed to the growing esteem in which the AWA was held. 73 

More remarkable in the union's ascendency was the fact that 

in 1909 there were fewer miners employed on the Chillagoe and Herberton 

mineral fields than in any year since 1902. Employment opportunities 

picked up slightly in 1910, but it was obvious that the days of heady 
74 

optimism and high profits had gone from the district for good. 

Despite these adverse circumstances the AWA continued to expand, partly 

because of the enrolment of railway construction workers as far south 

as Proserpine. Union membership stood at 1650 in December 1909, 

compared with 1348 a year previously. By December 1910 the AWA boasted 

2300 members. 
75 

Industrial trouble continued in 1910. The Lady Jane mine at 

Mungana closed after a subsidence and a serious underground fire; at 

Girofla the high-grade ore had been exhausted, and the diminishing 

profitability of the low-grade lodes did not augur well for future 

mining operations; the Mt. Molloy copper mines and smelters closed down 

permanently in 1909; the O.K. works, which had resumed early in 1910, 

also ceased operations later that year. A rise in the price of tin in 

1910 was offset by the exhaustion of many payable lodes, leading to the 

closure of tin mines at Smith's Creek, Stannary Hills and Herberton. 

On the other hand, the price of wolfram remained high, giving some 

encouragement to large companies as well as small-scale miners. The 

completion of the Chillagoe company's railway to Charleston also saw the 

revival of many auriferous copper mines on the Etheridge field.
76 

Despite the overall bleak prospects for the mining industry, 

the AWA persevered in its determination to expand its activities and 

protect the welfare of its members. Since "employers could not afford 

to be generous, even had they so wished, 1177 disputes between management 
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and l abour continued, often involving the union's longstanding antagonist 

- the Chillagoe Company. 

AWA unionists at Charleston stopped work in February 1910 in 

protest at the Chillagoe Company's decision to increase working hours 

at their recently acquired Queenslander and Nil Desperandum mines from 
78 

44 to 48 hours per week. The company gave way. Even the government 

was confronted by the industrial muscle of the AWA: in June, 

construction navvies on the Herberton to Ravenshoe railway went on 

strike for a rise in the minimum wage rate. The AWA organizer, Fred 

Martyn, attributed their victory to "the splendid class of workers" 

employed, "95 per cent of whom are AWA members 11
•
79 

But Martyn 

overlooked the very vital support given by local residents who, anxious 

for the railway to be completed, called a series of successful public 

meetings, angrily blaming the government for the delay in construction 
80 

and urging it to accede to the navvies' "reasonable request." The 

AWA's next test came at Koorboora, arising out of its efforts to enrol 

mine workers. The mine manager dismissed some employees who joined 

the union, whereupon all workers downed tools. Management promptly 

capitulated and recognized the union. A brief strike over wage cuts at 

Charleston met with similar success. 81 

By now - late 1910 - . the Worker habitually referred to the far 

northern union as "the fighting AWA", a sobriquet bestowed out of 

deference to its organizing zeal and its readiness to use direct action 

to further its objectives. 82 The title was well-earned since the AWA 

was prepared to resort to direct action, but not in any syndicalist 

pursuit of ideological goals. The militancy of the AWA was most often 

defensive - a reaction against the belligerent attitude of mining 

employers who r e fus ed to negotiate with the union or even to recognize 

it as its members' advocate. In the depressed market conditions of the 

ba se meta l industry in f ar North Queensland, a trade union's adherence 

t o a policy of protecting l abour standards meant that it would be 

involve d i n s trikes wh i le nor thern employers consistently refused to 
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grant reforms and in fact tried to lower the existing standards of 

working conditions. 

The characteristic prelude to trade union militancy on 

Australian metal-mining fields was a price slump, as Blainey correctly 

argues: 

So long as a copper or lead field was new 
or the price of its metals high, there was 
small danger of a sharp rift between owners 
and men. But once workers' capitalism 
declined and metal prices fell, tensions 
quickly marred personal relations. As 
Broken Hill revealed, the economics of 
base-metal fields were such that workers' 
capitalism tended to decline more quickly 
than on a goldf ield. Moreo·ver, unlike gold, 
the price of which was fixed, base-metals on 
the world market behaved erratically, and 
thus a sudden fall in price imposed sudden 
tensions on the mining fields. When companies 
suffered a drastic fall in profits they tried 
to cut wages or exact more work from men. 
The men resisted the attack.83 

Thus most of the early strikes in which the AWA became 

involved were the result of employers' attempts to cut wages or to alter 

working conditions. Its frequent recourse to strike action was also 

influenced by three other factors: its determination to survive as an 

industrial union; the employers' adamant refusal to recognise the 

union until forced to do so; the legal situation in Queensland at the 

time, which as yet did not provide for an alternative system of 

arbitration. 
84 

Further, a problem which the mining settlements of Herberton 

and Chillagoe had in common with metal-mining towns the world over, may 

also be relevant: isolated communities dominated by, and dependent for 

their livelihood on, a single employer, and with a restless, 

predominantly unmarried workforce, have historically engendered tough 

industrial relations.
85 

However, the AWA generally explored every 
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avenue of negotiation before authorizing a stoppage of work. McCormack 

stressed as much at the time of the Stannary Hills lockout: 

... it will be noted that the Executive made 
every effort to bring about a conference 
between the mine managers and our members who 
are affected, and that they took the extreme 
step of calling out the members only when all 
means of bringing about a peaceable adjustment 
of the difficulty had been exhausted.86 

Such tactics were the guiding principles behind the AWA's 

conduct of industrial relations. On occasions when the union rank and 

file hastily precipitated strikes - for instance at O.K. and later at 

Selwyn - the executive publicly endorsed the dispute but privately 

rebuked the local officials for causing "unnecessary loss of time and 
87 

money to members." Shortly after the AWA merged with other North 

Queensland unions in December 1910, McCormack complained about the 

number of small strikes occurring in Townsville. He advised the union 

district secretary to intervene in disputes before the men actually 

ceased work: there would then be a better chance of successful 

settlement without a strike. 88 

Often, when the AWA entered a dispute, it was partly with the 

object of gaining more members and thereby more industrial strength. 

Conversely, as union action pr9ved successful in maintaining or 

improving working conditions and wages, it attracted more workers into 

its ranks. McCormack reasoned: "nothing is gained by ignoring a 

d . d . h 1 . h . . 1189 ispute an it e ps us int e organising. 

As employers came to recognise the AWA and negotiate with it, 

so the union used the strike weapon less frequently. It is noteworthy 

that in }910 most of the industrial conflict in which the AWA was 

involved, occurred on the Etheridge field or at Koorboora - areas where 

the union had not hitherto been active. On the other hand, its major 

achievement in the Chillagoe-Herb erton district - a negotiated increase 

in the minimum wage at the Chillagoe smelters from 8/- to 9/- per day, 
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without any withdrawal of labour - occurred in an area where the AWA was 

well established. 90 In 1913 Theodore lauded the fact that employers 

were now more willing to negotiate with the AWA: 

It is a favourable commentary on the work of 
the union that the employers adopt a much 
less bellicose attitude now than formerly, 
and are more ready to meet the representatives 
of the union in peaceful confab to discuss 
matters of mutual concern.91 

As the AWA's use of direct action aimed primarily at achieving 

recognition and negotiation, so it never opposed an ancillary means to 

the same end: contrary to what its record might suggest, the AWA 

preferred some form of arbitration to direct action. In fact, Theodore's 

very first speech in parliament advocated an Arbitration Act: 

There have been so many disputes in 
connection with railway construction and 
with the mining and sugar industries 
during the past two years that I think 
it incumbent upon the Government to make 
some provision against the dislocation of 
industry brought by such disputes .... The 
dispute which took place at Stannary Hills 
this year could have been avoided had there 
been provision for arbitration.92 

On occasions Theodore and McCormack appeared to condemn 

arbitration, but, as Kennedy discerned, their criticism was largely 

aimed at specific features of Queensland or Commonwealth legislation, 

not at the principle of arbitration~ se. Thus at the AWA conference 

of January 1913 McCormack stated that: "Personally he did not believe 

in arbitration, because it was fictitious. Judge Higgins had laid down 

a very beautiful sentiment until one came to look at it. 1193 Previously, 

however, McCormack had admitted the benefits of arbitration: if forced 

the disputing parties to come together, and gave the workers an 

opportunity to air their grievances. 94 Indeed, although McCormack 

professed a lack of "belief" in arbitration at the 1913 conference - a 

sentiment echoed by other prominent AWA officials present - this did not 
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prevent the very same conference from resolving to make arrangements for 

the sugar workers to seek a Commonwealth Arbitration Court awara.
95 

The apparent opposition to arbitration which McCormack and 

other AWA officials expressed at the 1913 AWA conference was in fact 

directed primarily at the New South Wales AWU. The latter's delegates 

to an amalgamation conference in June 1912 had shown great concern that 

a merger with the AWA would endanger the AWU's position under the 

Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Act and imperil the pastoral 

award. McCormack and Theodore were eager to reassure the AWU that the 

AWA had no desire to seek the jurisdiction of the federal court. The 

remarks at the 1913 conference were also directed at the AWA's own 

membership, the radical section of which feared that amalgamation with 

the AWU might circumscribe their industrial strength. McCormack hoped 

to allay their qualms by declaring that there was no plan to approach 

the court for an award covering North Queensland miners, "because today 

that trade enjoyed better conditions than they could get from an 

Arbitration Court award, and could secure better conditions by the 
96 methods ordinarily employed." 

When a Labor government took office in Queensland in 1915, 

Theodore and McCormack became staunch defenders of arbitration - indeed 

they came into bitter confrontation with trade unionists who refused 

to accept it. This was attributable in part to the differing 

responsibilities and aspirations of trade union officials and 

politicians. More importantly, however, the politicians believed that 

the disabilities under which trade unions had previously operated were 

in fact removed by ameliorative Labor legislation, notably the Trade 

Union Act of 1915 and the Industrial Arbitration Act of 1916. These 

measures, both introduced by Theodore, instituted an industrial court 

with both arbitral and legislative powers and provided for the 

registration of trade unions and the amalgamation of unions by 

agreement. 
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The AWA's attitude towards arbitration reflected the 

consistently pragmatic approach to trade union problems that its leaders 

always adopted and which indeed was the major factor in the union's 

phenomenal success. The leadership was noi guided by theoretical 

considerations or socialist principles; rather it followed a practical, 

almost ad hoc policy of protecting the members' interests by whatever 

means possible, including direct action. This did not involve a 

deliberate policy of strike action, as claimed by Sullivan, nor a 
97 consistent militancy, as claimed by Lane. The AWA preferred compromise 

to confrontation, conciliation to conflict; its leaders wanted to cope 

with capitalism, not overthrow it. 

Nevertheless, in the context of trade unionism in Queensland 

in this period, the AWA was certainly the most progressive and dynamic 

union in the state. Not only did it conduct successful strikes but it 

also pursued a policy of direct involvement in politics at a time when 

most trade unions were content to leave direct political organization 

to the Labor Party. Moreover, its actions were indeed militant by 

comparison with those of other Queensland unions which lay quiescent. 

The AWA did not seek strikes "deliberately" and "consistently", but 

neither did it avoid them as a means of furthering its objectives. If 

a strike appeared unavoidable, the union entered the dispute 

wholeheartedly with all the resources at its disposal. 
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LEGEND OF NORTH QUEENSLAND - CHRISTIE PALMERSTON (1851-1897) 

Dr. D.J. Farnfield* 

Australian history, particularly in the nineteenth century, 

has its fair share of legendary figures: real characters who have been 

built into romantic folkheroes. They live on the frontier and most of 

them have a touch of the villain or larrikin about them, toned down by 

a "Robin Hood" desire to correct social injustices and confront the 

harshness of the authorities. 

It is often said of these characters, such as Ben Hall and 

Ned Kelly that they were "legends in their own time". Perhaps they 

were to those who never met them, but this statement, which has become 

a cliche needs examination. Very few people are legends, a description 

which denotes a romantic aura, to their contemporaries, who have the 

chance of judging them close at hand. 

The legend surrounding an historical character is usually the 

work of romanticising journalists, quasi-historians and story-tellers 

whose historical errors became perpetuated and often further 

embellished. Legends may collect round a character because of the 

remote and exotic terrain in which he operates. This adds to the 

mystery: a thread in the weaving of legends. The peculiar 

circumstances of an era, such as a gold rush in which there are 

adventurous spirits seeking fortunes, may also contribute to the 

creation of the legendary figure. 

This lecture is concerned with Christie Palmerston; the 

subject of more legends than any other person in the history of far 

North Queensland. The frontier in the tropical north has produced 

outstanding pioneers with exciting histories, such as the explorer 

Edmund Kennedy; Frank Jardine, the pioneer of Cape York; James Venture 

Mulligan, prospector and discoverer of the Palmer River Goldfields; 

John Moffat, the tin-mining king of Herberton and Irvinebank and many 
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others. Yet no one has been subject to the romanticising treatment 

given to Christie Palmerston. The purpose of this study is to examine 

the legend and the genuine historical evidence and then to try to 

account for the transformation of Christie Palmerston, prospector and 

tracker into a legendary figure. 

The area of far North Queensland in which he operated in the 

1880s was remote and mysterious in itself: from approximately Innisfail 

(then named Geraldton) to Port Douglas on the coast, and inland over 

the ranges to the Hodgkinson goldfield and the tin-mining towns of 

Herberton and Irvinebank. This included the rain-forests of the 

Atherton and Evelyn tablelands, roughly 443 sq. miles. The modern 

motorist cruising at 100 kph on a relatively well-surfaced road sees 

acres and acres of vivid green canefields with distant back-drops of 

mountainous rain-forest, dominated by the peak of Mount Bartle Frere. 

Only very rarely does a small uncleared patch of rain-forest give 

welcome shade to the road. In Palmerston's time the whole area was 

covered with dense tropical jungle, except for small patches kept clear 

by the rain-forest Aborigines. It was an area unique in Queensland, as 

the first explorer of the region, Elphinstone Dalrymple in 1874 

explained in his report to the Queensland government: 

In the dense scrubs, or rather jungles to which 
descend the surrounding hills to the water's 
edge, we were for the first time introduced to 
true tropical Queensland, and to a development 
of vegetation thoroughly oriental in its 
character and unlike any other in the 
Australian colonies. Dalrymple and his 
party painfully and slowly hacked their way 
to a vantage point on one of the ranges to 
get a view of the surrounding country. The 
view was breath-taking but the terrain 
apparently impenetrable. 

Bellenden Kerr Mountains were shrouded in dense 
clouds of smoke of black's fires, but the 
lofty peak of Mount Bartle Frere cut the clear 
blue sky to the N.W. far above them. Thence, 
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W. and S., ranges beyond ranges bounded the 
great coast basin, the whole of the wide
spread floor of which presented or.e vast 
unbroken expanse of dense tropical jungles. 1 

And Dalrymple with a sea-borne expedition saw only a fraction of it. 

Perhaps it is not surprising that Palmerston, who some ten years later 

tried to establish tracks through the area across the jungled ranges to 

the other side, assisted by a handful of Aborigines and Kanakas, should 

have become a legendary character. 

Dalrymple, although only on the fringes of the area remarks 

on the frequency with which they encountered Aborigines. By the 188Os 

the rain-forest had become a strong-hold because of its impenetrable 

nature, of Aboriginal resistance to white and Chinese intruders in far 

North Queensland. The unusually stubborn resistance of the rain-forest 

Aborigines, in the nature of a drawn-out guerrilla war, which has also 

become part of the frontier legend, is a study in itself which we have 

no time for in this lecture. Fortunately, Dr. N. Loos has given us a 

clear and fascinating study of "Resistance from the Rain-forest", in 

his PhD thesis "Aboriginal-European Relations in North Queensland 1861-

1897".2 Certainly part of the legend of Christie Palmerston arose from 

the fact that he operated with his own Aborigines in exceedingly 

difficult terrain inhabited by ferocious wild blacks, understandably 

very much on the defensive against white intruders. 

The story of Christie Palmerston begins in Melbourne where he 

was born in 1850. He was the son of Casino Jerome, the tenth Marquis 

di Carandini of Sarzano and his wife Mary nee Burgess. The name used 

on his marriage certificate issued in Townsville (1886), where he gives 

his age as 36 and his occupation as explorer was Christofers Palmerston 

Carandini. His father was an Italian emigre exiled from his homeland 

for revolutionary activities against Italy's foreign Austrian rulers. 

His mother was an opera singer, evidently of some note, professionally 

known as Madame Carandini. 
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Christie, for reasons we do not know, abandoned his Italian 

name in North Queensland and was known as Christie Palmerston. This 

name led to the myth, that his real father was the famous British Prime 

Minister, Viscount Palmerston. Biographers of Christie Palmerston have 

been quick to point out the absurdity of this legend as Viscount 

Palmerston "was 10,000 miles away at the appropriate time". 3 However, 

no one has suggested a reason for the inclusion of Palmerston in an 

otherwise Italian name. Surely the explanation is obvious. Christie's 

father might even have met Palmerston in London at Shaftesbury's (son

in law of Lady Palmerston) residence, a "house of call for refugees". 

It was natural that his father should want to honour the patron of 

Liberation by including the name Palmerston in those with which his son 

was christened. 

Christie Palmerston turned up at the Palmer River goldfield 

in 1874. Various suggestions based on weak or non-existent evidence 

have been given for his going to the Far North. But does going to one 

of Australia's richest and most spectacular gold rushes really need any 

explanation except a desire to find a fortune and an adventurous spirit 

in a young man of 24 years? On the Palmer and in the Hodgkinson gold

rush which followed in 1876, it seems the legends started to collect 

round his name. It is difficult to find an accurate picture of his 

appearance, even by people who allegedly knew him. 

A former journalist, later Major-General Spencer Browne, in 

his book A Journalist's Memories4 wrote: 

I found him to be about middle height, wiry, 
lean, very dark, and intensely self-conscious 
... Christy Palmerston spoke no language but 
that of the blacks, and his own English, and 
the latter rather indifferently .... In my opinion, 
Christy Palmerston was an Australian, a Victorian 
probably, of respectable parentage, but who had 
drifted. His lonely and rather risky life on 
the Palmer was temperamental. 
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Another account given by John Fraser who pioneered Mitchell Vale station 

gives a different picture: 

He was a man over medium height, stout-built, 
and very active, with black bushy beard, and 
black thick curly hair. As he wore no hat, it 
looked like a big mop. He was dressed in what 
I used afterwards to call his fighting rig, it 
consisted of a cotton shirt, held round the 
waist by a broad belt, glistening with 
cartridges, and holding onto his hip a large 
sized colt revolver, while a snider rifle 
hung from his shoulder. 5 

The most romanticized version of the Christie Palmerston legend can be 
6 

found in River of Gold by Hector Holthouse: the story seems to be 

culled from already established legends. Here is a typical example: 

He [Christy] arrived on the Palmer early in the 
rush, bearded, and unkempt as a blackfellow with 
a carbine slung over his shoulder, Colt revolver 
on his hip and a small army of half-wild myalls 
at his back. No one ever saw him digging gold, 
but he always seemed to have a good supply of it. 
Old diggers muttered darkly that it came from 
the miners who had been murdered by the blacks. 
In Cooktown's gambling dens he was nearly 
always lucky, and in the dance halls women 
flocked about him. 

Again, "Christie Palmerston was one of the most remarkable men the 

north ever knew. To the diggers he became a friend in need, to the 

Chinese a death-dealing terror, and to the cannibal blacks a legendary 

figure who moved among them unmolested". 

All the ingredients of a legend are here. The chivalrous 

knight who rescued the wives of white diggers, and "once had stayed with 

a myall tribe for weeks to look after a sick child": the larrikin whom 

the police were after yet at the same time respected: the self-appointed 

vigilante who declared war on the Chinese, whom the majority of the 

white people disliked and distrusted: and the romantic fortune hunter 

who looked after his own financial interests. And this is not to 

mention his beautiful singing voice and immediate fascination for women. 
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In the face of the legend-spinners, the historian is 

immediately tempted to play-down Christie Palmerston. To do this would 

be to lose an important character in North Queensland history. Because 

from the hard evidence available there does emerge the picture of a man 

who did some remarkable feats of tracking in the rain-forest and 

established an unusual relationship with the Aborigines of the area. 

Conditions in Far North Queensland from approximately 1874-

1890 made possible the work which Christie Palmerston actually carried 

out and also provided conditions for the growth of a legend. From 1876 

the North was in a state of flux and considerable confusion. The last 

of the great alluvial gold-rushes to the Palmer River in 1873-4 had 

drawn large numbers of people, seeking a fortune, to the Far North. 

When the alluvial gold ran out they spilled out over the area from 

Cooktown to Cardwell into the rain-forest and over the ranges, still 

trying to win a fortune or make a living without becoming "wages men" 

on a most demanding frontier. 

James Venture Mulligan, the veteran prospector, led five 

prospecting expeditions in 1874-1876 and finally discovered the 

Hodgkinson field in 1876. After the Hodgkinson, finding little more 

alluvial gold, the prospectors and fossickers turned to tin-mining in 

the Herberton area across the ranges. For a time tin gave the same 

promise of independence and self-employment that alluvial gold digging 

had offered. Fossickers and miners were then spread out over the rain 

forest and beyond. Shorter and better communications with the coast 

than those provided by Cooktown and Cardwell were imperative. Three 

more coastal townships were established at Port Douglas, Cairns and 

Geraldton to serve the hinterland. With the Divisional Boards Act 

introduced by the Mclllwraith government in 1879 they became centres of 

local government. The members of the Boards competed jealously and 

sometimes viciously to attract custom to their locality. 
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This was a multi-racial society. Apart from the Europeans 

there were thousands of Chinese, first attracted to the Palmer gold 

rush, who afterwards to the great disquiet of the white population took 

up tin-mining, market-gardening and storekeeping in the small townships 

as they sprang up. They kept to their own culture and in most places 

were regarded as undesirable aliens, particularly by the mining 

community. Along the coast wherever farmers were starting to grow 

sugar-cane were the Kanakas, imported South Sea Islanders. And last of 

all, there were the Aborigines either becoming second-class citizens in 

white society, or fiercely trying to defend their homelands against 

heedless foreign invaders. 

In this environment, Christie Palmerston, an adventurer seeking 

a living had unusual talents to offer, which Local Boards and the 

government wanted. Even if one discounts a great deal of the legend he 

was clearly an outstanding bushman and tracker who could handle 

Aborigines and spoke some of their languages. The romantic title of 

the legend, "Prince of Pathfinders", is perhaps somewhere near an 

accurate description. It is not difficult to understand how "scattered 

groups of pioneers battling for dear life to make a go of things" might 

make a legendary hero out of a pathfinder, whose "tracks opened up 

mineral, timber and sugar lands". Palmerston eventually became known 

on the Hodgkinson goldfield as an excellent bushman. There is 

unfortunately no hint of how he acquired this skill which he most 

likely learnt from contact with Aborigines. In 1876 Cooktown merchants, 

on the recommendation of J.V. Mulligan, backed Palmerston and W.C. Little 

to cut a track, from the Hodgkinson goldfield to the coast. This he 

did in 1877, discovering a route along the Mowbray River which led to 

the founding of Port Douglas. In 1880 he established a route from Port 

Douglas to the new Herberton tin fields. In April 1882 the Minister for 

Works in Mcillwraith's government, commissioned Palmerston to examine 

the ranges between Port Douglas and Cairns to recommend the best 

crossing of the ranges for a railway route to connect Herberton with 
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the coast. The economic benefit of being the port terminus was being 

eagerly sought by Port Douglas and Cairns. Dorothy Jones has given an 

excellent account with extracts from Palmerston's own report on his 

search for possible railway routes, in her book Trinity Phoenix: A 
. . 7 

H~story of Ca~rns. 

Palmerston's reports on his various expeditions are well

documented and show an accurate observer, painstaking explorer and an 

expert in bushcraft. Contrary to legendary assertions, they are not 

flamboyant. We have no time here for detailed study of reports which 

are of special interest to geographers and geologists: we will study 

one report only to examine his relationships with Aborigines, round 

which so much of the legend has grown up. 

Shortly after his completion of the survey for railway routes 

in August 1882 Palmerston received an offer from the Chairman of the 

Johnstone Divisional Board to find a track from Mourilyan Harbour to 

Herberton. As Mourilyan was considerably nearer to Herberton than 

either Port Douglas or Cairns, the Board wanted to put in a competitive 

bid for the government railway, but they were not very generous in the 

remuneration they offered Palmerston for such an arduous undertaking. 

He wrote, "I was to mark a track from Mourilyan to Herberton for the 

sum of £300 ... Should the Government use my track for a railway, the 

Board should add another £100, this lower sum to be paid in instalments". 

Palmerston fulfilled his side of the contract and marked out a track 

from Mourilyan to Herberton and back. But when he asked for his payment, 

he was told the Board did not have the money; all he received was a 

cheque for £20 from the ex-Chairman which was dishonoured. Thoroughly 

annoyed by such shabby treatment he withheld his report on the journey. 
8 

Just before he set out on this journey, his "faithful little 

follower", the Aboriginal Pompo died. They had been together for a 

long time as Christie wrote, "It is not in me to express how much this 
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little aborigine had endeared himself to me by his bright intelligence 

and fidelity. He accompanied me through the darkest scenes of my life 

- sickness, famine, adversity - and saved me from death several times". 

Rather than the armed gang of myalls at his heels as the legend 

suggests, it would seem that Pompa had often been his sole companion 

and part of the secret of Palmerston's success as a bushman. 

For the Mourilyan-Herberton exploration he had to get together 

a scratch team of "two half civilized Kanakas named Trousers and Myloo, 

two Johnstone aborigines, although myalls - I called one Charlie and 

the other Williea, and a little Etheridge aborigine named Sam". Through 

the journey Charlie was thoroughly unreliable and the plague of the 

expedition. Palmerston described him with the dry sense of humour 

which characterises his writing. "He was a long lean slab, swivel eyed, 

very deficient in the matter of calves and thighs, knees the size of 

pumpkins and more than usual share of mouth". When he arrived at 

Herberton he dispensed with Charlie and Williea, and took on two 

Thornborough [Hodgkinson] Aborigines in their place. It is significant 

that he remarks this was no trouble for him as he spoke their 

language. He found the Kanakas useless for exploring for they were 

continually moaning about being lost and naturally had no bush sense. 

One suspects that his dark mood on the whole of this expedition 

reflected a profound sense of loss at the death of Pompa. 

In his journal of this expedition we can forget the legendary 

figure "with his myall mob at his heels" for here he describes his 

outfit and his appearance when he reached Herberton. "Little Sam 

carried the sugar, the remainder [rations, rifles, tents, blankets and 

scrub knives] was divided among the other boys and myself. Our swags 

were done up in horse-collar fashion and carried on our heads, a rifle 

in one hand and a scrub knife [for cutting through the dense undergrowth 

of lawyer vine] in the other". When they emerged from the jungle at 

Herberton, "60 miles from Mourilyan to Herberton, and 50 miles of jungle 
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without break", he was "almost shirtless, quite bootless and hatless", 

and bore no resemblance to the equestrian ruffian of the legend, a cross 

between Ghengis Khan and an American cowboy. 

He did not have the power as the legend suggests of 

communicating and making friends with the wild blacks of the rain 

forest area. Like any other well-organized, experienced explorer he 

took precautions and defended himself and his party with firearms when 

their lives were in danger. Once on this journey as he was exploring 

a creek with one Aborigine only, they were surprised by a "big mob of 

aborigines coming down the creek towards us, armed with large swords 

and shields". 9 Palmerston spoke to them so did his companion, but they 

did not understand the language. Finally he was obliged to use his 

rifle, while his Aboriginal companion fought with a scrub knife for he 

did not understand the use of firearms. 

"On my road back", he writes, "I saw a little boy running 

away, I soon overtook him, laying the barrel of my rifle gently against 

his neck. He seemed struck with terror and amazement .... In my present 

garb, I should have been an object of terror to a child of my own race 

- only a shirt and cartridge belt on, my legs being bespattered with 

blood. He soon became reconciled, however, being very amused with my 

watch. When passing through a deserted camp he rolled up a native 

blanket and tramped along like a little man". The little boy was still 

with them when they reached Mourilyan. 

It is difficult to trace Palmerston's movements from early 

1883, the end of the Mourilyan-Herberton expedition to late 1886. It 

seems possible that he lived on and off in Townsville during this period, 

for on 6 December 1886 he married Teresa Rooney in the Roman Catholic 

Church of St. Joseph. The Rooneys were a well-known Townsville family 

and by all accounts a musical one. Teresa herself was a music teacher 

and their only daughter Rosina became a concert-singer. So the legend 
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which credits Christie with a passion for music and a fine singing voice 

may not be far wrong. Although it is stated that Palmerston ran a pub 

at Ross Island, Townsville for a time, it is very unlikely he really 

settled down at all, for just a month before his wedding, at the age of 

36, he discovered payable gold on the Upper Russell River. The 

resulting rush was the last of thf North Queensland alluvial rushes 

and Palmerston became fully involved. 

All versions of the legend of Christie Palmerston insist on 

his hatred of the Chinese from his days on the Palmer to the rush on 

the Upper Russell River. He is described as the "scourge" of the 

Chinese and a "death-dealing terror" to them. Events on the Russell 

River gold field and Geraldton (Innisfail) in 1887 certainly suggest 

that here at least the legend has some substance. The evidence is a 

report, dated 5 December 1887 furnished by the Senior Magistrate, 

W.S. Walsh, to the Colonial Secretary "concerning the activities of 

Christy Palmerston on Russell River goldfield in 1887". This official 

report purporting to be impartial shows clearly that Christie 

Palmerston had exploited the Chinese community in Geraldton. 10 

The story is as follows. In November 1886 Palmerston 

declared the finding of payable gold on the Russell River and 

received the government reward of £300. A rush of Europeans followed 

but by April in 1887 only 25 Europeans remained on the diggings: they 

left because of the poor yields, the rough terrain, and the difficulty 

of getting provisions. Palmerston then proceeded shamelessly to sell 

his indifferent goldfield to the Chinese of Geraldton. He told them 

they could obtain a certified amount of gold each per day ; offered to 

escort them to his find and protect them from the wild blacks at the 

rate of £1 per head. At this stage three Chinese businessmen came in 

and financed the venture for 30 Chinese diggers, paying Palmerston £30. 

The venture was naturally unremunerative but it started a rush to the 

Russell of some 200 Chinese from Geraldton and Cairns. 
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Palmerston then charged all-comers £1 a head, paid in full or 

by time-payment and issued receipts. He also established a monopoly 

for supplying meat to the Chinese on the diggings. He enforced his 

restraint of trade with his own band of Aborigines. "He [Palmerston] 

surrounded by his armed blacks, meets the advancing importers as they 

arrive and destroys their meat supplies; rice, flour and such like 

commodities were exempted and allowed to be taken on to the field". 

Palmerston's camp was pitched near the river bank where thick scrub 

forced all travellers to and from the goldfield to pass right by it. 

A touch of burlesque now enters the story. As his Aboriginals could 

not understand Chinese, Palmerston issued a passport to bona fide 

Chinese i.e. those who had paid his fee and went to the right butcher. 

This consisted of an envelope bearing the address of Palmerston's 

accredited butcher on the flap and inside a small amount of cowhair. 

The Chinaman carrying it was then pronounced "all right" by the 

Aborigines and allowed to go his way. 

The Senior Magistrate was obviously embarrassed by his task 

of compiling this report because the only evidence he could obtain was 

from the Chinese. He had however seen Palmerston's receipts and the 

cowhair passports which were easily obtainable in Geraldton. As 

custodian of the law for the whole area it was his duty to protect the 

Chinese and he was obviously incensed by Palmerston's behaviour. 

Especially when two cases of wilful destruction of property, brought 

against Palmerston by a Chinese merchant Lee Cook, were both dismissed 

by the local magistrate. Walsh reported in disgust: "The proceedings 

in the two cases against Palmerston are explicit and require no 

explanation. They disclose evidence of the accused's guilt and would 

have justified convictions in both cases. Both cases were however 

dismissed". 

The whole incident raises some very interesting points. 

Firstly, that the legend-makers are romancing and over-simplifying for 

dramatic effect, when they describe Palmerston's attitude to the Chinese 
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as "implacable hatred" compared to his "love" for the Aborigines. His 

attitude of despising the Chinese was typical of the average prospector 

and digger in North Queensland at the time, who regarded the Chinese as 

unwanted, undesirable 1aliens out to rob the white diggers of their 

rightful opportunities,.1
1 

After 1876 the great number of Chinese from 

the Palmer had spilled out over the Far North like green ants which 

scuttle in all directions when their nest is destroyed. 

The number of laws with amendments passed by the Queensland 

government between 1876 and 1890 to control the entry of Chinese and 

their movement onto new gold and tin mining fields is evidence of their 

unpopularity with the mining community. For instance from 1877 the 

Chinese were not allowed on a "new" goldfield for 3 years after 

discovery, unless the field was discovered by Chinese. By the Mineral 

Lands Act of 1882, the issue of a mining licence, business licence or 

mining lease to Chinese was forbidden. This applied to all mining other 

than for gold, and particularly to the new tin-mining. In view of 

these stringent regulations Christie Palmerston could have argued in 

1887 that he was doing the Chinese a good turn by allowing them onto 

the "new" Russell River field; even if thAy did have to pay him an 

entrance fee and use his appointed butcher. 

How long Palmerston remained in the Russell River-Geraldton 

area after 1887 is impossible to determine. It is obvious that from 

time to time he looked for new employment suited to his talents for 

exploring and prospecting. Temperamentally he could not settle down to 

more pedestrian ways of earning a living, if one is to credit the 

stories of short-lived attempts at running a store at the foot of Mount 

Bartle Frere and a hotel in Townsville. When the Queensland government 

under Mcilwraith carried out its temporary annexation of part of New 

Guinea, Palmerston offered his services there, but the government did 

not take up his suggestion. 
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Sometime in the 1890s he received an offer from overseas which 

attracted him. His wife and daughter remained in Townsville but he 

left North Queensland, as it turned out, permanently. He went first to 

Borneo and then to Malaya where he was employed as a prospector by the 

Straits Development Company. There he died at Kuala Pilah on 15 January 

1897 from a fever contracted in the jungle. 

* * * 

This has been a difficult historical exercise as researching 

a legend always is where romantic stories proliferate and real evidence 

is scarce. Christie Palmerston emerges as a skilful bushman and 

prospector with an unusual understanding of the languages and customs 

of the North Queensland Aborigines. He was an adventurer in the sense 

that he was always willing to take physical risks and also in the 

sense that he would rather earn a living as a prospector than by some 

more settled occupation. What then, apart from journalists' desire to 

satisfy their public's appetite for a good story, made him into a 

legendary figure? 

I cannot agree with the suggestion put forward at the 

conclusion of the entry on Palmerston in the Australian Dictionary of 

Biography that "Probably because of his theatrical background, 

Palmerston loved display and mystery-mongering". This surely is still 

part of the legend which the records do not support and may therefore 

be discounted as an explanation. 

The real explanation seems to come from three considerations. 

