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Preface


This book is the result of my reading some of the original sources for the history of northern Australia combined with some personal experience of travelling around its coast. I would hope that it might be a way of sharing some of the pleasure and interest that I have derived from these activities. For this is not intended to be a work of detailed historical research, but a means of presenting some idea of the story of the area’s past, particularly to those who now visit or live there. It is a past that does not lack for good stories and I have attempted to find some of these, told in the words of those who had a part in them. Only a few of the passages selected are from really obscure sources, but the ordinary reader often lacks the opportunity to consult even the better known historical material.


Though the selections mainly concern actual voyages around the coast (and for my interests I make no excuse), the introduction also deals in some detail with the history of the coastal strip. This is partly because a knowledge of the pattern of development in that area is essential to understand the reasons why people sailed around it, just as to understand the beginnings of that development one must know something of the discovery of the area. More importantly, however, I have tried to provide a brief outline of events so that some overall impression of the history of coastal northern Australia can be obtained. Many people in the north have asked me to recommend some general history of the area, but this has yet to be written. Nor can any help be got from histories of Australia as a whole. Even such an excellent book as Geoffrey Blainey’s The Tyranny of Distance on which a number of my ideas are based, pays comparatively little attention to the northern third of the continent, and does not examine in detail the very distinctive way in which this most remote of all areas has been affected by distance. Yet this is a great improvement on other general histories of Australia, even the most recent, which manage virtually to ignore the remarkable and strikingly different story of northern Australia.


Perhaps neglect is better than the gross errors of fact and interpretation that are only too current. Children within sight of the very route that Tasman and Flinders sailed are taught that Captain Cook discovered Australia. A recent book by as good a historian as Marnie Bassett (Behind the Picture, Melbourne, 1966) manages thoroughly to mix up the early British settlements. All that can be done here is to suggest a broad outline and indicate a number of more specialized studies relating to the north. There is however very little interpretation in what has been so far written on the history of the region. If people disagree with the judgments and interpretations expressed here, I would feel rewarded if they were provoked to find the material to refute them.


There is a danger that in the absence of reliable information about the past, its lessons will be forgotten. It might seem that the main themes of this history are discouraging: persistent failure to develop, sometimes even defeat and despair. From the point of view of distant governments this may be the case, but this is to neglect the variety and diversity of northern society, the richness of Aboriginal culture or the economic success of most non-European enterprises. For above all, this is a distinctive history, not a remote variation of southern Australian history. Until one understands something about this history, one remains a stranger in the land. If the present and the coming generation are to overcome the feelings of neglect and alienation, the sense of wanting to belong elsewhere, that have so characterized the area in the past, nothing will be more important than an awareness of the rich history of the north.


A better knowledge of that history may ultimately lead to a recognition that the attempt to ‘develop the north’ on the model of the rest of Australia is not the only desirable course of action. Certainly some people are beginning to realize that, apart from being exceedingly unprofitable, such an attempt may well prove irrelevant in its aim of creating ancillary social, defence and political advantages. The discussion of alternatives has not yet begun.


Some inconsistencies will be found among the various passages selected for inclusion, particularly in such matters as the spelling and style of place-names. However, apart from correcting a few obvious misprints, I have left the English material as it was originally published. The translated sections of chapters 1, 4 and 9 have presented a number of problems of consistency, each of which has been dealt with as seemed most appropriate to the particular section. All footnotes are my own additions. An attempt has been made to indicate on one map at least the location of each place mentioned, thus enabling the course of the various voyages to be followed. In cases of difficulty, the index gives the map or maps on which a particular place-name is to be found.
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Introduction


The history of Australia is, in its earliest stage and to a remarkable degree up to the present, the history of a society oriented towards the coastline of the continent.1 The richest agricultural and pastoral land (except for some irrigated areas), lies around the coast or along the headwaters of the rivers flowing inland. Even the Aborigines probably found more to hunt and gather beside the sea or in the better watered country of the coastal areas, so that their population was correspondingly denser in those regions. The earliest European settlements were founded and supplied from the sea and even today there is no really large city in Australia that is not also a port. For the immigrant exporters who established themselves over vast tracts of country, the port which shipped their exports and supplied their imported needs became the centre of government and culture. This tendency was reinforced as the aridity of the interior was slowly revealed. It was a cruel and bitter discovery for the land explorers of the continent.


