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2
Djaara resilience amid 

disruption: The impact of 
settler actions on Aboriginal 

connections to Country

When early pastoralists took possession of Aboriginal lands in the 
Loddon River plains, they imagined future adaptation that would increase 
their personal wealth and support new settler communities. This held 
consequences for Djaara people, who knew this river as Laanecoorie.1 
The spiritual traditions of Aboriginal peoples acknowledge human kinship 
with places, plants and creatures. Instead of practicing extraction, they 
manage relationships of ‘reciprocity, balance and plurality’ with Country.2 
By contrast, European landholders in the Loddon River plains ‘read’ the 
landscape; they compared it to forms and functions they had known in 
Europe.3 They saw the opportunity to exploit their proximity to Victoria’s 
goldfields by supplying mining communities with meat. In this early stage 
of invasion and settlement, the landscape of the Laanecoorie/Loddon, thus, 
became ‘a product of and repository for shared cultural experiences and 

1	  Jennifer E. Cain, Laanecoorie: Hub of the Universe (J.E. Cain, 1990).
2	  Kirsten Anker, ‘The Truth in Painting: Cultural Artefacts as Proof of Native Title’, Law Text Culture 
9, no. 1 (2005): 93, doi.org/10.14453/ltc.540; Irene Watson, ‘Re-Centring First Nations Knowledge and 
Places in a Terra Nullius Space’, Alternative: An International Journal Of Indigenous Peoples 10 no. 5 (2014): 
512, doi.org/10.1177/117718011401000506; Irene Watson, ‘Aboriginal Laws and the Sovereignty of 
Terra Nullius’, Borderlands 1 no. 2 (2002), para. 14.
3	  Tiffany Kaewen Dang, ‘Decolonizing Landscape,’ Landscape Research 46, no. 7 (2021): 1006, doi.org/​
10.1080/01426397.2021.1935820.

http://doi.org/10.14453/ltc.540
http://doi.org/10.1177/117718011401000506
http://doi.org/10.1080/01426397.2021.1935820
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histories’ for both colonised and colonising peoples.4 To understand these 
shared but contrasting connections to Country, this chapter adopts a novel 
approach to religious history. We analyse pastoral records and Djaara life 
stories to determine how Aboriginal spirituality, measured through relations 
to Country, was impacted by settler land management.

We examine the causal impacts of the gold rush using the tools of 
environmental history, including a comprehensive quantitative analysis 
of the ‘Tragowel’ Station journal authored by Abraham and Hannah Booth. 
This daily log, documenting activity on the 120,820 acres that the Booth’s 
ran with partner John Holloway in the Laanecoorie/Loddon district from 
1856 to 1861, provides key insights into Aboriginal and settler social 
patterns (see Table 2.1). Station and farm diaries are important sources for 
rural historians and, as we show, provide new insights for religious history. 
Everett Edwards noted, in the US context, that station and farm diaries 
represent ‘a sort of catch-all depository for information which the farmer 
sought to preserve [functioning as] account book and diary under one 
cover’.5 Australian station and farm journals (similar to their counterparts in 
other [former] British colonies) record daily routines that make it possible 
to trace larger shifts over long periods, which provides insight into the 
interactions of land holders with ‘the forces in the Nation’. This includes 
the forces of colonisation and settlement that shaped ‘land policies, systems 
of landholding and labour’.6 Because station journals detail ‘the accepted 
code of manners, customs and morals’ in their communities, they also 
reveal patterns in the social lives of Aboriginal and settler communities. 
The explicit capitalist and colonialist purposes of the pastoralists necessarily 
shaped the interactions with the Djaara people and the diary record because 
they are at odds with Djaara connections to Country and free movement 
within it. Our examination aims to disrupt the naturalised status of rural 
development by questioning the belief that Aboriginal connection to land 
was terminally altered.