He was an individualist, lonely figure operating in the rain-forest 

which was to most people impenetrable, and therefore mysterious. He 

was able to make tracks for other people through the mysterious jungles 

and open up new opportunities for their employment. In his 
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explorations he was accompanied only by Aborigi~es whose customs at 

that time were little known or understood. That Palmerston could 

converse with them in some of their own languages was considered little 

short of miraculous. Finally, the Far North of Queensland was a 

remote, difficult frontier with very poor communications. Most news or 

rumour was transmitted by word of mouth, with the result that 

actualities were soon exaggerated and embellished into legends. 
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SEPARATION MOVEMENTS IN NORTH QUEENSLAND IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

Ms. C.R. Doran 

Separatism, that is the belief that North Queensland should 

be cut off from the south and allowed to govern itself, was fairly 

widespread in northern Queensland last century. It was also endemic: 

between 1866, when the first flare-up occurred, and 1900 there was a · 

series of separation movements seeking the division of the colony. In 

this lecture these movements will be discussed in some detail. First, 

however, a few general reasons for the persistent recurrence of 

separation movements in North Queensland are outlined and then a brief 

description of the typical characteristics of these movements. 

The settlers who came to open up northern Queensland in the 

1860s brought the idea of separation with them. Many believed that the 

separation of Victoria and Queensland from New South Wales as settlement 

spread indicated the pattern of things to come. It was commonly 

assumed in official circles, 
1 

and by the northern settlers in general, 

that Queensland would sooner or later be subdivided into two or more 

new colonies. The writings of John Dunmore Lang were particularly 

influential in creating this outlook. Lang had taken an active part in 

gaining the separation of Victoria and Queensland from New South Wales 

and he strongly advocated further separations. Using the small states 

of the United States of America as his example, Lang wrote of the need 

for seven colonies along the eastern seaboard of Australia.
2 

Therefore 

the prevailing expectation was that Queensland, with its vast territory 

and its obviously ill-placed capital city, would inevitably be split up 

sometime in the future. This idea seems to have taken deep root in the 

thinking of North Queensland's colonists. 

Distance was an important factor in the development of the 

early separation movements. The capital city was placed in the extreme 

south-east corner of an enormous territory comprising 670,000 square 

miles. As the bush ballad from which G.C. Bolton took the title of his 
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book pointed out, many parts of North Queensland were "a thousand miles 

away" from the administrative centre in Brisbane.
3 

In 1893, a pamphlet 

entitled Why North Queensland Wants Separation drew attention to the 

unfortunate geographical position of Brisbane, asking: 

When a wheelright makes a wheel, does he put 
the hub on the rim? .... When an engineer erects 
a stationary engine, does he not erect it as 
near as possible to the place where its power 
is to be exerted? ... Yet the people of Queensland 
have placed their administrative engine, the 
hub of their Government, in the extreme corner 
of a territory of 670,000 square miles; and 
expect that the power of the State will be 
equally exerted at Bowen and at Brisbane, that 
the benefits of the State will be equally shown 
at Ipswich, twenty miles away from the capital, 
and at Croydon, a thousand miles away. Is the 
expectation reasonable? .... What would you think 
of a man who told you the circulation of the 
blood would be more perfect if the heart were 
placed in the big toe?4 

Distance made the administration of northern areas difficult and 

inefficient. 

Separatism was stimulated when, as in other Australian 

colonies, the capital city grew and became self-generating - with the 

result that metropolitan interests began to dominate colonial 

parliaments. The relatively sparse population on the frontier engaged 

in pastoralism mining and tropical agriculture felt they were politically 

under-represented, and that their interests were consequently ignored. 

Because seats in parliament were allocated on the basis of population, 

the north could never hope to outvote the south. As Thankful Willmett, 

the president of the Separation Council, put it in 1886, northerners 

had: 

left to them not the slightest real control over 
their own political affairs, their public loans, 
or other public works. They have indeed the 
privilege of electing eight members to a 
Legislative Assembly of 55; they have the 
further privilege of reflecting that, for almost 
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all practical purposes, they might as well l e ave 
the electoral right unemployed. And, whether 
they petition or protest, they are met with the 
reply that Queensland is under responsibl e 
Government, against whose dicta, however 
mischievous, they have no appeal .... 5 

In addition, the elongated shape of Queensland's territory, 

with its long coastline, promoted the development of separate regions; 

this tendency was especially pronounced in the days of poor communications. 

Separate regions headed by Bowen, Townsville, Cairns and Mackay as ports 

of access were established to serve the pastoral, mining and 

agricultural hinterland. Roads and tracks led from the interior to 

these individual ports. Likewise the first railways ran from west to 

east not from north to south, providing communications between the 

regional capitals and their "back-country". It was not until 1924 that 

the coastal line linked the north to Brisbane. This communications 

pattern which developed in the first decades after the creation of 

Queensland encouraged the growth of regionalism. 

Moreover, the northern portion of Queensland is in the 

tropics; hence there was a tendency for northern industry to develop 

along lines quite different to those of the temperate southern portion 

of the colony. This was especially notable in the case of the sugar 

industry. At times serious conflicts of interest arose between the 

producers of North and South Queensland: for instance, n orthern sugar 

producers were keen to negotiate reciprocity agreements with Victoria 

and South Australia to allow duty-free entry of North Queensland sugar, 

but were thwarted by the overwhelming political influence of the 

protectionist agricultural producers of southern Queensland. The idea 

that tropical climates generated a social milieu at odds with the 

conditions of Western "temperate" civilization was one of the 

prevailing assumptions of the Victorian era. A.G. Stephens, the 

pamphleteer of the Townsville Separation League, emphasized the 

significance of the Tropic of Capricorn in the case fo r northern 

separation: 
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South Queensland lies almost wholly within the 
temperate zone: North Queensland lies wholly 
within the Tropics. To those who will think 
what this fact implies, there must come 
conviction that the system of government which 
is suitable for the one can never be good for 
the other. The natural opposition is too great. 
Radical differences of soil, of vegetation, of 
climate, of rainfall, of physical contour, of 
natural resources, of artificial products, 
must cause corresponding differences in the 
character of pursuits of the inhabitants of 
the two territories, and in the laws and 
customs by which they should be governed.6 

The northern separationists maintained that climatic differences led to 

a diversity of interests which made North and South Queensland 

incompatible. 

These then were some of the underlying factors predisposing 

North Queensland to separation movements: a belief, held even from the 

time of the first settlement of the north, that separation was 

inevitable; the factor of distance; differences in climate, industry 

and population density between north and south; the development of 

regional communications systems; and the growth of a metropolitan 

monopoly in Brisbane. 

Two currents of development turned this predisposition into 

concerted, organized separation movements determined to divide north 

from south. Firstly, there was a growing sense of grievance against 

the south due to its alleged inability to deal fairly with all areas of 

the colony. This aspect of the question was well-presented in 

R.G. Neale's article in Historical Studies in 1951.
7 

Neale stressed 

economic self-interest in his interpretation of the movement. A second 

current was the growth and development of North Queensland itself, so 

that its people came to believe that they were ready to govern themselves 

in an independent colony. This went back to the assumption that sooner 

or later separation must come; separationists, especially in the 1880s 

and 1890s, were convinced that the time was right. They compared North 
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Queensland to other colonies using various indices of growth such as 

population, revenue, exports and imports. Finding that North Queensland 

compared favourably with many colonies that had enjoyed self-government 

for years, they felt that they too were now entitled to rule themselves. 

The separation movements of last century shared several common 

features. They were organized and directed by separation leagues and 

committees. These were usually appointed at public meetings and almost 

invariably included the civic leaders of the northern towns. Local 

shopkeepers and small businessmen were the core of the leagues. Each 

local league corresponded with kindred organizations in other towns. 

The desire for separation was spread mainly by means of public meetings, 

and it was at public meetings also that important decisions were made 

about how the movement was to be conducted. One of the main 

responsibilities of the leagues was the canvassing of signatures for 

separation petitions addressed to the Queen. The league also maintained 

a close working relationship with the parliamentary representatives of 

the northern electorates, who advocated the separation case in 

parliament. 

Despite their surface similarities, however, each of the 

northern separation movements differed considerably. This was partly 

because they occurred at different stages in the development of North 

Queensland. On each occasion the cases presented by the separationists 

were quite different. 

* * * 

The first separation movement in north Queensland appeared in 

1866. At this time north Queensland was still very much in its infancy. 

Its first township, Bowen, had been founded only in 1861; in 1865 the 

population of North Queensland numbered a mere 1086.
8 

Because of this 
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northerners believed, probably quite correctly, that their chances of 

gaining self-government from the British authorities were very slim. 

Therefore - a little reluctantly, for rivalry was already intense -

north Queensland joined hands with Rockhampton and the districts of 

central Queensland in demanding separation. The boundary of the new 

northern colony was to be at the line of Dawes Range to the south of 

Gladstone. The Northern Separation League had its centre in Rockhampton 

with affiliated leagues in Bowen and Mackay. But internecine squabbling 

- between Rockhampton and Gladstone, and between Rockhampton and its 

pastoral hinterland, as much as between central Queensland and north 

Queensland - destroyed the movement. By mid-1867 it had burned itself 

out. 

In 1869 the separation movement was revived. By this time 

north Queensland had progressed considerably and the discovery of gold 

at Cape River and Ravenswood made its economic future look promising. 

But still separationists were not hopeful of northern autonomy and they 

were wary of association with Rockhampton as a result of their previous 

experience. Reasoning that their small° population would deter the 

British government from granting them fully-fledged responsible 

government they adopted the aim of separation as a Crown Colony.
9 

In 

a Crown Colony, the Queen, through her appointed officials would 

control legislation and all public officers; it was argued that north 

Queensland needed a period of tutelage under the British Colonial Office 

before it would be ready for the onerous responsibilities of self

government. 

This movement of 1869 to 1872 was the first move for the 

separation of north Queensland proper, as distinct from central 

Queensland. This time the boundary of the new colony was to be at the 

line of Cape Palmerston south of Mackay, excluding Rockhampton and the 

central districts. In 1871 a petition was sent to England asking for 

separation; it was refused by the Secretary of State for the Colonies 
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in 1872 on the ground that the complex question of separation had not 

been adequately discussed in the Queensland parliament. 1O The British 

Government was reluctant to interfere in the internal affairs of self

governing colonies like Queensland. This negative reply effectively 

put a halt to the northern movement. 

But other, internal, factors also contributed to the failure 

and collapse of the separation movements of the 186Os and very early 

187Os; local loyalties undermined the unity of these movements. Bowen 

vied with Rockhampton to be the capital of the planned new colony. 

Other towns such as Townsville and Mackay were unwilling to assist 

either Rockhampton or Bowen in the bid for supremacy. Co-operation 

was also lacking between the northern pastoralists and the people of 

the towns. There was considerable ill-feeling between town and 

country in this period; in central Queensland a number of the outback 

squatters even organized an anti-separation petition. 

During the remainder of the 187Os there was no active 

separation campaign, though in 1876 Bowen and Townsville vainly 

attempted to initiate a movement. During this decade northern 

complaints about financial discrimination became increasingly strident. 

Northerners believed that the centralization of legislative and 

administrative powers in the south allowed the south to use the 

finances of the colony for its own benefit, to the neglect of essential 

public works in the north. Public loans were raised on the security 

of the whole colony but, according to many North Queenslanders, the 

money was applied mainly to southern development. Still the north had 

to pay its share of the interest, though it received no direct benefit 

from developmental projects in southern Queensland. Administration was 

increasingly inefficient with greater distances from the capital. 

Furthermore, North Queensland, lacked influence in parliament to remedy 

these injustices because seats were allocated on a population basis. 
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Under pressure from North Queensland representatives 

parliament, in the 1870s considered a number of legislative remedies 

for these ills. The idea was to divide Queensland into three or four 

provinces for financial purposes. Separate accounts of revenue and 

expenditure would be kept, and the parliamentary representatives of 

each of the provinces would form committees empowered to advise 

parliament on the financial administration of their province. 
11 

Southerners tended to find these so-called "Financial Separation" bills 

too drastic, while northerners felt that they did not go far enough in 

redressing their grievances. Pleasing no-one, they were easily postponed 

or shelved. In 1877 a Royal Commission was appointed in an attempt to 

allay discontent in the distant parts of the colony. As a result of 

its deliberations, another Financial Separation bill was drawn up: "to 

provide for the division of the colony into districts for financial 

purposes, and to adjust the general and local receipts and expenditure 
12 

of the colony." But this, like the earlier bills, failed to pass 

parliament. 

The 1880s saw the most serious, concerted and well-organized 

attempt to achieve separation. This time the movement aimed for 

separation with representative institutions and responsible government, 

with the border once again at the line of Cape Palmerston. From the 

early 1880s to about 1894 separation became a great issue in North 

Queensland. The movement affected the entire north but reactions to it 

varied widely. Thus G.C. Bolton has designated the issue of separation 
13 

as "North Queensland's first great controversy." 

The organization of this movement was more complex than 

before. It comprised 20 local leagues which sent representatives to a 

central co-ordinating body, the Separation Council, based in Townsville. 

In June 1886 the Separation Council sent a 26-foot long petition 

containing just over 10,000 signatures to England. Debates on separation 

took place in the Legislative Assembly and delegations were sent to 

London to lobby on behalf of the separation cause. 
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Strong leagues were formed in Townsville, Mackay and 

Hughenden; there were also branches at Cairns, Charters Towers, Cooktown, 

Bowen, and many other smaller centres. However, in many places there 

were also sizeable anti-separation groups. A poll in Charters Towers 

in 1890, for instance, showed that the anti-separationists outnumbered 
14 

the separationists by 1220 to 984. 

Much of the opposition to the movement within the north was 

due to the belief that it was basically a move by the northern sugar 

planters to protect their supplies of coloured labour for sugar 

cultivation. In 1883 Sir Samuel Griffith had achieved an overwhelming 

electoral victory on a platform of curtailing the entry of alien labour 

into Queensland. Griffith alleged that the planters, fearing the 

impending restrictions, had taken up the cause of separation with the 

aim of establishing a "black state" in the north, a planters' aristocracy 

based upon imported coloured labour. 15 Separationists vehemently denied 

the Premier's accusations, but he had successfully managed to tar "the 

whole movement with the 'black labour' brush". 16 The coloured labour 

issue aroused the suspicions of British officials, who associated the 

movement with all the evils of "blackbirding", so recently forced upon 

public attention by the "Hopeful" scandal. 17 It also tended to alienate 

from the movement the working class, and particularly the northern 

miners, who fiercely opposed the use of imported "coolie" labour. The 

coloured labour issue inevitably had a detrimental, divisive effect on 

the northern separation movement. 

Moreover, as in the 1860s, there was bitter rivalry between 

the northern towns for selection as the new capital. Virtually every 

town in the north was convinced that it had the best claim to the 

honour. In an attempt to obviate destructive bickering, the Mackay 

league and John Macrossan suggested an entirely new capital, perhaps at 

the Valley of Lagoons inland from Cardwell. But this idea was never 

taken up. Again, localism and urban rivalry were powerful divisive 

forces undermining the separation movement. 
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The northern separationists encountered many setbacks in 

London. In 1887 the Secretary of State for the Colonies refused to 

give an affirmative answer to the separation petition. He argued that 

the British government had only a "latent power" in deciding the question. 

Because Queensland was a self-governing colony, he said, he was unwilling 

to interfere in its internal administration unless the Queensland 
18 

parliament specifically requested him to do so. This meant that a 

resolution in favour of separation would have to be passed by the 

Queensland Legislative Assembly. As the northern separationists well 

knew, this was an impossibility. Southern members outnumbered 

northerners in parliament and they consistently voted in a bloc against 

separation. 

Following this negative answer from the Secretary of State 

the separation movement plunged into a period of despair and 

disillusionment. But by 1890 the agitation had revived and once again 

memorials and letters were sent to London. The persistence of the 

separationists seemed to be having effect. Rumours spread that the 

Secretary of State was becoming more favourably inclined towards the 

movement. But once again Samuel Griffith showed his political 

astuteness. He devised an elaborate scheme for a provincial federation 

within Queensland. The three provinces of north, central and south 

Queensland were each to have their own legislature; in addition, a 

federal legislature, including representatives from all three provinces, 

was to meet in Brisbane. 

So long as it seemed that northern grievances could be met by 

means short of separation, the Secretary of State was pleased to delay 

making a decision. He therefore told a separation delegation in London 

to wait until Griffith's scheme had been thoroughly thrashed out in the 

Queensland Legislative Council, separationists thought their day had 

finally come. But now, owing to a change of government in Britain, Sir 

Henry Holland who as Secretary of State was by this time fairly well-
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informed on the separation question and whose attitude seemed to be 

softening, was replaced. Lord Ripon, the new Secretary of State, was 

reluctant to make a decision and eagerly siezed upon the financial crisis 

in Queensland in 1893 as an excuse to postpone his decision 

· d f. . 1 20 
1.n e 1.n1.te y. 

A number of general reasons have been advanced for the 

hesitancy of the British government on the question of North Queensland 

separation. Firstly, the British government was anxious to protect the 

interests of people in Britain who had bought Queensland bonds. It was 

feared that the division of Queensland would reduce the security on 

which the bonds had originally been issued and increase the risks of 

failure to redeem or pay interest on the borrowed money. By 1890 

Queensland government borrowing amounted to about 28 million pounds, so 

the British bondholders had a considerable interest in the continued 

prosperity of the colony. Secondly, the British government were 

apprehensive that a new colony might not be economically viable, and 

hence become an added expense. They therefore preferred to maintain 

the status quo. Thirdly, granting separation to North Queensland may 

have caused embarrassment to the British government in view of its 

unionist policy on Ireland. The separation issue could have been taken 

up and exploited by the Irish members of the House of Commons, asking 

"if North Queensland was entitled to self-government, why not Ireland 

also?" And finally, a genuine reluctance to interfere with the workings 

of self-governing colonies influenced the attitude of the British 

colonial minister. This meant that the British would rather consider 

any solution other than separation. The growth of the nationalist 

feeling throughout the Australian colonies was already making itself 

felt in resentment at political interference by the British authorities. 

In North Queensland itself, the separation movement had by 

1894 declined into insignificance. Repeated rebuffs in London had 

produced a sense of despondency, a feeling that further attempts were 
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useless. The financial depression, heralded by the bank closures of 

1893, absorbed the attention of many separationists. Furthermore, the 

advent of the Labour party on the political scene caused many formerly 

ardent separationists to think twice. In the general election of 1893, 

seven Labour men were elected in North Queensland out of a total of 

seventeen northern members. In 1894 this victory was consolidated by 

the success of a Labour candidate in a Townsville by-election. From 

then on the possibility that the government of the new colony in the 

north might be Labour-dominated had to be considered. Naturally enough 

this new outlook tended to make Labour supporters more keen on 

separation, but the more conservative groups, which had previously been 

the backbone of the movement, became increasingly alienated from it. 

All these factors contributed to the decline of the movement. By 1894 

the north's most significant, serious separation movement had 

virtually petered out. British resistance, southern opposition, and 

northern disunity had combined to defeat it. 

Since then there have been only sporadic attempts to revive 

the separation issue. But the effects of separatism have been more 

wide-ranging. For instance, separatist feeling seems to have been one 

factor in North Queensland's overwhelmingly affirmative vote for 

federation in the 1899 referendum.
21 

In fact, the votes of North 

Queenslanders were decisive in bringing Queensland into the Australian 

Commonwealth. While South Queenslanders feared being overwhelmed by 

the numbers and trading strength of the southern colonies, northerners 

saw little difference in being governed from Melbourne, Sydney, or 

Brisbane.
22 

Some highly optimistic separationists even argued that the 

removal of inter-colonial trade barriers would reduce the incentive of 

the South to retain its hold over northern trade, hence bringing 
. 23 

separation nearer. 

In the event, however, federation drastically altered the 

situation for die-hard separationists. Clauses 123 and 124 of the new 
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Australian constitution made the approval of the state government and 

the Commonwealth government preconditions for the division of any state: 

123. The Parliament of the Commonwealth may, 
with the consent of the Parliament of a State, 
and the approval of the majority of the electors 
of the State voting upon the question, increase, 
diminish, or otherwise alter the limits of the 
State, and may with the like consent, make 
provision respecting the effect and operation 
of any increase or diminution or alteration of 
territory in relation to any State affected. 

124. A new State may be formed by separation 
of territory from a State, but only with the 
consent of the Parliament thereof, and a new 
State may be formed by the union of two or more 
States or parts of States but only with the 
consent of the Parliaments of the States 
affected. 

State governments, of course, have vested interests in the matter and 

no state government has yet given its support to a separatist movement 

within its borders. Moreover, through federation the separationists 

lost the British government as a final court of appeal. 

At the same time economic factors were working towards the 

gradual assimilation of all districts of Australia within a national 

economy. Improved transport and communications undermined much of the 

old sense of regional identity. Nevertheless, northern separatism has 

still enjoyed its revivals. Between 1910 and 1914 the issue was raised 

once again in the Queensland parliament by T.J. Ryan and John Adamson. 

Petitions were sent to the Federal government, which, however, declined 

to accept responsibility for making a decision on the question. In 

1910 a motion favouring the division of Queensland into three separate 

states was actually passed in the Legislative Assembly, but no further 

action was taken on the matter. In the 1920s and more especially in 

the late 1950s and early 1960s active movements tried to obtain 

b k . f f d . 2 4 E d th government ac 1ng or a re eren um on separation. ven to ay e 

idea of a new state in the north is far from dead, though popular 
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support can in no way be compared to what it was at its height in the 

1880s. A feeling of regional loyalty still exists in North Queensland; 

this may be recognized, in part at least. as a significant long-term 

effect of the separation movements of the past. 
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"THE FIERY CROSS WILL GO FORTH": WORKING-CLASS RADICALISM AND 
MUNICIPAL SOCIALIZATION IN TOWNSVILLE DURING THE 1930s AND 1940s 

Associate Professor I.N. Moles 

I 

Townsville, like a thousand other communities in Australia, 

proudly lays claim to a number of unique historical distinctions. 

There is the first "official" hoisting of the Australian flag, for 

instance, or, more preciously, the staging of "the only bull fight" 

ever held on Australian soil. Interest in the latter spectacle was so 

great that Cinesound News Review sent a unit from Sydney to film it 

(17 May 1933) and recorded that one bull delivered a "glancing blow" 

to the lower abdomen of the matador, though the other bulls were so 

"lethargic" that stockmen were reduced to chasing them with stock 

h
. 1 

w 1ps . 

Townsville's working-class citizens were also steeped in the 

traditions of unionism and the labour movement. For more than a 

generation the back room of an unprepossessing building in Flinders 

Street, known as Foley's Boot Store, was the university of Labor 

politicians in the north, some of whom, like Theodore and McCormack, 

rose to the highest positions in federal and State politics. But if 

Foley's was the university, the school for the vast majority of 

Townsville's working men was a capacious Terminalia, or Indian 

Almond tree, known locally as the "Tree of Knowledge". Under its 

branches in Denham Street men would gather after dark to listen to 

"orators" whom the more conservative folk labelled "agitators". There 

the opening rallies of all political campaigns - municipal, State, 

federal - took place. Men in their dark-blue singlets tumbled out of 

the bars in Flinders Street to shout comments on the loud rhetoric of 

the speakers. Sometimes, when the speaker was not approved of, the 

crowd would give "three groans" - the reverse of three cheers. Mingled 

in everyone's memory with their visions of what went on in the shadow 
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of the "Tree of Knowledge" were stories from an earlier time, telling 

of labour organizers who had been shut out of the meatworks by the 

managers and had swum crocodile-infested creeks to reach the men and 

persuade them to join the union. 

During the slaughter season, about a thousand men - the 

largest concentration of labour in Townsville - were employed by the 

meatworks. Wharves and railways accounted for most of the rest. All 

of the three unions representing the men - the Australian Meat Industry 

Employees' Union (A.M.I.E.U.), the Waterside Workers' Federation 

(W.W.F.) and the Australian Railways' Union (A.R.U.) - had inherited 

the mantle of militancy from "Red Ted" Theodore's "fighting A.W.A." 

(Amalgamated Workers' Association) when it was absorbed by the 

Australian Workers' Union (A.W.U.) in 1913. 2 Each nurtured a 

syndicalist mistrust of parliamentary action; each refused to recognize 

the Industrial Arbitration Act of 1916; each reaffirmed its faith in 

direct action.
3 

As early as 1917 the journal of the International 

Workers of the World (I.W.W.), Direct Action, noted with pride that 

"the working class is beginning to think in these northern wilds. And, 

b h h h h · k h 114 k h y t e way, went ey tin t ey act.... To most war ers, owever, 

Townsville's reputation for industrial anarchy dated from "Bloody 

Sunday" in 1919 when police actually fired on striking meatworkers and 

b f 1 . . d 5 a num er o peop e were 1nJure . 

Townsville's status after 1922 as the organizational centre 

of the communist movement in North Queensland gave added lustre to its 

growing, even venerable, tradition of radicalism. The first northern 

branches of the Communist Party of Australia (C.P.A.) were formed in 

Townsville and Cairns in September 1922; in April 1926 the C.P.A. 

established its official northern headquarters in the Townsville 

Meatworkers' Hall. The C.P.A.'s relentless and bitter attack on the 

Labor Party's inflexible commitment to the arbitration system was 

undeniably popular among the rank and file of Townsville workers, many 
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of whom, especially after the experience of wage reductions during 

the early 1920s, regarded judicial decisions as inimical to the 

workers' best interests.
6 

The 1930s continued to be a peri od of 

"remarkable growth" for the Communist Party in Townsville, "·hich was 

without parallel anywhere else in Australia.
7 

The climax of this 

movement came in 1944 when F.W. Paterson became the first (and so far 

the only) communist member of an Australian parliament. 8 

II 

When the McCormack Labor Government fell from p()wer in 1929, 

after fourteen years continuously in office, this was because large 

numbers of Labor supporters deserted it. 9 The root cause of the 

problem was a two-fold one: on the one hand, militant left-wingers 

deplored the snail's pace at which socialization appeared to be 

proceeding; on the other hand, the more moderate majority realized to 

its chagrin that the Labor government was not only not the model 

employer they had expected it to be but even a downright unsympathetic 
10 

one. Nowhere in Queensland were these feelings more pronounced than 

in the North and in the ranks of railway workers. Indeed as early as 

1919 railwaymen had begun to denounce their employer for bureaucratic 
11 "injustice, pin-pricking and tyranny". It was not that the leaders 

of the A.R.U. were communists, but they were vigorously left-wing in 

their beliefs, constantly proselytizing an ideological position which 

was "one of socialism with strong Marxist overtones", and frequently 

"sounding like communists". Increasingly the government responded by 

stigmatizing them as "communists" and "revolutionaries 11
•
12 

Subsequently there was no attempt to conciliate leftist 

opinion in the Labor Party when it returned to power in 1932. The new 

Premier, William Forgan Smith, placed his wager on the moderate 

majority in the labour movement, forging a close alliance with Clarrie 

Fallon, the new State President of the A.W.U. whose executive, along 
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with the Queensland Cabinet and the Queensland Central Executive 

(Q.C.E.) of the A.L.P. formed "an interlocking directorate 11
•
13 

Forgan 

Smith uncompromisingly reasserted the view that Labor should attempt 

to govern in the interests of the whole community, a policy which saw 

him decisively returned to power in 1935. Loyally supported on almost 

every major issue by Fallon and the A.W.U., the Premier's control over 

the party's policy-making apparatus was little short of absolute; under 

him, the A.L.P. frankly settled down to a policy of liberal 

d . . . f h . 1 · 14 
a m1n1strat1on o t e capita 1st system. 

However, this brand of parliamentary, multi-class reformism 

remained anathema to the labour movement's left wing whose views 

found expression in the pages of The Advocate, official organ of the 

A.R.U.: 

Under [Forgan Smith's] regime, the class 
position of the workers in this State did 
not improve relatively to the position of 
the employing class; no fundamental principle 
of working-class policy was established 
during his term as Premier ... Under 
Mr. Smith's leadership the Labor Party lost 
its working-class identity,15 

Many others in the A.L.P. who had no ideological affinity with the 

"Marxist overtones" of The Advocate yet found cause for resentment 

towards the autocratic hold of the Cabinet-Q.C.E.-A.W.U. "interlocking 

directorate" over the party's entire decision-making processes. Indeed 

fissiparous tendencies became so strong that a spate of defections 

from the party took place in the late 1930s and early 1940s - to the 
16 17 

Communist Party, to a Protestant Labor Party, to so-called "Andrew 

Fisher", "King O'Malley" and "Hermit Park" labour candidates. Each 

was concerned, in one way or another, with restoring pristine labour 

tradition s whi ch they sincerely believed the A.L.P. had sullied. 
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III 

The "Hermit Park" candidate in 1944 was Townsvi 11 e's Deputy 

Mayor, Tom Aikens, engine-driver, self-made orator, militant 

unionist and acknowledged working-class spokesman in Townsville. In 

1932 his name had appeared on the register of founding members of the 

Hermit Park branch of the A.L.P. whose members, almost to a man, 

belonged to the A.R.U. The branch in Hermit Park (a Townsville 

suburb) was formed specifically to fight bureaucratic victimization 

and injustice of a kind that had occurred during an industrial 

disturbance in the Railways Department in 1931. The trouble arose, 

as some of the most savage of human conflicts do, over the most 

trivial of incidents. A quantity of copper ore was produced by 

non-union labour at Dobbyn, near Cloncurry, and some assiduous unionist 

had scrawled the legend, "Black Ore from Dobbyn", in chalk on the 

side of one of the railway wagons carrying the ore to Townsville. 

Whether by calculated intention, bored inattention, or simply 

because of darkness, the wagon somehow escaped notice until it 

reached Townsville's South Yard, the goods marshalling depot some six 

hundred miles away. There it was detected, and three railwaymen -

O'Brien, Sparrow and Wood - were peremptorily dismissed for refusing 

to handle the "black" wagon. On 19 November a mass meeting of 

railwaymen in the old Olympia open-air cinema in Sturt Street decided 

to declare a strike from midnight on 27 November unless the three men 

were meanwhile reinstated in their jobs. 
18 

On 26 November the 

non-Labor government of the day, led by Arthur Moore, overreacted to 

the railwaymen's ultimatum by rushing through parliament a Railway 

Strike and Public Safety Preservation Bill, empowering the Governor 

of Queensland to proclaim a state of emergency in the interests of 

maintaining railway service; not only that, a force of special police 

was despatched to "Townsville to reinforce the persuasions of 

parliament. 19 For several days, bands of uniformed men patrolled the 
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main streets of Townsville, crowding and jostling knots of sullen and 

resentful men. Occasionally, there were ugly scenes: "some of the 

police thugs would walk behind us as we walked along the footpaths, 

and they would kick us viciously in the leg muscles; if you turned on 

them, as some of the fellows did, they'd arrest you for creating a 

disturbance or assaulting a policeman.
1120 

Police intimidation nonetheless had its intended effect, and 

the strike collapsed. Not content with mere victory, however, a 

vindictive Tory government determined to punish the refractory railwaymen 

and promulgated a "black list" of renegades. In the long run it was 

an honour to have been blacklisted by a non-Labor government, and in 

fact one man whose name appeared on the list later rose to the position 

of Acting Commissioner of the Queensland Government Railways; but there 

were scant grounds for jubilation at the time: "Men were refused 

re-employment - no one knew why - excellent men, good citizens, good 

workers.
1121 

The Hermit Park A.L.P. thus came into existence as an avowed 

agency of class struggle. These were stirring, hope-filled years for 

the labour movement - before the trauma of the Nazi - Soviet Pact - when 

members still hailed one another breathlessly as "comrade!" and, at 
II 1122 

meetings of the branch, you had to be early to get a seat. It was 

a euphoric, even apocalyptic, ambiance in which Aikens cast himself as 

party intellectual and sage - a role he played convincingly because of 

his background of wide reading and private study. Whenever the Hermit 

Park branch paused to consider an issue of supra-local or theoretical 

importance, transcending the bread-and-butter concerns which mostly 
23 

preoccupied its unionist members,. Aikens was invariably the proponent. 

Of course there were two dangers inherent in his position: first, his 

mdtes were generally suspicious of ambition and the desire to raise 

oneself above one's station; they looked upon education as a form of 

snobbery or as a means of social advancement that broke up the 
24 

camaraderie 0f working men. In the second place, intellectual 
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independence, for all the guarded admiration it commandPd ~nong the 

rank and file, was potentially incompatible with discipline in a party 

whose principal strength lay in the subordination of individual to 

class interests. Indeed there were early indications of what A.L.P. 

notables soon discovered to be the abrasive and obdurate individuality 

of Tom Aikens: at the end of 1935 Aikens instigated a strong branch 

protest to the Q.C.E. over the non-endorsement of "Comrade" Bolger 

h . 1 1 b. . 25 
forte municipa p e 1sc1te. 

In 1936 Labor aldermen had never before formed a majority on 

the Townsville City Council, but in the municipal elections held in 

April - the first in which Aikens participated, bringing him a fame 

(or notoriety, depending on the point of view) which he never 

thereafter lost - they came within easy striking distance of that 

goal. The main issue in 1936 - indeed the perennial issue in 

Townsville local politics - was lack of water. 1935 had been the 

driest year in living memory, and water restrictions were draconian 

in their severity. There was a total ban on the watering of plants, 

even with bath water. If the back-yard horticulturalist wanted to 

preserve a precious orchid, he had to take it inside his home and 

hide it like some common thief secreting his loot. Aikens, at his 

street-corner meetings talked about nothing but water. Using the 

forthright and vivid language for which he was becoming noted, he 

stigmatized Ross River, the city's main watercourse - and the source 
26 

of its water supply - as "a dirty, evil, foul-smelling swamp 11
• 

The people, in their overriding concern for water, cheerfully forgot 

that it was their river Tom was disparaging. On the other hand, the 

non-Labor "Ratepayers' Team'' ignored the water crisis and found its 

main issue in the dispute between the respective supporters of Day 

Labour and Contract Labour as the most efficient means of constructing 

Townsville's long-awaited sewerage mains: 
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Some of the local [A.L.P.] advocates of 
Day Labour have had their own buildings 
and houses built by contract, because it 
was advantageous, but they want to 
burden the electors with Day Labour. 
Why? If it is sound business for their 
own affairs, why not for you?27 

Aikens' riposte, that the point of the Ratepayers' argument escaped 

him when there was in any case no water to flush the toilets, called 

forth the usual ribald and appreciative guffaws from his audiences. 

The Ratepayers' Team was returned with five aldermen, 

compared to the A.L.P. 's four.
28 

The conservatism of working-class 

voters, which, on issues of financial control and management, still 

ensured the electoral ascendancy of a businessman's government, for 

the time being prevailed. As the Bulletin pompously put it, if a 

Labor City Council were returned, "the splendid fiduciary position" of 
29 

the Council would be "speedily destroyed". Yet the creditable overall 

performance of the four successful A.L.P. aldermen (Aikens, Illich, 

Corcoran, Hamilton) provided scant justification for another post

electoral prognostication that the A.L.P. would "never" gain control 

of the municipality of Townsville "so long as the [Ratepayer] aldermen 

conduct their business with the same judgment, moderation and fairness 

as they have done in the past. 1130 

Most lunch-times the four Labor aldermen would meet behind 

the Locomotive Foreman's Office; there, huddled earnestly around their 

battered black tucker boxes, they held the Caucus meetings that 

decided Townsville's municipal destinies over the next decade. They 

examined old ideas and tossed around new ones, accepting them if it 

seemed that they would "please" the people and rejecting them if it did 

not. What gradually emerged was a determination not only to proceed 

with the public acquisition of Townsville's principal utilities, but 

also to initiate municipal competition in a great many lesser fields 

traditionally reserved to private enterprise; in short, to inaugurate 
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a bold, thoroughgoing and, in many respects, novel programme of 
. . 1 . 1 · . 31 mun1c1pa socia 1zat1on. 

