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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION


This preface briefly surveys the Kelly literature that appeared after the publication of The Kelly Outbreak in 1979. It is selective and, with the exception of the television mini-series, The Last Outlaw, is concerned only with books issued between 1979 and 1987. The numerous articles published about Kelly, particularly between 1980 and 1981, are, quite frankly, beyond the scope of this preface. It is worth noting, however, that many of the themes identified in this book’s appendix dealing with the literature were re-worked and one new strand was added, Kelly as a radical nationalist.


Anyone expecting an explosion in new Kelly literature during the early 1980s would have been somewhat disappointed. True, a plethora of books appeared to mark the Kelly ‘centenary’, but most were reprints of past works. The most important of these was the reprint of Colin Cave’s Ned Kelly, Man and Myth, with a brief Afterword by Louis Waller. Some of its papers have endured better than others. Waller’s analysis of the trial, where he lays to rest some of the more extravagant claims about the prejudicial conduct of Sir Redmond Barry, has never been bettered. The papers presented by Ian Jones remain unmatched. It was Jones who pointed towards new directions in research into the Outbreak with his work on Sherritt and, more importantly, the misunderstood notion of Kelly’s ‘republic’. Weston Bate’s paper remains a bridge between the notion of conflicting interests between selectors and squatters, first noted by Max Brown, and this work. But the papers presented by Manning Clark and Keith Holden have not fared as well in the light of subsequent research.


A revised edition of Brown’s Australian Son was released in 1980, a re-issue long overdue. Brown drew on research into the Kelly outbreak published during the 1960s and 1970s (for example, the rift between squatters and selectors acknowledged in the original was expanded substantially) and he took the opportunity to correct the errors in the original revealed by subsequent research. But the spirit that pervaded the first edition of the book remained intact: Australian Son is still a fiercely pro-Kelly work and its re-publication was timely, showing how influential Brown’s work has been.


In terms of new Kelly literature, the two most important works were published in 1980, John Molony’s I am Ned Kelly and Graham Seal’s Ned Kelly in Popular Tradition. Molony’s book is biographical, filling a major gap in Kelly literature. Meticulously researched, it blends the more traditional documentary sources used by historians with family and local oral tradition. The book provides a wealth of detail, not just for Kelly but for the family as well. There is little doubt that it will remain the most authoritative biography of Kelly for some time. I am Ned Kelly sits squarely in the tradition pioneered by J. J. Kenneally and Brown with police persecution seen as a major contributory factor to the Outbreak, but it also acknowledges the less savoury aspects of the clan’s history. Jimmy Quinn’s criminal career, for example, is clearly sketched out, and the at times peculiar nature of the relationship between individual clan members and the local police is also acknowledged. Molony also argues a strong case for Ned Kelly’s birthdate as mid-1855 rather than late 1854 and it is a date I am inclined to accept. Molony’s prose, however, will be seen by some as detrimental to the work’s overall value.


Seal’s book examines Kelly in popular tradition. It is a lively work. Its strength lies in its analysis of the development of Kellys as highwaymen through oral tradition, ballads, the press, film, novels, plays and Nolan’s paintings. Seal identifies two traditions at work. The first is the oral tradition that sees Kelly as hero. Facts are reshaped to suit highwayman tradition: for example, Sherritt becomes a traitor and pays a traitor’s penalty. Kate Kelly becomes a heroine. Dan Kelly escapes the inferno at Glenrowan and resurfaces in South Africa, South America, even Queensland. The second is the media tradition, more cautious than oral tradition, more inclined to stress the criminal element of Kelly’s life and to draw a moral from it. Seal shrewdly traces the development of the media tradition through novels, the early Kelly films and theatre, noting the ambivalence in the portrayal of Ned Kelly in particular. The merging of the two traditions, Seal argues, lies at the heart of the ambivalence many feel towards Ned Kelly today.


Three other works also made contributions to the literature. The first is Alec Brierley’s An Illustrated History of the Kelly Gang, a collection of cartoons drawn by the author very much in the style pioneered by Joliffe during the 1950s. It provides a witty, sometimes whimsical, overview of the Kellys. Brierley used the cartoons both to illustrate and comment on the Kelly story: for example, an undersized Ned in an oversized uniform fronting up for duty at Pentridge’s rock pile in 1871 says much about the incarceration of the young teenager.


The second is The Kelly Years by Graham Jones and Judy Bassett, which came from a series of radio programmes produced in Wangaratta. The book’s greatest value lies in its non-narrative chapters which provide a ‘companion’ to the Kelly story with biographies of major people involved, especially the officials, local folklore and a listing of the pubs (and prisons) frequented by the Gang. The liveliest part of the book is its third appendix where the authors take strong exception to the Kelly Outbreak as an example of social banditry, although their argument shows a basic misunderstanding of Hobsbawm’s model.


The third is Robert Haldane’s The People’s Force, a history of the Victoria Police. The Kelly Outbreak occupies only a small part of the book overall, but a general history of Victoria’s police forces has long been needed and Haldane’s work fills that gap.


At least six novels and a television mini-series were also released to mark the Kelly ‘centenary’. Two of the novels told the Kelly story from the perspective of the Kelly women. Dagmar Balcarek’s Ellen Kelly took Mrs Kelly as its focus. Jean Bedford’s Sister Kate used Kate Kelly as its heroine, a curious reflection of the oral tradition that attributed many of the activities of Maggie Skillion to her younger sister, Kate. Both novels reflect the problems inherent in attempting to use an historical episode as the basis for a novel. Bedford’s novel was the greater disappointment, failing to live up to its prepublication publicity. The best of the novels was Gary Langford’s The Adventures of Dreaded Ned, a satirical, highly amusing and, for Kelly purists, irreverent, account of the Kelly Gang and its exploits.