Though the history of the various coastal settlements is mainly the story of the opening up and development of the lands behind the settlements, the essential first step has always been the exploration of the coastline itself, while in the later stages also the exploration of the resources of the sea has often played a substantial, though neglected, part in the total story. However by far the most important role of the sea has been in communications and transport. Contact with Europe or with other colonies, and indeed much contact within a single colony was, until the advent of the railway and even more of the aeroplane, almost exclusively by sea. Even today, bulk cargoes such as iron ore are transported by coastal shipping rather than carried across the barren centre of the continent.


The great ring of the Australian coast can be divided into four parts, each different in its geographical nature, its history of exploration and its subsequent development. Undoubtedly the most important of these parts is the coast of south-eastern Australia from the Queensland border to the Eyre Peninsula, including Tasmania and other adjacent islands. It is in this area, largely undiscovered by Europeans until the beginning of the nineteenth century and cut off from the eventful history of South-east Asia more by barren land than by sea, that the main action of Australian history has been played out. Beside the harbours of this temperate, fertile coast there grew up the cities of a derivative European civilization which, because of its isolation and the regrouping of its European settlers, could not help but become distinctive. The handful of dark people who had survived on shellfish and wallabies for thousands of cold winters were rapidly overpowered by the brightness of the light of civilization. The growth of European population and the spread of settlement are taken as tokens of success.


To the north of this area, along the east coast of Queensland up to the islands of Torres Strait—the larger part of the coast that Cook discovered—the story has not been dissimilar. The area is distinguished however by its warmer climate, much of it fully tropical, which from the very beginning discouraged attempts to mistake it for cooler lands. It is, moreover, well watered and comparatively fertile, and although shipping has been inconvenienced by the lack of satisfactory harbours and by the Great Barrier Reef, communication has been sufficiently easy to allow a thin strip of relatively dense settlement. Much of the population along the coast relies on tropical or semitropical agriculture, particularly sugar growing. The conversion of an incipient plantation system relying on cheap coloured labour to a pattern of European small farmers is a unique achievement (whatever view is taken of the necessary subsidies), and it has overlaid the pastoral and mining base of the region with a sense of belonging not found elsewhere in northern Australia.


The western coast of the continent and the southern coast west of the Eyre Peninsula are very different: barren and dry. The Dutch had discovered the flat and desolate nature of the land in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and many subsequent visitors have echoed their complaints. Only in a pocket of temperate land in the south-west, where a moderate rainfall clothes the hills with more than the plants of the desert, has a decent foothold been established. For much of the nineteenth century it would have been better described as an unsure toehold. Though the population and certainly the prosperity of the west are increasing, its coasts will long remain some of the most sparsely populated in the world.


In this they will doubtless be exceeded by the northern coast of the continent. It is this fourth and last part of the Australian coastline and the area immediately behind it with which this book is concerned. It forms a geographical unit, distinguished from most of Australia by its tropical, monsoonal climate, and from the islands to the north and the east coast of Queensland by the poor quality of its soils and natural productions.2 Geographical similarity has been a major cause of a similarity of historical experience throughout the region, which even the century-old division among three far-away administrations has done little to disturb.


The history of the coast and its immediate hinterland is chiefly characterized by the failure to find a really profitable resource that could be exploited on such a scale that the problems of distance and climate could be permanently overcome. Even the mining and cattle industries are still more remarkable by their existence than their size. Many other schemes have been tried but none has succeeded in attracting more than a handful of people to make their home in this vast area, and many of these few have found no cause to stay. The sense of remoteness and the feeling of isolation remain today. However the small number of individuals involved and the many disappointments they have endured do not make the story less interesting or heroic.