Indeed the "main issue1132 in the 1939 local election became 

the Labor proposal to set up a Council retail undertaking for the sale 

of major electrical appliances, a scheme first mooted by Aikens and 

taken up enthusiastically by his comrades in the Hermit Park A.L.P. 33 

In July 1937, when Aikens had first tried to persuade the Council to 

implement his proposal, his motion was lost only on the casting vote 
34 

of the mayor. At a time when hire purchase · was still regarded as 

usurious rather than as the panacea for working-class impecuniosity 

that it later became, Aikens loudly deplored the "money lending" 

practices which placed the ownership of an electric stove in 

particular beyond the financial reach of most workers: 

The local retailers of stoves bought them 
at a certain price, placed their profit 
on top of that price, and ... if time 
payment was desired, ten per cent was 
imposed on the selling price.35 

A people's electrical undertaking would not only sell stoves more 

cheaply but also extend time-payment periods and halve the interest 
36 rate on borrowed money. 

Despite dire warnings in certain quarters that a Labor 

Council would be subject to "the dictation of distant outside 

politicians who [would] seek to use the electors of the municipality 

for their own ends",
37 

the voters of Townsville were sufficiently 

impressed with Labor's proposals. In fact, the election produced two 

notable results: for the first time a socialist Council gained 

control of Townsville's municipal affairs, and for the first time in 

Australia a communist, F.W. Paterson, was returned at the polls. 

A certain ideological sympathy between Paterson and Aikens 

soon made them boon companions, the more so since each possessed 

qualities the other lacked but wished he had: Paterson, a formal, 
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disciplined education and cosmopolitan outlook; Aikens, a self-made, 

oratorical brilliance and parish-pump charisma. While an alderman of 

the Townsville City Council, Paterson was an "Independent Socialist" 

candidate for the Townsville-based federal seat of Herbert in the 1940 

Commonwealth election (when the Communist Party was banned), and 

eventually entered the Queensland State Parliament in 1944 as 

communist Member for Bowen - whereupon he resigned from the Townsville 

City Council. In 1947 he was re-elected to the Queensland Legislative 

Assembly for the second and last time.
38 

Fred Paterson held the balance of power in a Council 

composed of four Ratepayer aldermen, five A.L.P. aldermen, and the 

nominally Independent mayor, J.S. Gill, who was in reality, however, 

an ardent anti-socialist. Already an elderly man when he became mayor 

in 1933 (he was born in 1867), Gill remained in the office until 1952. 

He built up a reputation as "a fine English gentleman" who comported 

himself "in the grand manner of a gentleman of the old school 11
;
39 

in 

1939 the Bulletin thought that, "like Roosevelt", Gill was decidedly 

entitled to a third term.
4° Closer, and perhaps less generous, 

associates, however, thought that it was not so much statesmanlike 

qualities that kept him in office for so long as the fact that "he 
41 

agreed with everyone". 

The five successful A.L.P. aldermen were Aikens, Corcoran, 

Hamilton, Illich and Kogler. Aikens' contemporaries then saw him as 

"a force to be reckoned with ... a dynamic personality, a keen, 

intelligent and lucid debater, with a great command of the English 

language, and wonderful tenacity. 1142 Jim Corcoran was "a dour, sound, 

reliant fighter for the workers"; Vic Hamilton made the anti-Laborites 

realize that Labor "can produce men equal to those from any other 

section of the community" (a rather back-handed compliment, since most 

of his friend s and a cquaintances privately referred to him as "suave"); 

Andy Illich was "solid, unswerving ... an old Labor stalwart ... and one 

of the best Unionists in the Railway Service"; Bill Kogler had "a 
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quiet, sincere manner. sound judgment. .. and was a keen s t1Jden t of the 

Working Class Movement". 

Since Paterson had publicly announced at the hustings his 

endorsement of A.L.P. municipal policy, effective socialist control of 

the Council was thereby assured.
43 

A little apprehensive ly. the 

Register suggested that it was not so much the positive appeal of 

Labor policy that had brought about these "strange changes" as 

capricious fate, the "whirligig of time" 
44 

This time Aikens was the 

most popular choice of A.L.P. voters; indeed, by only the slimmest 

of margins did he fail to edge out the front-running candidate, Talbot 

Heatley. That rather mild disappointment was soon forgotten, 

however, when he was acclaimed Deputy Mayor of Townsville at the 

first meeting of the new Council.
45 

Aikens was elected Deputy Mayor 

by six votes to five, a voting pattern which remained fairly constant 

throughout the life of this Council.
46 

Almost without exception, 

Paterson voted with the five A.L.P. aldermen, and the mayor with the 

four Ratepayer aldermen. 

No sooner had the new Council concluded the formalities of 

taking control than Aikens insisted on the immediate implementation of 

"the most popular plank" in the A.L.P. 's electoral platform - the 
47 

establishment of an Electrical Retailing Department. There was some 

hesitation when doubt arose over the legality of Council participation 

in a time-payment scheme, but a Labor government in Brisbane offered 

no objections and very soon the Council Electricity Department opened 

a trading division for the sale of stoves.
48 

Customers got their 

stoves by a smooth and utterly painless administrative process: all 

hire-purchase charges were simply added to their monthly electricity 

accounts. As well, by diverting a substantial sum for the advertising 

of electricity (which naturally benefitted private electrical 

retailers as much ~s the Council) to the provision of municipal 

subsidy for haulage and installation, two more birds were despatched 
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with but a single stone: overhead expenses were absorbed within the 

framework of existing public expenditure, and buyer resistance to even 

the minimal outlay for installation formerly charged was speedily 

overcome. By the end of 1939, the venture was accounted a "particularly 

successful" one, sales having "exceeded expectations" 49 

IV 

War may not be the father of all things. It is nonetheless 

true that World War II in Townsville fathered a socialist society, or 

as near to one as any Australian has seen on his own shores. Between 

1939 and 1949 a City Council controlled by Hermit Park A.L.P. and 

communist aldermen effected the public ownership of a remarkable range 

of utilities and services, insistently pushing to the limits its 

constitutional and statutory powers to do so. During and immediately 

after the war, the Council established a Ladies' Rest Room (later 

incorporating a free baby-stroller service for mothers shopping in the 

city),
50 

a Wood Depot, a Fruit and Vegetable Mart, a Legal Aid 

Department, a Municipal Ice Works and a Child Care Centre; by 1949 

plans were well in hand for the development of "workers' housing", a 

people's bakery, and the "municipalization" of all bus services -

when the Hermit Park A.L.P. finally fell from power. 

While the socialization of "communal enterprises1151 was of 

course foreshadowed in Aikens' electrical retailing venture (and, to 

be sure, enjoined by the A.L.P. local government platform),
52 

there 

was little further progress towards this goal before 1943. For one 

thing, the Hermit Park aldermen were still insecure in their governing 

role. Although the communist alderman, Paterson, kept his 1939 

pre-election promise to vote with the A.L.P. in Council meetings, 

A.L.P. aldermen were wary of his embrace, mainly because Paterson held 

the balance of power and could without too much difficulty represent 
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the decisiveness of his vote as a triumph for communist po1icy. More 

importantly, however, the Hermit Park A.L.P. was for a considerable 

time riven by internal dissension over the ultimate compatibility of 

communism and socialism.
53 

There were bitter confrontations in the 

A.L.P. between those who thought that some accommodation with 

communism could eventually be found and those who did not. Even in 

society at large tempers were frayed. The instance of one priest in 

Townsville who was so upset at the prospect of a communist uprising 

that he prepared himself for martyrdom was perhaps atypical of the 

public mood but not of extreme partisan feeling.
54 

In the end, 

socialism came to Townsville not so much in fulfilment of an agreed 

socialist plan as the outcome of a series of ad hoc responses by 

socialists - factions and contentious socialists - to the exigencies 

of war. During the course of 1942 fortress Townsville was 

constructed as a vital staging centre and forward command post for 

the Pacific war theatre. 

One outcome of the ideological struggle in the Hermit Park 

A.L.P. during 1941 and 1942 was that the bond of sympathy between 

the Hermit Park A.L.P. and the Communist Party, arising from their 

close, if cautious, working relationship on the Townsville City 

Council, grew stronger than ever. In January 1942 four leading 

members of the Hermit Park A.L.P., all aldermen, were advised by the 

Q.C.E. that they had voluntarily "left the party" because of their 

connections with a Townsville "Aid to Russia" Committee which, along 

with other "communist subsidiary organizations", the A.L.P. had 

recently placed under interdict. In fact the Townsville membership 

of the anathematized committee was politically heterogeneous and 

unexceptional; all other members of the Hermit Park branch, in a 

gesture of loyal solidarity, therefore chose to join their comrades 

in exile. Not only that, they resolved to "fight the tyranny of the 

Q.C.E." by fielding a strong team of candidates in the 1943 municipal 

election and combining with the Communist Party in a "popular 
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front''.
55 

(Triennial local government elections were originally 

scheduled for 1942, but they were postponed by the Queensland 

government when it seemed possible, early in that year, that Australia 

would have to fend off a Japanese invasion). 

Aikens, with his peculiar genius for sensing and articulating 

the innermost thoughts, hopes and fears of his people, took what was, 

in the circumstances, the courageous stand that the people could not 

be expected to make unlimited sacrifices for the sake of the war effort: 

"I said we've got to assist the war effort, to the very limit of our 

ability; but in assisting the war effort we have to see that the rights 

d 1 f 
,,56 

an privi eges o our civilian population are not trampled underfoot. 

It was a telling attitude to take, and Townsvilleans subsequently took 

pride in remaining uncowed by an over-powering military presence 

among them. Indeed, Tom's ringing phrases, defiant but reasonable, 

became slogans for so long that their authorship was finally forgotten 

and "not-being-trampled-underfoot" became part of the conventional 

wisdom of the day. 

Food, fuel and housing shortages had become acute by the end 

of 1942; by promising to end them the "popular front" won a 
57 

resounding victory at the polls on May 1943. Aikens received the 

largest number of votes, heading a seven-man Hermit Park team -

Corcoran, Hamilton, Illich, Abercrombie, O'Brien, Murgatroyd and 

himself. Not a single A.L.P. candidate was returned.
58 

Arthur Murgatroyd had actually taken his seat on the Council 

some time before, on 23 January 1942, following the resignation of 
59 

Alderman Heatley. A man of small stature, but never at a loss for 

words, "the little rooster" was an indefatigable toiler for the 

A.L.P. When he first stood for elected office in 1939, he had already 

held more offic ial positions within the labour movement than any other 

person in Townsville.
60 

The only two new faces in 1943 were those of 

J.J. ("Ja ck") Abercrombie and E.P. ("Pooger") O'Brien. Although both 
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were railwaymen and prominent in A.R.U. affairs, they ahd absolutely 

nothing else in common. Abercrombie was a tolerant, sincere, 

unassuming family man whose smiling, even-handed equanimity later 

made him almost a permanent fixture in the chair of "Hermit Park 

Labour". O'Brien was a wild, impulsive firebrand whose politics 

lurched even more violently to the left than Aikens' and whose 

name already appeared on federal security files under the heading, 

"Communist Party - Consolidated List of Persons with Connnunistic 
61 Tendecies who are at present Resident in North Queensland". Of 

the three communist candidates, Paterson was the only one (for the 

time being) to take his place at the Council table. Apart from 

the mayor, J.S. Gill, whom the Hermit Park aldermen, Parry and 

Mindham, were left to consitute an ineffectual "Tory" opposition. 

This opposition was weakened still further early in 1944 by the 

death of Alderman Mindham. 62 

The Hermit Park "A.L.P."-Communist Party coalition, or, as 

it rather grandiloquently styled itself, "The Greater Townsville 

Labor Party" was a close, if somewhat morganatic, union. The 

coalition would have been quite formal except for the fact that the 

communist alderman (and later, aldermen) did not participate in 

the Hermit Park municipal Caucus nor in any other joint consultative 

body. However, the two parties went to the polls as a united team 

under a single banner and gave each other frequent, "informal" 

assurances of mutual support. The intimacy of the collaboration was 

clearly revealed when, in 1944, two more Communist Party nominees, 

Matzkows and Hills, were appointed to fill casual aldermanic 
. 63 vacancies. 

The new Council moved swiftly to fulfil its election 

promises to combat "profiteering, waste and unnecessary interference 

with civilians. 1164 By now the war had moved away from the immediate 

vicinity of Townsville and many evacuees were returning to their 

homes to find themselves dispossessed by the military. At Aikens' 
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prodding, the Council promptly inaugurated a Legal Aid Department 

to provide free legal advice for such aggrieved householders. 65 

There were undoubtedly cases of gross official callousness towards 

civilians. A widow named Grant, for example, had lost her husband, 

and her only son was in the fighting forces. She went south for 

a while, leaving her house in the hands of an agent with instructions 

to rent it if he could find a tenant; but she would require the 

tenant to vacate the premises as soon as she returned. Subsequently, 

when the new tenant was advised that the widow was returning, he 

contacted the Air Force with advice that the owner was away; the 

R.A.A,F. promptly seized the house and all its contents - even the 

widow's clothes and wedding gifts - under a National Security Order. 

The widow went to court but lost her case on a technicality: the 

Minister for the Army referred to the occupants of the house as 

"personnel employed on important duties directly associated with 

f h 11 66 the prosecution o t e war~ 

Aikens' advocacy of the widow's cause brought her nation

wide publicity; eventually the name of Mrs. Sarah Jane Grant 

appeared on the cover of one of the fattest files in the Department 

of the Army headquarters in Melbourne. An official report of the 

Townsville City Council noted the "strong public feeling" aroused 

by the affair. When it was proved that the widow's home had been 

occupied by non-combatant members of the Department of Civil 

Aviation, Tom saw to it that practically every newspaper in 

Australia carried the lurid detials of ''what must surely be the 

war's most scandalous case of military persecution and poo-bahism 11
•
67 

He was not alone in his opinion. A scion of one of Townsville's 

oldest and staidest legal firms, George Roberts, who had no love 

for Aikens and indeed found hii brand of clamant radicalism 

unnecessary if not vulgar, was nevertheless forced to agree that 

bureaucratic treatment of the widow Grant had been "iniquitous" 68 

There were many other cases of military abuse of Townsville 

householders' rights which Tom angrily exposed and noisily 
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disseminated. One concerned an impressed home where "the plunge 

bath had been torn away from its plumbing fixtures and deposited 

in the centre of one of the bedrooms. The bath was being used ... 

as a beer-cooler ... bottled beer packed in ice 11
•
69 

The influx of Australian and U.S. military personnel, 

trebling Townsville's population by the middle of 1943,
70 

had 

other repercussions which were both more widespread and more 

frightening to the civilian population. In particular, there 

were serious shortages of food and other essential commodities. 

Possibly the most desperate of these might have been borne if 

shared; adversity under such conditions could even be ennobling. 

But all too often the military (that is to say, of course, the 

remote and preoccupied federal government) appeared stonily 

indifferent to the town's most pressing needs. The Military 

indulged in spasms of alternate hoarding and wastefulness, 

which an impotent citizenry could only watch with mounting 

rage. Around the middle of 1943 the army had, among other things, 

accumulated a stockpile of 5,000 tons of firewood in the middle 
71 

of the Townsville Showgrounds; and in that curiously distant 

and blissfully ignorant age, when trees were the main source 

of cooking fuel and smoke billowed endlessly from the stove 

chimneys of at least as many homes as it did not, a shortage of 

firewood was an alarming deprivation. The townspeople chafed at 

military requisitioning of all normal s~pplies and, dispite early 

warnings of an impending crises from the civil authorities,
72 

the situation only worsened. On one occasion, in July, the 

Council furiously asked the Minister for the Army why soldiers 

were employed in the Townsville Railways' Goods Yards "guarding 

beer and spirits which is the property of private breweries and 

merchants, why they are employed at private bakeries and also 

employed for private contractors, but are not available to 

assist in providing supplies of firewood for civilians who are 

engaged on essential work".
73 

Eventually, but only by dint of 
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repeated protestations, the army agreed to a system of Council 

control over, and rationing of, firewood. The Council initiative 

led to the establishment and successful operation of a Municipal 

Firewood Depot, and civilians were thus granted equality of 
74 access "with white ants" to the Army wood heap. 

Shortages created by war are rarely absolute; rather, 

they manifest themselves in a number of familiar stages of 

relatively diminishing supply. First, a shortage of manpower leads 

to the curtailment of facilities for local distribution; by the 

end of 1942 in Townsville deliveries of meat, ice and bread had 

practically ceased. 
75 

Second·, a scarcity of local and imported 

produce results in either rising prices or controlled, pre-emptive 

rationing; an example of the former in Townsville was the prevalence 

of "exorbitant" prices for fruit and vegetables by the end of 

1942, 76 and, of the latter, the Council's concern to make available 

to milk bars and cafes "only milk not required by children 11
•
77 

A third stage of grave scarcity produces racketeering and black 

markets, which are often most rampant and exploitive in the 

clandestine disposal of luxury (and especially addictive) goods 

such as alcohol and tobacco. In Townsville, as Tom Aikens sadly 

observed: 

black marketeering was rife; ordinary 
bottles of whisky that usually sold for 
22/- fetched £5 a bottle, and often the 
barmaid added another quid for herself. 
For a hundred other articles, ranging 
from toothbrushes to tinned peaches you 
had to buy something else as well in 
order to get what you wanted. I was 
absolutely astonished to see the greed, 
cupidity and avarice of a lot of our 
citizens.78 

On the whole, however, there were only intermittent shortages of 

most foodstuffs. Beef, for example was sometimes unavailable, 

but only an Australian worker could complain about having nothing 
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to eat "for weeks and weeks" but lamb, fish and liver. 79 In fact, 

foodstuffs in persistently short supply were limited to fruit 

and vegetables - until the socialist City Council again stepped 

into the breach with another of its audacious schemes for 

municipal purchase, distribution and sale. 

Following several fruitless representations to Federal and 

State h · · 80 h C · 1 h . . . f Ald aut orities, t e ounci, at t e instigation o erman 

Paterson, ordered an investigation into the feasibility of 

establishing ''municipal shops and/or stalls for the sale of fruit 
81 

and vegetables". That was in January 1943. In April the 

Council launched its Municipal Fruit and Vegetable Trading 

Department, and the Hermit Park A.L.P. included a promise to 

expand this sphere of activities in its platform for the coming 

election. 82 In June, a month after being returned to office, 
83 

the Council advertised for an Organizing Manager, and an 

appointment to this position (carrying a salary of £450 per annum) 
84 was subsequently made in January 1944. In its first full year 

of operation, the Mart's marketing proved outstandingly successful; 

fruit and vegetable prices dropped by about half, and plans 

were announced for a further extension of the department's 

activities by the acquisition of a mobile suburban unit.
85 

In 

a gesture of triumphal generosity, the Council celebrated the 

first anniversary of the opening of the Mart by instructing its 

Manager to send a parcel of fruit to every patient in the city's 

general and private hospitals.
86 

As Tom Aikens exulted, "this was 

really what socialism was all about." 

More important even than firewood in the basic economy of 

North Queensland was ice, and the shortage of ice became the most 

popular symbol of bureaucratic and military enormity, a cause 

celebre with which to berate the real "enemies" of the people -

the State and Federal governments that had "signally failed" 

them.
87 

By the same token, the Council's determination to 
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overcome that shortage assumed concrete form in its largest and most 

ambitious municipal undertaking, an ice works. "If a civilian walked 

into an Australian or an American army establishment'', noted Tom 

Aikens, "he would invariably see whole wash tubs full of ice with a 

few bottles of soft drink floating in them. On the other hand, 

the people couldn't get even a sliver of ice to keep their milk 

and butter - that is, if they could get any milk and butter. 1188 

At the largest of the several ice works, Vardy's in Ogden Street, 

queues half a mile long formed by the time the works opened at 

5 a .m . ; some of the people actually slept on the works' saw 

b h k h h . . 89 Th , enc to ma e sur e t ey got _ t e1r meagre ration. at wasn t 

much. Most people arrived hopefully with a sugar bag, but rarely 

l eft wi th more t han one small block: Vardy's preferred to sel l 

their outpu t t o t he army a t a higher price. 9O 

Never in Townsville's history were so many sugar bags to 

be simultaneously seen as in the war-time ice queues in Ogden 

Street. The "North Queensland Portmanteau", as some called it, was 

very likely everyman's most prized possession. Instead of being 

carried in the hand like an ordinary port, it was slung over the 

shoulder; indeed, possibly the most significant of its attributes 

was that it could be dropped, kicked about, even trampled upon 

with impunity. It never lost its shape or character. It was also 

very light when empty, and some prefered to roll it up into a 

bundle, tied together with a piece of string or rope yarn, and 

tuck it under the armpit. As the citizens of Townsville knew, 

it was good not only for carrying blocks of ice but also for 

unobtrusively handling large quantities of crab bait, horse 

manure and (provided it had been boiled once or twice) even the 

groceries, bread and week-end joint. It got a little faded after a 

few boilings but hardly ever deteriorated or lost its durability or 

versatility . For example, with two slits in the sides for arms 

and a much larger one for the head, it was a highly regarded football 

jersey; or, when one corner was poked into the other, so that it 
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bore a vague resemblance to Little Red Riding Hood's cape, it was 

the most versatile of raincoats. In fact, nearly everyone in the 

ice queues brought along two sugar bags - one for the ice, another 

for downpours. Ogden Street often presented bizarre and 
91 

fantastical scenes. 

Tom Aikens was the first to draw attention to the urgency of 

solving "the vital question" of ice supplies for the civilian 

population of Townsville. 92 By the middle of 1943 the Council 

called tenders for the supply of an ice-making plant and advertised 

for a manager of the proposed Municipal Ice Works.
93 

An appointment 

was made at the beginning of 1944.
94 

This action came no too soon for, towards the end of 1943, 

there were definite signs of an imminent break-down in civilian 

morale. Ther were "increasingly serious" complaints of profiteering 

and overcharging; 95 the sudden collapse of meat distribution 

appeared as a final straw piled on the camel's back of unrelieved 
96 

shortages. There is no evidence that shortages were really more 

acute than earlier in the year, but their persistence was 

stretching civilian patience to breaking point. There was a 

feeling abroad that for vindictive political reasons alone - the 

"discrediting" of the socialist Townsville City Council - both 

State and Federal governments were prepared to sit by idly even 

though Townsville citizens were on "the verge of starvation 11
•
97 

It was therefore a combination of endured hardships and 

frayed nerves - a sense of suffering "that had not been inflicted 

h · · · A 1 · 1198 h. h k d d on any ot er citizens in ustra ia - w ic provo e enrage 

response from the Townsville City Council. In order to "arouse" 

the public to the "dangers" threatening them, the Council decided 

on a vigorous radio and press campaign, as well as a series of 

public demonstrations. 99 Later, from the floor of the Queensland 

Legislative Assembly, Tom Aikens reminisced: 
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"as a result of that campaign the 
Mayor of Townsville on 14 December 
received a long urgent wire from 
Mr. Murphy [federal government 
Food Controller] expressing concern 
at the press reports concerning 
Townsville's food supply and asking 
the Mayor for full particulars ... 
on 18 December 1943, Mr. Murphy flew 
to Townsville and met the Townsville 
City Council and representa£6~es of 
responsible organizations". 

At a special meeting of the Council, the Food Controller 

accepted Aikens' invitation ·to visit the ice works in the early 

hours of the morning of Saturday, 18 December. Since the Council 

had not adjourned the day before until well past midnight, Aikens 

had a sleepless night: "I went back home and had a cup of tea 

and a piece of toast, then I rode my bike into town at 3 o'clock 

in the morning and dug Murphy out of his bed in Lowth's Hotel". lOl 

They then left on a inspection of various ice works. At 5 a.m. 

they visited Vardy's where there was a queue along Ogden Street 

across Stanley and Blackwood Streets as far as the Railway Oval -

about 1,500 people. According to the Bulletin, "this estimate 

is borne out by the fact that Mr. Vardy delivered 1,300 blocks, 

and the end of the queue were seen leaving at 6.30 a.m. without 

ice 11
•
102 Later in the day, during an inspection of another queue, 

the Food Controller was in time to see an ambulance leave, 

"taking home a 15 year-old girl who had collapsed owing to the 

heat and the crush" . 103 The next day, Sunday, 19 December 1943 

the Council's campaign against government neglect reached its 

climax in a mass meeting of Townsville citizens on the Strand. 

Aikens, introducing a team of Hermit Park and conununist speakers, 

provided the meeting's keynote: "if Murphy fails, then the 

fiery cross will go forth, and the standard of revolution will 
. .

11 
II 104 go up in Townsv1 e. 
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Mr. Murphy took fright. Hastily returning to Canberra 

he reported gloomily on the atmosphere in Townsville as being "so bad" 

that it could only have "a permanent adverse effect upon the 

feelings of United States' personnel towards Australia and on the 

attitude of large bodies of Australian civilians towards the 

United States". lOS Appalled at the possibility of such grave 

perturbations to high policy the Prime Minister, John Curtin, 

directed the Director-General of Security to initiate an urgent 

and "most secret" inquiry into the situation in Townsville. 

Local operatives on the spot in Townsville were to treat the 

matter as "highly confidential" and "not to be talked about in 
II 106 any way . 

Blood did not flow in the streets, but the fact that 

it did not was more a tribute to the effectiveness of Council 

policies than to any assistance it subsequently received from 

government quarters. Indeed, no other community in Australia 

during World War II - and not only in the estimation of 

Townsvilleans themselves - was thrown back so rudely on 

its own resources in the face of such formidable odds: bombing, 

the threat of imminent invasion, evacuation, drastic shortages, 

protracted military occupation by military forces far outnumbering 

the civilian population, a sense of isolation from the mainstream 

of Australian Life, and, perhaps most important of all, a 

conviction of actual abandonment by distant and insensitive 

governments - of which the Q.C.E.'s ostracism of the Hermit 
107 Park branch was just a palpable and notably crass example. 

As late as mid-1944, North Queenslanders still nurtured "an 

abiding sense" that southern governments in Brisbane and Canberra 

were ignorant of their total war-time experiences and indifferent 

to them. The chief spokesman of that mood was Tom Aikens, and 

in 1944 Townsvilleans elected him to parliament in Brisbane to 

evoke it, to shame and bludgeon "Queen Street Government" with 

it. 
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Under the leadership of a small band of men from the Hermit 

Park A.L.P., the people of Townsville - at least the majority who 

stayed behind - on the whole comported themselves with dignity 

and pertinacity. It was even possible to suggest that, in the 

resourcefulness and precocity of its policies on behalf of 

Townsville and in the elan of its sallies against bureaucratic 

insensitivity, the Townsville City Council displayed those qualities 

of proud independence, aggressive egalitarianism, and contumacy, 

even rebelliousness, towards authority that made it seem an 

embodiment of the Australian myth. However, others saw it as 

an incarnation of "colillilunism", or at least of unregenerate Jacobinism, 

and that was why the A.L.P. expelled the Hermit Park branch from 

its ranks. 
108 

REFERENCES 

1. See L.A. Watson ("Rapier"), The Townsville Story, Townsville 
1951-1952, pp.36, 70. 

2. See Terence Cutler, "Sunday, Bloody Sunday: The Townsville 
Meatworkers' Strike of 1918-1919", in J. Iremonger, J. Merritt, 
G. Osborne (eds.), Strikes: Studies in Twentieth Century 
Australian Social History, Sydney 1973, p.82. 

3. Ibid., p.87. 

4. Ibid., p.86. 

5. Ibid., pp.81-102. 

6. See A.E. Jones, Electoral Support for the Communist Party in 
North Queensland: A Study of F.W. Paterson's Victory in Bowen, 
1944, unpublished thesis, University of Queensland 1972, pp.97-98. 

7. Ibid., pp.57, 91. 

8. Ibid., p.57. 

9. D. Volker, The Australian Labor Party in Queensland, 1927-35, 
unpublished thesis, University of Melbourne 1954, p.93. 

124 



"THE FIERY CROSS WILL GO FORTH" 

10. See E.M. Higgins, The Queensland Labour Governments 1915-1929, 
unpublished thesis, University of Melbourne 1954, p.93. 

11. The Militant, 1 September 1919. 

12. See M.B. Cribb, Some Manifestations of Ideological Conflict within 
the Labour Movement in Queensland (1924 to 1919), unpublished 
thesis, University of Queensland 1964, pp.29, 39. Cf. also 
Margaret Cribb, "State in Emergency", in J. Iremonger et al., 
Strikes, op.cit., pp.228, 236. 

13. See J.A. Mccallum, "The Economic Basis of Australian Politics", 
in W.G.K. Duncan (ed.), Trends in Australian Politics, Sydney 
1935, p.58. Cf. also D. Volker, The Australian Labor Party in 
Queensland, op.cit., p.128. 

14. The relevant source here is M.J. Thompson, The Political Career of 
William Forgan-Smith - as it influenced Economic and Political 
Development in Queensland, unpublished thesis, University of 
Queensland 1965. 

15. The Advocate, 1 September 1942. 

16. See A.E. Jones, Electoral Support for the Communist Party in North 
Queensland, op.cit., passim. 

17. See S.K. Young, The Protestant Labour Party, unpublished thesis, 
University of Queensland 1971. 

18. Clem Lack, Three Decades of Queensland Political History, 1929-
1960, Brisbane [n.d.], p.118. 

19. Ibid., p.117. 

20. Memoirs of Thomas Aikens, unpublished transcript of tape 
recordings in six folders, held by the writer [Aikens Mem. (1) -
(6)], (2), p.94. 

21. Ibid, p.95. See also Private Papers of Arthur Mur atroyd, 
unclassified and unsorted in folders, held by the owner Murgatroyd 
P/P], which contain a copy of the "black list". A.D. Murgatroyd, 
like Aikens, was a member of "Hermit Park Labour" and an alderman 
of the Townsville City Council. 

22. E relatione, A.D. Murgatroyd. See also Minutes of the North 
Queensland Labour Party, 1935-1941 [N.Q.L.P. Mins.], passim. 

23. There are instances of Aikens' image-building in N.Q.L.P. Mins., 
passim, but see especially ibid., 21 April 1935 and 18 August 1935. 

125 



I.N. MOLES 

24. Cf. Geoffrey Blainey, The Tyranny of Distance, Melbourne 1966, 
esp. p.171. 

25. N.Q.L.P. Mins, 15 December 1935. 

26. Aikens Mem. (3), p.103. 

27. See The Townsville Daily Bulletin [TDB], 25 March 1936. 

28. See TDB, 6 April 1936 and The North Queensland Register [NQR], 
11 April 1936, where the election results are given. Apart from 
the Mayor, J.S. Gill, one other Independent (W.J. Wakeford) was 
successful at the polls. 

29. TDB, 31 March 1936. 

30. NQR, 11 April 1936. 

31. Aikens Mem. (3), p.104. 

32. See TDB, 30 March 1939. 

33. See The Townsville Evening Star [TES], 20 November 1936, outlining 
Aikens' initial proposal for the establishment of a Council 
electrical retail trading department. (The Star ceased publication 
on Saturday, 13 April 1940). See also N.Q.L-:r,:-Mins., 22 August 
1937, 18 September 1937 (Hermit Park A.L.P. support for Aikens' 
proposal). Labor's policy in the 1939 municipal election 
campaign was outlined fully in the party's northern regional 
newspaper, The Clarion, 24 March 1939. 

34. TES, 23 July 1937. 

35. TDB, 30 March 1939. 

36. Loe.cit. See also Aikens' remarks in parliament, Queensland 
Parliamentary Debates [Q.P.D.] (1945-1946), Vol. CLXXXVI, pp.1751, 
1765-1766, 2032. --

37. TDB, 13 March 1939, 15 March 1939. 

38. See A.E. Jones, Electoral Support for the Communist Party in North 
Queensland, op.cit., esp. Chapter 5 and pp.134, 145. See also 
TDB, 7 September 1940. 

39. See L.A. Watson, The Townsville Story, op.cit., p.77. 

40. TDB, 28 March 1939. 

126 



"THE FIERY CROSS WILL GO FORTH" 

41. This was told to me by a former alderman of the Townsville City 
Council. See also NQR, 10 May 1947, eulogizing Gill on the 
occasion of his 80th birthday on 6 May 1947. 

42. See The Clarion, 24 March 1939, which gives several interesting 
thumbnail sketches of the successful A.L.P. candidates. 

43. See TDB, 30 March 1939; NQR, 8 April 1939, under the heading 
"Labor-Communist Control~fective". 

44. NQR, 8 April 1939. 

45. See TDB, 3 April 1939; NQR, 8 April 1939. 

46. See Minutes of the Townsville City Council, numbered volumes, 
Vol. 23 [T.C.C. Mins. (23)], p.1285. 

47. See TDB, 19 May 1939. 

48. T.C.C. Mins. (23), p.1322. See also TDB, 16 June 1939; TES, 
22 July 1939. Under the terms of the Local Government Actof 1936 
it appeared that the Council might not be competent to enter into 
hire purchase agreements. However, an inquiry to the Department 
of Health and Home Affairs elicited the response that the State 
Government was agreeable to the proposed scheme (see T.C.C. Mins. 
[23], p.1327; also TES, 18 August 1939). 

49. See TDB, 20 December 1939. 

50. T.C.C. Mins. (25), p.2083. Initially, there were twelve strollers. 

51. The phrase appeared in the "Local Government Platform" of the 
Australian Labor Party (Queensland Branch). 

52. "Plank" No. 4 of the A.L.P. Local Government Platform read: "All 
communal enterprises such as tramways, omnibuses, ferries, baths, 
lighting, water supply, and markets to be conducted and controlled 
by the Local Authority". 

53. See Ian Moles, "Hostility, Warning, Suspicion: Tom Aikens and the 
Origins of the North Queensland Labour Party, 1939-1949", in 
North Australia Research Bulletin, September 1977, pp.58-102. 

54. See A.A. Calwell, Be Just and Fear Not, Melbourne 1972, p.169. 

55. For a detailed discussion of the events just described, see Ian 
Moles, "Hostility, Warning, Suspicion", op.cit. 

56. Aikens Mem. (3), p.109. Aikens' recollection is corroborated by 
various contemporary sources. See, for example, T.C.C. Mins. (25), 
pp.2155-2156. 

127 



I.N. MOLES 

57. See TDB, 22 April 1943, outlining the Hermit Park "A.L.P." 
- Communist Party proposals to end shortages. 

58. TDB, 3 May 1943. 

59. See T.C.C. Mins. (24), p.1607. 

60. See The Clarion, 24 March 1939. 

61. See R.F.B. Wake, Inspector (Brisbane) to Director, Commonwealth 
Investigation Branch (Canberra), 1 March 1940, Commonwealth 
Records Series BP/361, Item 2-3 ("Unregistered Correspondence") 
[CRS BP/361, 2-3]. 

6 2 . T. C. C. Mins . ( 2 4) , p . 1 7 3 8. 

63. See TDB, 16 April 1943, 27 March 1943, 5 April 1943, 12 April 1943, 
reporting the rapprochement between the Hermit Park "A.L.P." and 
the Communist Party. See also T.C.C. Mins. (24), pp.1859, 1869. 

64. TDB, 12 April 1963. 

65. See Townsville City Council Committee Reports (1942-1943), Vol. 18 
[T.C.C. Reports (18)], Special Committee, 5 February 1943, 
recommending the establishment of the department. See also TDB, 
22 April 1943, where the aims of the department were defined~ 
"assisting tenants against racketeering landlords, and honest home 
owners to regain possession of their homes." 

66. See Q.P.D. (1944-1945), p.673. This is Aikens' version. Except 
for the reference to the Royal Australian Air Force, which ought 
to have been to the Department of Civil Aviation, his account 
tallies with the official . Council report (see T.C.C. Reports [18], 
Special Committee, 4 June 1943). 