The television mini-series, The Last Outlaw, was screened during 1980. Written by Ian Jones and Bronwyn Binns, who also acted as executive producers, it reflected both the years of research devoted to the Kelly story by Ian Jones and the considerable film and television experience of its writers. It was vastly superior to any previous attempts to tell the Kelly story on film, not only in its scrupulous attention to detail and accuracy, but also in its refusal to use Kelly as a vehicle to push an ideological view.
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This book was researched during the transition to the metric system of measurement in Australia. As a complete series of parish maps in metric units has yet to be issued and because the original settlement of Victoria was based on imperial units, the use of miles and acres has been retained. For continuity, yield statistics have also been expressed in imperial units. The tables below may be consulted by those who wish to convert the imperial statistics given in the text to metric units.


Length


1 inch = 25.4 mm


1 foot = 30.5 cm


1 yard = 0.914 m


1 chain = 20.1 m


1 mile = 1.61 km


Area


1 acre = 0.405 ha


1 square mile = 2.59 km2


Mass


1 pound = 454 g


1 stone = 6.36 kg


1 ton = 1.02 t


Volume


1 bushel = 363.7 cm3


Money


12 pence (d.) = 1 shilling (s.)


20 shillings = 1 pound (£)


When decimal currency was adopted in 1966 two dollars were equivalent to one pound.


The following abbreviations have been used:






	L.C.S.L.V.

	La Trobe Collection, State Library of Victoria






	N.S.W.A.

	New South Wales Archives






	P.R.O.

	Public Records Office of Victoria






	R.S.P.A.

	Russell Street Police Archives and Museum






	V.P.P.

	Victoria. Papers Presented to Parliament
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Bandits and highwaymen preoccupy the police but they ought also to preoccupy the social historian. For in one sense, banditry is a rather primitive form of organized social protest, perhaps the most primitive we know.1





Any period of sudden change or distress in rural nineteenth-century Australia was accompanied by the appearance of the bushranger. Bushranging became an integral part of rural settlement and was so endemic that Ward could describe it as being akin to a ‘leading national institution’.2 Australian folklore has long held a special place for the lives and deeds of its errant sons: and there they have remained. Irrespective of Ward’s work and Walker’s article, little has been done to revise a long academic tradition that regards the bushranger as a colourful social aberration, an interesting diversion (or embarrassment) in Australian history unrelated to the mainstream. The literature remains an uneasy amalgam of fact and folklore3 with a biographical emphasis that limits explanation to a choice between criminal propensity and police persecution. The bushranger is divorced from his times, the importance of the rural nature of bushranging is minimized and the significance of the bushranger in Australian history is obscured. Even the very noun is ill-defined. The late nineteenth-century practice of including a range of rural criminals or criminals who gained notoriety in rural areas is still characteristic: Matt Brady, the cannibals Pierce and Jeffries, the schizophrenic Scott, Ben Hall, the Clarke and Governor brothers and the irrepressible Harry Power have all been described as bushrangers.4


Yet, within this loosely defined group are several lawbreakers with characteristics that set them apart from the likes of Jeffries or the Clarkes. Unsophisticated men from simple backgrounds, most were rural men and as the century progressed, an increasing proportion were native-born. A particular ‘flashness’ and daring came to be associated with their criminal careers which enhanced a highly valued personal prestige. They depended upon local communities, of which they had often been members, for support and protection or what came to be called sympathy. These communities, sharply defined geographically and socially, often saw the bushranger as a victim of an unjust social system driven to lawlessness, as a champion of the ‘underdog’ and as a reflection of themselves, if in an exaggerated form. The bushrangers in turn wove a crude sense of local grievances into a distinctly personal rebellion directed against local authorities. Matt Brady and Mike Howe, for example, were identified with the Vandemonian agriculturalists; Ben Hall relied on the Wheogo’s small landholders, particularly those of emancipist stock; Dan Morgan spoke for and found support among the Riverina’s shepherds and itinerant workers. In short, these men filled a surrogate role for their communities, becoming a symbol of resistance to constituted authority. And these are the characteristics Hobsbawm described in his definition of the social bandit.5


The social bandit is, by definition, a more significant figure historically than the rural criminal whose raison d’être lies in either criminal inclination or persecution. The bandit is a symptom of profound rural discontent. His existence is the most primitive expression of a leaderless rural malaise, pre-political in nature but capable of attracting widespread local support. The social bandit himself never provides the leadership necessary to channel that unrest to political ends. He lacks the political expertise required and is also a criminal. It is axiomatic that he will lose in any conflict with constituted authority. Instead, the bandit becomes a legendary folkloric hero because he mirrors, in an extreme form, a value system held by those who support him. The social bandit’s supporters are often either illiterate or leave little in the way of personal records. In terms of rural nineteenth-century Australia, this is the majority of the population. The bushranger who is a social bandit offers an insight into the nature of the communities who supported him.


Perhaps the best example of bushrangers who transcend the limitations of a simplistic rural criminal definition and a purely biographical approach is the Kelly Gang who were at large in North Eastern Victoria from October 1878 to June 1880. The Kelly Outbreak and the Gang itself match Hobsbawm’s portrait of social banditry, yet past studies of the Outbreak have treated it basically as a criminal outburst and offer one of the two traditional explanations for it. Kenneally, representative of the pro-Kelly stream, argued strongly for police persecution as the primary cause of the Outbreak.6 Farwell, representative of the anti-Kelly literature, blamed it on bad blood and inbreeding.7 The Outbreak has been isolated from the Victoria of the 1870s, no assessment of the nature and significance of Kelly sympathy has been made and the Outbreak’s social banditry dimension has been precluded.