In the beginning the Aborigines, who despite a remarkably efficient use of their environment remained in a network of small groups, can hardly have been aware of their isolation. Perhaps the sea did cast up a few strangers to bring new ideas and memories of near-by islands, but they were soon absorbed. Eventually, however, another type of visitor began to arrive and to dominate the history of the area. For more than 350 years the coast and its Aboriginal inhabitants have been subjected to visits by men from distant lands: Dutch, and possibly earlier voyagers, Macassans, British, French, Japanese and southern Australians. For all these people it has been a very long way to come, and this has influenced very strongly the way they have thought and behaved. Indeed for each group in a different way, this coast has seemed the most distant place to which they could come, the remotest sphere of their activity, their farthest coast.


The most important feature of the geography of the area is the marked seasonal climate. In November or December the clouds begin to pile up announcing the beginning of the Wet, and soon violent thunderstorms sweep in from the north-west across the pale, shimmering sea. The first storms are dry and do little to relieve the sticky humidity. Then the rain comes pouring down. The water tumbles off sandstone cliffs to form rivers which flood down toward the coast, spilling out over their banks to form a great, impassable morass. The ground brings forth green shoots which, with unbelievable rapidity, become tall tangles of rank grass.


Then in about April the wind begins to blow, cool and dry, out of the opposite quarter, from the south-east. The sun shines in a cloudless sky, and gradually the grass dries off and the swamps and billabongs contract. Soon the Aborigines begin to fire the standing grass, and the crackling blaze is fanned by the ever-blowing wind. Great plumes of smoke stretch out over the sea until they form clouds from which no rain can come. By October the land lies scorched and parched, thirsty for the first drops of the new Wet.


The pattern varies slightly in different areas, but the great division between Wet and Dry, between the north-west wind and the south-east, is the inescapable background to all activity. A glance at the latitudes in which the coast lies will show that the climate is fully tropical, but the influence of the sea keeps the temperature from becoming unbearably high. At the end of the Dry, fresh water may be difficult to find on the surface, but there are few places where it cannot be obtained by digging in the right spot. At other times of the year, it can be superabundant. Yet the coast has rarely been thought attractive and most voyagers have found its navigation arduous, wearisome and dangerous. The reasons are not hard to find.


For men who have come to this poorly mapped coast, often after months in the tropics in cramped and unhealthy ships, the general aspect of the land is unpromising. Much of the coast is low and fringed with sombre mangroves, laced with deceitful winding creeks whose contortions and sudden terminations have tried the patience of many. Behind the mangroves, bare salt flats or boggy plains stretch away to low bush. Elsewhere barren hills and contorted cliffs of eroded sandstone come right to the water, with little promise of fertility or comfort. Where a view into the interior is obtained behind the long, exposed beaches or above a sharp, red cliff, the sailor can see at a glance that the coarse lateritic soil is chiefly covered by an endless expanse of slender forest. If he lands, he may find a shadowy billabong full of drooping paperbarks and delicate water-lilies, but the wealth of food available to those who know the land is still hidden. The casual visitor will find little with which to vary his ship’s dull diet except turtle eggs, fish and a little game. For these he has to endure sandflies, green ants and, formerly, uncertain relations with the black possessors of the land.


Though the coast is not lacking in good harbours, only Port Darwin has reasonable access to the interior and none is associated with a major navigable river. In fact the rivers, which the early explorers so earnestly and so unsuccessfully sought as points of penetration, are generally unsatisfactory. None of them provided that broad path to the interior that was hoped for and navigation has never got far beyond the tidal reaches. To the west of the shoal and murky waters of Van Diemen Gulf, the problems of coastal navigation are compounded by giant tides, culminating in fearsome races and whirlpools amid the barren tangle of rocks and sandbanks, islands and inlets of the Kimberley coast. In the Gulf of Carpentaria the silted river bars and shallow waters which stretch for miles offshore are made even more difficult by an irregular and unpredictable tide.