67. See Smith's Weekly, 6 June 1943; also TDB, 22 May 1943, reporting 
court proceedings. 

68. See CRS MP 742, 259/37/964. 

69. CRS MP 742, 259/37/1149. 

70. T.C.C. Reports (18), Special Committee, 10 September 1943. 

71. The estimate was Alderman Murgatroyd's (see TDB, 20 December 1943). 

72. T.C.C. Reports (18), Special Committee, 5 February 1943. See also 
TDB_, 22 April 1943. 

128 



"THE FIERY CROSS WILL GO FORTH" 

73. See T.C.C. Reports (18), Special Committee, 2 July 1943. 

74. T.C.C. Reports ( 18), Special Committee, 3 September 1943. The 
simile was Alderman Murgatroyd's (see TDB, 20 December 1943). 

75. T.C.C. Reports (18)' Special Committee, 9 November 1942. 

76. T.C.C. Mins. (24), p.1960. 

77. T.C.C. Reports (18)' Special Committee, 9 November 1942. 

78. Aikens Mem. (3)' p.109. 

79. See TDB, 20 December 1943. There was a special meeting of the 
Special Committee on 10 September 1943 to discuss "the break-down 
of meat distribution". (See T.C.C. Reports [18], Special 
Committee, 10 September 1943). 

80. See, for example, T.C.C. Mins. (24), p.1690. 

81. _!bid., p.1711. Cf. ibid., p.1729. 

82. See TDB, 22 April 1943. 

83. T.C.C. Mins. (24), p.1743. 

84. Ibid., p.1829. 

85. Ibid., p.2001. 

86. Ibid., p.1988. 

87. See TDB, 20 December 1943. 

88. Aikens Mem. (3)' p.128. 

89. Loe. cit. 

90. TDB, 20 December 1943. 

91. I am indebted for this description of the "North Queensland 
portmanteau" to Mr. Jack O'Brien, an old Townsville resident whose 
colourful reminiscences and anecdotes have appeared from time to 
time in the Bulletin. 

92. T.C.C. Mins. (24), p.1711. This was on 21 January 1943. 

93. Ibid., p.1754. 

94. Ibid., p.1829. 

95. T.C.C. Reports (18)' Special Committee, 6 August 1943. 

96. Ibid., 3 September 1943. 

129 



I.N. MOLES 

97. TDB, 20 December 1943. 

98. Loe.cit. 

99. T.C.C. Reports (18), Special Committee, 29 November 1943. 

100. Q.P.D. (1945-1946), Vol. CLXXXVI, p.1751 (Aikens speaking). 

101. Aikens Mem. (3), p.128. 

102. TDB, 20 December 1943 . Aikens' account in his unpublished 
Memoirs agrees exactly with that of the Bulletin. 

103. TDB, 20 December 1943. 

104. Loe.cit. See also Q.P.D. (1945-1946), Vol. CLXXXVI, p.1511, 
where Aikens explains his rhetoric about blood flowing in the 
streets of Townsville. 

105. CRS A373, 8896, Security Service, Correspondence File, Single 
Number Series '(Living Accommodation in Townsville)' 1943-1944. 

106. Loe.cit. 

107. There is a detailed account of the effects of the war on 
Townsville in Ian Moles, "Townsville During World War II", in 
B.J. Dalton (ed.), Lectures on North Queensland History, Series I, 
Townsville 1974, pp.213-239. 

108. See Ian Moles, "Hostility, Warning, Suspicion", op.cit. 

130 



LITERATURE IN NORTH QUEENSLAND: CHARACTERISTICS AND CONTENT 

Ms. · C .M. Frost 

A topic such as Literature in North Queensland raises many 

questions, but one which should, perhaps, be answered fairly early is: 

Is there a North Queensland regional literature? The problem is not 

whether a literature exists in North Queensland, but whether it 

deserves to be called "regional". 

Regionalism has been a fashionable subject in different times 

and places with literary critics and social theorists alike. 
1 

It was 

thoroughly investigated, for instance, by Howard W. Odum and Henry E. 

Moore who, in their massive volume, American Regionalism
2 

isolated and 

examined no fewer than twenty-eight different concepts of the region. 

For present purposes, however, it will be sufficient to consider 

regional literatures as consisting of two main types. 

For the first type, "local" would be a more accurate 

descriptive word, since this is the literature of a single small 

locality - a town, district or even an institution. The works of the 

Black Mountain poets, which stenuned from the Black Mountain College in 

North Carolina in the 19SO's, and which started American poetry in a 

new direction, are a distinguished example of "local" literature. The 

distinction is, however, somewhat preternatural, since Charles Olsen, 

Robert Creeley, Robert Duncan and the other writers had been specially 

invited to the College, which was an elite institution. Probably 

partly as a result of this, their works do not demonstrate that 

dedication to the locality which is a usual feature of "local" 

literature. 

The second type of literature really deserves to be called 

"regional", since the territories involved are much larger. In some 

cases, for example in parts of France and Germany today and in Britain 

until the sixteenth century, the region is synonymous with a dialectal 
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area, and defining the literature becomes merely a matter of recognizing 

the dialect. Regional literatures also arise, however, from a feeling 

of cultural or ideological distinctiveness which usually has a foothold 

in reality. An example of a regional literature of this type, again 

American and again distinguished, are the works of the Fugitive writers, 

later known as the Agrarians and later still as the New Critics, who 

flourished in Nashville, Tennessee, during the 1930's and afterwards. 

Although the Agrarians were centred on Vanderbilt University, a clear 

concept of Southern,"Dixieland", regionalism emerges from their works. 

The major authors, John Crowe Ransom, Donald Davidson, Robert Penn 

Warren and Allen Tate, who were writing, it will be remembered, during 

the depression, advocated a rejection of northern industrialism, and a 

return to the leisured agrarian society of the old South. In such a 

society, they argued, the arts, as well as a traditional religion, 

might be expected to flourish. The regionalism of these writers had a 

firm cultural foundation, which was strengthened by recollections of 

the Civil War, in which the South had been despoiled by the northern 

aggressor. 

A true regional literature comparable in type with Southern 

Agrarianism has never evolved in North Queensland. On the other hand, 

regional literature of the first type described above - really a 

literature of the district, or "local" literature - is common. 

An orientation to the locality is actually apparent in all 

genres. "Local" histories in North Queensland are properly so called, 

since they deal typically with what are, by Australian standards, small 

areas - Clump Point,
3 

Cairns,
4 

Innisfail,
5 

the Mareeba District,
6 

Townsville, 7 and so on. The trend to local concern in history writing 

has been encouraged by Town and Shire Councils, who have financed 

multitudinous "Souvenir" and "Centenary" booklets. The academic 

historians, who came on the scene rather late, have countered the trend 

only in part.
8 

Among the creative writers, North Queensland poets, 
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like poets everywhere, often deal with common human themes, such as 

love and religion, without any reference to a locality. However, 

where a locality is named, it is more likely to be a district than the 

whole region. Thus, poets such as Heber Hedley Booth9 and the Rt. Rev. 

Gilbert White, lO who wrote about the Gulf Country and the Cape early 

in this century, and Sybil J. Kimmins, who recently published a book 

f h C · d. · ll . f N h o verse on t e airns 1str1ct, are more representative o ort 

Queensland poets than Victor Kennedy, who, as the foreward to one of 

his volumes proclaims: 

... sings his own beloved North, destined surely 
to have her own special laureates yet - and no 
Australian knows North Queensland better than 
Victor Kennedy. He therefore sings the sun, 
the 'red gold in the lilied lake', but also 
'the slow days drenched with rain'.12 

The prose writers, too, are almost always loyal to the sub-region. 

Among the more obvious examples of this is E.J. Banfield, whose books
13 

deal exclusively with Dunk Island and its environs. Similarly, Una 

Rothwell's adventure story for children
14 

centres on Mount Isa; and the 

animal tales of Henry Lamond
15 

are set for the most part in the 

Winton district. One novelist who showed considerable awareness of 

North Queensland as an homogeneous region was an outsider, Mary Rose 

Coulton, who used the pen-name, Sarah Campion. Her residence of a few 
16 

months in 1939, made her a lifelong enthusiast for the North, but 

in her Australian novels 17 even she was concerned mainly with a sub

region - the Burdekin valley. 

Most North Queensland literature, then, has a local rather 

than a regional reference, and examples to support this could be 

multiplied almost indefinitely. The clinching proof of the 

non-existence of a genuinely regional literature here, however, is 

probably the fact that a viable literary journal has not yet been 

produced. In other countries regional schools of writers have almost 

invariably been associated with such journals. Examples are, Dial, 

which was the vehicle of Emerson and Thoreau during the literary 

burgeoning of New England and The Fugitive, which provided an early 
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home for the effusions of John Crowe Ransom and Robert Penn Warren. In 

North Queensland, the journals, like the works of individuals, have 

mostly been centred on a locality. 

Productions such as Westlife,
18 

The Inland Review. 19 and 

The Islands Review
20 

proclaim this in their titles, but it is also true 

of Northern Affairs, which Victor Kennedy edited in Cairns in 1931 and 

1932. Bill Bowyang's Magazine, whose editor was a rather remarkable 

N h Q 1 d d h Al d V. d v· d 21 
ort ueens an poet an researc er, exan er 1n ex 1nnar, 

appeared in two issues only, in 1927. Although it was subtitled, 

"North Queensland's Humorous Quarterly", its only real regional 

reference was to "the bush". The most influential North Queensland 

journal, and the one with the greatest capacity for survival, was the 

Monthly Magazine, which was put out by the wine and spirits merchants, 

Cunnnins and Campbell, of Flinders Street, Townsville. This ran without 

a break from April 1926 until May 1957, and was a truly regional 

journal, publishing articles on the history and development of most 

places in North Queensland. Unfortunately, its literary value was 

slight. The same is true of the journal with the best claim to be its 

successor - The North Australian Monthly, which was edited by the 

ubiquitous Mr. Glenville Pike from 1954 to 1965. This production 

contained more verses and short stories than Cummins' and Campbell's, 

but replaced the carefully written historical articles, and the concern 

with Northern tradition, which were desirable features of the older 

journal, with current anecdotes, articles promoting tourism, and 

reports on commercial enterprises. Neither the Monthly Magazine nor 

The North Australian Monthly was the vehicle of a regional school of 

creative writers, and it would be meaningless to compare them with such 

journals as Dial and The Fugitive. 

The conclusion must be drawn, therefore, that a regional 

literature of the second type defined above does not exist in North 

Queensland. It seems reasonable to ask Why not?, and to take th i s as 

a second question. Three tentative answers may be advanced. 
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In the first place, although the concept of North Queensland 

as a separate region, marked off by a line drawn due west from Mackay, 

is held probably by a majority of the people living here, as well as 

by a majority of Australians, the foundations for it are in fact 

rather slight. The separationists, of whom there have been several 

generations, have for the most part grounded their arguments upon 

economics, and especially on the view that North Queensland does not 

reap its due reward for being, materially, the most productive part of 

the state. It is difficult to maintain the d1stinctiveness of the 

region on other grounds. Urban and country dwellers in North 

Queensland have a life-style similar to that of urban and country 

Australians elsewhere. The history of European settlement resembles 

that in other places, except that here the time-scale has been 

different. There has been no special communal experience, such as 

that of the American South during the Civil War, to distinguish this 

part of the country. 

Secondly, the non-development of a genuinely regional 

literature in North Queensland may be traced to a wide-spread cultural 

inertia. This has resulted in the region's invariably following the 

lead of the southern capitals in cultural matters. It is probably 

fruitless to speculate, at least in a short space, on the causes of 

North Queensland's cultural apathy. There are undoubtedly numerous 

contributory factors. The fact remains that, until recently, 

institutions supportive of cultural life, such as museums and art 

galleries, theatres, and colleges of higher learning have not been 

developed. 

From the point of view of writers, it is probably of 

greater significance that no major publishing company has ever been 

set up here. In the past, certain newspapers, such as The Cairns Post,
22 

23 
The Bowen Independent and, to move somewhat beyond the region, the 

24 
Daily Northern Argus of Rockhampton have printed books by North 
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Queensland authors. In addition, small publishing companies, such as 

D.W. Hastings
25 

and Willmetts,
26 

both of Townsville, have performed a 

useful service during this century and earlier. G.K. Bolton's27 of 

Cairns, and the Ram's Head Press
28 

at Holloway's Beach have gone into 

business more recently. For the most part, however, successful North 

Queensland writers have looked for publishers in Brisbane, Sydney, 

Melbourne or London. Such writers h~ve enabled the region to contribute 

to the wider literary scene, but their unavoidable employment of 

external publishers has probably helped preclude a sense of regional 

1 . d . . N h Q 1 d' 1 · 1 · f 29 so 1 ar1ty 1n ort ueens an s 1terary 1 e. 

A third basic reason for the lack of a truly regional 

literature in North Queensiand may be the considerable topographical 

differences between the sub-regions - the islands, the coastal cities, 

the sugar-cane lands, Cape York, the Gulf Country, and the inland. 

These diverse conditions foster diverse occupations and life-styles, 

and therefore might be expected to create diverse world-views and 

ultimately, diverse cultures. In addition, the sub-regions have 

different histories, which are related to their topographical 

differences. Although, as already mentioned, North Queensland has had 

comparatively few communal experiences of note, its history is packed 

with memorable events related to quite small tracts of country. Almost 

every district has its own saga, which the tourist industry usually 

tried to preserve. Thus, Lizard Island is inevitably associated with 

Mary Watson, Hughenden and Lammermoor with Christison, Cape York with 

Kennedy, the Palmer with the goldrush, Winton and Dagworth Station 

with "Waltzing Matilda", and even Townsville with James Morrill. Once 

again, examples could be multiplied. The psychological divergence 

among districts is instanced historically also in the rivalry among 

the coastal cities. This has been a significant factor in the failure 

of the separation movements, and has manifested itself in other ways 

as well since the beginnings of European settlement. 
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The questions of the non-regional character of North 

Queensland literature and its causes have, then, been disposed of, if 

only in a superficial and tentative way. There are numerous other 

questions that might be asked, but the most piessing one probably 

concerns the nature and quality of the literature as a whole. The 

rest of this paper will therefore give an account of the various 

genres of North Queensland literature, and attempt an evaluation. It 

should be pointed out beforehand that, owing to its local character, 

a description of the literature district by district would be as 

viable as one which divided it according to genre. However, the latter 

organization has been chosen here, as providing the more convenient 

basis for a summary. 

Kenneth Slessor implies in The Five Visions of Captain Cook 

that Cook's voyage of discovery was a necessary prelude to poems being 

written in Australia. This implication, however, is only technically 
. h 1 . d . . 30 accurate, since, as Dorot y Green recent y pointe out in a review, 

poems were being made, though not written, in this country long before 

the coming of the white man. Aboriginal poetry existed in North 

Queensland, as elsewhere, but it is not of present concern. 

When the Europeans arrived in North Queensland, they proved 

to be prolific writers, with the result that a respectable quantity of 

literature survives. 

In the beginning, the explorers and surveyors, such as John 

d hh d . 11 ' d h · · p 1 31 
Sweatman, Lu wig Leic art, Wi iam Hann an Cristie a merston, 

kept journals of their expeditions ,as necessary records. These are 

sometimes of literary interest. 

The early settlers, too, seemed to have laid down their 

scrub-clearing axes only to pick up their pens. They wrote journals 

of their own, and letters, and, at last, reminiscences of their days 
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as pioneers. The diaries of Joseph and William Hann - Family Settlement 

in North Queensland, 1861-1871 - and Oscar de Satge's Pages from the 
32 

Journal of a Queensland Squatter are examples of the first genre, and 

the letters (in German) of Amalie Dietrich, 33 who worked as a 

naturalist in Queensland from 1863 to 1872, is an example of the second. 

The most eminent of the early writers in North Queensland was also a 

letter-writer, Rachel Henning,
34 

whose correspondence covers a span of 

nearly thirty years, from 1853. The most graphic and lively of Miss 

Henning's letters deal with her life on Exmoor Station, near what is 

now Bowen, between 1862 and 1866. The letters are invaluable as a 

guide to the social history of the period and the region, and they also 

possess some of the characteristics of a novel, especially vivid 

characterization and a degree of narrative continuity. In addition, 

they offer the reader the pleasure, which is not· unusual with well

written letters, of guessing at the details of the relationships among 

the various characters, and at the emotions of the reticent Rachel. 

The early writers of reminiscences are more numerous than the journal 

or letter writers. Among them are authors well known to historians 

of the region, for example, W.H. Corfield, A.C. Grant, Robert Gray, 

W.R.O. Hill, George Sutherland, the Rt. Rev. Gilbert White, and 
35 Charles Bryde. 

The explorers and pioneers, with their journals, letters and 

reminiscences, started a pattern in North Queensland literature which 

later writers extended. Consequently, the genre of factual narrative 

is a large one, in comparison with the genres of prose fiction and 

poetry. It presents two problems of classification. In the first 

place, it is difficult to decide whether many of the works which belong 

to this genre deserve to be described as "literature". They give the 

impression that, for their authors, literary artistry was of only 

minor importance. Secondly, the genre of factual narrative contains 

a number of sub-genres, among which it is often difficult to divide 

the individual works. These sub-genres are: professional and popular 
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histories, histories of families and organizations (such as the 

Churches), reminiscences, auto.biographies, biographies, and travel 

books. 

Obviously, there is not space here to deal with this range 

of material. I shall therefore describe briefly a few memorable texts 

from the genre as a whole, before dealing with works which are more 

"literary" in the traditional sense. E.J. Banfield, Hector MacQuarrie 

and Elizabeth O'Conner each had different approaches to their 

experiences, and very different narrative techniques. 

Edmund James Banfield and his wife, Bertha, came to live on 

Dunk Island in 1897, and Banfield died there in 1923. During the 

quarter-century Banfield wrote four books, the last of which, Last 

Leaves from Dunk Island, was assembled from notes and published 

posthumously. Banfield's works are generally similar to each other, 

but the first and best-known, The Confessions of a Beachcomber, 

possesses more exuberance, and a more ordered structure than those 

written afterwards. 

Three main points can, perhaps, be made about Banfield's 

work in a short space. First, he does not belong to the school of 

factual writers, mentioned above, who seem to have little interest in 

the technical side of their craft. If anything, Banfield is rather 

too consciously literary. His works abound in quotations from the 

English classics, and he sometimes implies an apology for his own 

standard of writing. This strikes the modern reader as at once 

courteous and old-fashioned, but is probably itself a consciously 

literary device. Secondly, Banfield has a gift, which can scarcely 

be over-valued, for minute and evocative description. He transports 

his readers in imagination to the island, where they are not merely 

informed of its various characteristics, its fauna and flora, but, as 

appropriate, seem to see, hear, smell and taste them. Thirdly, 

because they present a unique life-style, Banfield's writings, like 
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Thoreau's, although less deeply and consistently, challenge the reader 

to examine his own values and way of life. This philosophical aspect 

is not lost on Banfield himself. Although he presents with under

standing the arguments of other people against his life-style, he 

regards as compelling his personal reasons for choosing it. Thus, the 

Beachcomber's books pleasingly blend an inward-looking interest in 

literature and philosophy with a detailed and sympathetic observation 

of the external world. 

The second factual writer to be discussed was, like Banfield, 

a journalist, but he did not possess the latter's literary interests, 

nor his descriptive flair. A New Zealander by birth, Hector MacQuarrie 

set out from Sydney in the 1920's, with a friend, named Dick, and a 

Baby Austin, determined to drive to the tip of Cape York. This goal 
36 

was achieved after many adventures, and a book, We and the Baby, was 

an offshoot. It was first published as a series of articles in the 

Sydney Mail, and it belongs firmly to the sub-genre of travel literature. 

Neither in North Queensland nor anywhere else could MacQuarrie 

be regarded as a major writer, and the main interest of We and the Baby 

now must lie in its vivid, if rather piecemeal, portrayal of life and 

conditions in North Queensland fifty years ago. It is therefore most 

likely to interest readers familiar with the region as it is today. 

Beyond this, however, MacQuarrie has his moments as a humorist and 

narrator, and many of his experiences are recounted with brio. If 

Banfield reminds the reader, at a distance, of Thoreau, MacQuarrie now 

and then recalls J.K. Jerome. 

In limiting the discussion of Elizabeth O'Conner's writing 

to her autobiographical works, this paper stands in danger of 

perpetuating a widespread misjudgment of her. It is with the 

autobiographical works - Steak for Bre~kfast
37 

and A Second Helping
38 

- that her name is usually associated. However, Elizabeth O'Conner's 
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novels proper - The Irishman, 39 Find a Woman
4O 

and The Chinee Bird
41 

- are more deserving of critical attention. 

Steak for Breakfast and A Second Helping recount the 

writer's experiences as the wife of the manager of a cattle station 

in the Gulf Country. Perhaps the best title for them is that of 

"Autobiographical novel", since, despite their factual basis, a 

novelistic narrative technique achieves a considerable heightening. 

Both works have a central line of development: Steak for Breakfast 

describes the arrival of the O'Conners on the station, and the 

writer's increasing confidence as she deals with the minor crises of 

life there; A Second Helping recounts the closing phase of the 

family's residence in the Gulf Country. In both works, however, the 

main focus is on brief comic or sentimental events, which are often 

only vaguely related to the central development. Probably because 

they are intended as "light reading", Elizabeth O'Conner's 

autobiographical works, unlike her novels proper, deal with a fairly 

trivial round of emotions. Furthermore, they offer no real criticism 

of the life-style they describe, although its strictly hierarchical 

character is likely to dismay the uninitiated reader. 

More than writers in other genres, _ the novelists and the 

writers of short stories in North Queensland cause the question to be 

raised: What constitutes a regional writer in Australia? A rule of 

thumb may be set up in reply, such as: "A regional writer is one who 

has spent sufficient time in the region for his writing to have been 

influenced by it, directly or indirectly." But however reasonable 

such a rule may appear on the surface, it is, in some instances, 

rather difficult to apply. 

A number of notable Australian novelists have had 

significant associations with North Queensland, and therefore could 

not validly be excluded from any comprehensive account of the 

literature of the region. However, it is often difficult to regard 
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such writers as "regional". Some have not lived for any length of time 

in North Queensland; all have been published by outside companies; 

most have produced at least some works with little or no regional 

content. This last impediment is particularly relevant to Louis Becke 

and Thea Astley, who will provide a suitable brief sampling of 

significant novelists who have been influenced by the time they have 

spent in North Queensland.
42 

Since Louis Becke delighted in embroidering on his 

experiences, the facts of his life are by no means easy to determine. 

It seems, however, that between 1875 and 1880 he lived mainly in North 

Queensland, working for two years on the Palmer goldfield and for six 

months on a cattle station west of Townsville . He is known to have 

visited Charter Towers and to have been briefly employed as a cler k in 

a Townsville bank - an occupation for which he appears to have been 

ludicrously ill-suited.
43 

The result of Becke's brief residence and chequered 

experiences was a novel and a few short stories with North Queensland 

settings. The novel, Tom Gerard44 authentically re-creates the cattle 

stations and gold mining camps of the region, but the characters do 

not come to life, and the plot is exceedingly romantic and sensational. 

The majority of the short stories deal with the gold camps,
45 

but one 

gives an account of Becke' s life as a cattleman, 
46 

and anoth.er is a 

fantasy derived from his experiences as a bank clerk.
47 

Louis Becke's North Queensland stories are not among his 

best works. In volume, they are roughly equivalent to his stories set 

in Macquarie, and in northern New South Wales, but are more considerable 

than those which stem from Normandy. Becke spent his most active years 

trading among the Pacific islands, and the best, as well as the 

majority, of his works are set there. Therefore, the traditional brief 

classification of him as a story-teller of the Pacific islands is 

probably the most accurate that can be devised. 
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Thea Astley was born in Brisbane in 1925 and educated at 

All Hallows Convent and the Un~.versity of Queensland. She taught for 

five years in Queensland, mainly in Townsville, before moving to 

Sydney to live, at the age of twenty-three. In 1970 and 1971 she gave 

lecture tours for the Commonwealth Literary Fund in North and Central 

Queensland. A significant portion of Thea Astley's life has 

therefore been spent in Queensland and all of her (to date) seven 

novels are located here. 

48 
The first novel, Girl with a Monkey stems from the 

writer's experiences as a teacher, and is set entirely in Townsville. 
49 

The sixth, The Acolyte also contains a few scenes set in Townsville, 

or another North Queensland coastal city. The latest novel, 

A Kindness Cup,
50 

is based on a true incident which occurred at The 

Leap, north of Mackay, and retains the setting of a cane-country town 

in North Queensland. The Acolyte and A Kindness Cup may owe part of 

their inspiration to the writer's tours of the north and west in 1970 

and 1971. With the exception of A Boat Load of Home Folk,
51 

which has 

a Pacific island setting, all of the other novels are located in 

southern Queensland - in the Gympie-Maryborough district,
52 

the 

Stanthorpe area, 53 Brisbane, 54 or on the coast south of Brisbane.
55 

Since most of her life in Queensland has been spent in the 

south, and since the majority of her novels are set there, Thea Astley 

should be regarded as a Queensland, rather than a North Queensland, 

writer. Her comparatively brief stays in the north have nevertheless 

been remarkably productive. 
56 

In a lecture given last year, she 

revealed something of the significance which North Queensland holds 

for her: 
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... the loyalties which persuade my entire 
being are to the north and funnily enough, 
the far north, so that when my plane circles 
the last small white-housed town along the 
reef and I watch hungrily through the port 
window for the high green-blue rise of 
tableland behind that town, I feel always 
that I am corning horne.57 

As novelists and story-tellers, Louis Becke and Thea Astley 

have almost nothing in common. While Becke sketches broadly the 

external actions which make up his plots, Astley deals subtly with 

emotions and with complex relationships. The two writers are 

diametrically opposite also in their development. Becke's first book, 
58 

a collection of short stories entitled By Reef and Palm is usually 

considered his best, since it deals in a direct manner with material 

which was still fresh in his mind. On the other hand, Thea Astley's 

skills as a novelist have, generally speaking, improved with practice. 

The result is that her two novels set entirely in North Queensland -

the earliest and the latest - contrast markedly with each other. 

Objectivity is probably the key to the contrast. Girl with 

a Monkey possesses no obvious theme, but centres on the experiences of 

a young teacher, Elsie Ford, during her last day in Townsville. 

Events and other characters are viewed through a haze of depression 

which Elsie and her creator seem to share. Townsville is seen only as 

a place of heat, sweat, glare, dust, loneliness and boredom. On the 

other hand, A Kindness Cup does have a perceptible theme, although a 

grim one. It deals with the attempts of a retired teacher, Torn Dorahy, 

to secure justice for his friend, Charlie Lunt, who was wrongfully 

injured twenty years in the past by the apparently upright citizens of 

a small town. Dorahy's efforts end in tragedy, and the message seems 

to be that justice in human affairs cannot always be procured. In 

her characterization of Charlie Lunt, however, Astley also implies 

that injustice may be transcended by strength. Dorahy's consciousness 

acts as a filter for events and other characters, as Elsie's does in 
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the earlier novel, but criticisms and counterpoints to him are 

introduced continually. Furthermore, the environment is not adapted 

as a support for the mood of any character. The general result is an 

increase in objectivity. 

Lesser-known novelists belonging entirely to North 

Queensland are as rare as those who are well-known, but it seems less 

audacious, for some reason, for the region to lay claim to the former. 

The works of two minor women novelists, who were near contemporaries, 

illustrate different degrees of attachment to North Queensland. 

The region figures only slightly in the novels of Dorothy 

Cottrell. Born in Picton, New South Wales, in 1902, Dorothy Cottrell 

spent part of her youth on "Ulurunda" in south-west Queensland, and 

also in Toowoomba. She visited Banfield on Dunk Island between 1920 

and 1922, and seems to have been acquainted with at least Innisfail 

and Townsville. Her best-known novel, The Singing Gold59 is set for 

the most part on a station in the south-west of the state and in 

Toowoomba. However, the central characters spend a part of their 

early married life on an island very reminiscent of Dunk, before they 

move to Sydney, where the husband is tragically killed. The colourful . 

landscapes and the tranquility of the tropics are vividly evoked in 

the scenes on the island. Although Dorothy Cottrell wrote several 

other novels 60 after completing The Singing Gold, she did not draw 

again on her experience of North Queensland. 

The works of Jean Devanny, the second minor novelist, evince 

a much greater commitment to the region. Born in New Zealand in 

1894, Jean Devanny had published four novels and a collection of short 

stories, and had joined the Labour movement, before moving to Sydney 

in 1929. There, she became a most active public speaker and 

campaigner for the Communist party, and in the meantime continued as 

1 . f ' ' f 1 d . 1 . 1 61 I 1935 d . a pro 1 ic writer o nove s an Journa artic es. n , uring 

her second lecture tour through North Queensland, she sided with the 
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cane cutters in their strike against the conditions which fostered Weil's 
62 disease. The result was a novel, Sugar Heaven, which interweaves a 

fictional story with the true events of the strike, and deals not only 

with the class struggle, but also with relations between Australian 

and immigrant Italian workers. Jean Devanny's first, and highly 
63 

successful, North Queensland novel, was followed by two others also 

set in the canefields - Paradise Flow
64 

and Cindie
65 

- and by another, 

Roll Back the Night,
66 

which is set in a fishing village. The strength 

of these novels, which are Jean Devanny's best, lies in characterization 

and in the evocation of subtle, though strong, emotions. By 1939 she 

had come to reside in the region more or less permanently. Later, she 

expressed her commitment to it by publishing two travel books,
67 

and a 

collection of interviews which she had conducted, partly in North 
· 68 

Queensland, during the war. 

Such novelists as Louis Becke, Thea Astley, Dorothy Cottrell 

and Jean Devanny, with their varying associations with North Queensland, 

possess for the literary and social historian an interest which, to a 

degree, is independent of their literary worth. The poets, however, 

have tended to be of lesser social and literary interest. 

Apart from A.B. Paterson, whose brief connection with Winton 

is widely acclaimed, no major Australian poet has had a significant 

association with North Queensland. The mediocrity of the region's 

verse is perhaps best revealed in the fact that the bulk of it has 

been published either privately in slim volumes, or in newspapers. 

Among its key characteristics is its failure to be touched by the 

changing poetic fashions of the wider world, and related to this is 

its lack of internal change and development. The first settlers seem 

to have carried in their heads an idea of poetry as being either of 

the extroverted (narrative) type or of the more personal, lyrical or 

reflective kind, always in strict metre and rhyme. To this day, poets 

of the region are dominated by this dual view. 
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An early poet using extroverted or narrative style was 

Heber Hedley Booth (already mentioned), who contributed ballads to 

various newspapers in the north around the turn of the century. In 

1909, these were collected and published in a volume entitled Opalodes. 

The best of Booth's verses treat life in the Gulf country with a 

v igorous and slightly ironic humour. The following is the opening 

stanza of "The Burketown Alligator: A Gulf Ballad": 

'Twas Dick the Cheerful who sat in his den, 
and gazed o'er the Burketown mud; 

The Albert River had flooded its banks, and 
promised a lively flood; 

For the news ·had come that The Brook was 
high as it was in ninety-one, 

When it rose so far, that it breasted Bill's 
bar, till all his whisky was done.69 

Although they now contain almost as many references to television sets 

as to stock whips, verses of this nature are still frequently written 

in North Queensland. Recent anthologies in the tradition are Richard 

Magoffin's We Bushies
70 

and Chops and Gravy;
71 

Dan Sheahan's Songs 

from the Canefields,
72 

and Claude Morris' The Legend of Angel Creek 

and Other Bush Ballads. 73 The Bronze Swagrnan Book of Bush Verse, 

which has been published annually by the Winton Tourist Promotion 

Association since 1972, contains numerous verses in this mode. 

The reflective and lyrical poetry offers, perhaps inevitably, 

greater emotional and technical variety. Romantic love is a common 

theme. It was treated with amazing sentimentality and ineptitude by 

one Edward George Clerk, Junior, who lived for a time in the Longreach 

district, before serving with the Queensland Bushmen in the Boer War. 

The following is typical of this poet's work: 
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By the Grave 

Alone I sat beside the raised mound, 
And think of one beneath it sleeping sound; 
Recall again the deep blue tender eyes, 
Like the Heavens when storm clouds from it flies. 
See once again the fair and winsome face, 
And lovely throat, decked with some old point lace; 
The shell-like ears, the teeth so white and small, 
The snowy breast, 'neath corsage, rise and fall; 
Hear once again the loving tender vow, 
Our plighted troth. What profit to me now?74 

Lance Fallaw, who edited the Charters Towers Telegraph from 1910 to 

1912, and The Cairns Post from 1912 to 1921, versified a similar 

situation rather more competently: 

Retrospection 

I lived a year with Love, 
nivinest thought 

Lit human eyes, 
His fairest form above 

Surpasses not 
His mortal guise. 

Love that was pure and true 
Bade life be fresh 

With hope and trust, 
And slew the Self, and drew 

In golden mesh 
The fiends of lust.75 

Religion is a less common theme than love in North Queensland 

introspective verse. It is, however, central to the poetry of Gilbert 

White, who was first Bishop of Carpentaria, between 1900 and 1915. In 

his long poem, The Vision, written in 1909, the tropical landscape is 

transformed by the poet's intuition of God's presence: 
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Each wave on the sand felt the thrill of the land 
And called to the wave behind, 

And the wave far away as it sprang into spray 
Felt the sand of the Ocean's mind. 

For the sea had a life, and a joy in its strife, 
As it worked for its Masters behest, 

And the wind ran along, swift, purposeful, strong, 
On a vast and tireless quest. 

And the palm, as it swayed, cried aloud and prayed 
For the strength to blossom and bear 

And the blue sky shed, like a gossamer thread, 
A thousand cords through the air.76 

Lance Fallaw and Gilbert White are somewhat more sensitive and 

competent than the average North Queensland poet of their day. 
77 

Although poets of middle rank, such as Victor Kennedy, were 

associated with the region later in the century, and poets of some 

promise, such as Bill Scott
78 

and Mark O'Connor79 have lived here more 

r~cently, the situation (alas) has not much improved since. 

The foregoing survey of literature in North Queensland has 

necessarily been superficial and highly selective. It may, however, 

not be too soon to risk a general suilil!lary of characteristics and an 

evaluation. For the first, it may be stated that North Queensland 

literature is not a consciously regional literature, but one which 

stems from smaller localities or districts .. The genre of factual 

prose is the largest within it, but the novels and short stories tend 

to be the more skilfully written. In evaluating literature in North 

Queensland, it would be quite false to pretend that the best of it is 

fit to be compared with the best literature of the wider world, or 

even with that of Australia. Nevertheless, it does possess certain 

qualities which deserve to be recorded and made known, if only to 

people living in the region. 
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CHINESE-EUROPEAN RELATIONS IN CAIRNS DURING THE EIGHTEEN NINETIES 

Dr. C.R. May 

Compared with the amount which has been written about the 

Chinese as a racial question during the nineteenth century, little 

attention has been paid to their everyday relations with Europeans in 

the communities where they lived and worked. The amount of anti-Chinese 

legislation passed by the parliaments of Queensland and the other states 

before the turn of the century would suggest that the average Australian 

was in a state of constant terror of a Chinese invasion, and that an 

atmosphere of active antagonism between the races prevailed. This was 

only the case in certain places (usually mining areas) or f~r short 

periods, and often legislation reflected these exceptional circumstances 

rather than the more normal tenor of race relations. In order to 

understand racial interaction at community level, it is necessary to 

note the effect of contemporary racial assumptions on the popular outlook 

and the way in which these were translated by local circumstances into 

patterns of behaviour towards the Chinese. 