A discrepancy between official and local definitions of criminal activity creates a social climate favourable to the emergence of social banditry. The Kelly brothers had attracted police attention initially as members of a clan whose light-fingered attitudes towards stock belonging to others was notorious. They later emerged as duffers and horse thieves in their own right. The Outbreak began officially with the attempt by Trooper Fitzpatrick to arrest Dan Kelly for horse theft. It was also the culmination of two decades of hostility between the Kellys and the police. But the acceptance of stock theft and accusations of stock theft were not restricted solely to the Kelly brothers and their relatives. By the late 1870s, stock theft was a regional problem and the police placed the blame for its prevalence squarely on selector attitudes.


The Kelly Gang tallies closely with Hobsbawm’s description of the social bandit. The Gang’s members were young, single men from the region’s rural districts held together by the prestige of their leader. Ned Kelly’s personality was so dominant that even today Dan Kelly, Steve Hart and Joe Byrne remain shadowy figures. His prestige, which was an important contributory factor to the development of regional sympathy for the Gang, was based on skills and attitudes important in selector communities but often alien to the North East’s urban centres. He was regarded as a natural leader, even by his pursuers. Under his leadership, the Gang functioned as a small core, striking at selected locations and then vanishing back into the bush in a region that is still known as Kelly Country. The Gang acquired a ubiquity amounting to invisibility and the Hunt took on aspects of guerrilla warfare.


During the Outbreak, Ned Kelly’s quest for personal justice remained dominant. Mrs Kelly’s prosecution and conviction, and police harassment of the Kelly children between April and October 1878, added an element of the blood-vengeance vendettas of Southern Italy or Ireland to the Outbreak. Ned Kelly saw himself as being ‘forced to seek revenge’,8 for treatment meted out to his family during those seven months. But he also wove a broader awareness of local rural grievances and social antagonisms into his personal rebellion. His simple plea to the wealthy became a timeless element in the Kelly legend: ‘. . . it will always pay a rich man to be liberal with the poor and make as little enemies as he can as he shall find if the poor is on his side he shall loose nothing by it.’9 The Gang’s activities during the Outbreak reinforced the point. The principal targets for attack were the symbols of constituted authority, the police, and the symbols of the rich, the banks, where the burning of mortgage papers held against local men was not simply a capricious act. To the leading sympathizers, the Outbreak became a ‘protest against oppression and poverty’, a ‘cry for vengeance on the rich and oppressors, a vague dream of some curb on them, a righting of individual wrongs.’10


The Outbreak was rural in both its origins and expression. The larger urban centres in the region were of peripheral importance and, at a loss to explain the Outbreak, became the most strident anti-Kelly group, in itself an indication of a growing rift between rural and urban interests. The Gang’s members, for their part, displayed a traditional rural mistrust of towns and cities. Ned Kelly couched his grievances in rural terms, attacking the squatters and admonishing an urban ignorance of tactics employed by the rural police. The Gang remained at large for twenty months because of the protection offered by the region’s selectors and by June 1880, in rural districts at least, Ned Kelly had become a legend and was seen as a champion of the underdog.


The police and their conduct of the Hunt also meet Hobsbawm’s criterion. Like their quarry, they were drawn from Victoria’s post gold-rush society. Some of the rank and file, such as Constables Gascoigne and Slater, were native-born and had come from the North East’s rural communities. When attempts to capture the Gang failed, the police relied instead on a large reward and betrayal. After the betrayal, the police claimed full credit for the capture although jealousy among several officers provoked an acrimonious quarrel as to whose methods had actually brought the Gang to justice.


The existence of social banditry in Victoria in 1878 cannot be explained without placing the Kelly Outbreak in the context of its times, namely the European occupation of North Eastern Victoria during the nineteenth century. This was a period of dramatic change. Under the impetus generated by accelerating technological invention and development, social systems and land-use systems were developed, challenged and discarded or modified in a man’s lifespan. The squatters of the late 1840s, firmly established as a political and social élite, could not have envisaged the sudden and dramatic changes, in the landscape and in society, that would follow the discovery of gold and the development of an agrarian ideal based on the very real necessity of finding a livelihood for a restless digger population. Selection was the most abrupt of changes in the utilization of Victoria’s rural resources during the nineteenth century. It was a landscape process that was bound to have the most profound social results.


THE REGION AND ITS RESOURCE BASE


The terms ‘Kelly Country’ and ‘North Eastern Victoria’ have been accurately used as regional synonyms since the Outbreak, a rare example of coincidence between administrative and local perceptions of an areal unit. The region offered a remarkable range of physical geographical environments to both the pastoral pioneers of the 1830s and the agriculturalists who settled the land in the years following the region’s golden decade.


The North East’s dominating feature is the Eastern Highlands, an ancient and complex series of foothills and ridges rising steadily in height to the south and east and culminating in a scattered belt of Alpine peaks (see figure 1). The Alpine areas and associated high plains, because of a vegetation cover of snow-gums and heath-like wet mallee, allowed the early development of transhumance, the seasonal grazing of stock. Initially used during periods of drought, transhumance later emerged as a regular feature of the North East’s pastoral land-use system. In the heavily forested, rugged ridges below the snow line, settlement was sporadic and usually associated with reef mining. The narrow creek valleys were inimical to most land-use systems, particularly agriculture. The foothills, especially those to the west in the Beechworth-Bright-Yackandandah triangle, proved auriferous and sustained a large mining population from 1852.