Many of the early visitors who had had experience of the lavish islands to the north drew the sorry comparison, and even those schooled in the testing environment of the rest of Australia have often found the north a difficult challenge. Only the Aborigines, who have no other experience, and a few others, who have spent a lifetime learning, find here an environment that is generous and satisfying.


The first people to voyage along the northern coast of Australia were the Aborigines, or rather their remote ancestors who arrived some 25,000 years ago when the coast was far to the north of its present position. Yet there has always been some sea between the Australian land-mass and Asia, and all visitors came by sea until Leichhardt struggled north in 1845. Since the approach by sea is so easy, it is hardly surprising that there has always been intercourse of some kind between the islands of the Indonesian archipelago and the great coastline that forms its south-eastern boundary. Indeed the Arafura Sea still casts up on its southern shore coconuts, bamboo stakes and all manner of flotsam, including occasionally a boatload of castaways from the Tanimbar Islands, or New Guinea or any other of a multitude of islands.


The question of who first returned from over the southern horizon with stories of the coast he had found is obscure, and will remain so. If he were an Indonesian fisherman, he left no record. If he were the master of a questing junk from the great fleets of the Chinese navigator Cheng Ho at the beginning of the fifteenth century the record has been destroyed. It is difficult to believe the claims that some of the stories collected by the Portuguese scholar, Manuel Godinho de Erédia, concerning voyages from east Java and the Lesser Sunda Islands, relate to Australia. They could as well relate to Antarctica or South America, but probably only concern the islands bordering the Savu Sea. If it can be convincingly shown that some of the cannon found off the Western Australian coast from time to time in various places really are more likely to have come from Portuguese, rather than Dutch, vessels, it may be that Portuguese ships were wrecked along the coast. If survivors ever escaped, no record remains. The most interesting of these cannon comes from Napier Broome Bay on the Kimberley coast.


It has long been agreed that the first recorded sighting of Australia by a visitor occurred in about March 1606 when the Dutch yacht, the Duyfken, coasting along the south coast of New Guinea, passed unknowingly across the western entrance of Torres Strait and continued for some 200 miles down the west side of Cape York Peninsula. Later in the same year the Spaniard, Torres, sailed through the strait which bears his name, but probably did not see more than a few small islands now claimed by Australia.


Over the next century and a half many Dutch vessels visited the north, west and part of the south coasts of the continent. Some were driven too far by the westerlies on their way to the Indies and were wrecked, or nearly, in the boiling surf of a barren shore. Others were sent to explore, to chart, to rescue survivors and to see whether there was any trade to be done and profit to be made. The reports were uniformly gloomy. The Englishman, William Dampier, confirmed their gloom on his two visits to the Kimberley coast at the end of the seventeenth century. Yet these were great voyages, and after Tasman’s epic survey of 1644 the broad outline and character of more than half the Australian coast was known, including all that we are concerned with here.


It may have been as a result of these discoveries that at some time, perhaps about the beginning of the eighteenth century, the energetic and adventurous nachodas, or captains of Macassarese-Buginese praus, who were expanding their commercial activities both east and west from their home in the southern Celebes, began to come south to the Australian coast to collect and preserve trepang (bêche-de-mer or sea-slug). This commodity has formed a major item of export from south-east Asia to China for many centuries and it seems that in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the north Australian coast, via the entrepot of Macassar, supplied a good proportion of the market. The Chinese credited the trepang with magical powers and made soup from it. This was a business in which the Dutch masters never competed, and the fleet that set out each year for the land of Marege’ in the south-east was captained by the proud seamen of the Celebes and financed by wealthy entrepreneurs in Macassar.