By the time North Queensland was settled, certain racial 

assumptions had become ingrained virtually throughout society. 

Australians, in connnon with other Westerners, accepted the existence of 

a number of inherently different human races,-whose cultural and mental 

as well as physical traits were supposedly racially determined and who 

could be ranked hierarchically on the basis of these characteristics. 

Needless to say, ~uropeans placed themselves at the top of the hierarchy. 

These assumptions were the product of intense scientific and 

ethnographic discussion, but none of this intellectual controversy was 

apparent in the Australian country town. Instead Australians seem to 

have accepted the tenets of racism as axioms requiring no thought or 

discussion. As a result of this outlook the Chinese were regarded as 

an inherently alien and inferior element in society incapable of sharing 

the interests or emotions of Europeans. This concept of apartness did 

not inevitably give rise to racial hostility, though it was certainly a 

prerequisite for it. Rather, it caused Europeans to perceive the Chinese 
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not as fellow citizens, but as a factor in the wellbeing or otherwise 

of the white community. Whether the effect of this outlook upon racial 

attitudes was good or bad generally depended on local circumstances. 

In Cairns during the eighteen nineties local conditions 

encouraged tolerance of the Chinese perhaps more so than in any other 

town in Australia. Indeed Cairns became known as the town "where white 

men take their hats off to Chinamen", and was the object of many jibes 

from Southern newspapers on this count. This happy state of race 

relations was due largely to economic factors. From the start of 

settlement in Cairns in 1876 Europeans left the heavy work associated 

with pioneering to the Chinese. Not only did the Chinese fell the dense 

vegetation typical of the area; they also undertook hoe cultivation on 

newly cleared land which, . for several years, could not be worked with a 

plough. Thus the Chinese became the main agriculturalists of the area 

and by the eighteen nineties (the decade when Chinese settlement was at 

its peak) Europeans depended upon them not only for garden produce, but 

also for the income earned from the export of Chinese-grown crops, 

principally bananas. 

These agricultural opportunities attracted over two thousand 

Chinese to Cairns, initially gold miners from the Palmer, but increasingly 

new immigrants from the Chung Shan district of Kwangtung. During the 

eighteen eighties and nineties, the Chinese constituted between a 

quarter and a third of local population and thus were a conspicuous 

feature of connnunity life. Cairns contained a thriving Chinatown with 

two temples, while fifteen to twenty sampans plied the Barron River, 

carrying the produce from Chinese gardens along its banks. It is 

difficult for the modern observer to appreciate the omnipresence of the 

Chinese in Cairns during that era. 

The presence of a large Chinese population living in such close 

quarters to Europeans raised a number of questions regarding their place 

in the local connnunity. To what extent was their physical presence to 
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to tolerated? Were they to be allowed the benefits of community 

membership? Should they have a way in local government? In arriving 

at answers to these questions, Europeans acted on the assumption that 

segregation was the natural order. In some respects this involved 

actively avoiding contact with the Chinese or deliberately excluding 

them from connnunity affairs; but in many areas of life, especially 

social and cultural activities, the segregation principle was applied 

negatively. Europeans simply did not think of associating with other 

races. 

Physical segregation was the most obvious manifestation of 

this outlook, and Chinatown its visible symbol. It must be stressed 

that the residential separation of the races resulted from Chinese as 

well as European preferences. Yet any departure from normal practice 

brought to light the latent strength of European feeling on the issue. 

In 1888, for instance, when a Chinese storekeeper tried to set up his 

business in the European commercial area, the Cairns Post commented, 

"He [the Chinese] seems unable to realise that his countrymen must, 

at any rate, confine themselves to Chinatown. 111 Public facilities 

also reflected the segregation principle, and here it was even more 

significant as it involved the supply of special facilities, often at 

extra cost to the authorities. The Cairns hospital contained an alien 

ward, significantly situated adjacent to the infestious diseases ward, 

while local trains were equipped with special inferior carriages for 

Chinese. In 1910, when a Chinese tried to enter a European carriage, 

he was assaulted. Commenting on the incident, a correspondent to the 

Cairns Post probably reflected popular sentiment when he expressed 

regret that violence had occurred, but nevertheless felt that: 

The democratic spirit, however proper among 
whites, should not be extended to aliens, 
however law abiding and respectable they 
might be.2 

In both residential and other forms of physical segregation, exceptions 

were allowed for the Westernised merchants. Several such wealthy 
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Chinese lived in the European residential area of Cairns, while 

merchants always travelled in first class railway carriages. 

These, however, were superficial concessions. In any matter 

which effected the European monopoly of power, the exclusion of the 

Chinese was more rigidly applied. In local government elections, for 

instance, the Chinese storekeepers, as ratepayers, were allowed to vote. 

Yet there were grave misgivings about allowing them to influence public 

policy. Ideally, candidates were supposed to take no account of Chinese 

interests, and the charge of soliciting Chinese support was a serious 

accusation, often made against an opponent. In 1896 the use of Chinese 

proxies to determine the composition of the Cairns Hospital Board caused 

a minor furore and elicited the following corrnnent from the usually 

pro-Chinese Cairns Argus: 

Does the end justify the means? Can the members 
of the connnittee feel proud of such celestial 
sponsorship? Would they not rather owe their 
return to a ballot shared in only by men of 
their own race?3 

The failure of Europeans to take account of Chinese interests in 

formulating public policy was demonstrated by a small incident in 1903 

when a petition on the question of the Wednesday half holiday was 

disregarded on the grounds that "a great number of those signing their 

names were Chinamen. 114 It must be stressed that the Chinese involved 

in these questions were storekeepers who, in many other respects, were 

treated as honourary Europeans. 

In economic matters also, Chinese interests were disregarded. 

Their activities were seldom given assistance unless, as in the case of 

the banana industry, they were of exceptional benefit to Europeans. On 

a number of occasions the expenditure of public money on transport or 

other facilities was opposed on the grounds that it would "only benefit 

Chinamen". Similarly, prosperity amongst the Chinese was only regarded 

favourably if it aided indirectly in the development of the white 

corrnnunity and resentment was often expressed at Chinese leaving Cairns 

with "good Australian sovereigns" which, presumably should have been in 

European hands. 
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By modern standards, such attitudes might appear blatantly 

anti-Chinese; but they did not necessarily signify active racial 

hostility. Most Europeans in Cairns welcomed the Chinese presence and 

maintained amicable relations with individual Chinese. On many 

occasions, the Cairns press opposed the doctrinaire sinophobia of the 

Labor movement and reacted angrily to outsiders who ascribed to the 

Cairns Chinese all the horrors associated with the "Yellow Peril". So 

long as the Chinese "kept their place", they were accepted in everyday 

life as part of the local environment. 

Moreover, even within the framework of contemporary racism, 

contacts between the Chinese and Europeans were more extensive and more 

amicable than studies of the anti-Chinese movement would indicate. 

Economic requirements were the main incentive to racial interaction, as 

was the case in any Australian country town where Europeans dealt with 

Chinese market gardeners, storekeepers and perhaps laundrymen. In 

tropical Queensland, however, economic relations were considerably more 

diverse and extensive. Basically, each race relied on the other for a 

different set of goods and services, reflecting J.S. Furnivall's 

observation that in a plural society, " ... each section comes to have 

its own function in production and there is a tendency towards the 

grouping of several elements into distinct economic castes. 115 Virtually 

all the goods and services which European's obtained from the Chinese 

reflected the latter's function as a source of manpower. Several 

hundred Chinese labourers were employed by Europeans, predominantly in 

in sugar mills, while the vegetables and locally grown fruit consumed 

by the white population were almost entirely grown by the Chinese. 

Even the large Chinese labour contractors and produce merchants were 

basically marshalling Chinese labour or its products for the European 

market. 

The exception to this rule was the general Chinese storekeeper 

who supplied a wide range of merchandise to the white community. All 

the larger merchants in Cairns included this as one of their functions; 
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their newspaper advertisements obviously aimed at the European market, 

listed not only garden produce and imported Chinese goods but also 

essentially European items such as drapery, boots, hats and sometimes 

dresses and suits. 

The Chinese, by contrast, dealt almost entirely with their 

own countrymen, to the chagrin of Europeans, who complained that money 

which entered the Chinese community never left it. Given the many 

other channels through which money flowed from the Chinese to Europeans, 

this was far from true; but certainly the average Chinese gardener or 

labourer obtained not only his essentially Chinese requirements, but 

also his farm equipment, building materials and so on from the one 

storekeeper of his own race. Thus, it was only in the purchase of 

wholesale goods that the Chinese dealt extensively with Europeans. 

Normally the Chinese only resorted to the white community for 

necessities which they were prevented from providing themselves, often 

as a result of either alien status, cultural ignorance, or the prejudices 

of the host society. Land, the first prerequisite for agriculture, 

could only be owned by naturalised citizens and thus Chinese gardeners 

were forced to lease their plots, (usually five to ten acres per man,) 

from Europeans. As the Chinese in Cairns leised several thousand acres 

in this way, at the exorbitant annual rental of £1 per acre it can be 

appreciated that the cash circulated as a result of Chinese rentals was 

a cornerstone of the local economy. 

Chinese farmers were also dependent for the export of their 

produce upon the more sophisticated long distance forms of transport 

provided by Europeans, notably railways, tramways and interstate ships. 

While this involved little exchange of cash between individuals, the 

money derived by shipping companies and local councils from the cartage 

of Chinese produce flowed onto European workers and thence to the 

commercial sector. Given the volume of banana exports from Cairns in 

the eighteen nineties, money circulated in this way amounted to many 
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thousands of pounds and provided an indirect source of income for a 

large number of Europeans. 

As Europeans monopolis~d the professions, the Chinese had 

f requent recourse to lawyers and sometimes to business managers for 

their legal or financial expertise. The Chinese made extensive use of 

the courts, and having little knowledge of court procedure, they relied 

heavily upon lawyers. The other main function performed by European 

professionals was that of representing the interests of the Chinese in 

dealings with external authorities, notably on matters of naturalisation 

or the ruling of a Government or statutory authority. Isolated efforts 

by the Chinese to communicate with the Government on their own behalf 

were generally disastrous as regards both language and protocol. 

Moreover, if the individual wanted his submission to carry weight, the 

backing of a solicitor or large mercantile firm was virtually necessary 

to counter-act the European tendency to ignore the Chinese. 

All the above relations between the races involved some 

exchange of money, and therefore promoted mutual interdependence. The 

interlocking of Chinese and European economic activities was perhaps 

bette r developed in Cairns than in any other region of Australia, and 

consequently gave rise to some active co-operation between the races, 

unusual by the standards of the day. The banana export industry, a 

source of considerable remuneration to both Chinese and Europeans was 

often confronted by difficulties as a result of bad shipping conditions 

or the unsympathetic attitudes of the states receiving the fruit. Thus, 

the Chinese merchants and the Cairns Chamber of Commerce frequently 

joined forces to combat these problems. The relationship was a useful 

one for both parties; the Chinese lacked influence in dealing with the 

Governments or shipping companies at fault, while the European 

businessmen who comprised the Chamber of Commerce were dependent on the 

Chinese merchants to ascertain the views of the growers and advise them 

on appropriate courses of action. 
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The ramifications of such mutual dependence were felt beyond 

the economic sphere, in that it provided a positive incentive to 

amicable relations. Both races were aware that goodwill was valuable 

in furthering economic goals, the Chinese perhaps more so than 

Europeans. Being politically impotent and economically insecure, they 

relied heavily on the co-operation of local Europeans and therefore used 

all the means at their disposal to ensure that this was forthcoming. 

It was an institution, over the festive season, for Chinese gardeners 

and hawkers to present goodwill offerings to their landlords or 

customers, while during the Chinese New Year European farmers were 

entertained by the Chinese in their vicinity. In the town, the Chinese 

merchants kept open house and were visited by leading Europeans with 

whom they generally had economic dealings. One wealthy sugar grower, 

Ah Tong held an annual Ne~ Year feast of which a correspondent to the 

Cairns Argus wrote in 1897 "All the prominent citizens of the Mulgrave 

were present" and "quite a hundred guests sat down 11 •
6 

Chinese social functions were also the occasion for public 

relations activities and when a merchant celebrated a major event, 

Europeans were generally invited. The most famous of these was a feast 

given by Lee Yan in 1896 to celebrate the birth of his son and attended 

by seventeen leading Europeans. Commenting on this function, the Sydney 

Bulletin noted contemptuously that "Cairns is the only town in Australia 

where it is en reale for whites to kiss Chinese babies and raise their 

hats to the infants' fathers. 117 The involvement of leading citizens in 

such celebrations was no coincidence as it was important for the Chinese 

to maintain friendly relations with influential Europeans generally and 

not only with their business associates. The guest list of a dinner 

given by two merchants, Willie Ming and Ah Young in 1897 resembled a 

"Who's Who" of prominent Cairns citizens. It included the police 

magistrate, the town's leading lawyer, the Polynesian inspector, the 

Post Master, the Collector of Customs; a bank manager, the editor of 

the Cairns Argus and several leading businessmen. Stafford, the Police 

Magistrate, who headed the table, proposed a toast to the Emperor of 
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China and Milford the lawyer, to the Chinese of Cairns and district. 

Hollis, the manager of the Bank of Queensland, and Hansford, a 

businessman, replied on behalf of the Chinese. Such social interaction 

bears little relation to the anti~Chinese feeling which supposedly 

typified that era, and indeed it indicates that a degree of mutual 

esteem between the races was not impossible. 

Social events were not the only occasions for fostering 

goodwill. The Chinese, either individually or collectively, often 

involved themselves in the community activities of Cairns. It was 

common, at the time, for the town to "turn out" to celebrate a national 

event or welcome an important visitor, and on these occasions, the 

Chinese made an elaborate showing. Being virtually without political 

influence, they always took the opportunity to favourably impress 

Governors and politicians who were feted with parades, fireworks and 

even an operatic performance. The main feature of these Chinese 

welcomes, however, was the inevitable address, generally read out by a 

lwayer. These documents invariably contained a subtle but 

unmistakable request for fair treatment, sometimes reinforced by a 

reminder that Cairns would be worse off without Chinese enterprise. 

In the charitable drives, which were almost a daily occurrence 

in Cairns, the Chinese were always to the fore. Many causes which they 

supported were of no direct benefit to themselves. Amongst their diverse 

donations were prizes to school sports and local shows and refreshments 

for a function in aid of the Cairns Brass Band. Their names appeared 

on subscription lists for the Brisbane Flood Relief in 1893 and sundry 

collections for the families of accident victims. Hospitals, however, 

were the main object of Chinese charitable activities and in this case 

there was probably a practical motive: to avert resentment which might 

otherwise have resulted from their use of European facilities. The 

annual subscriptions of the Chinese merchants equalled, if not surpassed 

those of the European businessmen, while even the Chinese in less 

remunerative occupations donated 5/-, about a quarter of their weekly 
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income. The merchants often actively canvassed funds for the hospital 

and kept donation boxes in their stores. Many Chinese cultural events 

were made the occasion for charitable drives. In 1895 and 1896, the 

Chinese merchants organised charity performances of the visiting Chinese 

opera company, while fireworks displays during Chinese New Year were 

given in the same cause. 

The public relations value of these activities was severalfold. 

They enabled the Chinese not only to appear as public benefactors but 

also to express their solidarity with the local citizens and their 

concern for the welfare of Cairns. Lavish public displays also afforded 

the opportunity to impress Europeans with Chinese material culture. 

Dragons, lion dances, resplendent costumes and the inevitable fireworks 

all figured on these occasions and newspapers often commented on the 

impressive spectacle which they presented. 

The above examination makes no claim to have covered all 

aspects of interaction between Europeans and Chinese. The use of the 

law courts by the Chinese is a separate study in itself, while 

religious missions to the Chinese and inter-racial marriage raise a 

different set of issues from contacts initiated out of self interest. 

However, economic relations, and their social ramifications seem to 

reflect most directly on contemporary racial attitudes. Significantly 

such relations were generally initiated not for their own sake but for 

reasons of self interest. Though extensive, they were superficial, 

pecuniary and usually cast the Chinese in a subordinate role. Even in 

social interaction between the Chinese and European merchants, where 

relations most nearly approached amicable equality, it was the Chinese 

who offered hospitality and the Europeans who condescended to accept it. 

It must be remembered, moreover, that public relations activities by the 

Chinese were necessitated in the first instance by the very racial 

prejudice which deprived them of influence on their own account. 
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While patterns of interaction were determined by contemporary 

racism, however, it was conversely true that any bridging of the racial 

gulf might have a modifying influence on the attitudes of Europeans 

involved. Many economic dealings brought Chinese and Europeans face to 

face, and if this occurred often enough between the same individuals, 

friendly relations might result. Thus, landlords not infrequently 

developed amicable and long standing relations with their tenants, while 

hawkers became well known to their regular customers. As indicated, 

especially close ties by contemporary standards developed between 

businessmen of each race who were associated economically. Thus, within 

limits, first hand contacts reduced the barrier of anonymity between 

the races and opened the way for greater understanding. 

There is no doubt, moreover, that Chinese activities 

specifically designed to win European goodwill had the desired effect 

upon all but the most prejudiced. Their hospitality and generosity are 

vividly recalled by old residents of the district and were also the 

subject of favourable comments by contemporaries. In 1894, for instance, 

a local businessman, introducing a deputation of Chinese merchants to 

the Premier, described then as "old residents of Cairns who aided in 

every good work in the place. 118 

Even though relations between Chinese and Europeans were 

generally trivial and pervaded by racist overtones, the very fact of 

living at close quarters to the Chinese seems to have fostered an 

atmosphere of familiarity in which the more terrifying and lurid tenets 

of sinophobia had no place. Commenting on the phsychological influence 

of casual racial contacts, G. Allport noted: 

Contacts which bring knowledge and acquaintance 
are likely to engender sounder beliefs concerning 
minority groups and for this reason, contribute 
to the reduction of prejudice.9 

Certainly community life, even in a pro-Chinese town such as 

Cairns, was a mirror of contemporary racism. However the image was 

softened and its outlines considerably blurred by the amicable everyday 

contacts which local circumstances promoted. 
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CHINESE ON THE GILBERT RIVER GOLD-FIELD 

Mr. R.B. Brown 

Before the 1840s only a few Chinese coolies and labourers had 

come to the Pacific region, but in the gold-rushes of 1848 and 1854 in 

California, Eastern Australia, New Zealand and British Columbia, they 

came en masse. With the discovery of rich gold-fields in Australia, 

Hong Kong agents recruited indentured Chinese labour for the new f ields. 

Unlike their European counterparts, most Chinese had to receive 

assistance from their countrymen in order to immigrate. Many used the 

services of their relatives as collateral while others were sent out by 

Chinese merchants to work on the gold-fields for fixed wages. While on 

the fields, most Chinese were responsible to a head man representing 

Chinese speculators; miners were totally subject to these agents for 

the duration of their contracts.
1 

The rapid influx of Chinese onto southern gold-fields caused 

governments to fear that without restriction, Chinese would soon 

outnumber British in Australia. 2 Consequently, Victoria and New South 

Wales imposed legislation restricting the number of Chinese innnigrants 

according to the tonnage of shipping and payment of entrance and 

resident taxes. 3 In Queensland the first restrictions on Chinese 

immigrants were enforced in 1870, one year after the proclamation of 

the Gilbert River gold-field. This legislation controlled the number 

of Chinese on the gold-fields by the imposition of a poll tax, special 

miners' rights and business licence fees, and the prohibition of 

Chinese from a new gold-field for three years unless they had discovered 

it. 4 Queensland's restrictive legislation was representative of the 

attitudes European miners held towards their Asian equivalents and was 

indeed part of a developing white-Australia policy.
5 

Perhaps the earliest demonstration of anti-Chinese sentiment 

on Queensland gold-fields occurred at Crocodile Creek where European 

miners rushed a Chinese claim.
6 

The discovery of gold near a Chinese 

camp was followed by a rush which resulted in racial riots. The 

European miners' success in terrorising the Chinese drove them off the 

field and set the precedent (quickly supported by Gilbert miners) for 
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similar occurrences on other gold-fields. On the arrival of some five 

hundred Chinese at the Gilbert, one observer reported that Europeans 

"were at once alive to the necessity of dislodging 'John' before he 

obtained a footing". 7 The Chinese were presented an ultimatum to leave 

by two hundred Europeans; after the second ultimatum they left for 

Normanton.
8 

The Europeans had succeeded in their ·anti-Chinese campaign: 

There are many reasons why the Chinese should 
not be permitted to dig in the neighbourhood 
of Gilberton and whenever they attempt it, 
they will be driven off whatever may be the 
consequences.9 

These words were more wishful thinking than actuality because in 

August 1869, Chinese were permitted on the field, though not without 

violence. The orator did not specify his grievances against the 

Chinese but in all probability he was one of the many who opposed the 

Ch . f f . · d" lO P h h f h h inese or reasons o preJu ice. er aps e was one o t ose w o 

condemned the Chinese on the ground that they brought to the colony 

unwarranted expense; once in the colony the Chinese were entitled to 

police protection which was very costly because of threats from 

prejudiced Europeans, Aborigines and from trouble within their own 

circles. 

In their attempts to settle on the Gilbert Chinese were in 

frequent need of police protection from European belligerence. 

Repeatedly Chinese were "beaten and knocked off the ground, their 

horses and rations taken from them and they had to run to save their 

lives. 1111 Their admittance to the field in August 1869 was the reason 

for severe European condemnation: once on the field the Chinese were 

eligible to stake their claims on new gold-finds. Because gold in the 

region was widely distributed and the field very extensive, new rushes 

were frequent. In many of these rushes it became the question of who 

arrived first, the European or Chinaman; these disputes were seldom 

solved without violence. The dispute on Western Creek was almost 

identical to those elsewhere: "Last week there was a bit of a shindig 

at Western Creek owing to master John Chinaman intruding himself on 

these diggings. 1112 The Chinese neglected warnings not to enter the 

field and a s a result, "their camps were rushed, all their property 
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13 burnt and themselves driven off by the Europeans." The conflict 

ref lected the "irrepressible antipathy of the European races to the 

Chinese. 1114 Any influx of Chinese to the new areas on the Gilbert led 

t6 a public outcry which resulted in a determined effort to resist 

the "celestials" at all costs, with violence if necessary.
15 

It was no wonder that Chinese needed protection. The doctrine 

of equal rights of citizenship would not be tolerated on the Gilbert. 

Europeans argued that in order to avoid racial collision it was 

necessary to exclude Chinese from the field: 

It is unwise to force this race into 
competition with Europeans as they 
have been in other colonies and it 
is clear that while active repugnance 
to the Chinese was exhibited they 
never obtained a footing on a gold 
field and such will be the case here.16 

Even though the Chinese on the Gilbert were actively 

repressed they were most effective in their resistance; in many 

instances it was the European who needed protection from the Chinese. 

Considerable excitement was caused in 1870 when a party of Chinese 

attacked a group of European diggers. A correspondent reported: 

" ... they had been attacked by ten:Chinamen with knives, shovels; picks 

and other weapons and one of our number had his skull fractured and 

arm broken. 1117 The incident arose from a claim dispute. Only a week 

later there was another Chinese attack in which a German received 

serious wounds to the head and shoulder.
18 

Similarly, the incident 

arose from a claim dispute in an area where again Chinese outnumbered 

Europeans. Where a minority, Europeans were much more careful in 

expressing their sentiments and frequently Chinese, rightly or wrongly, 

took possession of creeks where Europeans were outnumbered. In these 

predicaments Europeans promptly curbed their hostile reactions. Two or 

three miners expressed alarm in one such instance when confronted by a 

number of Chinese armed with revolvers and knives. The Chinese 

supposedly asserted: "You Europeans roll up eh! - By - A Chinaman roll 

up this time! Some of your fellows want to be shot, you do! 1119 
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For most of the period under review, the Chinese constituted 

about half the total population;
2O 

it was therefore common for small 

European parties to encounter large Chinese clusters. In these 

situations the Chinese not only gained confidence in their resistance 

but also became the victims of intensified anti-Chinese bias from 

already-prejudiced Europeans. As Europeans became aware of increasing 

numbers of Chinese their prejudice strengthened and reporters stressed 

the increasing delicacy of the subject. On Australian gold-fields 

generally the Chinese were less resistant than on the Gilbert: but, 

"it remained for their countrymen in the neighbourhood of Gilberton to 

assume a defiant overbearing and bullying attitude towards the 
21 Europeans." This was probably because numbers of Chinese were more 

equal to Europeans than on many gold-fields. 

Antagonism was not only prevalent between Chinese and 

Europeans but also between Chinese and Aborigines who were said to 

favour Oriental flesh. 22 
On the Gilbert there is no evidence apart 

from legend to suggest the Chinese were cannibalized by Aborigines. 

It is clear, however, that Aborigines showed little mercy in their 

attacks on the Chinese who were frequent victims of Aboriginal 

assault.
23 

Whether this was · because the Chinese were in the main 
24 

without arms, because as exclusively alluvial diggers they occupied 

the more isolated and unprotected areas of the field is not clear. In 

all probability the Chinese were attacked for both these reasons. 

Whatever the case, police were obliged to protect Chinese from Aborigines 

and this was resented because of the cost. 

Besides preventing racial collision between the conglomeration 

of races on the field, police were also responsible for protecting the 

Chinese from internal dissension and crime within their own circles. 

These occurrences were common and are exemplified in the following 

affair between two Chinamen over money debts: 

A scuffle ensued during which knives were 
drawn. Ah Fat being stabbed in the right 
breast severing the nipple and when he fell 
forward on his face he received another 
wound in the vicinity of the seventh rib 
and died five minutes later.25 
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The murderer was taken to the police station where he hung himself in 

his cell on a length of clothes line; the whole affair was over in less 

than twenty minutes. One writer commented: "by the murderer taking 

the law into his own hands [killing himself] at least four hundred 

pounds was saved by not having to prosecute him to conviction at 
26 

Rockhampton." Anti-Chinese propagandists regarded a trial as an 

unnecessary expense as the incident would not have occurred had the 

Chinese been excluded from the field. 

Furthennore, anti-Chinese bigots argued that "celestials" were 

degraded and immoral colonists who through their unclean habits 

introduced dangerous diseases. One Gilberton miner on visiting 

Chinatown counnented: 

The effluvium which greets the olfactory 
nerves on passing through is abominable. 
The filth must be the means of generating 
those dangerous noxious vapors that cause 
typhoid and other fevers which are so fatal 
to life. I trust the authorities will see 
the necessity of appointing a sanitary 
inspector, for these celestial gentlemen 
have already a nest of pigsties in the 
main track close to the township and 
adjoining the site for the crushing 
machine which imparts anything but a 
pleasant sensation in the sense of smell 
to those who are unfortunately compelled 
to pass that way.27 

There is no further evidence to support the notion that Chinese on the 

Gilbert were less healthy than the Europeans though there are myths to 
28 the contrary. It is interesting to note that between 1870 and 1872 

when Chinese and European populations were fairly balanced, there were 

116 deaths on the Gilbert. 29 Of these, 57 were Chinese and 59, 

European. If these statistics are a valid indication then it seems the 

Chinese were no less healthy than Europeans. Certainly, criticism of 

the Chinese on the Gilbert on the grounds that they were disseminators 

of dangerous diseases was unfounded. 

Europeans often accused the Chinese of not prospecting for 

themselves but merely taking over claims temporarily abandoned by 

Europeans. When a new rush occurred restless Europeans often left their 
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working claims in pursuit of something better, intending to return if 

their new venture failed. Often they returned to find Chinese in 

possession; conflict was almost inevitable. As on other North Queensland 

fields, the European digger generally pioneered the new and unprospected 

land while the Chinaman was content to follow. After picking the 

surface of this new land the unsettled European moved on for something 

better leaving behind a vacuum. This was rapidly filled by the 

Chinaman, who, in the event of failure beyond, left no opening for a 

European return. 

Chinese were noted for being able to make money in areas 

where Europeans could not. One writer attributed this ability to the 

intrinsic quality of patience in the Chinese disposition. He believed 

that while gold was so minutely distributed over a large area, a 

patient and industrious race like the Chinese would find it a miners' 

paradise while the less patient European regarded it as "a sort of 

mundane limb unworthy of his race and destiny. 1130 A Chinaman could 

live comfortably on thirteen or fourteen shillings per week and save 

any profit, whereas the European needed to find gold worth three pounds 

ten shillings a week to make tucker. 31 The Chinese were less demanding 

in their diet than the Europeans and therefore needed less gold to 

live comfortably. 

Owing to the nature of the Chinese diet and life, they had 

little demand for the dutiable goods on which Europeans were so 

dependent. It was therefore argued that Chinese failed to contribute 

to government revenue. Furthermore, Chinese were accused of not paying 

for miners' rights on the Gilbert and so again not contributing to 

government revenue. There seemed little ground for this grievance, 

there being no indication whatsoever to suggest that Chinese were 

deficient in their payments. 

The question of Chinese business aroused significant 

resentment among Europeans. In many instances Chinese undercut 

European proprietors or overcharged on goods in short supply. One 

observer reported: 
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John seems to be able to keep things to his 
own price. For instance brandy the other 
day was £2-10 per gallon, a quantity of 
Martell's arrived yesterday and as I write 
brandy is down to £1-10 per gallon.32 

European resentment came to a head when a deputation of European 

storekeepers and publicans presented a petition to Commissioner St. 

George urging him to prevent Chinese storekeepers from establishing 

themselves in Georgetown and so competing with European vendors. They 

argued that the gold-field was first developed by European enterprise, 

capital and labour combined. The reefs were worked on the speculation 

of European storekeepers and capitalists in conjunction with the miner, 

and the Chinese should not be entitled to compete for business. 

Europeans further argued that if Chinese were allowed to compete for 

European trade they would by their system of trade monopolize the 

principal part of the cash trade in the district. 33 But their petition 

failed and Commissioner St. George replied: 

I am placed here to mete out even handed 
and impartial justice to men of all 
classes, creeds and colours. And were I 
to [do as you suggest] I would not merely 
fail to do my duty but also violate the 
trust reposed to me by the government.34 

St. George's rejection of the petition subjected him to much 

criticism. One miner wrote to a newspaper asking: 

Can you, Mr. Editor tell me why these 
northern goldfield Commissioners have 
such a hankering after the Chinese? It 
cannot be a philanthropic feeling. If 
so it is developed in a very eccentric 
manner for with them John is never wrong, 
never defrauds the revenue, never breaks 
the mining rules and if he happens to 
break any of the statistics he is most 
mercifully dealt with more so than even 
a kidnapped Polynesian.35 

The miner in his emotional concern was confounding impartiality with 

prejudice. In most circumstances Commissioners on the Gilbert were 

surprisingly just in their attitudes to the Chinese but many bigoted 

Europeans attributed this justice to a pro-Chinese prejudice or even 

bribery. Of the 'rice man' and 'rum man' one writer noted that, 
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"experience proves that the rice man is the favourite with the gold 

Commissioners or speaking more plainly the rice man makes presents of 
36 nuggets, the Europeans don't." 

Anti-Chinese sentiment on the Gilbert was a racial issue, not 

a problem of assimilation. Once on the field the Chinese remained a 

community apart. As their numbers increased it was feared they might 

outnumber Europeans and procure all the gold, a very real fear 

considering the large proportion of Chinese on the field. The anti

Chinese legislation, restricting the number of Chinese from penetrating 

goldfields until three years after its discovery, was not passed in 

Queensland until 1870. As the Gilbert was proclaimed a year earlier, 

Chinese were legally entitled to enter the field at will. In the 

Gilbert's early months they were forcefully prevented from doing so 

but in August 1869 problems on the field, particularly food shortages, 

secured their admittance. 

Throughout North Queensland the Chinese were popularly 
37 regarded as the "gardners of the North" or the "fathers of 

agriculture. 1138 When food became scarce, hunger humbled the pride and 

changed the feelings of many Europeans who reluctantly admitted the 

"celestials". Soon they were deemed the men for the North: "they 

being acclimatized and their habits suit them in every way for settling 

in this part of the country. 1139 Some even said that the Chinese had 

more energy in working for tucker owing to their adaptability to hot 

climates. But the idea that there are no surer guarantees of equality 

h d · f 
40 1 · bl h among men tan poverty an mis ortune, was not app 1ca eon t e 

Gilbert. Although their presence in Gilberton was in the main tolerated 

there was no attempt by Europeans to form any association with the 

Chinese. 

The Chinese remained totally separate and distinct in their 

mode of living; their customs, dress and physical appearance differed 

from the heterogeneous collection of humanity on the field. On the 

Chinese arrival in Gilberton the Queenslander reported~ 
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The township is swarming with celestials who 
are forming their own town behind Commissioners 
Hill. The Chinamen are in great glee at being 
allowed on the diggings. They have two 
butcher shops and gardens are in the course of 
preparation so we may look forward to some 
salad and a fresh supply of vegetables.41 

The Chinese are allowed on the field in the hope that they would provide 

food which is exactly what they did. 

How difficult is the aspect of Gilberton to 
what it was eight months ago ... Beautiful 
vegetable gardens are to be found around, 
one of them cultivated on the terrace 
principle similar to that of China.42 

With the admission of Chinese, Gilberton had rapidly expanded. Building 

proliferated and the substantial structures suggested a degree of 

permanency. A human hive of tents and humpies filled the town which 
43 was situated on what is now known as Ah Cong Flat. On visiting Ah 

Cong Flat my attention was drawn to the remaining fireplaces which 

reveal something of the organization of the town. Fireplaces were laid 

out in rectilinear lines, about six in each row.
44 

These rows were 

separated by streets which divided the town. Unlike the European town 

where camps were scattered everywhere, the Chinese settlement appeared 

organized and well planned. Their cemetery, about one mile away from 

Chinatown, was well laid out in three rows of about thirteen graves in 

each. The Europeans did not have a cemetery; 45 their dead were buried 

anywhere convenient. Chinatown contained eating houses, public 

gambling places, opium restaurants and Joss houses. They kept poultry 

and pigs which were consumed at festivals. The annual Ching Ming 

festiva1
46 

was both a time of sacrifice and festivity. On the eve of 

the festival nothing hot was eaten and no fires were lit for twenty-four 

hours. Chinese paid tribute to their ancestors by placing food gifts 

on the graves at the cemetery. The food was left for their ancestral 
• • II • • • II 47 d • h spirits: niggers are spirits too, an so on returning tote graves 

Chinese were thrilled to see that their ancestors had devoured the 

sacrifices. The Aborigines were also thrilled, having feasted on such 

readily available food. 
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With a thriving Chinese community it was not long before they 

monopolized the business.
48 

But at least as one Gilbertonian 

corrnnented, "we have all kinds of luxuries now supplied by the Chinaman 
49 - pork, fowls, mutton, beef and all kinds of vegetables and salads". 

So while Europeans actively opposed the Chinese they were simultaneously 

enjoying the food which the celestials provided. The irony is well

illustrated in the following attitude: " ... there are worse colonists 

than John - he never lowers wages and he is a kind-hearted fellow if 

one is hard up for a feed. 1150 
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THE MACKAY RACECOURSE RIOT OF 1883 

Mr. C.R. Moore 

The riot at Mackay's racecourse on Boxing Day, 1883, is often 

mentioned as an event significant not only in North Queensland History 

tut in the wider context of racial disturbances in 19th century 

Australia. As recently as 1975 the riot was given national television 

coverage in a segment of "Peach's Australia" and it was included in a 

book based on the series. In a programme about Pacific Islanders, Bill 

Peach visited the racecourse with Faith Baudler, a prominent 

Australian of New Hebridean descent, and discussed the 1883 incident. 