Four major river systems drain the region, flowing north into the Murray. Their valleys provide much of the region’s best land and were areas of initial settlement choice. To the east lie the Kiewa and Mitta systems, younger river valleys with small flood plains at their junctions with the Murray and narrow, lengthy mountain and valley tracts with sharply defined interfluvial ranges which limited inter-valley communication and directed settlement southwards. This created problems for settlers dependent on the goldfield markets to the west. These valleys were more heavily timbered than their neighbours to the west.


The western river valley systems, the Ovens and the Broken, quickly reach the broad U-shape associated with mature streams and merge with the western plains. The Ovens is the North East’s most important river system with three major tributaries, the Buckland, the Buffalo and the King. The less rugged nature of the interfluves generally, the more open nature of the valley forests and the discovery of gold at Beechworth in 1852 and in the valley itself later in the decade made the Ovens the region’s major agricultural area. The Broken River, which joins the Murray as a tributary of the Goulbum, has a small catchment area and in times of drought becomes a series of ponds. Consequently, in terms of settlement, it was not as significant as the Ovens.
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Figure 1: The North East: topography


To the north and west lie the Riverine Plains, the flat or slightly undulating eastern edge of the vast Murray Basin’s plains. It is the driest part of the North East with a marked water deficiency problem in the summer months. An area of poorer soils, mixed farming with an emphasis on grazing proved the best system of land-use. In the Rutherglen-Chiltern area, ancient stream beds over 300 feet below the surface were mined for their gold content.


The Highlands directly affect the region’s precipitation. They act as a barrier and the summers are warmer and drier than those south of the Divide. Wheat was therefore the most important selectors’ crop from the first. The Highlands are also responsible for the orographic nature of the region’s rainfall which rises from 16 inches on the Riverine Plains to 56 inches in the Alpine areas. Annual fluctuations in total precipitation are both uniform across the region and common from year to year, a factor of importance in the cultivation of cereal crops. Precipitation is concentrated in the winter and spring months and the region’s periodic droughts are a result of the failure of winter and spring falls.


In response to the diversity of the North East’s rural resource base, a variety of land-use systems were developed, ranging from market gardening to cereal cultivation and grazing. However, time and experience were needed to develop this varied response as the realities of the regional landscape modified the European perceptions brought to it by the various settlement groups.





1


THE SETTLEMENT BACKGROUND: NORTH EASTERN VICTORIA, 1835–1884
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SQUATTERS


The first Europeans to traverse North Eastern Victoria belonged to the party led by Hume and Hovell en route to Port Phillip in 1824. The party travelled through the lower reaches of the Mitta and Kiewa systems and the middle valleys of the Ovens and Broken systems. Native-born Hume was aware of the region’s pastoral potential and his observations aroused interest among friends and relatives, particularly John Batman. In 1836, Mitchell travelled through the region on his return to Sydney with news of Australia Felix, his route taking him across the plains to the west. If he had followed the route taken by Hume and Hovell, he would have found that the region was not, as he reported, unoccupied. The pastoral boom of the 1830s had created an exploratory momentum of its own. In 1835, Wyse had established Mungarbareenah at the present site of Albury for Ebden and in the same year had crossed the Murray to establish Bonegilla at the junction of the Kiewa, Mitta and Murray Rivers. In the same year, men from the Monaro had reached the upper reaches of the Mitta in their search for new pasture. And as Mitchell returned to Sydney in 1836, five more runs were established.


Mitchell’s reports sparked a rush to Australia Felix. The route taken by the squatters overlanding from New South Wales took them through North Eastern Victoria along a variation of Mitchell’s route known as the Major’s Line. Some of the overlanders, attracted by the grass, water and the plentiful supply of unclaimed land, settled in the North East instead. Overlanders dominated the region’s early squatting settlement, the first overstraiters not appearing until the 1840s. Like the pastoral pioneers in any region of Victoria, the North East’s squatters came from diverse backgrounds; they included in their number two Anglican clergymen, a ship’s surgeon, teachers, a French émigré family and the native-born. Most were men of considerable experience, the ‘new chum’ being unknown until the mid-1840s.


The squatting occupation of the North East came in two peak periods separated by drought and depression. The rush that followed Mitchell’s reports peaked in the late 1830s and seventy runs had been established by 1840. Initially, the Kiewa and Mitta valleys were favoured, but by 1838, the Ovens and King valleys were occupied and runs were established in the Euroa, Benalla and Mansfield districts (see figure 2). The effects of a prolonged drought and the onset of the depression of the 1840s caused a decline in the number of runs established from eleven in 1841 to five in 1843. However, the good rains of 1843 and rising wool prices prompted the last squatting rush between 1844 and 1846. The plains, where the good rains had disguised the precarious nature of the water supply, and the more rugged areas of the interfluves were taken up. By 1847, the squatting occupation of the region was virtually complete, the runs established after 1847 being either subdivisions or secondary runs in marginal areas.


The problems traditionally associated with the squatters’ lifestyle were present in the North East’s history: loneliness, death, disease, madness and suicide all had their place. But the region’s squatters also faced other problems rooted in local conditions. Labour was a constant worry. The North East was too far from the comforts of Sydney to hold the free man for long and the local pubs proved too attractive to convict shepherds for the squatters’ liking.1 The region’s rivers were quick to rise and flood, particularly in their lower courses, and floods claimed an annual toll in property, stock and human life. The Aboriginal tribes had resisted the white invaders fiercely with hostilities climaxing in 1838 with the Faithfull Massacre. In revenge, the squatters mounted punitive raids and by the mid-1840s, the raids and the effects of white diseases had reduced the tribes to exotic remnants. Boundary disputes, often of a bitter nature, surfaced during the mid-1840s as newcomers attempted to carve runs from areas already claimed.2 But by 1850, the major problems facing the squatters had been resolved. With tiny villages at Wodonga, the Ovens Crossing Place (Wangaratta), Benalla and Euroa offering a range of goods, a regular postal service, good seasons and wool prices, and the imminent separation of Victoria from New South Wales promising a favourable resolution of the land tenure problem, the future seemed secure. It was an illusion rudely shattered by Edward Hargraves.