The scale and even the existence of the industry have been almost forgotten, but it is clear from the accounts of those who met the Macassans, as they are best called, as well as from an archaeological investigation of their camp-sites and the remarkable effect that they had on the various Aboriginal societies of the area, that it was large and well organized. Perhaps up to 2,000 men spent four or five months a year earning considerable sums of money, mainly for their merchant entrepreneurs at home. The main part of the coast visited was along the north and north-east coasts of Arnhem Land, the north and east side of Groote Eylandt, the Pellew Group and perhaps occasionally as far east as the Wellesley Islands. In fact the archaeological and historical evidence accords remarkably well with the route given by Daeng Sarro in chapter 9. It is important to realize that the Macassans were coming right out of the centre of the Indonesian archipelago, and to distinguish them from casual visitors to northern Australia from neighbouring islands.


A less important branch of the industry was conducted along the Kimberley coast, but we do not know so much about this area.


Towards the end of the eighteenth century the Dutch East India Company found itself in greater and greater difficulties in Indonesia. It certainly had no money to waste on expensive voyages to lands which, as it already well knew, were barren and profitless. At the same time, British interest in the south-west Pacific was expanding rapidly. It was largely the technical improvement in the ability to fix a ship’s longitude that made it possible for the approach to come across wide oceans. First came Cook across the immense Pacific, but the point is equally valid for the ships of the First Fleet sailing across the southern Indian Ocean to found the new British penal colony at Sydney in 1788. For the first time, northern Australia began to be visited by people from the south, and those people were largely British. In the early days of settlement in south-eastern Australia, the shortest route to India lay through Torres Strait and across the north coast. It was only the difficulty of negotiating the tangled reefs of Torres Strait that sent many captains on much longer routes around New Guinea. However the importance of the route figured largely in discussions of the north coast until well on in the nineteenth century, and several important results arose out of the real (or perhaps even more the projected) stream of ships passing from Sydney to India.


The first English vessels to visit the coast west of Torres Strait were mainly those of the explorers and naval hydrographers. In 1791 Lieutenant John McCluer of the Bombay Marine was returning to India after surveying the west coast of New Guinea and sighted New Year Island, which he named, and several other small islands fronting a vague coast behind. In the same year a group of convicts escaping from Sydney in an open boat briefly touched the coast of Arnhem Land before ending their remarkable voyage at Kupang. At the end of 1802 and in the first few months of 1803 Matthew Flinders began to dispel the uncharted confusion of Torres Strait, and then surveyed the coast around to Arnhem Bay in amazing detail. Flinders was not able to return to complete his survey of the continent, and the work was taken up by others. In fact, only a few months after Flinders gave up, the Frenchman, Nicholas Baudin, who had met Flinders off South Australia, sailed up the west and north-west coasts of the continent but totally failed to make any detailed or useful examination. The major part of the survey from Arnhem Bay to near the present site of Perth was the result of the four remarkable voyages of Phillip Parker King between 1817 and 1822. King’s discoveries provided enough information for a number of merchants to urge the British government to set up a settlement on the north coast from where they might trade with eastern Indonesia, particularly through the Macassans, thus circumventing the Dutch monopoly.
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The outcome of this activity was the establishment in 1824 of Fort Dundas, the first European settlement in Australia north of the tropic of Capricorn. At the beginning of that year Captain J. J. Gordon Bremer sailed from England to Sydney, and after collecting a small group of soldiers and volunteer convicts arrived in Port Essington, a site which King had highly praised. Since no water could be found there at the end of the dry season, he proceeded to Apsley Strait between Melville and Bathurst Islands where a fort was constructed on Melville Island beside a small stream, and the settlement was named after a distant lord, Robert Saunders Dundas, Second Viscount Melville, First Lord of the Admiralty. Bremer soon departed, leaving behind a group of men who seemed to be well on the way toward establishing a small but thriving colony. It was never as easy as that. Almost immediately the wet season set in, bringing a trail of ills: fresh food ran short and little could be obtained from Timor; the resulting scurvy made more and more men unfit for work; relations with the Aborigines became more strained and the site did not appear to be as suitable as had seemed at first. Perhaps even the sandflies and green ants would not have been so bad had the settlement been able to do any trade with the Macassans, but not one prau sailed down the strait.