He described the aftermath of the race meeting: 

For weeks afterwards, the bodies of Kanakas 
who'd crawled away to die were found in the 
nearby sugar plantations.l 

As the racecourse fracas is undoubtedly the largest racial 

disturbance recorded between Pacific Island labourers and Europeans on 

the sugar plantations of 19th century Queensland, the conditions 

surrounding it deserve careful scrutiny. Some c~ntemporary, and most 

later, accounts of the 1883 riot were exaggerated and romanticized. 

Two decades after 1883, when the mass deportation of Islanders ordered 

by the new Commonwealth was underway, radical journals clamouring for 

a White Australia, conjured up a vision of an epic battle on the 

racecourse, of white men defending their wives for hours from the 

onslaught of a savage "Kanaka" hoard. Folklore, reflected in Peach's 

account, has Islander dead being found among the cane rows for weeks 

after the battle. Faith Bandler's recently-published novel Wacvie
2 

does little to de-romanticize this view. 

In this paper I intend to set the scene for Mackay in 1883, 

lead up to the Boxing Day riot and relate as precisely as possible the 

events of the day. Previous lectures in this series by P.M. Mercer and 
3 

myself outline the Queensland sugar industry last century, and provide 

a general background to the vital year of 1883. Further information on 

the Queensland sugar industry can be obtained from works ~y G.C. Bolton, 
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4 Kay Saunders, Peter Carris, Deryck Scarr and O.W. Parnaby. Here we 

are concerned with a cameo study: Mackay in 1883. 

* * * 

The township of Mackay was established at the beginning of 

the 186Os. The first cane was planted in 1865
5 

and sugar was first 

produced from primitive wooden-roller mills a year or so later. 

Commercial production of sugar began in 1868 when "Alexandra", the 

first large-scale mill in the district, came into operation. 6 Assisted 

by supportive land legislation, 7 and the availability of cheap labour 
8 

recruited in the Pacific Islands, the sugar industry shot ahead until 

1883. The only set back to this rapid advance was a disease known as 

"rust" which badly affected the cane in 1875-6. 

By 1883 the district had 31 major plantations and 26 mills9 

of varying age and design. Bolton's History of North Queensland 

identified 1883 as the height of the boom in the sugar industry: five 

new mills were built that year in the Mackay district, 1O after nine 

others had been built during the previous four years. In the census 

for 1881, just under 6,000 people were recorded in the district, 2,087 

of them being Pacific Islanders. 11 In 1883 the Mackay district 

produced 39% of the Queensland sugar crop and was the largest single 

d . 12 sugar cane pro ucing area. 

1883 was an election year for Queensland, and in the elections 

the Mcilwraith Government fell. The new Premier was a Liberal, 

S.W. Griffith, and with his government came legislation that brought 

momentous changes to the sugar industry from 1885 onwards. The change 

of government did not affect the popularity of the Mackay representative: 

M. Hume Black, the owner of "Cedars" plantation, easily gained re-election 

with solid backing from the influential planters and settlers in the 
13 

district. The planters of Mackay controlled the parliamentary seat; 

their influential and exclusive Planter's Association decided as much 

about the running of the district as did the government and the town 
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Council. Mainly upper-middle class Englishmen who had minor connections 

with the British aristocracy, they formed an elite capitalist ruling 

class. Their lives were comfortable, though not ostentatious; their 

real home was still in the British Isles where most eventually returned. 

Although the planters controlled the politics, the social 

life and the finances of the district, they were a minority among the 

Europeans in Mackay. The main families owning or managing plantations 

numbered only a few dozen. The rest of the white population, town 

trades people, mill workers, ploughmen and overseers, were the link 

between the planter elite and the actual physical running of the 

estates including supervision of the large Islander labour force. 

Usually from the urban and rural working classes of Britain and the 

Continent, they had migrated to Mackay where they began a new life as 

plantation labourers, overseers and ploughmen. When they had saved 

enough money they launched out as small scale farmers themselves, taking 

advantage of easier land selection laws and the government-sponsored 

central mills developing after 1885. In 1883 a great number of the 

townspeople, and the plantation employees, attended the big Boxing Day 

racemeeting. The course was on the edge of the town, surrounded by 

some of the major plantations on the south side of the Pioneer river. 

Whatever the number of white employees and owners of the 

sugar plantations, the bulk of the work on them was done by the Islander 

labour force. Over 60,000 Melanesian men and women came to work on 

Queensland sugar plantations between 1863 and 1904, some willingly, 

others through force and deception on the part of the recruiters. Only 

a few thousand of the Islanders were in Queensland at any one time (over 

one third of them in Mackay), but this continuous cycle of labourers 

provided the plantation work force. In the early 1880s Mackay had an 
14 

Islander population which fluctuated between 2,000 and 4,000, 

depending on the state of the recruiting trade. 

Life in early Mackay was not always pleasant for the 

Islanders. They formed an alien group in society: indentured labourers 

who were neither slaves nor a freely mobile section of the working class. 
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European labourers working on the plantations shared many of the same 

hardships as the Islanders, but they were socially mobile and could 

rise to become farm owners. The Islanders stayed on the bottom rung 

of the societal ladder, restrained there by the racist attitudes of 

European Australia. 

Most worked for at least five and a half days in each week 

and were free to roam only at night, or on Saturday afternoon and 

Sunday. In 1883 no Christian missions had begun to operate amongst 

the Islanders in Mackay: although some Islanders, particularly New 

Hebrideans, had been contacted by missionaries in their Islands, the 

vast majority were still pagan. Their days off were spent visiting 

friends on neighbouring plantations, hunting and fishing, or visiting 

"China Town" in Mackay and.the other small townships in the Pioneer 

valley. On any Saturday night in the 1880s, 500 to 800 Islanders 

would stream into Mackay for their big outing of the week; they visited 

"China Town" for gambling, drinking and occasional whoring, and to 

frequent the "Kanaka stores" which sold them cheap clothes and 

attractive baubles, often at exorbitant prices. 

Alcohol was a favourite vice of all groups in Mackay, 

Europeans, Asians and Islanders alike. By law Islanders were forbidden 

to consume alcohol, but they never seem to have found much difficulty 

in obtaining it. Some plantations made their own rum, of legendary 

potency. The District Court heard numerous cases concerning illegal 

supplying of alcohol to Pacific Islanders, and it was alcohol that 

was the root cause of the 1883 Racecourse riot. 

The racecourse reserve was one of the first pieces of connnon 

domain set aside by the Council of the infant town in the mid-1860s. 

At a time when main streets could be identified only on maps, the 

town fathers had set aside 160 acres for a racecourse reserve. The 

district planters, graziers and the leading men in the town made horse 

racing a major recreation; they were the members of the Turf Club, 

controlling its finances and holding the official positions. The 
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reserve was initially a rather primitive affair and the first task in 

starting the early meetings was to chase the bullocks off the course. 

The Boxing Day meeting was an important event in the racing 

calendar, and people came from all over the district to attend: the 

women in their most fashion.able clothes, the wealthy males wearing 

moleskin trousers and a blue Oxford shirt, the working men in moleskins 

and a Crimean shirt. Only the cardsharps from the south, who frequented 

the course by the dozen, bothered to dress in gentlemanly attire. 
16 

* * * 

Reports on the riot have survived in various newspapers, in 

oral testimony, and in the official report of the incident to the 

Colonial Secretary. By piecing these together we can hope to get close 

to the truth about the events at the racecourse on that far off Boxing 

Day. 

The best surviving reports of the incident are from the 

Mackay Standard, and from Police Magistrate Captain Goodall's report to 
17 

the Colonial Secretary, a report based upon evidence collected by 

Goodall himself, by A.R. Macdonald the Inspe·ctor in charge of Pacific 

Islanders, and upon their personal observations. The Mackay Standard 

report was undoubtedly written by H.B. Black, owner and editor of the 

paper. One of his brothers was M. Hume Black, Mackay's parliamentary 

representative; another was F.H. Black, a Mackay storekeeper who was 

present at the meeting with his family. Although Black's Standard was 

noted as a conservative newspaper and the mouthpiece of the planters, 

its reporting of the incident was a creditable piece of journalism. 
18 19 

Later reports, and contemporary reports from outside Mackay, present 

the story so that it is seen as an uprising of Islanders against 

Europeans: this is not the description of the events given by the 

Standard, nor by Goodall and Macdonald. Panic on the part of the 

Europeans, no doubt exacerbated on all sides by liberal consumption of 

alcohol, would seem to be mainly to blame for the riot. There was no 

wanton uprising on the part of the Islanders. 
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There is little doubt that the incident began when Dimmack 

the liquor booth proprietor refused to supply alcohol to a New 

Hebridean Islander, Boslem. According to Macdonald, the Inspector for 

Pacific Islanders, Boslem was fully capable of causing a disturbance.
2O 

Dimmack, the publican, on less public occasions had often 

surreptitiously supplied the Islanders with their liquid wants, like 

the other publicans and storekeepers in Mackay at that time. It is 

not altogether clear how the incident developed after Dirnmock's 

refusal. Although Boslem was drunk, and obviously began the row, no 

witnesses were produced who categorically stated that the Islanders 

deliberately provoked the Europeans. The most reliable of the official 

witnesses were Constable Patrick Kelly and Inspector Macdonald. Kelly, 

who was on duty at the course and reached Dimmock's booth almost 

immediately the fight began, stated in evidence that he was not aware 

that the Islanders made the first attack.
21 

Goodall, the Police 

Magistrate, in his report including Macdonald's evidence, stated no 

more than that some white men had interfered with the Islanders.
22 

The evidence of Kelly, Macdonald, Goodall and H.B. Black 

leads to the conclusion that Boslem and his friends were drunk; they 

either arrived drunk at the racecourse, or obtained their alcohol from 

Dimmack at his booth. When Boslem was refused service by Dimmack, 

obviously embarrased by so public a demand, a quarrel began among the 

Islanders, one of whom threw an empty bottle at some others. A 

bottle-throwing skirmish broke out among the Islanders, but some of 

the many Europeans around the booth were hit by ill-directed bottles. 

Clearly the Europeans could easily have avoided trouble by evacuating 

the area and leaving the violence to be suppressed by proper 

authorities. Instead, they joined in the fight. None too sober 

themselves, they returned fire with empty bottles and by the time 

Macdonald and the police arrived, fighting had got out of hand. Up to 

this stage there had been fighting among Islanders alongside fighting 

between Islanders and Europeans: now the Melanesians made common 

cause against the whites. 
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The Islanders, armed with bottles (not the fearsome array of 

spears and clubs that Queensland Figa.ro gave them credit for) forced 

the Europeans to retreat for a hundred yards. The two sides backed 

and advanced, attacking each other for some time, until reinforcements 

arrived from the nearby Caledonian hotel. The wire surrounding the 

course was cut, and a charge of fifty or sixty horsemen took place. 

H.B. Black described the scene he witnessed: 

The white men, excited and quite without control, 
galloped about in all directions where ever a 
black head was to be seen and pounced upon the 
wretched kanakas, knocking them down, riding 
over them, and kicking, and we are sorry to 
say in some cases brutally ill-using them.23 

Stirrup irons and riding crops were used by the horsemen as their 

weapons. 

Macdonald and Constable Kelly, with the aid of cooler-headed 

spectators, eventually drew off the attacking whites and defused the 

incident, but not before the fighting had spread to a nearby house. 

After the mounted charge, the Islanders who were. still on their feet 

fled the racecourse: four of them, panic-stricken, hid in a house next 

to the course. Macdonald entered the house to find several white men 

surrounding an Islander named Medetoo who was lying on the floor, while 

George Goyner repeatedly struck him with a large piece of wood. 

Medetoo gave the following description of his·· beating: 

one fellow take him stick and hammer me along 
head - he hit me a good many times, four 
fellow times. Blood come all over face one 
fellow hit him me .... Me no throw him bottle 
at all. I see some fellow throw bottles -
when they started fighting - me run away -
some white fellow hit me along head in 
several places and on hand when I put up 
hand to save my head.24 

On the afternoon and night of the riot, the town of Mackay 

was bubbling with excitement and feelings ran strongly against the 

Islanders. At the start of the upset many women and children had fled 
25 

to the grandstand or to the safety of their homes in Mackay. Many 

feared that the riot would lead to a wider uprising of the Islanders 
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in the district, who as a group of able-bodied young men, far outnumbered 

their European equivalents. Police Magistrate Goodall took charge of 

the situation; although he considered swearing in special constables, 

he decided that the circumstances did not warrant it. Goodall 

prevented a group of working men from meeting in order to ensure that 

no Melanesians came near the town. In the late afternoon Goodall and 

Macdonald sent messengers and themselves travelled to various 

plantations, ordering employers to keep their Islander labourers out 

of the town that night. A police patrol was placed at each approach to 

Mackay to guard against any possible uprisings, but none occurred. 

Usually on a public holiday or weekend night, between 500 and 800 

Islanders came into Mackay: on the night of Boxing Day 1883 not one 

was to be seen. There was no further violence; life in Mackay 

gradually returned to normal. 

* * * 

George Gayner, the European assailant of Medetoo was found 

guilty of assault and battery and sentenced to two months imprisonment 

without option of a fine. Many of the Europeans around Mackay were 

outraged by the sentence passed on Gayner, whom they saw as having 

acted in the interests of public safety. 26 The riot had taken no more 

than an hour from start to finish. The numbers involved on both sides 

are never clearly stated. We know that fifty or sixty white men were 

involved in the mounted charge, and one source suggests that about 

thirty Islanders were imprisoned, some of them later sent back in chains 

to their islands in the New Hebrides.
27 

On one essential point, the number of Islanders who died 

during the fracas, or later from wounds received at the racecourse, 

there is a tantalizing lack of decisive information. Only two Islanders 

are recorded as having died as a result of the riot, but legend 

suggests a greater number. Many of the people involved (Europeans and 

Islanders) received serious injuries, although the ferocity of the 

mounted charge inflicted the most intense injury on the Islanders. It 
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is possible that any who died later as a result of injuries received 

on that day may have escaped identification as victims of the riot, 

but it would be unlikely that Islanders actually killed in the riot 

cou ld fail to leave any evidence in documents, especially as there were 

people in Mackay who had a motive for emphasising, even magnifying, the 

seriousness of the affray. It is difficult to see why any whites 

should have wished to hush up immediate or later deaths, since the 

popular view of the matter was clearly that it was a dangerous race 

riot, not a case of white fears having got wholly out of hand. 

An account written by Captain W.T. Wawn a few years after the 

event accords with the official figures. Though not himself a witness 

he was, as master of several recruiting vessels in turn, in touch with 
29 

many who were. Douglas Rannie, a Government Agent in the recruiting 

trade in the 188Os, implies that there were a number of deaths. Rather 

more valuable than that hearsay is his experience with Islanders in 

Aoba, Tanna, Tongoa and Ambrym who in 1884 refused to sign on for 

Mackay because of what they had heard of the Race Course Riot. 3O There 

is independent evidence that Islanders returning from Mackay on board 

the Jabberuock that same year discouraged new recruits from going to 
31 

Mackay. Rannie also attributes many later killings of Europeans in 

the Islands to retaliation for the affair at Mackay. He may be right, 

though there were other reasons for difficult1 in recruiting in 1884 

and for revenge killings of Europeans; and certainly any interruption 

to the labour trade with Mackay was short-lived. But resentment strong 

enough to produce these effects might have been aroused by the two 

deaths and numerous injuries known to have occurred, given the 

significance attached by Melanesians to even accidental bloodshed, 

without postulating a large number of unrecorded deaths. Faith Baudler, 

in a novel based upon the life of her father Macvie Mussington, 

published in 1977, claims that he helped dig a mass grave for the many 

Islanders killed in the riot. The many inaccuracies throughout her 

book, and its semi-fictional presentation, inspire little confidence. 

I find it very significant that in five years oral history 

research among Islanders living in Mackay, followed by two lengthy 
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visits to the Solomons, I have encountered nothing to support Faith 

Bandler's story, or that retailed by Peach in his documentary. Yet I 

do not feel able to reject out of hand the possibility that there were 

many more deaths than appear in the records; I regard the point as not 

yet settled. 

The incident is no more than a fragment of the past, but 

through it we may examine several aspects of Queensland society, and 

particularly that of the plantations in the 19th century. No extensive 

analysis can be attempted in the limited space available here, 

nevertheless several points can be made. The racecourse riot brought 

to the fore the problem of time-expired Islanders (men and women whose 

original three year term of indenture had expired). In 1883 there were 

about 200 in the Mackay district, one tenth of all Islanders. Time

expired Melanesians usually had a better command of English, changed 

jobs as they pleased, and caused the most trouble for the police. In 

short they were a less subservient and less tractable form of labour. 

The bosses wanted labourers who did not object ot the repressive 

plantation system, geared to make a profit for those who had invested 

their capital. The main resistance to the plantation regime came from 

them and many of the men involved in the incident at the racecourse, 

were time-expired Islanders. 

The law forbade the sale of alcohol to Islanders, but sly 

grog sellers abounded and there seems never to have been any problem 

for the Islanders in obtaining the drink. The double standards of 

Europeans like Dimmack are revealed by his refusal to supply alcohol, 

when he and the other publicans were quite willing to take the 

Islanders' money on less public occasions. Another case in the same 

period concerns a man who was for decades an Elder in the Presbyterian 

Church at Walkerston. As a Christian sect the Presbyterians have 

always been ve~y strongly anti-alcohol. Yet he was prosecuted for 

supplying sly-grog to the Islanders. 32 

In 1885 two years after the riot, at Hill End, a small sugar 

town outside Mackay, the Mackay Police Inspector reported that the 
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publican sold alcohol to the Singhalese or Chinese who promptly re-sold 

it t o the Islanders as a highe r price. 

Planters have complained to me more than once 
about the danger that attends them and others 
on the Plantations when the Kanakas return 
intoxicated.33 

Also commenting on Hill End at the same time, Macdonald, the Inspector 

in charge of the Islanders, said that 

drunkenness amongst the islanders is an evil 
that goes on with very little check and that 
it is a cause of frequent disturbances 
resulting in various injuries and even loss 
of life is abundantly manifested.34 

It should also be made clear that drunkenness was not only a problem 

amongst the Islanders. Consumption of alcohol was a favourite past-time 

of all in Mackay. Not only the Islanders had drunk too much at the 

race meeting, if references in the various newspaper reports to the 

number of bottles available to be thrown around, are any guide. 

Violence in plantation society is another obvious aspect of 

the riot. Dr. Kay Saunders has compiled evidence of many incidences 

of violent treatment of the Islanders by the overseers on the 
35 plantations at Mackay and in other sugar towns, and my documentary 

and oral history research has produced numerous other examples. The 

ferocity involved in the 1883 case is extreme, but it was definitely 

not an isolated case of violence on the plantations. Quite possibly 

some of the Islanders harboured grudges over past maltreatment of them 

by various Europeans. 

Coupled with the violence is the expression of sexual fear of 

other races by Europeans in colonial situations. Cartoons appeared in 

the newspapers in Queensland in this period with the lecherous savage 

I 1 d b . h b h" . h · 36 F f saner eing sot yaw ite woman protecting er virtue. ear or 

for the safety of the European women and children at the racecourse 

was presented as paramount in the explanations of the violent actions 

of their menfolk. Class, race and sexual consciousness are woven into 

the plantation canvas, and all were potentially explosive given the 

delicate balance of the authority structure of the society. 
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One can also examine the performance of the Inspector for 

Pacific Islanders, the Police Magistrate and the police themselves. 

From what can be ascertained from the newspaper and official sources, 

given that the officials concerned obviously presented themselves in 

the best possible light, they appear to have taken all possible steps 

to control the situation. Again on a government level, the racecourse 

incident pointed to the need for decent hospital facilities for the 

Islanders. Few medical facilities were available to them, and the 

plantation owners were reluctant to establish basic medical treatment 
37 for their labourers, even by 19th century standards. 

As stated earlier, 1883 saw Queensland with a new Premier, 

S.W. Griffith, and the political control of the State's affairs passing 

from the Conservatives to the Liberals. In 1885 Griffith had legislation 

enacted to halt all recruiting of Pacific Islanders to Queensland. 

Malpractices involved in recruiting carried out in New Guinea waters, 

scandals over the high level of mortality amongst the Islanders, and 

over conditions in "Kanaka 11 hospitals in Mackay and other towns, all 

played their parts in Griffith's decision to rid the sugar industry of 

its Melanesian labour force. The 1883 racecourse riot, coming as it 

did in his term of office, provided Griffith with a portent of 

possible future racial disturbances in Queensland. 

In a final assessment of the 1883 riot, on the best available 

evidence, it seems that over-consumption of alcohol by all parties, and 

irrational and unnecessarily severe retaliation on the part of the 

Europeans caused the disturbance to reach such high proportions. 

Although Boslem and his friends were not innocent of blame, the 

responsibility for the tumult rests just as squarely with the Europeans 

present on the course, and the general circumstances surrounding life 

in a repressive plantation system. 

Recently, researchers have begun to reassess what has come to 

be termed the "black resistance", including the impact of the plantation 

experience on the Melanesian labourers. Oral history collected from 

the descendants of the original recruits has revealed the extent to 
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which they maintained their cultural identity and never adopted the 

subservient stance that many European observers seem to believe. There 

are many instances where the Islanders retaliated against European 

oppression, secretly killing overseers and others who treated them 

unfairly. This does not seem to apply in the case of the racecourse 

riot. Although the skirmish obviously would have exacerbated discontent 

amongst Island~rs in Mackay, it can not be regarded as a pre-meditated 

uprising: tpeir lack of weapons on the occasion is conclusive on this 

point. The Islanders in Mackay had large numbers of guns at this 

time, many steel axes and their customary weapons: clubs, spears and 

bows and arrows. There is no evidence to suppose that their initial 

intention in visiting the racecourse was other than peaceful, as they 

were not prepared for the confrontation that developed. Perhaps even 

the word "riot" is a misnomer, as it implies an uprising by the 

Islanders. 

A re-interpretation from the Islanders point of view could 

easily make it "The 1883 Mackay Racecourse Slaughter", with the 

Europeans pictured as the irrational assailants. 
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Mrs. L. Henderson 

Italians have migrated to Australia since 1788: Giuseppe 

Tusa arrived with the First Fleet; the New South Wales police had an 

Italian superintendent in 1824; prominent at the Eureka Stockade was 

Raffaele Carboni; Marquis de Ray's ill-fated attempt to form an 

Italian colony in the New Hebrides led to the establishment of "New 

Italy" in the Richmond River District of New South Wales in 1881; and 

in 1891 Northern Italian peasants accepted contract work on the 

Hinchinbrook Shire sugar plantations. 
1 

But it was not till the early 

192Os that there was a substantial reflux of Italians to Australia. 

Most of those who came to Queensland settled in rural areas, 

especially the lucrative sugar districts. This is atypical of 

Italian settlement in the other Australian states which include 

significant urban concentrations. After World War Two Italians have 

migrated largely to urban areas in the southern states.
2 

Most studies of Italian migration to Australia have either 

focussed broadly on one state or the country in general, or have been 

confined to a specific aspect such as attitudes, assimilation and 

political or economic participation. An emphasis on sociological 

techniques has contributed to the neglect of local history. A 

valuable field of research would be the historical examination of one, 

or a comparison of a number of pre-World War Two Italian communities, 

in one of the most important areas of Italian interwar migration 

North Queensland. One such community was established in the 

Hinchinbrook Shire; it also had the largest Italian-born population 

in Queensland during the 192Os and 193Os. This paper concentrates 

on only one aspect of the settlement of Italians in this Shire -

their motives for migrating. 
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Most Italian-born men, women and children residing in the 

Hinchinbrook Shire between the two world wars arrived there during 

the early 1920s. Table 1 shows a heavy influx of Italians between 

1921 and 1925, followed by a loss between 1925 and 1947. Why such a 

migratory flow pattern? What caused 2,428 Italians to migrate in 

four years? Why did many then leave the Shire? 

Date 

1921 

1923 

1925 

1933 

1947 

Table 1 

Numbers of Male and Female Italian-born Migrants in the 
Hinchinbrook Shire, 1921-19473 

Male Female Total Increase 

498 176 674 

1,326 57u 1,902 +1,228 

2,365 737 3,102 +1,200 

1,815 771 2,586 

1,190 748 1,938 

Decrease 

-516 

-648 

Primarily, the influx was due to three factors: first, the 

United States of America's Quota Laws of 1921 and 1924 drastically 

reduced her intake of aliens; as a consequence, there was an immediate 

increase in the number of immigrants, particuJarly Italians, into 

Australia. 4 Second, economic opportunities in Brazil and Argentina 

deteriorated with dearer land, high shipping costs and uncertain 

markets for primary products; thus Italians wishing to migrate looked 

around for another suitable host country and found one in Australia.
5 

Third, local conditions played an important part in attracting 

Italians to Australia generally and to North Queensland in particular. 

After World War One, the sugar industry in North Queensland was 

expanding and labour was in increasing demand. 1921 and 1922 were 

boom years. In 1923 Australian sugar requirements were barely being 
6 

me t. Italian farmers supplying cane to the Hinchinbrook Shire's mills 

increased rapidly as did the number of Italian canecutters. 
7 

There 

was substantial remuneration not only for It~lian interpreters, barbers, 
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bakers and hotel proprietors. Thus an area that had proved itself 

economically kind to earlier Italian migrants drew more.
8 

Between 1925 and 1947 there was an absolute loss of 1,164 

Italians from the Shire. The reasons for this overa ll ~ecline were, 

first, as G. Cerutti and G. Cantamessa advised the Ferry Commission, 

too many Italian migrants had arrived for the work available. 

Italians left the district disillusioned by employment prospects in the 

region and, in particular, by gloomy projections of large numbers of 

unemployed during the 1925 cane cutting season. 9 Second, conditions 

in the sugar industry after 1925 were influencing factors: sugar 

production outstripped the needs of normal domestic and overseas 

markets, sugar prices and sugar workers' wages dropped, and the 

government increasingly regulated the production and expansion of 
10 

sugar. Third, the general lack of employment opportunities during 

the Great Depression was intensified for the Italians by the 

"Gentleman's Agreement" of 1930 between the Australian Workers Union, 

the Queensland Cane Growers' Council and the Australian Sugar Producers' 

Association. This Agreement, though not binding the Hinchinbrook 

Shire's two mills to employ 75% British and only 25% alien cane cutters, 

still called for an increasing percentage each year of British sugar 

workers. 
11 

Fourth, after World War Two Italian internees, released 

before 1945 but forbidden to return to their previous homes in North 

Queensland, established themselves in other industries in other parts 

of Australia. 
12 

Fifth, a myriad of Italian and and Australian 

governmental immigration restrictions impeded immigration, especially 

of non-relatives, though they did not stifle it. 13 These factors 

provide the way to an understanding of the overall pattern of Italian 

migration to North Queensland; at the same time, they provide 

imperfect insigi1t into the real reasons why the Italian migrated which 

were, after all, a complex of individual, highly personal and very often 

poignant decisions to leave homeland, family and friends. 
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The Hinchinbrook Shire's Italians came overwhelmingly 

from the rural areas of Italy; very few migrated from the large cities 

or towns. Indeed those who migrated were not at all representative of 

Italy's broad social spectrum. For example, no teachers, priests, 

accountants, lawyers, academics or skilled workers migrated.
14 

On the 

other hand, the Italians who did come were not from the poorest areas 

of Italy such as the interior of Sicily; rather they migrated from 

areas where independent peasants and small proprietors predominated, 

where living standards were such that the expense of emigration, though 
15 

difficult to meet, were not beyond them. 

Most of the Shire's migrants were young adult males at the 
16 

time of departure. As _such, it is unlikely that many owned thei r 

own plots in Italy; most were probably tenant farmers or l abourer s f or 

their fathers or other relatives. For example, Jack Boccalatte's fat her 

worked only a small acreage of mixed farming; since Jack himself was 

only one of many children, he emigrated to Ingham because of the 

financial gains which, as a teenager of nineteen years, he believed 

could be his. 17 Eusebio Molachino was also nineteen years old when he 

left Conzano, Alessandria, where he had been helping his father on the 

family's few acres. 18 Such migrants saw only a life of continuous, 

relentless toil in Italy just to maintain a marginal existence; there 

was not a gleam of material advancement in sight. Both V. Pavia and 

G.A. Gusmeroli, members of large families, saw no opportunities for 

advancement in Northern Italy and so decided to migrate. 
19 

These and 

other testimonies point to a correlation between exigent circumstances 

(but not abject poverty) and the aspiration to improve economic 

conditions by emigrating. However, J.S. MacDonald considers this 

explanation too simplistic: 
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There is no doubt that all of Italy's rural 
folk desired the fruits of e conomic 
progress ... [But] there was little .immigration 
where aspirations for material betterment 
were expressed in broad associative 
behaviour [for example, trade unions, 
consumer and producers' co-operatives and 
mutual benefit societies which existed 
for instance in Central Sicily, parts of 
the Po region in the North, Emilia-Romagna 
and Apulia]. Yet where economic aspirations 
were integrated only with the welfare of 
the individual's nuclear family [as in 
Messina, Catania, and Massa Carra], 
immigration rates were high.20 

Nevertheless, MacDonald still does not deny that for migrants 

economic aspirations were very important. Indeed Italians emigrated 

only at those times and to those countries where the opportunities 

for economic advancement were considerably better. Such a conclusion 

is substantiated by the oral evidence of all settlers interviewed 

in Hinchinbrook Shire. All - save only one, E. Molachino - confirmed 

their original intentions of staying in Australia for the few years 

necessary to accumulate enough wealth to return to their home towns 
21 

as prosperous and therefore important persons. After interviewing 

approximately 1,500 Italians in 1923, Father Mambrini recorded 

. 1 . · 1 . d . . 22 I A G ' precise y simi ar sentiments an intentions. . n . anza s eyes, 

an uncle who peddled goods from Sondrio to Switzerland was a 

commercial success; he himself therefore originally intended to work 

in Australia only till he had accumulated the necessary £200 capital 

to outfit a similar peddling business.
23 

Economic considerations, however, were sometimes not the 

only reasons for emigration to the Hinchinbrook Shire, Riccado 

Bennetto's parents migrated "because of fascism". J. Boccalatte 

migrated because of the better opportunities which he was told 

existed in the Shire, but he, too, referred to the many who came to 

Australia because of Mussolini. "Australia was the furtherest country 
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from Fascist Italy", Aniselmo Miroglio gave as his reason for 

emigrating.
24 

At the same time, such Italians migrated only to 

places which offered probable economic reward; and because all thought 

to make their fortune and return within a few years, fascism was very 

likely the final catalyst of their discontent. There were probably 

far fewer instances of Italians who emigrated exclusively for politiral 

reasons, that is, because they were actively and ideologically 

involved in anti-fascist activities in Italy and consequently feared 

reprisals. 

Very few of these anti-fascist left-wingers 
can have come to Australia for both the 
Fascist and Australian authorities were 
intent on preventing them .... Most went to 
neighbouring countries since they had to 
leave Italy secretly.25 

The very few included Mr. Carmagnola who was in the Hinchinbrook Shire 

in the 1920s and then again in the early 1930s; probably, too, a pair 

of vocal and active local anti-fascists, M. Tardianni and Mr. Savienne. 

In his report on internees of Italian origin, Mr. Justice Reed in 1943 

summarized the internees' reasons for leaving Italy: 

In most cases this was a desire to improve 
the internee's position. Some very definitely 
came here to escape the Fascist regime; but 
it may fairly be said that in most cases the 
internees lot in Italy was not good, and he 
thought he could do better for himself in 
Australia.26 

Substantially, emigration was the product first, of hardship 

in Italy which provided the "push" for emigration and, second, "pull" 

of prosperity in Australia, which the infonnation in countless letters 

· · · 1 ·d d 
27 

Wh f · 11 h to prospective migrants main y provi e . at, 1na y, waste 

specific "pull" of the Hinchinbrook Shire - "Little Italy'', as it was 

so often called - that between 1921 and 1939 brought more Italians 

to this district than to any other in Queensland?
28 
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In 1921 and 1933 censuses for Queensland show that Italians 

resided in numerous Shires but mostly in minute numbers. 29 Those 

Shires with the greatest number of Italian-born persons are listed in 

Table 2, demonstrating that the Hinchinbrook Shire did indeed contain 

more Italians than any other: 

Table 2 

Queensland Shires with Largest Italian-born Population 30 

Shires 1921 1933 

Italian Others %Italian Italian Others %Italian 

Ayr 90 6,164 1. 44 520 11,553 4.31 
Cairns 179 5,564 3.12 974 9,329 9.45 
Cardwell 14 370 3.66 316 4,100 7.61 
Douglas 23 1,350 1. 68 246 2,655 8.48 
Hinchinbrook 674 4,822 12.26 2,586 7,593 25.41 
Johnstone 314 5,222 5.67 1,576 11,201 12.33 
Pioneer* 178 9,748 1. 79 
Proserpine* 177 3,757 4.50 

Significantly, these Shires were all prosperous sugar 

producing regions in the inter-war period; all participated in the 

sugar boom of the early 1920s. Given the overall motives for 

Italian migration to Australia, it would be plausible to expect that 

the Italian population in all these sugar Shires would have been more 

equitably distributed. One explanation advanced for the smaller 

number of Italians residing in the Shires south of Townsville (Ayr, 

Proserpine and Pioneer) was that the availability of suitable sugar 

land was limited, and hence the region's attractiveness to migrants, 

. b . 1 d . . 1 31 · f h · intent on su stantia rewar s, was minima. But, i tis were so, 

why would so many Italians still prefer Hinchinbrook where the 

availability of land was also limited, to the less developed Shires 

further to the no~th (around Innisfail and Cairns) where cane farming 

was expanding rapidly? For instance, between 1920 and 1925, the 

total number of cane farmers (Italian and non-Italian) increased by 

222 and 229 in the Johnstone and Cairns districts respectively: 
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but Hinchinbrook still attracted ninety-three. Very likely, the 

answer is related to the overall pattern of farm ownership. In 1923, 

for example, 44.4% of the district's cane farms were owned by Italians 

compared with 40.8% in the Innisfail region and only 9.4% in the 

Cairns area.
32 

Thus, if Italian farmers preferred to employ their 

fellow countrymen, a s was frequently claimed, then Hinchinbrook would 

certainly have gained relatively more Italian migrants. 33 

In the majority of northern mill areas alien cane cutters 

predominated, though there is no clear evidence in the 1920s that land 

ownership involved the proprietorial exercise of an ethnic preference. 

On the whole, farmers probably employed whatever labour was available, 

Italian farmers showing a natural preference towards their compatriots 

if they were available. In five of the nine northern mill areas, 

including the Hinchinbrook Shire, Italian cane cutters predominated -

no matter whether British or Italian farmers were locally in the 

majority. Only in the other four (Mossman, Harnbledon, Mulgrave/Cairns 

and South Johnstone/Innisfail) was there some evidence that the 

majority of British farmers employed proportionately more non-Italian 

1 b b h 1
. . . . . 34 a our, ut t ere a ien cutters were in any case in a minority. 

Considering all this evidence, new Italian immigrants probably went to 

those districts which offered them the best opportunity, initially as 

cane cutters, eventually to become cane farmers. In the less-developed 

areas north of Hinchinbrook, cane cutting under British farmers was 

available and prospects of farm ownership apparently good. At the 

same time, the very high proportion of Italian-owned farms in the 

Hinchinbrook district ensured a continuing influx of Italian settlers 

between 1923 and 1933 where cane cutting under Italian farmers was 

certainly assured even if the prospects of farm ownership in the Shire 

seemed less bright. 