The restlessness of station-hands following the news of the discovery of gold in New South Wales in 1851 worried the squatters, but the rich Victorian discoveries of late 1851 created panic. Station-hands and shearers deserted, or demanded (and received) higher wages. With carriers concentrating on the more lucrative markets in central Victoria, a regional shortage of supplies developed. The resolution of the land question was indefinitely delayed by the new administration. Then disaster struck. Gold was discovered on the Woorajay Run in mid-1852. Nothing could hold the station-hands. Squatters such as the Dockers turned to the remnants of the tribes for shepherds in a holding operation. Although supplies were readily available again, prices and freight costs had skyrocketed. Squatters occupying auriferous land found their runs invaded, their cultivation paddocks stripped bare and their stock numbers falling.3
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Figure 2: The North East: pastoral occupation


Yet, after the initial upheaval, the 1850s was a decade of consolidation and prosperity for most of the North East’s squatters who were astute enough to capitalize on the advantages offered by the sudden influx of population into the region. Overnight, a large local market for foodstuffs had been created, a market willing to pay high prices. Not only were the squatters able to supply meat, but those close to the fields began the large-scale cultivation of cereal and vegetable crops. By 1854, they were supplying a dual market: wool for England’s mills and food for a lucrative local market. The resolution of the land question came in 1854 and although the squatters grumbled that it fell far short of expectations, they quickly took advantage of its provisions. The squatter was allowed to purchase a pre-emptive right of 640 acres for each run held and land could be further alienated at auction upon application at an upset price of £1 per acre. Under these regulations, the North East’s squatters alienated over 110,000 acres. The Rowes, for example, purchased the entire Mt Battery outcrop near Mansfield and the Dockers purchased 4000 acres of their Ovens valley run, Bontherambo, for a little over £1 per acre.4 Many of the substantial houses and large estates associated with the squatters were built on profits realized during the 1850s.


Although a long and well-documented association between squatting and sheep exists, the North East provides an example of regional variation with cattle achieving a greater importance in pastoral land-use systems developed between 1835 and the 1870s. Cattle had been favoured by the overlanders for the establishment of a new run. They could travel faster and for further distances without water than sheep, important factors in the rush to find land where preference went to the first man to arrive. As an establishment stock, cattle were more versatile than sheep. They not only provided milk and meat but could be used as draught animals to establish cultivation paddocks and to haul supplies. And for any squatter moving into areas already partially occupied, the hardier qualities of cattle allowed him to take up land unsuited to sheep.5.


Although many of the region’s squatters intended to run sheep after the run had been established, and by the late 1840s many of the runs were stocked with sheep, cattle were not entirely displaced. To the east and in the headwaters of the river systems, environmental conditions inimical to sheep ensured that cattle remained the dominant stock. The market created by the goldrushes was responsible for the re-emergence of cattle as the major stock group on the North East’s runs during the 1850s. By the 1870s, a regional pastoral land-use system reflecting both environmental and local market factors had been developed. On the dry western plains, sheep predominated. In the drier foothills to the west and in the middle and lower reaches of the valley systems, both sheep and cattle were run, the dual market of the 1850s still of some importance. In the more rugged, wetter areas, particularly to the east of the Kiewa valley, cattle predominated.6 To many of the squatters in the central and eastern divisions of the region, cattle were a livelihood. Consequently, the problem of duffing in the 1870s was of significance and concern to these men.


DIGGERS AND FARMERS


In the winter months of 1852, two men called on David Reid at his Woorajay Run. Both had been to California and were now headed for the central Victorian goldfields. Reid was bemused to hear his guests echo his shepherd’s claim that Woorajay was auriferous. Reid had dismissed golden specks unearthed at Yackandandah in 1845 as mica. To lay this golden myth to rest, Reid lent his guests picks, shovels, pans and his persistent shepherd.7 The small party turned up rich alluvial deposits close to the surface on Reid’s Creek, near the present site of Beechworth, and the rush for the Ovens began.


Three types of fields were established in the North East. The alluvial fields, those commonly associated with the rushes of the 1850s, were located primarily in the Kiewa-Ovens interfluve, particularly along Reid’s Creek and Yackandandah Creek, and in the middle and upper Ovens valley between Myrtleford and Bright. Lead mining, which began in the late 1850s, was concentrated in the Indigo Creek valley near Chiltem and Rutherglen. Reef mining, although present in the late 1850s, became important in the 1860s and 1870s, mainly in the Kiewa-Ovens interfluve. The alluvial fields of the 1850s were reopened towards the end of the nineteenth century with dredges and barges. However, such is the auriferous nature of the region that minor fields were established throughout the North East and minor rushes continued until the 1890s (see figure 3). A strong link developed between the magnitude of these rushes and bad seasons, alluvial gold augmenting selector incomes.
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Figure 3: The North East: auriferous areas


The Ovens goldfields had many characteristics in common with fields elsewhere in Victoria. The sudden flood of hopeful diggers into the region, their quick departure with rumours of richer fields elsewhere in the colony, the rare but heady moments of success, the common tales of hard luck, the diseases and inadequate diet associated with the rough new life of the digger, the homesickness, and the short-lived but heart-felt belief in an egalitarianism all played a part on the Ovens. But, as with the pastoral occupation, local conditions also produced differences that set the Ovens apart, differences that were to leave a legacy still evident twenty years later.