In order to overcome this last difficulty the Colonial Office decided to start a second settlement further east. In June 1827 Captain James Stirling set up Fort Wellington in Raffles Bay at the eastern end of the Cobourg Peninsula. Again, after a promising start, the situation was soon critical with forty-nine out of a total population of seventy-six sick with scurvy. In 1828 things got a little better and even a few Macassans arrived. However the early reports had convinced the officials in London that the doubtful advantages of such establishments were much less than the inevitable risk and expense, and in 1829 both settlements were abandoned, leaving the coast once more to the Aborigines and the Macassans.


The next attempt was rather more determined, and the reasons for this may be found in the different motives prompting it. As well as being a possible trading port for the Macassans, the new settlement was to be a port of call for the increasing volume of traffic between Sydney and India and, for the crews of ships wrecked in Torres Strait, a haven of refuge. It is also probable that the British wanted to forestall any French attempt to move into the area. In October 1838 the same man (now Sir J. J. Gordon Bremer) who had founded Fort Dundas fourteen years before, again sailed into Port Essington and this time satisfied himself that sufficient water was available. The settlement that was, as before, begun with what seemed every chance of success, lasted eleven miserable years. The name Victoria, which was bestowed in honour of the young Queen, is painfully ironic. This is the classic example of failure and defeat in northern Australia. The common problems of insufficient information and an inadequate technology produced, after initial careless optimism, bitter frustration and despair. In the days of sail, communication to or from Sydney took at least six weeks and, since ships were rare, a response might take as many months. On one occasion no European ship called for fourteen months. The Macassans came, but better knowledge of their activities and the commerce of eastern Indonesia would have shown that any hope of establishing a second Singapore was illusory. Worst of all, the vast (and still existing) problems of health, of building, of agriculture and of animal husbandry in the harsh environment of northern Australia were hardly appreciated, let alone solved. Even the climate was imperfectly understood and allowed for.


In some respects, however, the Port Essington settlement was successful. It did clearly demonstrate British claims to the region, though the rumour of French intentions was probably grossly exaggerated. When two ships of the French navy under Dumont d’Urville did arrive in 1839, the members of what was a strictly scientific voyage seem to have been genuinely amused at initial British suspicions, and relations were thereafter extremely cordial. Port Essington also served as a goal for several boatloads of people wrecked in Torres Strait, and in 1845 the overland explorer Leichhardt arrived from southern Queensland. Finally the relations with the local Aborigines were more successful than in any similar situation.


The only man who endured eleven years at Port Essington was the commandant, Captain John McArthur, and by the time the Colonial Office ordered the abandonment of the settlement in 1849 it must have been as clear to him as it was to the distant officials that the labour had been in vain. All that remains today to bear witness to these three British settlements are the roaming progeny of the buffalo, cattle, deer and ponies introduced by the settlers, and a few crumbling walls.


The Port Essington settlement was used as a base for completing the exploration of the north and north-west coasts, and here the next chapter in the history of the area begins. On a number of voyages between 1837 and 1843 Commanders J. C. Wickham and J. Lort Stokes in H.M.S. Beagle visited those stretches of the coast which were as yet imperfectly known. With these voyages, the task of initial exploration by sea was complete and that of detailed hydrography begun. Henceforth there were no major uncertainties in the outline of the continent. The economic and even the political development in southern Australia in the mid-nineteenth century, together with the expansion of settlement into the interior and the further discoveries of the land explorers, all contributed to build up the concept of Australia as a large, isolated and single land-mass. That is a rather misleading way of looking at the geography of Australia, for it ignores the coastal orientation of Australian settlement and it does not follow that the land-mass itself exhibits the same pattern throughout. Perhaps the repeated failures of the British settlements should have provided a warning that the pattern of expansion established in southern Australia would not work in the north. It is doubtful whether many of the confident colonials had read the history of these failures.