Perhaps some Italians went to the Hinchinbrook Shire because 

non-Italians,there were less ethnocentric, more welcoming of another 

nationality. After all, the district had a long history of Italian 
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migration. But there is no evidence that this was so. Indeed, places 

like Ayr and Wide Bay had an equally lengthy history of Italian 

migrati on without attracting equivalent numbers. 

Thus in the final estimate the lure of Hinchinbrook appears 

to have been related to the absolute numbers of Italians who were 

a1ready there - which was due quite simply to the process of chain 

migr~ti on. The personal letter, full of enthusiasm and praise for 

wages and conditions in the new country, was eagerly received by the 

family at home in Italy and read by, or to, other relatives and 

townspeople. The immigrant's visit home, a display of visible signs 

of wealth, had an even more spectacular impact. From such beginnings 

came the "innumerable endless chains 11
•
35 

Chain migration, one of 

three motivational patterns distinguished by Price, according to 

which immigrant communities are formed, 

comes into being slowly. It is the process 
whereby one or two persons of a particular 
place (or ideology) in Europe settle in some 
locality abroad and then establish links 
with friends and contacts at home. Along 
these family, village or ideological 'chains' 
then move a gradually increasing number of 
persons - their passages frequently prepaid 
by those already settled abroad - until the 
new settlements at times reach ... a considerable 
size.36 

In 1923 Riccardo Benedetto's parents migrated directly to 

Ingham on the advice of his uncle who had preceded them six months 

before, himself at the instigation of an army friend at home whose 

parents, already in Ingham, wrote letters full of praise for the 

opportunities in the Hinchinbrook Shire. 37 A. Ganza's stimulus to 

migrate to Australia in 1913 was the arrival home of an uncle from 

Western Australia with a cache of golden sovereigns.
38 

C.G . Deviette 

migrated directly to the Hinchinbrook Shire in 1926; his cousin having 

arrived in Fraire's party in 1891, the year in which Italian chain 
39 

migration to the Shire is thought to have begun. "Even today, in 
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privately assisted nominations from Italy", writes R. Shepherd, editor 

of the local newspaper, "indirect links can be traced to the original 

group 11
•
40 

The congeniality of the Hinchinbrook Shire as the Italians 

found it, and the seductiveness of their letters home describing it, 

are indeed relevant to the size of the Shire's Italian community. 

Price has calculated that between 1890 and 1940 only about 

7% of all Southern European settlers came to Australia outside the 
41 

chain process. Thus the Hinchinbrook Shire's experience is not 

atypical: it parallels the chain migration of Italians from the 

Lipari Archipelago to Sydney observed by J.S. MacDonald; the Calabrian 

group settlement in Griffith, New South Wales, which began with five 

migrants from Reggio Calabria in 1922; and the almost exclusive 

settlement by Sicilians in Moresby and Mourilyan in the Johnstone Shire 

in the 1920s.
42 

Therefore Italian settlements in other northern sugar 

areas were also established through the process of chain migration. 

Since Hinchinbrook continued to offer good employment opportunities, 

the continued success of its chain migration was assured. 

As more new settlers arrived, more opportunities presented 

themselves to enterprising men and women, not merely in the sugar 

industry but in hotels, bakeries, butcher shops and corner stores, or 

as dressmakers, interpreters, commission agents and wine merchants. 

The process had a multiplying effect: as numbers grew, there was a 

comparative lack of competition from other migrant groups in farming, 

business, canecutting and labouring in the Hinchinbrook Shire, (see 

Table 3). 
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Table 3 

Other Migrant Groups in Cairns, Johnstone and 
Hinchinbrook Shires, 1921 and 193343 

Cairns Johnstone Hin chin brook 
1921 1933 1921 1933 1921 1933 

Greeks 39 80 184 245 51 56 
Maltese 55 352 62 
Germans 54 78 117 89 20 19 
Danish 29 34 20 21 40 24 
Chinese 338 57 159 73 55 42 
Finnish 10 19 124 
Yugoslavs 70 192 2 
British Isles 945 1,208 995 1,253 766 659 

TOTALS 1,405 1,592 1,475 2,244 932 988 

Italians 179 974 314 1,576 674 2,586 

The Piedmontese, Lombardians, Venetians, Sicilians and 

Calabrisi migrated to the Hinchinbrook Shire primarily for economic 

considerations. Their wives or fiances came to help make the dream a 

reality. Economic hopes and aspirations were high priorities and had 

tremendous impact on the permancy and character of Italian settlement. 

If reality was not being matched by the dream, Italians usually left 

the district for more lucrative areas. Their goals often dictated 

such economic practices as frugality, long hours, acceptance of 

promissory notes in lieu of wages, arranging cane cutting work for 

recently arrived relatives and friends, and the pooling of resources 

to set one partner up on a cane farm, then another, till all owned 

their own farm. These in turn produced adverse, often racist comments, 

protestations and practices by Australians, such as the discriminatory 

"Gentleman's Agreement". C.A. Price has pointed out that 

... it is not only desirable but 
entirely necessary to resist the 
still common practice of treating 
immigrants as though they have come 
from a vacuum.44 
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The history of migrant settlements does not begin with the migrant's 

arrival in Australia with one suitcase. Rather the Italian came to the 

Hinchinbrook Shire, as to other parts of Australia, with ideas, memories , 

beliefs, obligations and goals. The Italians' social, political and 

economic adaptation to Australia must be considered in the light of 

their historical and geographical background, former living and working 

conditions, customs, family relationships and motives for migrating. 
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"HE WHO PAYS THE PIPER ... ": THE CRISIS OF AUTHORITY DURING YARRABAH'S 

FOUNDATION ERA 

Mr. P. Smith 

During the eighteenth century there were two developments in 

western civilization that influenced the course of history for all 

mankind. The American and French revolutions challenged the legitimacy 

of established governments in the name of the "rights of man", and the 

harnessing of steam power raised for the first time in history the 

prospect of ultimately overcoming poverty. A social class arose which, 

bent on self-improvement, threw off apathy, cherished ambition, combined 

it with sobriety and thrift, and in pursuit of its aims, sought 

political power. It was this social force, which under the guise of 

commerce, imperialism and the missionary movement, impinged upon ancient 

cultures in Africa and Asia. The Biblical belief that God had given man 

dominion over the earth was partly what lay behind the impulse to 

emigrate and explore, and the agressiveness of western man. Those whose 

faith experience motivated them to inform themselves of the whole 

content of the Bible however, combined its essential and focal 

prescription to "make disciples of all nations" with the emerging social 

conviction that all men had the right to control their own lives. Thus 

the missionary movement was part of the bourgeois revolution in the west · 

But in extending its doctrines to the whole of mankind it collided wi th 

those whose vision of "man" extended to, but not beyond the Black Sea or 

thereabouts. 

Missionaries readily accepted the official doctrine of 

trusteeship which had as its ultimate objective the independence of 

colonised peoples. With health care and education they sought the 

realisation of this objective as well as the extension of Christendom. 

They intended to be agents of social change. In the event they were 

also the principal providers of social services in the custom dominated 

and impoverished societies disintegrating under the impact of 

westernisation. However only a minority of people in the west supported 

the missions financially. Governments did very little to help. So in 

spite of the enormous effort on the part of those who did contribute, 

that effort, measured against the vastness of the need, was inadequate, 
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In due course it was seen as social services provided on the cheap by 

the colonisers. This was not without justification, considering the 

unanimity with which missionaries, government officials and traders 

alike, spoke of the "Civilising and Christianising mission of the west", 

as though they were all acting with one mind and will. Hhen 

decolonisation in the twentieth century did see the people taking 

control of their own lives, they found that they could not afford the 

expensive health care systems that had done so much to raise their 

standard of living and expectations, and that the education systems they 

inherited did not meet the real needs of emerging nations. Hence there 

was widespread resentment of these services, intended as the response to 

perceived need, as unwarranted impositions. 

This was not an inevitable result of missionary work, because 

missionaries whose vision of a just world was seen in terms of their own 

experience at home, moved towards a redefinition of objectives once they 

began to work with other people. They were frustrated by the policies 

of people living in comfortable isolation at home. They example of 

de Nobili in India and Ricci in China are classic cases.
1 

Once good 

transport and communications put the missionary societies in constant 

contact with their agents overseas, they began to take control of 

missionary policy. Moreover, when missionary work became respectable 

and attracted better educated and affluent candidates, there was a 

reversal of the trend towards an early hand over to a native clergy, 

assumed to be possible and necessary by the earlier working class 

missionaries whose own rise up the social ladder at home motivated them 

to encourage others to be their own masters.
2 

This pattern of development in British missions in Africa and 

Asia during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was replicated 

to the last detail at Yarrabah. In seventeen years its founders made 

significant if cautious progress towards creating an Aboriginal clergy, 

and setting the people they served on a path to rebuilding their own 

lives within the Australian community that was still taking shape in 
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North Queensland. But the Bishop of North Queensland shut the door on 

the first possibility by declaring that he would never ordain 

Aborigines to the priesthood. The second, implying the transformation 

of North Queensland into a frontier society, which by its coming to a 

just accommodation with the Aborigines might have influenced the whole 

of Australian society, was never more than a long term possibility which 

its founders could ,do no more than initiate. Once that process had 

begun it was no longer appropriate to do anything 11 for 11 the people. The 

'Point had been reached where, as in countless situations in Kfrica and 

Asia, serving relationships would be transformed into the oppressive 

relationships of patronage and paternalism, unless a radical develop

ment in missionary policy occurred. It was necessary at that point for 

missionaries to abandon rigid policies and to begin livine 11with" the 

people in a dialogical relationship. This proved to be difficult even 

for the founders of Yarrabah whose vision and experience prompted them 

to structure their whole operation in a way that they believed would 

involve the people in the management of their own lives. How much more 

likely was it that their successores, attuned to a policy rather than a 

vision, would be the unwitting and well intentioned obstacles to the 

very outcome they were striving for. How the vision was frustrated 2.nd ---
in the end replaced by the policy of the missionary establishment is the 

subject of this paper. 

Yarrabah was founded by the Gribble family whose vision of 

justice for the Aborigines was well established by the time they came to 

be associated with the Australian Board of Missions: the equivalent 

in Australia of the missionary societies in Britain, except that it was 

the official missionary organ of the Anglican Church in Australia. John 

Gribble had founded missions on the Murrumbidgee in New South Wales and 

the Gascoyne in Western Australia. He encountered settler hostility in 

both places, but especially the latter, when attempts to expose 

atrocities against Aborigines led to his having to leave Western 

Australia for his own safety. On coming to North Queensland he found 
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the same response from settlers in Cairns and suffered the suspicion of 

officials of Church and State as well. 

For two and a half months he worked at a frenetic pace, clearing 

land, building a mission house, establishing vegetable gardens, 

attempting to find a reliable land route to Cairns, exploring the reserve 

to plan agricultural and live stock developments and many other tasks. 

He was severely handicapped by chronic illness and his inability to get 

on with his assistant. Nevertheless in that very short time he laid such 

substantial foundations that when he collapsed from illness his son Ernest, 

who had decided not to follow his father in a missionary career, was 

induced to carry on the work. Yarrabah owes its existence to John Gribble, 

because without his having made a beginning Ernest Gribble would not have 

done so, nor probably h·ave become a missionary. 

Shortly after Ernest's arrival the first Aborigines settled 

permanently at the mission. Until 1897 it was mainly the local 

Goonganjee tribe that the mission served. Thereafter the mission 

population expanded by the addition of Aborigines from many parts of 

Queensland and the other colonies as a result of the protection Act of 

that year. Like a sacrament - a sign which affects what it signifies -

the settlement of Yarrabah gradually expanded to include mission house, 

church, dormitories, huts for married people, schools, theological 

college, workshop, accommodation for domestic animals, gardens, 

recreation grounds and so forth, to signify a life rescued from 

exploitation and destruction. To foster self-reliance and industry -

the substance of the new life - agriculture, grazing and fishing 

industries were nurtured at satelite settlements throughout the reserve. 

These were managed by the people who live in them. The central 

settlement and the overall policy of the whole mission was managed by a 

council comprised of confinned Christians elected by the whole 

population, and mission staff. By this means Yarrabah gradually became 

a Christian community of some note. The number of people who became 

Christians was more than encouraging to the missionaries. The children 

did well by prevailing standards at school. Marriages multiplied. The 
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ratio of deaths and births decreased and natural increase added to the 

rate of population growth. The most significant evidence of its having 

become a Christian community was its own missionary activity to 

Aborigines further afield. By 1909, when Ernest Gribble departed, as 

his father had before him because of ill health, Yarrabah had long been 

thought of~as a highly successful mission - a model for others to 

emulate. 

To those who were intimately acquainted with its management 

however, it was clear that pioneering attitudes were in urgent need of 

review. The vigorous connnunity which Gribble had nurtured had outgrown 

his capacity to administer it. In addition there were other factors 

which had threatened its continued prosperity. The site, though better 

than those selected for other missions, and thought at the time to be 

eminently suitable, was unsatisfactory. The general hostility of the 

surrounding community, which decreased as the mission became more 

widely acclaimed, persisted just below the surface, ready to emerge at 

the slightest hint of trouble, and contributed in a very direct way to 

another problem; the lack of finance. This was never adequate to meet 

even basic needs, making it necessary to operate less than efficiently. 

A shortage of manpower added to the strain on those coping with 

deficiencies in diet and health care. All of the factors may well have 

brought the mission to shipwreck in any event:· as it happened however 

there was another contributing factor: a conflict within the Church that 

emerged in two separate, though in the event, connected ways, between 

Gribble and the Australian Board of Missions, and between the Bishop of 

North Queensland and the Primate. This conflict reproduced in Australia 

the same pattern of growing influence from some central authority that 

led to the serious erosion of what missionaries had been achieving in 

Africa and Asia. It may be that this conflict in the Yarrabah 

experience settled the issue of authority for all other missons operated 

by the Australian Board of Missions. And finally in Yarrabah itself the 

conflict accounts for the frustration of some of Gribble's most important 
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aims, because it affected the supply of money and therefore the whole 

operation of the mission. 

Was Yarrabah the personal domain of the Gribbles, with a 

legitimate claim on the resources of Church and State? Or were the 

Gribbles more rightly to be considered the agents of Church and State? 

The Gribbles tended to act upon the former proposition and the 

Queensland Government and the Australian Board of Missions on the latter. 

Neither view, however, asserted to the exclusion of the other is adequate. 

Anyone contemplating the style of the Apostle Paul, the greatest 

missionary ever to have lived, would have seen that he held both 

dimentions of missionary outreach in a dynamic - or dialogical -

relationship, claiming for himself as the person on location the freedom 

to respond to the needs of that situation, but within the overall mission 

of the Church. The relevance of this for subsequent missionaries and 

missionary societies is that if a central authority has a broader 

experience and access to greater expertise, the individual missionary's 

demands upon the resources and capabilities of the central body are a far 

more accurate index of the real need than the policies devised by people 

in comfortable isolation. It should not be thought a scandal when 

controversy arises from the dialogue between the two, for that is the 

way the incomplete proceeds to completion. The scandal is when one 

prevails over the other. In Yarrabah, neither view was able to prevail 

during the foundation era. The Gribbles needed the support of the 

funding body. The Australian Board of Missions, conscious of its poor 

record in missionary work among Aborigines, needed someone who was 

willing to pioneer the mission. Both parties realised their mutual 

dependence, but under the circumstances each could only press its own 

claim and let the outcome decide its limits. So while Gribble pushed 

himself, his staff, and their resources to the limit of their capacities 

and demanded more finance and personnel to do more work, the Board 

countered with restrictions that were sometimes defensible and sometimes 
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arbitrary, but which always called into question the extent of Gribble's 

authority at Yarrabah. 

An example of an arbitrary and regretable decision of a Board 

out of touch ~ith the actual needs of the situation was the indirect 

order to ce'ase taking the Yarrabah band on fund-raising tours. 3 -, This 

caused loss to the mission's revenue, but more importantly, it reduced 

its effectiveness. Concerts were a useful means of countering public 

antipathy towards the mission. They were also helpful to the people 

involved, being opportunities, however slight, to build the confidence 

that would eventually enable them to assert their own right to self

determination. 

On another occasion, after one of a series of visits by Gribble 

to Fraser Island to negotiate certain administrative arrangements, the 

Primate wrote personally to Gribble saying that he did not want such 

visits to become a regular event.
4 

Gribble could have treated this as 

an offensive presumption, but his case would not have been so defensible, 

nor the Primate's so groundless as was the Board's in the previous 

example, because there was another seriously complicating factor involved -

whether or not Episcopal supervision of the mission implied temporal 

authority over it. The claim of the Bishop of North Queensland to temporal 

authority in Yarrabah was disputed by the Australian Board of Missions. 

The claim had implications for the entire operation of the mission, and 

needed to be settled if serious disputes were to be averted. The issue 

which appears to have called this dispute into existence was Gribble's 

initiatives regarding the Fraser Island mission some years earlier. 

The mission at Fraser Island was conducted by the Archdiocese 

of Brisbane rather than the Australian Board of Missions. In 1900 it 

became necessary to reassess its operations, and Gribble was thought to 

be an obvious person to consult. He visited the mission and made 

administrative arrangements which involved Yarrabah personnel. On the 

assumption that the Bishop of North Queensland was the temporal authority 

in Yarrabah and therefore the appropriate authority, not only to admit 
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personnel to official positions in the Church's work in his dioceses, but 

also to supervise - or even if he chose, to personally direct - their 

operations, these arrangements were executed through the ecclesiastical 

machinery of the Queensland province. The Australian Board of Missions 

was incensed at what it considered an incursion by the Queensland province 

into the jurisdiction of the Primate in his capacity as President of the 

Australian Board of Missions. 5 

Both sides of this dispute had merit. The Board had operated 

missions in Melanesia where in the beginning there was no Bishop, and 

therefore had to take a definitive role in policy making. From this 

experience it had built up assumptions about its role in missionary work 

which when applied to its Australian operations may have caused difficulty, 

depending on the attitude of the local Bishop. The Bishop of North 

Queensland for his part was acting in accordance with one school of 

thought of ecclesiastical matters. It was not entirely defensible 

however because this somewhat medieval view of his role not only had no 

precedent in Australia, but from an historical point of view would be 

very difficult to justify. At this point either could have been right. 

But there are limits beyond which either would have destroyed the 

credibility of its case. The Primate, and therefore the Board, came 

periously close to doing just this in a claim regarding the licensing 

of two of Gribble's Islander assistants as lay readers. Before outlining 

that incident however it is necessary to relate another event which added 

to the Board's concern. 

In April 1900, the Board noted that the Queensland Government 

had recently appointed Gribble as Superintendent of the Reserve. Until 

then, whether by authority of the Bishop of North Queensland or the 

Australian Board of Missions, he had been Superintendent of the Mission, 

a position acknowledged by all, including Gribble, to be limited and 

subject to an appropriate ecclesiastical authority. His appointment to 

a position which neither the Queensland provincial hierarchy nor the 

Australian Board of Missions could control gave the Australian Board of 

Missions reason to reconsider its whole posture in relation to Yarrabah. 
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The Australian Board of Missions' position vis-a-vis the Queensland 

Government was not unlike Gribble's in relation to itself, The 

Queensland Government, whether it assisted financially or not, claimed 

ultimate authority over Yarrabah. Its record of an ad hoc response to 

the needs of Aborigines and its continuing lack of a comprehensive 

policy meant that at any moment it might frustrate the Church's work 

in what the Church was doing did not suit the government. Later 

decisions by the Government, such as the proclamation of Yarrabah as an 

Industrial School - a decision that could easily have wrecked Yarrabah -

showed the Australian Board of Missions to have reason for its concern. 

Given Gribble's strong tendency to consider himself the principal policy 

maker in Yarrabah, his appointment as superintendent of the reserve was 

something of an ace in his hand. The Board protested to Gribble that he 

should have consulted the Archbishop before accepting the appointment, 

and requested his co-operation in his new secular role, with the 

Archbishop as the authority in the church as it was involved at 

Yarrabah. 6 This incident added significantly to the weight of local 

authority, and perhaps it was in response to this that the Primate acted 

so heavy-handedly in the following incident to assert the central 

authority of the Australian Board of Missions. 

About a year and a half after the issue of Episcopal 

supervision and its implications for temporal authority was opened up by 

Gribble's first visit to Fraser Island, Gribble asked the Bishop of North 

Queensland to license two of his Islander assistants as lay readers. 

This was done to the chagrin of the Primate. He wrote to Gribble point

ing out that "all agents at Yarrabah have been authorised by me to 

undertake duty; the application for the two natives to be licensed as 

lay readers on the settlement should have first been addressed to me. 117 

The Primate, in his capacity as President of the Australian Board of 

Missions, was quite right of course, given that there are two discrete 

steps involved in appointing a person to public office, and commission

ing (i.e. licensing) him to carry out the functions of that office. But 

in this situation, for an authority other than the Bishop of North 

Queensland to appoint people to hold office in the diocese of North 
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Queensland would be tantamount to instructing the Bishop to license 

particular people as office bearers in his own diocese, with the added 

implication that the Bishop could also be denied the right to license 

particular people as office bearers in his diocese. To license is first 

of all to appoint, and since the Bishop has an absolute right to license 

or not to license in his diocese, he must have the same right to appoint 

or not to appoint. Moreover, had the President of the Australian Board 

of Missions not been a Bishop - let alone the Primate! - the point might 

have been more readily negotiable. But the Primate was the President of 

the Australian Board of Missions precisely because he was the Primate. 

Therefore the distinction between this statement from the Primate as 

President and the Primate as Primate is academic. In practice, the 

Archbishop of Brisbane, the Bishop of North Queensland and Gribble could 

hardly be blamed for believing that the Primate - the Archbishop of 

another province, and therefore devoid of any ecclesiastical jurisdiction 

in Queensland - was presuming to exceed his authority in a manner that 

invited the strongest repudiation. 

The tug of war between the local and central claims to authority 

intensified on the basis of this unresolved difference of opinion about 

the implications of Episcopal supervision. This question could only 

arise in the context of some other problem, such as the crisis of 

authority in Yarrabah. Having done so however, it gained a momentum of 

its own and was not laid to rest when the particular issue which called 

it forth was resolved. In spite of a temporary armistice in 1905, it 

emerged again after Gribble's departure from Yarrabah as a major factor 

in a dispute which led to the transfer of administrative responsibility 

from the Australian Board of Missions to a Queensland committee. 

In all of this, the Board had adequate reason to claim a 

definite role in policy making, for the burden of financing the mission 

fell disproportionately upon itself. The Queensland Government provided 

no money at all for a number of years, and when it did it was gros·sly 

inadequate. The North Queensland Corresponding Committee set up to 

finance the mission very quickly withdrew from the work leaving the 

Australian Board of Missions with all the responsibility. When it became 
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clear that this was a more or less permanent situation the Board was 

faced with the choice of closing the mission or continuing to finance it 

from its own resources. It chose the latter and not unreasonably sought 

a role in policy making. The difficulty was to discover what, in the 

circumstances, was the right role. 

For his part, Gribble was the man on the spot who lived in 

daily contact with the people and who saw their needs and experienced 

personally the impulse to serve those needs in a way that the most well 

intentioned committee man in comfortable isolation could not. This is 

what made the difference in the situations in which Gribble confronted 

the Board with what seemed like unreasonable demands. 

The first record of this conflict is in a letter to his father 

in January 1893. The North Queensland Corresponding Committee had 

directed him not to supply provisions to anyone but himself and his 

helpers. But, he noted, he could not find it in his heart to tum the 

children adrift. 8 It was essentially the same conflict, though in a 

situation so much more pressing, when ten years later there was a great 

need to expand the mission. The Rev. Dixon, the secretary of the 

Australian Board of Missions, wrote acknowledging Gribble's great concern 

for the children, pointing out however that other considerations made 

caution necessary. The Archbishop and the Executive Council insisted 

that no debt could be undertaken to finance an expansion. 9 Obviously the 

extent of the work the mission could undertake was limited by the finance 

available, and in consideration of this the Australian Board of Missions 

had a responsibility to its creditors to avoid contracting debts it could 

not meet. But if policy must be limited by finance, pressing needs must 

be made known to stimulate new sources of finance. If the Australian 

Board of Missions would not listen to Gribble's words, they could not 

avoid the impact of the debts he contracted. Debts did accumulate. At 

one stage a Cairns store refused further credit. Moreover the mission's 

account with the Australian Board of Missions was in chronic disaray. 

Like all the other problems associated with the foundation era this one 

was not solved until Gribble departed from Yarrabah. The consequences 
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of this problem were far more profound than the record so far suggests, 

for its most serious affect was in the outcome of the industrial work 

undertaken at the mission. 

The industrial work, especially fishing, but also to a 

significant extent, agriculture, became a source of funds for the mission 

through the sale of surplus produce. Summaries of the years' trading 

provides a crude index of the mission's increase in productivity. In 

1903 the value of surplus produce sold was £28.14.6, and the value of 

produce consumed was £158.17.2. In 1909 the figures were £386.14.11, and 

£503.3.4 respectively. lO This dramatic growth suggests that the aim of 

self-sufficiency was not unreasonably to be hoped for - given sufficient 

capital to carry out some very basic developmental programmes, such as 

draining the swamps (which would have reduced the chronic illness as well 

as improved the agricultural potential). Assuming for the moment that 

the Australian Board of Missions could raise the capital (an assumption 

which in the light of the record so far may seem groundless, but which 

will be explored further on) it is possible to see how the unsettled 

issue of authority affected the finances and therefore the long term 

outcome of the mission's industrial operations. 

In an exchange of correspondence between Gribble and Dixon over 

financial matters, Gribble complained that many items of local petty 

expenditure had to be met from the already inadequate funds. Dixon 

replied that in making out the amount it contributed to Yarrabah the 

Australian Board of Missions took into consideration what was earned 
11 locally. In this exchange the discrepancy between Gribble's 

complaint makes visible the assumption that decisions made by him were 

unavoidable and that expenditure which followed as a consequence 

should be readily met by the Australian Board of Missions. In Dixon's 

reply the Australian Board of Missions' determination to "call the tune" 

in Yarrabah is also clear. Finance for capital works was not supplied 

during the foundation era, and the record shows that the Australian 

Board of Missions deliberately refused to consider it until the issue of 

authority was settled. 12 Whether or not this was justified, the result 
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was tragic. Without capital works the incipient industries never had any 

chance of succeeding. The subsequent failure of those industries could 

not but have had a lamentable impact on the Yarrabah community. 

That the Australian Board of Missions could have raised the 

large sum for capital works and a more adequate operating fund is by 

no means certain. But judging by the task it set itself it is clear that 

it expected to be more successful than it was. 

We must not rest till we have a line of 
missions all the way along the North East 
Coast of British New Guinea - till we 
have a Bishop and a far larger band of 
workers than we have at present - till in 
fact we have occupied the whole of that 
territory for Christ. And already 
Mr Gribble talks of visiting other tribes 
of Aborigines in North Queensland and of 
branching out in new directions ••• we must 
always realise more and more vividly the 
importance and the vastness of the work 
which lies befoy3 us in our Australia 
mission field. 

In its appeal to the membership of the Church the Australian 

Board of Missions constantly stressed the need for participation in the 

Church's missionary outreach. "A Christian who is not really in heart 

and will a missionary," wrote the Bishop of Worcester, "is not a 

Christian at all." 14 These words go to the heart of the Church I s 

existence. In every age the vitality of the Church is reflected in its 

missionary outreach. Prayer, according to the professional missionaries 

is the key. But not prayer that sits by with folded hands and waits for 

God to perform miracles, but prayer accompanied by tireless effort and 

faithful works. As a South India missionary once put it: "it is the 

height of presumption to work and not to pray; it is the height of 
15 

hypocrisy to pray and not to work." An essential element in missionary 

outreach has always been the generosity of established congregations in 

contributing financially to the support of missions. The Australian 

Board of Missions appealed to the membership of the Church for financial 

participation in the mission. However, with one exception, the cyclone 
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appeal of 1906, the response to which exceeded all expectations, appeals 

though modest were barely met. In 1906 the annual report of the Executive 

Council noted: "If the monetary support given is to be taken as an 

expression of sympathy of the Church in Australia with efforts made for 

the conversion of the Aborigines, then we are compelled to believe that 

that sympathy is small indeed. 1116 There appears to be little evidence to 

dispute that observation. 

There were of course many who made significant and in some 

cases regular contributions to the mission, but such assistance, valuable 

as it was, did not meet the mission's most important needs. The chronic 

poverty of the mission drew comment from its staff. The most acid 

statements came from Gribble: "If only as much enthusiasm was displayed 

in the cause of the poor.aboriginal of Australia as there is in dis tant 

missionary effort, we should not be compelled, as we are today, t o look 

on while these poor blacks are fast becoming victims to the lust and 

vices of our own r~ce. 1117 Similar sentiments echoed in editorial material 

of Missionary Notes did not prevent Gribble from making a blistering 

attack on the Church and the Australian Board of Missions in an editorial 

of The Aboriginal News. In reply an editorial comment in Missionary Notes 

in February 1909 observed the necessity for a comprehensive review of 

policy before a more concerted effort to raise finance would be 

profitable. 
18 

Indeed, the record shows that it was by then urgent for 

such a review to be undertaken. But the wording of the reply makes it 

clear that as late as 1909 the Australian Board of Missions thought it 

could be more successful in raising finance than it had been, but also that 

it was not about to commit itself to fund raising until it was in control 

of Yarrabah. 

During this period Missionary Notes commented on the poor 

response to appeals for help and on the hardship this brought to those 

working at Yarrabah, and raising the alarm that the work might fail to 

expand or even be abandoned. The inevitable assumption of this was that 

the fault lay with the members of the Church. In July 1909 an editorial 
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It must be so mortifying to the missionarier 
at the front to feel that they cannot make 
the necessary advances when opportunities 
occur, because the stay-at-home Christians 
are too indolent or too s1~fish to provide 
the money that is needed. 

These were not new sentiments. The problem drew a similar comment two 

decades earlier. "Why do we fail?" asked one commentator • 

•.. because of the apathy of the many who 
profess some sort of allegiance, more or 
less, to the Lord Jesus. The spirit of 
apathy which curses the Church of Christ 
in so many directions is the greatest 
enemy of missionary work .•• 
... we fail because of lack of sympathetic 
effort. Too many are content to hear 
about missi25ary work, yet make no attempt 
to help it. 

This was surely to be the question. The lack of financial 

support for the Church's missionary outreach was correctly attributed 

to apathy. But the soul searching seems to have stopped short of 

asking why apathy was so widespread, or why Christians who did so little 

to support Aboriginal missions tolerated - indeed participated in - the 

very process the missionaries were in part attempting to overcome. The 

fact is that there was a serious deficiency in the whole process of 

which collecting money ought to have been but one not very significant 

aspect. A recent writer referring to that deficiency in another but 

related content said: 

[The Churches] did so little to challenge the 
prevailing mood and actions. It was that they 
mirrored society too much and Christ too little 
or too vaguely. Their efforts were pastoral and 
priestly rather than prophetic, ins24tution 
building rather than policy making. 

In effect the Australian Board of Missions announced what the 

Church's missionary vision was and assumed that the members would respond 

respond with Amens and pounds as a matter of course. In the circumstances 
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it was at least as important to attempt to overcome the apathy of Anglican 

Australians as it was to shield the Aborigines from exploitation. There 

is no certainty that a better financial response would have been the 

outcome of a prophetic stance in the community. The Australian Board of 

Missions might have lost what little support it did have, but experience 

has shown that whenever the Church takes such a risk, financial problems 

are not the only feature of Church life that is rectified. 

Given the need for a prophetic approach to the whole Anglican 

malaise, Gribble's demands upon the precarious resources of the Australian 

Board of Missions were providential, if vexing. They contributed to a 

potential crisis in which the Australian Board of Missions and the whole 

Anglican priesthood would have to choose between the Law and the Prophets -

between propping up the respectability of society or reforming it. This 

crisis was averted by Gribble's medical evacuation from Yarrabah in 1909, 

and by the illness which resulted in a rapid succession of superintendents 

which made it necessary for the definitive role in policy making to pass 

to the Australian Board of Missions and for the superintendent to be the 

executive of Australian Board of Missions' policy. There is no 

suggestion here that such a development was undesirable. It simply 

indicates how the crisis of authority was settled. 

The Yarrabah experience stimulated comprehensive thinking about 

missions and their relation to the Church. When Gilbert White, who was a 

member of the Corresponding Committee when Yarrabah was first settled, 

became Bishop of Carpentaria, he took steps to involve his diocese in 

missionary work. He later wrote a report on the foundation of the Mitchell 

River Mission and the assumption of responsibility for the Torres Straits 

. h d . · 22 Th mission whic ha been founded by the London Missionary Society. e 

report shows how clearly he had thought out the implications of the 

undertakings - probably by way of avoiding the problems of the Yarrabah 

experience. His unconditional acceptance of Australian Board of Missions' 

authority committed missionaries to policies devised by people a long way 

removed in body and soul from the frontier of exploitation and resistance. 
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ABORIGINAL RESISTANCE IN NORTH QUEENSLAND 

Dr. N.A. Loos 

The history of frontier contact between white settlers and 

Aborigines in Australia used to be glossed over by historians until 

quite recently. Even today, when the violent and destructive nature 

of that contact is much more generally acknowledged, there is a 

tendency to treat it as an episode in the early history of Australia, 

regrettable perhaps, but of little relevance to the present. In 

reality attitudes deriving from European perception of frontier contact 

are widely pervasive in Australia today, and are of great significance 

for present and future race relations. 

Frontier history's contribution to white Australian 

historical experience and to each white Australian's knowledge (or 

false-knowledge) component of his attitudes will obviously vary 

greatly, both from individual to individual and from one period to 

another. Some of the factors causing such variation in our attitudes 

resulting from frontier contact may be: 

personality factors of the individual processing the 
information 

the region in which the individual lives 

the region in which the individual and his family 
grew up 

formal and informal communication processes 
including schooling, degree of education, the 
media, churches, other organizations 

contact with Aboriginal people 

awareness of international race relations 

remoteness in time of a region from frontier 
experience 

These are only a tentative listing of possible factors. The 

transmission of ideas from one generation to another is a subject that 

should occupy the ethno-historian much more, especially in Australia. 
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Some components of this frontier historical experience that 

contribute to the intellectual aspect of whiteman culture seem to be: 

the expendability of Aborigines and Aboriginal culture 
in the face of 'progress' 

the submissiveness of Aboriginal people as demonstrated 
by their presumed lack of effective resistance to white 
invasion 

Aboriginal resistance as a demonstration of Aboriginal 
viciousness, cowardice, and treachery - because it was 
guerilla resistance, rather than the model of warfare 
found acceptable by Europeans (i.e. more akin to the 
Viet Cong resistance than to the North Vietnamese). 

the frontier as proof of Aboriginal inferiority 

the frontier as a demonstration of lack of Aboriginal 
adaptability and initiative 

the frontier as irrelevant to whites and unimportant 
to blacks unless made to seem so by white activists 

the frontier to be ignored or glossed over in the 
teaching of history 

Aborigines as a problem confronting the pastoralist 
like dingoes, droughts, and kangaroos 

white colonization and conquest as inevitable and 
white actions understandable, if regrettable; 
therefore Aborigines to-day are unreasonable, 
unsophisticated, or worse still, militant to be 
aggrieved about it. (Stories about grandfathers 
being shot and grandmothers raped etc. are bad form 
or disturbing to harmonious community relations). 