The Ovens was a more radical field politically and often foreshadowed the social agitation found on other fields. Victoria’s first serious riot, in which an assistant commissioner was driven from the field, took place on the Ovens in 1853. In the same year, a mass meeting chaired by Dr Owens called for the vote, the abolition of the licence fee and land reform, twenty months before the same points became part of the Eureka rebels’ list of demands. The coincidence of a growing population of Chinese diggers, sytematically mining areas abandoned by the Europeans, with declining per capita yields had provoked widespread anti-Chinese sentiment. It was on the Ovens that this resentment errupted into the first anti-Chinese riot at Buckland in 1857. The wet nature of many of the Ovens diggings produced early changes in the nature of mining. Diggers began to work for local bosses who supplied the capital for wages and pumping equipment. The Woolshed field to the north of Beechworth had undergone this transformation by 1854 and the diggers who worked for a wage remained a significant element in the digger population throughout the 1850s.


The Ovens was the furthest field from the administrative hub of the colony, Melbourne, a distance given added emphasis by the quality of regional roads. These were often dirt tracks, rock-hard and dusty in summer and a sea of muddy bogs in winter. Carriers often took up to six weeks for the round trip to Melbourne in the winter months with freight charges reaching levels rarely seen in the central Victorian fields. Bridges were few and fords frequently impassable in winter, which promoted a seasonal boom for the region’s puntmen. But the winter and spring rains that turned the roads into a quagmire also raised the levels of the rivers, and from 1854, the South Australian riverboats served the region through the ports of Wahgunyah and Belvoir (Wodonga). These boats brought a wide range of goods from clean flour (a rarity to those accustomed to flour hauled from Melbourne which tended to be dusty in summer and mud-caked in winter) to the finest linens and lace (a particular delight for the squatters’ womenfolk). The expense and delay in land transport and the dependence of the North East on the Murray as its vital trade link created a sense of regional isolation and a belief that the colonial seat of government had little interest in the region’s problems.8


The Ovens’ distance from Melbourne also gave protection to the criminal element in the population. La Trobe described the Ovens as a favourite haunt for the colony’s criminals.9 A well organized gang of duffers and horse thieves under the leadership of Bogong Jack had established a successful intercolonial trade in stolen stock during the 1850s, a trade the police were incapable of preventing or hindering. This reinforced the negative reputation already gained by the Ovens police for their licence-hunting techniques, their apparent inability to curb crime on the fields and the calibre of the rank and file.10 Both Bogong Jack’s trade and the reputation of the police force were to become important elements in the Kelly Outbreak.


The discovery of gold quickly led to a transformation of the regional landscape. The most immediately obvious change came with urban development. Although located away from the major fields, the villages of the 1840s grew as rest and supply points for diggers travelling to and from the fields and, later in the decade, as agricultural villages. New villages were established along the roads to the fields to serve the same function, particularly in the Ovens valley. But it was on the fields themselves that the largest urban development occurred. In 1853, Beechworth was surveyed and the first buildings erected on a site that twelve months previously had boasted a single shepherd’s hut. By 1856, Beechworth was a regional capital, a position it retained until the 1880s. Many of the North East’s present urban centres were established during the 1850s: Yackandandah, Chiltern, Myrtleford, Bright and Harrietville are representative examples. Other towns built on the fields did not survive the abandonment of the field: Cornishtown, Woolshed and Christmastown, for example, once held populations of several hundreds but had vanished by the 1870s. Underpinning the region’s urban development, both on the fields and along the routes to the Ovens, was the irrational assumption that the fields would somehow last forever.


Alluvial mining caused severe and widespread ecological damage throughout the region. Creeks and river stretches were re-routed in order to mine auriferous soil and the topsoil was buried in a desert of subsoil. Valley sides were cleared of timber for building, shaft lining and firewood and the sediment content of regional rivers increased. The lagoon systems, particularly those along the Ovens, began to fill, wildlife numbers declined and the fish stock in the affected rivers changed. The Murray cod vanished from the Ovens where it had once been plentiful. Rivers changed their flooding patterns and towns, such as Wangaratta, were relocated. The mining methods of the 1850s left problems for farmers on the alluvial flats of the major river valleys for several years. Each year, spring floods left a sterile refuse of subsoil deposits in their wake and valuable farming land was lost. The problem became so acute in the Ovens valley that the North Ovens Shire attempted to sue the Beechworth Shire for compensation.11


The most important development during the 1850s however lay not in the new towns, or the establishment of the river trade, or the ecological damage caused by the diggers. It lay in the development of agriculture as an apparently viable land-use system, an alternative to the extensive grazing system of the squatters. The economic success of agricultural development during the 1850s became the critical prelude to and rationale for selection.


After 1854, land was released for auction in selected parishes close to the goldfields and established villages. Six agricultural districts were established regionally between 1855 and 1860, and acreage under cultivation rose from 1805 acres to 22,045 acres in the same period12 (see figure 4). The Ovens was the largest district. It was close to the region’s major fields and its rich alluvial soils and good water supply encouraged agricultural development. Gold discoveries in the upper Ovens later in the decade assured its predominance. The Belvoir (Wodonga) district developed to meet the Yackandandah field’s demand and because of Belvoir’s function as a river port. It grew rapidly following the opening up of the Indigo field in 1858. The Beechworth-Yackandandah district, located in the Kiewa-Ovens interfluve, was the first agricultural district to be established, but it quickly lost its importance. Because it was located on the fields themselves the auriferous nature of the land interrupted development; the Belvoir and Ovens districts proved more suitable for agriculture. The Benalla and Euroa districts were peripheral to the fields and, dependent on the road trade, grew more slowly. The Mansfield district, established to meet demands created by local rushes, grew steadily after its foundation in 1857. Although the agricultural districts accounted for most of the acreage under cultivation, the squatters also contributed significantly to the regional aggregate, accounting for 20.6 per cent in 1857 and a respectable 12.5 per cent in 1860.
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Figure 4: The North East: agricultural districts