In the early 1860s various factors combined to bring about new attempts to settle in northern Australia. By this time the land exploration of the north had begun to reveal the country behind the coastal discoveries. The reports on the country by those who had come by sea were for the most part brief, amateur and unenthusiastic. Only Stokes describes his rivers, the Adelaide, the Victoria and the Albert, with rapturous optimism, a point of view that those who came to settle along them found little sympathy with. The land explorers were perhaps more misleading. George Grey, Ludwig Leichhardt, A. C. Gregory and John McDouall Stuart had all described much inland country which seemed capable of easy development, and only Gregory had guessed at some of the difficulties, particularly that of the total contrast between Wet and Dry. The factor common to all these new attempts at settlement was the desire of the pastoralists of southern and eastern Australia for new and larger lands in an age of general expansion and optimism. No prospect daunted men who had seen early labours crowned with success and who enjoyed the general economic well-being of a decade of gold. They set off themselves, or sent off their sons, for distant pastures with trusting and hopeful expectations. Such men were to be sorely tried.


Victoria, as the richest and most optimistic of the colonies, was responsible for the bitter beginning of the period. In 1860 Burke and Wills set out from Melbourne to cross the continent. The expedition itself accomplished little of interest but, as the tragedy unfolded, search parties were sent from every side. To co-ordinate the efforts, the Victorian government sent Captain Norman in the steam vessel H.M.C.S. Victoria to the Albert River in the Gulf of Carpentaria, and the journeys of William Landsborough, John McKinlay and Frederick Walker relied on this base. The Wet of 1862 seems to have been very light, so that the exploring parties found travelling uncommonly easy and their reports were full of praise for the southern shores of the Gulf. Stokes’s eulogies of the area he had called the ‘Plains of Promise’ seemed to be confirmed. In the very next year, private parties from the recently settled areas on the east coast of Queensland were looking for land along the Flinders River and soon the rush was on. During 1865 large areas of land were taken up, stock (including thousands of sheep) poured across from Bowen and other east coast ports, and private initiative erected a pub, a store and a few tents which were dignified with the name of Burketown. Even the furthest corner of the new colony of Queensland seemed to be well suited to the expansion of the pastoral industry on a scale for which ready finance was available and which was becoming less possible in the south.


When the explorer Landsborough was appointed police magistrate of the new district in 1866, the first wool had been shipped and in the same year a boiling-down and meat preserving works came into operation at Burketown. By the time he arrived, however, things were changing. The first disaster was an epidemic of fever which carried off a large part of the rowdy population of the town. Landsborough immediately moved as many of the people as he could to Sweers Island and, after a search, fixed on Normanton, fifty-eight river miles up the Norman River, as the site of a new town. In 1867 the effects of a general financial crisis in Queensland began to be felt, so that finance was not available on the scale of a year or so previously. Above all, the depression prevented the government from providing those services, particularly in transport, that such remote areas required. The high cost of getting supplies in and production out over such great distances began to be sorely felt. Things got steadily worse during the next two years and were capped by the disastrously heavy Wet of 1870. From the low point of that year things began to improve, but very gradually and much more cautiously. In 1875 the site of Burketown, which had been deserted since 1870, was reoccupied and from then on acted as a point of supply for the scattered stations to the west. Normanton in the east was soon to gain the added boost of several small mining booms. Occupation was permanent, but the district was hardly flourishing, and many difficulties and disappointments had yet to be surmounted.


The mid-1860s also saw various other attempts at settlement around the north coast of the continent. Inspired by the enthusiastic descriptions of Grey, a group of squatters’ sons and perhaps some disappointed selectors from the Western District of Victoria banded together as the Camden Harbour Pastoral Association. In 1864 a party of about 140 men, women and children arrived on the barren shores of Camden Harbour in the Kimberleys. They were the bravest of those moving out of Victoria at that time. Early the following year a Government Resident and other officials were sent up from Perth, and a number of small exploratory expeditions were made inland to look for better land. It was all to no avail. The delicate merinoes died as quickly as the horses on the rank but useless grass. By the end of 1865 everyone was delighted to abandon an obvious failure.