Of course, I do not suggest that this list is complete or 

that each white Australian would concur with all items listed, or with 

each one with the same degree of intensity. However, they have been 

important garments in the intellectual wardrobe of all or most 

Australians in the past and are still very commonly worn to-day. 

Perhaps we should all try them on for size. 

The contribution of the frontier to black culture is just as 

varied and of great importance. The oral history record of older 

Aborigines reveals an almost universal awareness of dispossession by 
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violence. Sometimes it is seemingly accepted with surprising 

equanimity: 'That's just history'. Or with bitter hostility: 'They 

shot them down like dogs'. However, the overall impression is of a 

chamber of horrors waiting for black and white historians to open. 

How much of this has been communicated to the young is difficult to 

estimate and still needs thorough exploration. Increasingly, however, 

Aborigines are developing more formal communication processes. 

Aboriginal publications and education programs are exploring the reality 

of their history. ('B.C.' now means 'Before Cook'; and, although I 

have heard several explanations of the colours in the National 

Aboriginal flag, one common one contains the line: 'Red is for the 

blood that was shed'.) 

When we move from the consideration of each race separately 

to the area of race relations, the frontier assumes an encompassing 

and probably even more enduring significance. It created a multi

racial society in which Europeans and Aborigines were related as 

coloniser and colonised, conqueror and conquered. It created therefore 

a multi-racial society with a superior white caste and an inferior 

black caste. Regrettably, this caste system is still with us. 

The few ethno-historians who have researched in the area have 

understandably concentrated on the destruction of the pre-existing or 

traditional Aboriginal society. They have high-lighted the violence 

of dispossession and linked the large loss of life suffered by the 

Aborigines in their resistance with the depopulation following frontier 

contact. The 'doomed race' theory has thus had its effect on 

historians who marched the survivors from the battlefields and the 

disease-ridden 'blacks' camps' to the concentration camps of the 

reserves, out of Australian society and its history. In reality this 

was a period of frustrated acculturation and a deliberate attempt to 

prevent the development of a multi-cultural society. 
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Several generations of social change in which the Aboriginal 

people made positive, determined, often desperate, and frequently 

successful attempts to respond to the new social environment were thus 

largely ignored or glossed over. 

Such responses began with first contact and were persisted 

with where possible during that often extensive period of frontier 

conflict. Armed Aboriginal resistance to the invader lasted for periods 

varying from a few months to more than twenty years. During this time 

they not only modified their tool kits by adopting aspects of the 

material culture of the invaders, they also had to modify aspects of 

their economic, social, religious, and political life. These changes 

need further exploration. 

I would now like to look at some of those that occurred in 

North Queensland . Navigation through the Great Barrier Reef resulted 

in a number of shipwrecks. Aborigines salvaged the vast quantities of 

material wealth these provided and modified them for usage.
1 

Repeated and often prolonged peaceful visits in the 184O's 

by Royal Navy ships to Evans Bay at the northern tip of Cape York 

Peninsula posed a more sophisticated challenge and led to the Aborigines 

successfully adapting to the visits of friendly aliens who encroached 

little on their land resources. They seem to have accepted the 

Europeans into a gift-exchange system where Aboriginal labour was 

exchanged for such European articles as pipes, tobacco, biscuits, steel 

axes, and knives. Some of the Europeans were drawn into the kinship 
2 

system. The Aborigines here had started to turn outwards to sea-borne 

contacts and this had modified their economic and social life. 
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On the pastoral frontier in North Queensland, Aborigines 

were 'kept out' until their resistance was broken; a process that 

commonly took over six years. As one supporter of the process narrated, 

this meant that the settlers were: 

never to allow them [the Aborigines] near a camp, 
out-station, head-station, or township; 
consequently they were hunted by anyone if seen 
in open country, and driven away or shot down 
when caught out of the scrub and broken ground. 
This course adopted by the early settlers and 
pioneers was unavoidable and quite necessary 
under the existing circumstances,3 

This policy was supported by the Queensland government until 

1896. A very effective para-military force, the Native Police Force, 

d h f . 1· 4 was use to support t e rontier pastora ists. 

Needless to say the Aborigines tried desperately to meet this 

new challenge. They intelligently attacked the settlers, their 

animals, and their property wherever possible but as first contacts 

were bloody, or first attempts at resistance ruthlessly punished, a 

general pattern of conflict developed that indicated a social and 

political response to the invaders. 

After initial clashes with the whites who had superior 

firepower and offe'1sive organizational capability, or after news of 

this military superiority was communicated to them from previously 

contacted areas, the Aborigines avoided contact with the small number 

of pastoralists and their employees - for up to two years in some 

places. As the permanency of European colonization became more 

apparent and sheep and cattle numbers increased, thus making 

unbearable inroads on Aboriginal economic, social, and religious life, 

Aboriginal resistance became overt and determined. Animals were 

killed or driven off, s2ttlers and their dwellings attacked and robbed, 

not only for their material resources but also to intimidate the 

settlers and to try to force them from Aboriginal land. Clashes 
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occurred with increasing intensity until Aboriginal resistance was 

broken by a combination of squatter and Native Police action. 

Aboriginal resistance was often not negligible. In 1868, the 

Police Commissioner reported: 

The coast country all along from Townsville to 
Mackay is inhabited by blacks of the most hostile 
character. On some of the stations north of 
Bowen, such as Woodstock, Salisbury Plains, and 
some others, it is almost impossible to keep any 
cattle on the runs; and south of Bowen some 
stations are or were about to be abandoned, in 
consequence of the destruction of property by 
the blacks.5 

Such effective resistance only served to focus intensified Native 

Police and settler retal{ation. But guerilla resistance did continue 

for up to 20 years in areas where terrain was suitable. 

During this time Aborigines had to change their social and 

economic life to avoid the pastoralists and the Native Police. They had 

to modify their political life to accommodate the need for guerilla 

resistance. They also, of course, had to adapt psychologically to a 

completely new stress situation. 

James Morrill gives a glimpse of the impact of this 

completely inexplicable and seemingly malevolent violence that was 

unleashed amongst them. Morrill, a shipwrecked sailor, lived with the 

Aborigines for seventeen years before he made contact with the settlers 

at Inkerman Station in 1863. He lived for most of this time with the 
6 

Mt. Elliott local group. 

In 1860, a group of Aborigines approached the crew of a 

government ship anchored at Cape Cleveland to tell them of Morrill's 

presen ce. The Europeans grew alarmed and fired upon the apparently 

menacing 'savages', killing one of Morrill's friends and wounding 

another. 
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The next encounter Morrill heard of occurred about three 

years later. Some Aborigines were lamenting the death of an old man 

when an unnoticed settler fired upon them, killing the old man's son. 

Presumably this was the opening gambit of 'keeping the blacks out'. 

They later retaliated, killing the man and trying to kill his horse 

which they assumed was also rational and malevolent. 

Reports of the encroaching whites increased, each one 

bringing fresh evidence of their ruthlessness. A party of Native 

Police with squatter volunteers, shot down the Aboriginal group Morrill 

had lived with at Port Denison. Next fifteen members of the group 

Morrill was then living with were shot dead while on a fishing 

expedition. Thus, by 1863, 'keeping them out' meant that Aborigines 

could not safely live, socially or economically, in their own country. 

It was not until 1868 that the first Aborigines were 'let in' 

in North Queensland, a policy that was cautiously extended in the 

settled areas into the early 187O's. 7 

It was then that the gold discoveries in Cape York Peninsular 

brought vast numbers of European and Chinese miners to areas previously 

thought useless for cattle. Until 1881, by which time the major rushes 

were over, no Aborigines had been 'let in' into a mining field.
8 

It was 

for the residents of the more permanent towns created by the mineral 

discoveries, like Cairns, Cooktown, and Herberton, and the 

pastoralists who had followed the miners, to make the peace with the 

Aborigines they had dispossessed. 

This process continued through the 188Os but there was still 

frontier conflict on the remote mining fields of Cape York Peninsula 

in the late 189O's. 

In 1896, the Police Commissioner officially terminated 

Queensland's frontier assault on its Aborigines, a policy which had 
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been accepted unquestioningly at separation in 1859. 9 I have described 

the type of frontier conflict experienced by most Aborigines in North 

Queensland. There were two other areas of frontier conflict in North 

Queensland which I shall allude to briefly: the rainforest frontier 

and the sea frontier. In many ways they are the most interesting 

because the superior technology and political organization of the 

Europeans was minimised by the nature of the European industry or the 

nature of the terrain. 

The area from just north of Townsville to just south of 

Cooktown and west to the Great Dividing Range was covered with dense 

tropical rainforest which was as forbidding to the European colonists 

as it was helpful to the ~esisting rainforest Aborigines. lO In several 

parts of North Queensland, Aboriginal resistance was prolonged by the 

availability of refuge in rainforest or thick scrub. In some areas 

between Bowen and Mackay, for example, Aborigines had continued to 

raid squatters' herds for twenty years. However, it is to the rainforest 

of the Atherton and Evelyn Plateaus that I will now turn. 

The first Europeans to encroach upon the rainforest north of 

Townsville were timbergetters attracted from about 1874 to the Tully, 

Johnstone, Daintree, and Bloomfield Rivers. Clearing the heaviest 

scrub revealed the land's fertility and small settlers followed in the 

late 1870s and through the 1880s. In the 1880s much of the best 

cedar on the Johnstone and Daintree Rivers became exhausted and, by 

1881, the timbermen turned to the tablelands behind Cairns when the 

farming potential of this area was revealed and selectors began to 

carve out small farms. During the same period, miners and newly

established cattle stations were encroaching from the west on the 

Aborigines' hunting grounds and river resources. More and more 

restricted and more and more hungry, the rainforest Aborigines found 

their homeland producing maize, potatoes, and bananas in abundance and 

untended settlers huts and timbergetters' camps full of good things. 
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These the Aborigines successfully harvested. Aboriginal attacks from 

ambush increased and the roads became unsafe. 

Wherever and whenever possible the Europeans extracted 

savage revenge. But it was often impossible. 

In 1882, the Herberton Advertiser remarked: 

Verily we live in troublesome times and can 
hardly bring ourselves to consider the 
black police as the most effective 
instrument possible for the supression of 
myalls.11 

They were the best aggressive force; but not effective enough for the 

settlers. From 1884 to 1888, conflict became intense and the 

settlers' losses of animals and crops were unbearable. Aboriginal 

resistance in the rainforest found Queensland's frontier policy 

wanting. In desperation, the selectors near Atherton urged the 

government to conciliate the rainforest Aborigines. 

In early 1889, a police constable with Aboriginal 

interpreters, after two months' efforts, made contact with the 

resisting rainforest Aborigines. He got them to agree to a truce: the 

Europeans would stop attacking the Aborigines and would supply them 

with supplementary food if the Aborigines ceased their attacks on the 

settlers and their property. The scheme was an immediate and dramatic 

success from the Europeans' point of view and spread to other areas 

where the terrain made Aboriginal resistance difficult to control. 

After forty years, the Queensland government was forced by 

Aboriginal resistance to adopt an alternative policy to 'keeping the 

blacks out'. However, the process of asserting European control and 

allowing colonization to continue went on more rapidly. Substituting 

beef for bullets was simply a more effective means of dispossessing 

rainforest Aborigines. 
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The sea frontier, in many ways, was the most interesting of 

all. By the 1840's, European capitalists were exploiting the waters 

of North Queensland for beche-de-mer, tortise shell, guano, and after 

1868, pearlshell and pearls. The most important products were 

beche-de-mer and pearlshells. The beche-de-mer industry and swimming

diving for pearlshell required a large supply of cheap, unskilled 

labour so, throughout the second half of the nineteenth century and 

part of the twentieth century, a large number of Aborigines made 

contact with a European based culture through these fishing industries. 

The pearlshell industry was based on Thursday Island and the beche-de

mer industry on Thursday Island and Cooktown, and, to a much lesser 

extent, on Cairns, Townsville and Mackay. 

Southern Aborigines from such areas as Fraser Island and 

Townsville were employed in the boats. However, much use was made of 

local labour as there was a plentiful supply and Aborigines could be 

picked up and disembarked cheaply and paid for with a minimal supply 

of food, tobacco, clothing and blankets. In the 1880s and 1890s 

there were between 300 and 500 local Aborigines employed in the 

northern fisheries at any time. 

Progressively one area after another on Cape York 

Peninsula was opened up by the recruiters. Labourers were recruited 

initially either by deceit or outright kidnapping. Subsequently a 

regular labour trade developed. 

Many of the young men and women were willing to work in the 

fisheries, probably over 50% of them. They were less held by 

traditional ties and recruiting opened up a way of avoiding the 

dominance of the elders and of experiencing a novel way of life that 

offered previously unimagined excitement and interest. As the male 

population of the fisheries became sexually dependent on Aboriginal 

women, a relationship developed on the sea frontier between the 
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fishermen and the Aborigines, based on the need for Aboriginal labour 

and sex. 

Thus, a multi-racial society was developing in the fisheries 

not based on the physical dispossession of the Aborigines. However, 

the taking of the young and able and the prostitution of the women had 

a disastrous effect on traditional life. Worse still, the introduction 

9f diseases and the loss of human resources to the fisheries led to the 

depopulation of one area after another. The fishermen had to 

progressively move their recruiting grounds as the older ones became 

'worked out'. By 1897, the Batavia River area, at Mapoon Mission, was 

most resorted to and the Weipa area was just being opened up. The 

passing of the Aboriginal Protection Act of 1897 eventually saved the 

Aborigines south of Mapoon from the worst ravages of the fisheries. 

If Aborigines actively participated in the industry, they 

also actively resisted the strictures it placed on their lives. Many 

did not wish to stay away from their homeland as long as the 

fishermen wished. Many wanted the material wealth offered by the 

fishermen but not the service on the boats. Thus, the Aborigines 

frequently ran off with boats to return to their homeland or to obtain 

the wealth of the fishermen. Attacks on the fishermen to avenge 

ill-treatment or to enable Aborigines to escape with property were 

frequent and the loss of life of fishermen quite high. 

The sea frontier thus led to a multi-racial society not based 

on complete physical dispossession. The relationship between the 

fishermen and Aborigines was still one of colonizer and colonist, 

superior and inferior racial castes. This relationship also contained 

within it the seeds of exploitation by the dominant caste of the 

inferior caste and resistance by the inferior caste to the dominant 

caste. 

243 



N.A. LOOS 

The passing of the Aboriginal Protection Act of 1897 

eventually saved the Aborigines south of Mapoon from the worst ravages 

of the fisheries. 

From both the rainforest and sea frontiers the lesson for 

to-day is that less violent frontier conflict led no less to the 

destruction of traditional Aboriginal society than did the frontal 

assault on the pastoral and mining frontiers. To-day in North Australia 

the frontier is in Weipa and Aurukun, as well as in the Kimberleys and 

Central Australia. In all of these areas the mining industry or the 

tourist industry is systematically continuing the nineteenth century 

assault on lands reserved solely for the use of Aborigines. In other 

areas, like Yarrabah and Palm Island, the tourist industry threatens 

to consolidate the expansion of European colonization. 

If the Aboriginal people are thought worthy of consideration, 

the lesson of history ought to be obvious: that culture change should 

proceed at a pace acceptable to both cultures. This means that 

Aboriginal communities should have the right to control or veto the 

further expansion of industry into their land. 
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FRINGE CAMPS IN NINETEENTH CENTURY QUEENSLAND* 

Mr. H. Reynolds 

The main features of European-Aboriginal relations in Cl9th 

Queensland have been outlined by C.D. Rowley in The Destruction of 

Aboriginal Society
1 

and by R. Evans in Exclusion, Exploitation and 

Extermination. 2 But their necessarily broad generalizations obscure 

much fine detail which must be examined to gain an appreciation of the 

total situation. There were, for instance, important differences in 

the nature of early contact depending on when and where it occurred. 

It is necessary to remember that while permanent settlement began at 

Moreton Bay in the 1820s there were still, a century later, some 

Aboriginal groups with limited experience of the white man. Changing 

European attitudes and policies during that time influenced the course 

of race relations as did the varied character of the immigrant's 

economic activity. 

The pastoral industry was of crucial importance to the 

transplanted economy and its demands determined the fate of Aboriginal 

clans over large areas of the colony. But its predominance in both the 

economic, and the racial history, of Queensland should not divert 

attention from other forms of economic activity - other frontiers -

where there were subtle differences in the nature of contact. In the 

gold-bearing districts of North Queensland, for instance, Aborigines 

had their first sustained relations with itinerant miners rather than 

shepherds and stockmen. Along the wet coastal valleys farmers, sugar 

planters and their Melanesian and Chinese labourers cleared the 

rainforest and entered into permanent contact with the local clans. 

Aborigines from the many off-shore islands and adjacent coastlines 

often had their first significant relations with ship-borne Europeans 

- explorers, surveyors or pearl and beche de mer fishers while along 

the coast of Cape York, between Yarrabah in the east and Edward River 

in the west, formative contact came with missionaries seeking souls 

rather than profits. 

* This article is a slightly amended version of a paper delivered to 
Section 25 of the 47th ANZAAS Congress Hobart, May 1976. 
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Small towns provided yet another arena for both primary 

contact and the subsequent slow processes of acculturation once fringe 

dwelling camps had become a ubiquitous feature of Queensland society. 

The clusters of windbreaks huddled down in the mangroves, on the far 

side of the river, or along the dry creek bed usually looked as though 

they had been dumped down indiscriminately in place. But such siting 

was rarely accidental. It accurately reflected the dynamics of the 

complex relationship which developed between townspeople and fringe 

dwellers - one characterized by economic symbiosis, social distance 

and stark inequalities. 

In this paper I will discuss the reaction of both the 

European settlers and the Aboriginal fringe dwellers in this situation. 

I begin with the view from the township. 

that: 

* * * 

I 

The author of a late Cl9th history of Maryborough recalled 

in the perilous times of 1850 to 1860 it was 
imperative for the settler, however humble 
to carry firearms and be on his guard 
against treacherous foes, and I believe I 
am not wrong in stating that every acre 
of land in these districts was won from 
the aborigines by bloodshed and warfare3 

These remarks should emphasise that while life in towns was not normally 

as threatening, for Europeans, as it was in the more remote districts, 
. 4 

some communities experienced periods of acute collective anxiety. 

Insecurity persisted even after overt conflict had subsided and was 

clearly apparent throughout the first generation of settlement. Indeed 

anxiety about black actions and intentions was a major determinant of 

European behaviour. Settler insecurity meant that Aboriginal camps had 

to be a safe distance away and the blacks themselves kept out of town 

after dark - and on Sundays in some places - even if the de-facto curfew 
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had to be enforced with the stock-whip. But the Aborigines could not 

be so far away as to prevent their utilization for cheap labour and 

casual sex. The camps had to be near enough for their younger and more 

active members to walk to work and for the local gin jockeys to ride 

in the opposite direction after the pubs had closed at night. 

Townspeople found Aborigines useful as cheap unskilled labour 

i~ the notable absence of an adequate supply of white domestic servants. 

So blacts chopped wood, carried water, rounded up horses, scrubbed 

floors and scoured pots. A Gladstone resident observed in 1861: 

Far from being a curse, they prove an 
admirable, and in our present situation, 
an almost necessary social auxillary -
ministering to our wants and necessities 
in fifty different waysS 

They could be paid poorly; or in kind with food scraps, opium, or old 

clothes; or not at all. Another early Gladstone settler commented 

that the town would: 

suffer much from want of labour, if the 
despised Black was not to be found, for 
a small piece of tobacco or a handful 
of flour ever willing to render any 
service required of them, many a time I 
have noticed a Native groaning under a 
heavy load of Bark, that he was carrying 
on his naked back to some white that 
would swear at him, not give him the 
promised tobacco or flour, and if he 
hung about his dwelling, bring out a 
pistol, threaten to shoot if he did 
not move off.6 

But if the blacks became too "useful" or began to develop 

significant skills they posed an unacceptable threat to white labour. 

In 1876 a Bowen correspondent referred to: 

the jealousy of many working men, who, 
to use their own expression don't wish 
to see the bread taken out of a white 
man's mouth by a nigger, and endeavour 
in many cases to entice or frighten them 
away from any work they may be employed 
in. 7 
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In Ma ryborough feeling against Aboriginal labour reached a well 

orchestr3ted climax in 1865 with a large protest meeting and despatch 

of petitions to Parliament.
8 

As well as casual underpaid labour, the black's camp provided 

casual underpaid sex for communities with an oversupply of men and an 

undersupply of marriageable women. There is little reliable evidence 

but we can assume that black women were acquired more cheaply than 

white prostitutes, when available, and there was the added attraction 

of intercourse with people considered closer to the animals and 

therefore more sensual and whose abject poverty and powerlessness made 

it possible to indulge any sexual whim even at gun point if necessary. 

Drunken sexual adventures among the blacks became a popular Queensland 

pastime. Only a few weeks after the local clans had been let in to 

Bowen the Port Denison Times noted that even some prominent citizens 

had joined the nocturnal procession to the camp.
9 

But just as the 

white working class was antagonistic to the extended use of black 

labour so many 'respectable' citizens were hostile to the blatant trade 

in sex and the accompanying interchange of venereal infections. It is 

possible that white women felt threatened by the ready availability of 

uninhibited sex in the black's camp.lo A.L. Meston related that on a 

visit to Thagomindah at the turn of the century he was petitioned by 

six single women to remove certain part-Aboriginal women from the town. 

The details are not clear but it appears that the white women could not 

get their men to the altar because of the counter attractions available. 

The petition was probably uot a decisive factor but the Aboriginal 

women were moved to reserves along with many other blacks frpm the 

Thagomindah district. According to Meston's account it was only a 

month later when he received a telegram informing him that six 

marriages had been celebrated.
11 

European communities made a compendium of other complaint s 

about the blacks from neighbouring camps - begging and drunkennes s , 

noise and 'indecency', a term used at the time to refer both to 

nakedness and public displays of overt sexual behaviour. The 

Maryborough Chronicle remarked early in 1863: 
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It is imperative that measures be taken to 
put a stop to the indecent, if not 
positively immoral exhibitions which often 
occur in our streets and public places, 
and particularly in the vicinity of the 
wharf. We know these scenes are a matter 
of frequent complaint with visitors -
ladies often being constrained to remain 
in the closed saloon of the steamer for 
hours on this account12 

There was similar concern in Brisb?ne as well; a newspaper reporting in 

1861 that dozens of blacks were engaging in '"every kind of riot and 

indecency" within a few yards of Queen Street rendering it impossible 

for a "respectable women to pass that way". Yet not everyone was 

shocked for "a number of lads were feeding their prurient curiosity by 

gazing on the scene 11
•
13 

Disease too caused apprehension. In 1868 Rockhampton 

citizens were perturbed where a large number of blacks were seen 

bathing in the lagoon which supplied the town with water. "Cattle 

puddling in it are bad enough" commented the local paper, "but the 

bl k · f · · 1 " 
14 

F f · . f Th ac s are in inite y worse. ear o contagion was ri e. e 

residents of Taroom petitioned the Government for the removal of one 

Carbo who had some form of serious eye infection. It was, the petition 

asserted, "a contagious disease which we are of the opinion is Cancer". 

The townspeople wanted him to be removed to a - reserve where he would 
15 

"be in no danger of coming into contact with white people". 

* * * 

II 

Blacks had far greater reason than Europeans to fear violence 

and to be gripped by anxiety. At times Aboriginal groups were attacked 

on the outskirts of townships or even in the streets themselves. In 

April 1861 Sub-Lieutenant Bligh led his troopers into Maryborough to 

'disperse' the town blacks. A couple were shot in the street, others 
16 were picked off in the river while endeavouring to escape. On other 
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occasions Aboriginal suspects were arrested in town, marched away in 

chains and shot when out of sight. In 1876, for instance, a Native 

Police detachment arrested an Aboriginal named Jemmy in the township 

of Marlborough, led him away and executed him. The incident came to 

public notice because the fire on which the body was thrown only 
17 smouldered and the local children found the half-roasted corpse. 

Enthusiastic amateurs also harassed the blacks. The Maryborough 

Chronicle wished that the local police could "do what every private 

individual takes the liberty of doing when occasion demands - administer 

a sound thrashing for offences against the decency or peace of the 

neighbourhood". 
18 

Vigilante action was also relatively common, 

undertaken to capture presumed offenders to drive groups of Aborigines 

out of town. In 1863, for instance, an escapee from the police jumped 

into the Fitzroy River at Rockhampton where, he was "actively pursued 

by the European mob in boats, who struck his head with their oars every 

time it appeared above water". 19 In Townsville in 1884 another mob 

chased a local black through the streets, cornered him in a quarry and 

shot him in the shoulder. 20 The wound was not treated and the victim 

subsequently died in gaol. A group of young Maryborough boys acted 

out a grotesque parody of such adult behaviour. One evening in 

December 1867 they went out to the blacks camp - surrounded it in the 

approved manner, raised their guns and told a group of Aborigines to 

dance. When their demand was refused one 12 year old shot an old 

woman in the head.
21 

But despite such sporadic violence blacks were probably safer 

in towns than in the bush. Even small communities were likely to have 

some residents who opposed the use of indiscriminate violence and who 

afforded protection to the local Aborigines. In the larger towns 

newspapers often exposed brutality editorially or allowed correspondents 

to do so in letters to the editor. The presence of local police 

magistrates, and potential witnesses was a deterrent to overt violence. 

Even in Maryborough, there were those who complained about the 

difficulties of punishing the blacks. In 1867 a writer in the local 

paper remarked that: 
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the cunning fellows know they are safe 
in town where it is next to impossible 
to capture them, and 'dispersing' is 
not permissible.22 

Town camps became sanctuaries where remnants of local clans 

were joined by others forced in from a threatening hinterland by 

dwindling food supplies or the crack of Native Police carbines. The 

plight of the refugees was described by a Rockhampton Police Magistrate 

in 1871 after agitation had developed to expel the blacks from the 

environs of the town: 

They are driven from many stations in 
the bush, and their dogs which they use 
for hunting the scrubs are poisoned 
almost everywhere: so that the use of 
their own country is literally taken 
away from them; and if they are to be 
driven out of town their only course 
will be to roll themselves up in their 
annual shoddy dormitive called a 
blanket, and die.23 

A grazier whose property was close to Bowen described a remarkably 

similar situation. He explained in 1869 that: 

for about seven months after the Blacks 
were by one Squatter "let in", I kept 
them off my ground; but when they were 
driven out of the town, and then back 
again from the stations, they camped 
near some waterholes on my ground and 
as I saw that they had little or no 
choice where to go I allowed them to 
stop.24 

Thus the camp could not be so near the town as to offend the 

Europeans who were liable to drive its residents away in the event of 

trouble but hostility could arise from neighbouring farmers and 

graziers if settlement was made too far out in the rural hinterland. 

But distance from town had its advantages, allowing life to proceed 

without constant interference. It made possible the continuation of 

important aspects of traditional life - initiation, dancing, ritual 

fighting, child betrothal, funeral ceremonies for instance - which 

would certainly have been disrupted if the blacks had lived closer to 
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town. The space between town and camp offered a little protection from 

both the fists and whips of the ill-disposed and the well intentioned 

interference of the benevolent . 

Food was the overwhelmingly important problem for Aborigines 

in the post-frontier period. The camps on the outskirts of towns 

contained what were, by traditional standards, large and unnaturally 

static populations. Indigenous food sources were seriously depleted 

and free access to the hinterland was inhibited by the hostility of 

resident landowners. Camps which were fortunate enough to have access 

to the sea or to a large river had a much better chance of maintaining 

both a reasonable level of nutrition and a measure of independence. 

The camps around Townsville must have gained some food from the ocean 

or river, mangrove or sedgeland in the district. But it was apparently 

quite inadequate for the 300-400 blacks living there in the 1880s. The 

Secretary of the local Aborigines Protection Association wrote in 1889 

that "very frequently the aborigines are simply starving. Senior 

Sergeant Breene thinks enough food is the exception" 
25 

The common experience was of a meagre and undertain food 

supply of poor quality, coming variously from irregular employment, 

begging, theft, prostitution and increasingly vestigial hunting and 

gathering. Sub-nutrition and malnutrition were almost universal in the 

camps contributing directly to sickness and high infant mortality and 

indirectly to chronic addiction to opium and alcohol and general social 

malaise. 

Sedentary living brought other problems as well. Traditiona l 

antagonisms were carried over into the new era rtnd exacerbated by c loser 

contact. European observers noted them on occasion~ like the annual 

blanket distribution when diverse groups gathered in close proximity 

for sometimes up to a month or more. In 1862 a Gladstone resident 

remarked that blacks from various parts of the district were ''afraid 
26 • 

to glance at one another" In 1897 young Maryborough Aborigines 

spoke to Meston "very seriously concerning some of the old men" who 
27 

they said were still using sorcery to kill blacks from other tribes. 
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New tensions emerged too, stemming from forced adaption to static 

camps, the slow corrosion of old beliefs and the impact of alcohol and 

opium. Traditional authorities were challenged by the young who 

adjusted quicker to new conditions and who by employment and 

prostitution came to provide the main support for fringe dwelling 

communities. Yet traditional sharing continued well on into the new 

era and was commented on by the occasional European interested in 

Aboriginal mores. A Palmerville correspondent noted that there was: 

one special characteristic worthy of 
record - no matter what is given them 
in shape of food, they are certain to 
divide with their fellows28 

Despite the deprivation and tensions of life in fringe 

settlements there were benefits also when comparison was made with the 

situation on pastoral stations or missions. Although some members of 

a pastoral camp were likely to be constantly employed with stock, or 

around the station homestead, pay was meagre and food only intermittently 

supplied to the whole group while the proprietorial attitudes of many 

squatters greatly limited Aboriginal freedom. On the missions, which 

developed from the 1880s, nutrition and health were probably much 

improved at the cost of concerted interference with traditional customs 

and beliefs. 

Work in and around the towns was unreliable but at least 

there was a variety of employer and task, and alternative possibilities 

in theft, begging or prostitution. While whites exploited Aboriginal 

workers they in turn endeavoured to turn the tables by using all the 

classical stratagems of forced and unwilling labour. A correspondent 

from Palmerville described the situation. "At first", he wrote, "they 

work fairly well", but "scheming, pilfering, shamming sickness, and 

other devices soon became manifest 11
•
29 The blacks were only wanted as 

a casual, cheap and unskilled labour reserve. The great majority, it 

was observed in 1880, had resigned themselves ''to the position of 

helots performing desultory services for the settlers in return for 

scraps of broken meat and cast off clothing 11
•
30 
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Crime was another answer to the problems of extreme poverty 

and restricted opportunities. It was also a way to continue resistance 

to European domination. Due to the availability of evidence it is best 

to study the development of criminal technology in the Maryborough 

district during the first generation of settlement. The earliest 

detailed reports of Aboriginal theft were provided by Bidwell the first 

Commissioner of Crown Lands for the region. In 1852 he described how 

the blacks had successfully robbed his store even though it was close 

to his hut and downwind from his bloodhounds. 31 He had, he wrote, 

actually found the Aborigines: 

lying within five yards of my sitting room at 
8.00 in the evening when they must have been 
watching me writing at this table while 
others dug the potatoes at about 20 yards 
further off down the hi1132 

The following year Bidwell's successor Halloran reported with grudging 

admiration that "the dexterity and audacity displayed" in executing 

robberies was "almost incredible 11
•
33 It is not pushing the evidence 

too hard to suggest that such successful robberies owed much to the 

traditional skills of the hunter - stealth, patience, self-control and 

intimate knowledge of the terrain to facilitate both rapid escape and 

security from pursuit. The scale of robberies - and presumably the 

organization involved - increased considerably over the next few years. 

Halloran's anguished report to Sydney late in 1857 detailed the robberies 

of the previous six weeks which had netted the blacks at least 1000 lbs 
34 

of sugar and 1250 lbs of flour and probably a good deal more. Drays 

were also stuck up on the roads in such a way as to manifest detailed 

planning. During 1864 the favourite spot was at the 6 mile creek on 

the Gayndah Road where there was sufficient cover to allow for surprise 

and where the road ran close to the river. Goods were taken from the 

halted drays, carried down the bank to a waiting boat and rowed over to 

h d b h . b k 35 t e ense scru on t e opposite an . 

During the 1850s there was a rapid development of 

housebreaking techniques. In 1856 the Commissioner reported that the 

blacks were "becoming very expert in house robberies".
36 

Other 

observers noted how window panes had been removed to give access to 

locks, children used to gain entrance through smal~ openings,
37 

whil e 

256 



FRINGE CAMPS IN NINETEENTH CENTURY QUEENSLAND 

in 1863 McPherson the baker was robbed when a previously marked board 

was prized off to give direct access to the bolts inside the front 

door.
38 

At the end of the 1860s the Maryborough Chronicle remarked 

that Aboriginal burglars carried out their trade "as though they had 

served an apprenticeship in London or New York 11
•
39 

The transition from 'myall black' to urban criminal was 

formally recognized in an editorial in the Queenslander in 1871: 

Outrages by blacks are becoming too 
frequent in the North, and crime of 
this kind is assuming a different 
aspect from the old time spearing 
of cattle or the massacre of station 
hands. The criminal black fellow of 
the present day frequents the town, 
gets drunk, robs houses, insults 
women anq otherwise conducts himself 
like a civilized white blackguard.40 

A further interesting development was the emergence of black 

bandits whose notoriety reached a point where they became household 

names and a source of considerable European anxiety. The settlers 

clearly saw them as a phenomenon related to white bushranging but also 

to an older tradition of protest - to such legendary figures as Robin 

Hood or Rob Roy. Wide Bay produced a number of such men between 1865 

and 1895 - Yarraman, Samba, Johnny Campbell, the Dora-Dora brothers -

who had grown up after white settlement, were in some cases of mixed 

parentage, and had absorbed varying degrees of European culture. 

Campbell and the Dora-Dora brothers were, for instance, good shots and 

expert horsemen while still retaining enough traditional knowledge to 

master the bush. They were, as a result, formidable opponents and 

particularly elusive when shielded by their own communities. The case 

of Sambo was discussed by the Queenslander's Maryborough correspondent 

in 1875. "One outlaw", he wrote, "of the name of Sambo" 

is a regular Rob Roy, his stealings have 
been on such an heroic scale. He has 
been 'wanted' for years past, and all 
that they know is that he is in the 
district still. The other blacks shield 
him as sedulously as in some parts of 
Ireland they shield a gentleman who has 
has the misfortune to shoot his landlord.41 
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Aboriginal resistance did not end when the last shepherd was 

speared or when clans 'came in' to camps on the fringes of towns. It 

continued to run like an unbroken thread through many aspects of post

frontier life. Though documentation is meagre it is possible to trace 

a continuing sense of injustice, a demand for compensation and 

rejection of what, to the blacks, was the immorality of much European 

behaviour - the selfish individualism and materialism, the cultural 

arrogance and persistent brutality. Occasionally one comes across 

actions which were overtly political. Late in 1865, for instance, a 

group of Rockhampton blacks demonstrated outside the home of the Police 

Magistrate, where 

they signified that peace and safety was 
only assured by the payment of a blackmail, 
in the shape of flour, tobacco and white 
money42 

It is intruiging to consider if such happenings occurred at o ther times 

and places but were unrecorded or not even recognized as demonstrations 

by the white community. We might also wonder what might have happened 

if such developing political awareness had been encouraged rather than 

repressed. The response of the Rockhampton authorities was 

predictable. The local press reported that "on information of the 

occurrence Sergeant Judge and two mounted troopers dispersed the 
43 vagabonds". 
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