Initially, the agricultural districts concentrated on the production of grain crops, particularly wheat and oats, for both human consumption and hay. Although flour prices fluctuated annually because of South Australian competition, hay gave a steady return, fetching up to £20 per ton on the fields. But with time and experience, each of the districts began to diversify production and specialize to suit market and environmental conditions. The districts along the routes to the diggings concentrated on hay crops. In the cooler, moister Mansfield parishes, potatoes and oats were more commonly grown. In the Beechworth-Yackandandah district, the limited area of agricultural soils and the proximity of large towns led to the early development of dairying. In the Ovens and Belvoir districts, diversification was characteristic with maize, millet, vegetable and orchard crops, potatoes, sown pastures and vines under cultivation with wheat and oats. The region’s farmers also ran small herds of livestock, usually cattle, to supplement their agricultural incomes. The agricultural development of the 1850s was commercially successful with local production rarely meeting demand. And the diversity in production achieved by 1860 indicated great agricultural potential for the region.


By 1860, three distinct rural groups were evident in the North East. The squatters remained the most powerful group, financially more secure than they had been a decade before and already large landowners in their own right. The farmer communities were small in population and limited in areal extent. They had alienated 14,231 acres or a mere 11.2 per cent of the total acreage alienated during the 1850s. A mutual tolerance had developed during the decade between the two groups and mahy small farmers ran their livestock on the squatters’ runs. The third rural group, however, was neither financially secure nor small in population: the diggers, failing in their attempts to win a quick fortune on the fields, were about to trade their golden dream for the yeoman ideal.


SELECTORS


On the eve of the selection decades, the North East’s population was concentrated on the goldfields. The rural townships such as Benalla, Belvoir and Wangaratta were small and hardly seen as alternatives to the fields’ service centres. The largest regional population group was still the digger. The non-mining rural population, barely 26 per cent of the regional aggregate, was concentrated mainly on the western edge of the region’s auriferous middle belt.13 The Land Acts were to fundamentally alter this pattern, creating a new regional population distribution that still persists.


Four major Land Acts were passed in the period 1860 to 1884, the Acts of 1860, 1862, 1865 and 1869. The Acts were designed, in the rhetoric of the time, to settle the ‘small man’ on the land and to encourage agricultural production, particularly wheat production, for self-sufficiency (achieved during the 1870s) and export (from 1877). Although the Acts varied in detail (see Appendix 1), they had several common clauses: any man or single woman over the age of eighteen was entitled to select land; the selector had to live on the selection and cultivate at least 10 per cent of it; before alienation, the selector had to show improvements to the land to the value of £1 per acre, usually defined in terms of housing, fencing and cultivation; land classified as auriferous could not be selected, nor any land containing red-gum stands; and the value of the land was set at £1 per acre.


The Acts of 1860 (the Nicholson Act) and 1862 (the Duffy Act) had little effect on the North East although land was available for selection both in the established agricultural districts and adjacent parishes. Only 46,000 acres were alienated under the selection provisions of both Acts,14 a small acreage when set beside the alienation of the 1850s. The first substantial influx of selectors came with the Grant Act of 1865. Over 200,000 acres were alienated under its provisions and most of the region was thrown open for selection. Only the plains to the west and the headwaters of the river systems remained closed.


The selectors, however, generally ignored the newly opened parishes and concentrated instead on the agricultural districts already established. Over one-third of the acreage alienated was taken up in the Ovens district and the established districts overall accounted for 69.9 per cent of acreage alienation. Much of this acreage was inferior land passed over during the auctions of the 1850s and the selection and auction of the early 1860s. The attraction of the old districts lay not in their land but in market considerations. With Melbourne over 150 miles away, road conditions poor, haulage costs high and no rail link with the capital, the selectors’ major markets remained the regional goldfields. Development during the 1850s had established a primitive rural infrastructure with comparatively better roads and services. And Section 42, which allowed land to be farmed by diggers under licence (see Appendix 1), reinforced the dominance of the old districts with its 30-mile limit.


At the close of the first selection decade in 1869, a shift of population away from the goldfields to the west had begun. The western rural towns had experienced higher growth rates than their goldfield counterparts. Wangaratta, the largest of these with a population of 1469, had grown at a rate twice that of Beechworth’s and was larger than the goldfield town of Rutherglen.15 The rural villages of the 1850s, such as Tarrawingee and Greta, had been joined by several new villages established to service a growing rural population. But the goldfields still dominated the region. Goldfield towns and villages were generally larger than rural urban centres and Beechworth, with a population of 2886, was still the region’s largest urban centre and regional capital. This pattern was to change during the 1870s, the decade of the second Grant Act.


With the Act of 1869, the entire region was thrown open for selection, selectors being limited only by environmental factors. Over 1 million acres were alienated under the Act’s provisions. However, the occupation of the region by the selectors was not uniform and distinct sub-regional preferences were evident at different times during the decade. In the early 1870s, the preference for the old districts continued and selectors took up land of increasingly marginal quality. The declassification of auriferous land on the Murray flats near the Indigo field in 1870 and 1871 caused a land rush, but it was limited in extent.16 The catalyst for regional change came with the coincidence of good seasons and the building of the railway in 1873.