A similar fate befell a Western Australian attempt to establish a pastoral settlement at Roebuck Bay in 1865, involving an ugly clash with the Aborigines. The settlers soon retreated further south. Various other fleeting visitors came to the Kimberleys about this time, searching for pastures or gold, but the permanent settlement of the area did not begin for another twenty years.


It was in South Australia, however, that the most ambitious, perhaps even foolhardy, activity originated. Stuart’s repeated attempts to cross the continent and eventual success in 1862 were largely financed by pastoralists looking for more land. His optimistic reports were the return his backers had hoped for. As early as 1860 Governor MacDonnell suggested to the Colonial Office an extension of the territory of South Australia to the north coast. All he received then was an isolated strip which existed between South Australia and Western Australia, thus completing the modern outline of the State. Perhaps it was only this part of his request that he had really wanted. When, two years later, Stuart had returned from the shores of Van Diemen Gulf in triumph the next governor, Sir Dominick Daly, seemed to have a stronger case. In fact the whole matter of the control of northern Australia was already under discussion as a result of a suggestion by the governor of Queensland that that colony annex vast new areas. The Colonial Office raised sensible objections and the Queensland cabinet was less enthusiastic in its demands than the governor. South Australia was less wise, and followed up Stuart’s reports with applications for land and talk of an overland telegraph to link the southern colonies with Britain. In 1863 the Colonial Office granted the annexation of the Northern Territory to South Australia, but remembered to give Queensland the strip which now includes Mt Isa and Cloncurry. Thus the present boundaries in the area were fixed.


The land the South Australian pastoralists wanted was in the far north, nearly 2,000 miles away across difficult country, but the rivers which watered it ran into a sea, the coast of which was known in some detail. The only practical plan was to begin settlement from the coast. The finance for what amounted to a subsidiary colony being far beyond the capacities of a colony as small as South Australia, a complicated system of land order sales was begun in both Adelaide and London with no idea of the final location of the blocks sold. The object was to reproduce in the north South Australia’s pattern of small farmers and large pastoralists. In April 1864 the first party, under a Government Resident, B. T. Finniss, sailed from Adelaide to find a site for a settlement and to survey the land that had been largely sold already.


The major problem confronting the party was the selection of a site with suitable land and a safe port. It seems to have been assumed that this necessarily meant choosing between various rivers, and the two major possibilities that had been investigated in any detail were the Adelaide and the Victoria. The Adelaide had been highly recommended by Commander Stokes who particularly noted the agricultural potential of the upper reaches. The Victoria had a channel blocked by shoals and bordered near the coast by barren hills. Stokes’s enthusiasm for the Victoria had been tempered by the observations of A. C. Gregory’s party which started overland from there in 1855-6. Finniss had been ordered to visit the Adelaide to begin with and then to reconnoitre other possible sites. He briefly examined Port Darwin and Port Patterson, but despite the opinions of his officers returned to the original site. The decision to establish a settlement at Escape Cliffs in Adam Bay near the mouth of the Adelaide was of doubtful wisdom, a result of totally inadequate geographical information for which Finniss was not wholly to blame. The swampy surroundings of the site and the difficulty of finding good land to survey were used as weapons in the arguments of those officers and men who resented the attitudes and opinions of the Government Resident, and that meant nearly everyone. The second party arrived from Adelaide late in 1864, bringing J. P. Stow as special correspondent for the South Australian Advertiser and agent for a number of the land order holders. Things got steadily worse as the wet season set in, and when a ship arrived in April 1865 almost half the population chose to leave for Singapore. Stow and six companions chose a more direct route back to Adelaide, taking with them savage denunciations of Finniss’s administration and judgment. The violence of these attacks was matched by the weakness of the South Australian government in dealing with the crisis.
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