The history of the North Eastern Railway had been one of constant postponement. Agitation for a rail link with Melbourne had been organized from 1865 joining squatters, farmers, selectors and townsfolk in a demand for a transport service neither the roads nor the Murray could provide. Several bills for the construction of the line were introduced but shelved until the early 1870s. The line reached Benalla in 1873 and Wodonga in 1874. It by-passed Beechworth and, by veering away from the established Melbourne-Sydney road between Benalla and Wangaratta, it by-passed the villages established there during the 1850s. Although a branch line was built linking Beechworth with the main line at Wangaratta later in the 1870s, Beechworth, as part of the tributary net, began a slow but steady decline. The by-passed villages declined rapidly (for example Greta) and their places were taken by new villages on the line itself, such as Glenrowan.


From 1874, the local market ceased to be a critical locational factor. The line offered access to new markets both in Melbourne and, via its port, overseas. This, coupled with the good rains of the early 1870s, prompted the rapid and substantial settlement of the western plains. The Benalla Shire doubled its population from 5000 in 1873 to 10,000 in 1874. The established districts lost settlers. Wangaratta’s population, for example, dropped from 2067 in 1873 to 1392 in 1877. By 1876, selector attention was focused on the ranges between the line and Mansfield, Strathbogie proving the most attractive area. By the late 1870s, the upper Murray had become the region’s major attraction for selectors.17 By 1880, a major relocation of regional population and services had occurred, particularly in the western reaches of the region, with the rapid growth of rural towns and a proliferation of rural villages to serve local communities. Mining had lost its regional pre-eminence. Beechworth, although still accepted as the regional capital, found an administrative and population rival in Benalla. Within a decade, the towns to the west, Benalla and Wangaratta, would take its place (see figure 5).


Under the stimulus of the Land Acts, acreage tilled rose from 22,045 acres in 1860 to 163,070 acres in 1883. The North East had become a mono-crop region with over 50 per cent of cultivated acreage devoted to wheat. Diversification had been encouraged by interested farmers with the formation of local agricultural societies which encouraged the cultivation of a wide range of secondary crops. Tobacco (first grown to meet shortages stemming from the American Civil War), orchard and vegetable crops, olives, arrowroot and various grains were grown. The region’s wines had gained an international reputation, winning prizes in Europe. And, although wheat was the region’s principal crop, sub-regional variations reflecting the region’s geographical complexity had also been developed. The shires located on the plains, which held the largest share of the region’s cultivated acreage and population, were wheat areas with over 60 per cent of cultivated acreage under that crop. In the shires located in the middle belt, the combination of river valleys and plains limited the cultivation of wheat and acreages under oats, hay, sown pasture, potatoes and orchard crops were proportionately higher. In the mountain shires, wheat was a minor crop. The cooler climate and higher rainfall were inimical to the grain and the principal crops were sown pastures, oats, hay and root crops.18
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Figure 5: North Eastern Victoria, 1880


The major development in land-use during the selection decades, however, was the emergence of mixed farming systems. By the mid-1870s, selectors in the western shires had developed a sheep-wheat system; in the mountain shires, a system of cattle, oats and sown pasture was common; and in the middle shires, a mixture of the two was widespread.19 The mixed farming system developed by the farmers of the 1850s and continued by the diggers taking up land under Section 42 of the Land Act of 1865, was seen by the selectors as a more rational response to the regional environment and a sounder economic proposition by the 1870s. Grain and livestock prices tended to fluctuate independently of each other and livestock mitigated the impact of a poor grain season.


For the men and the women taking up land under the Land Acts, selection was an arduous, long-term settlement process. Simply clearing the land was a formidable task, especially in the river valleys. The selection had to be fenced and a house erected. The land was often ploughed with a single-furrow plough and the clod surface on soil turned for the first time broken with wooden hand mallets. Sowing was usually by broadcasting. The nature of agricultural production fostered the early development of co-operative harvesting at the local level and a sense of identification with the local district. Experience developed a regional harvesting pattern that began earlier on the western plains and was linked to the shearing time-tables of local squatters to allow maximum utilization of a limited seasonal labour pool. The harvested crops were generally bound by hand in the early years. Regional ploughing matches were set up by different agricultural societies to fill both a social and instructive function. New methods of ploughing and harvesting, new sowing techniques and means of combating disease, and new wheat strains were discussed and displayed at these gatherings.


With time, regional farming methods improved and became more sophisticated. Horses replaced bullocks as draught animals, new wheat strains were grown and the seed pickled to deter rust. Irrigation made a successful regional début at Woorragee near Beechworth. New agricultural machinery was introduced with two-furrow and three-furrow ploughs, the reapers, strippers and threshers from South Australia, and rollers to break down clod surfaces. Although the high cost of new machinery prevented the average selector from purchasing his own equipment for some years, local communities either contracted harvesters or bought communal machinery. Mills were built to mill for local demand and small schoolhouses were set up by the selectors for their children. Gradually, a new rural society was formed and by the mid-1870s, it was obvious that the ‘yeomen’ had come to stay.

OEBPS/images/fig3.jpg
—z

a"’\é

— Mo nats

< Mot Easten R fway L
5 Goldieds i speaton

<o Regonalboundary
Populate places i ocel

3 dotace

* BENALLA /

* ODONGA






OEBPS/images/fig2.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig1.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
»
EDWARD KELLY
ROBRERY AMURDE






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig5.jpg
L——
J
/
/Broken

i"‘ﬂ

— Major oats
-+ Norh Easten Raitway Line
52 Goldlieks in opration
<’ Regionalboundry
Populated lacs in ot
T

T BUFFALO "y ANDILIGONG of inartace

= BENALLA /'
© woDONGA
o Biight
. oy
Laates
.o

£






OEBPS/images/tit.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig4.jpg
Rver

BEECHWORTH —
YACKANDANDAH

+ Agicultal towrs and vilges
—~ Agicalnal disticts
- Regiona boundry (pashes)

910 D 3 6 Kiomeves

L Somies