4	  Dang, ‘Decolonizing Landscape,’ 1005.
5	  Everett E. Edwards, ‘Agricultural Records; Their Nature and Value for Research,’ Agricultural History 
13, no. 1 (1939): 1. www.jstor.org/stable/3739387.
6	  Ibid., 5.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3739387
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By exploring Djaara engagement as workers on pastoral stations in Upper 
Loddon, this chapter examines their responses to settlement. We analyse 
the relationship between Aboriginal employment and stockwork tracking 
sheep and cattle movements at Tragowel Station. We also briefly adopt 
an environmental history perspective, noting the squatter efforts 
to achieve water security and profit. We then overview the rise of religious 
infrastructure and Christianity’s impact on the district and First Peoples. 
Finally, we trace Emma Kerr’s (or Curr) experience from 1852 to 1870, as 
she is an important ancestor for a contemporary Djaara clan. We highlight 
her life to underscore the importance of kinship with land in Aboriginal 
cultural practices. Custodial obligations that stem from this kinship ‘bind 
future generations’ to their homeland.7 As Irene Watson notes, connections 
to the past are ‘lived in the present and to be recreated in the future’.8 These 
links motivated Djaara resistance to settlement. Importantly, relocation 
to state-controlled reserves in Victoria may have ‘intensified [Aboriginal] 
exclusion and disadvantage’, but it also enabled clans ‘to preserve their oral 
traditions and identity’.9 Settler overthrow transformed the land and forced 
the removal of its people but could not extinguish their loving links to 
each other.

Historical background: Djaara people, 
pastoralism, the gold rush and Emma 
Kerr’s story
In recent decades, scholars have examined how Western cultural concepts 
of land motivated and justified the conquering mentality of settlers.10 This 
‘work of the mind’ categorises some places as special and worthy of protection 
and others as exploitable assets. When pastoralists rushed to seize territory 
in the Port Phillip District between 1839 and 1840, few paused to ‘see’ the 
distinctive Djaara cultural signature on the landscape or to understand their 

7	  Irene Watson, Aboriginal Peoples, Colonialism and International Law: Raw Law (Routledge, 2014), 
14, doi.org/10.4324/9781315858999.
8	  Ibid.
9	  Janet McCalman and Len Smith, ‘Family and Country: Accounting for Fractured Connections 
under Colonisation in Victoria, Australia,’ Journal of Population Research 33, no. 1 (2016): 64, doi.org/​
10.1007/s12546-016-9160-5.
10	  Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (HarperCollins, 1995), 6–7.

http://doi.org/10.4324/9781315858999
http://doi.org/10.1007/s12546-016-9160-5
http://doi.org/10.1007/s12546-016-9160-5
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world view. Settlers mostly ignored the basic courtesies Aboriginal cultures 
expect of international visitors.11 Rather, newcomers overcame their fear of 
‘wild’ Australia by subjugating the land and its inhabitants.12

Following Major Mitchell’s expedition across ‘Australia Felix’ in 1836, the 
Port Phillip District was settled as a pastoral outpost by well-connected 
and well-resourced squatters. The publication of Mitchell’s findings, which 
recounted ‘open, grassy plains, beautifully variegated with serpentine lines 
of wood’, encouraged these men to seize enormous stations (see Table 2.1).13 
To protect their possessions, which included millions of sheep and cattle, 
the squatters styled themselves as ‘moral but embattled’ settlers whose 
violence against Aboriginal people was unfortunate but justified.14 Archibald 
Macarthur Campbell, who occupied the ‘Gannawarra’ run of over 103,680 
acres on the Murray River (between present-day Koondrook and Cohuna) 
from October 1844, recounts his cultivation of ‘a friendly feeling with 
the natives’, whom he found ‘inoffensive and obedient’.15 He nevertheless 
encountered numerous duplicitous threats against his person and reported 
neighbours experiencing (and initiating) murderous attacks. The complex 
local circumstances that enabled Campbell to cultivate trust while others 
were embroiled in cycles of violence is beyond the scope of this chapter.16 
But such upheaval and suffering on the frontier led officials to establish 
a protectorate and assume responsibility for Aboriginal welfare four years 
after British settlement in 1839.

11	  Alan Lester, ‘Indigenous Engagements with Humanitarian Governance: The Port Phillip 
Protectorate of Aborigines and “Humanitarian Space”’, in Indigenous Networks: Mobility, Connections 
and Exchange, eds. Jane Lydon and Jane Carey (Taylor and Francis, 2014): 55; ‘border crossing’ 
traditions expected visitors to herald their arrival in advance, to establish credentials and eligibility, and 
to communicate intentions and respect for the integrity of the host nation. As Irene Watson asserts, these 
protocols have ‘been seriously breached since the time of Cook’ and are still ‘deemed by the state to not 
even exist’. Irene Watson, ‘Aboriginal Laws and the Sovereignty of Terra Nullius’, Borderlands 1, no. 2 
(2002), para. 16.
12	  Alan Lester and Fae Dussart, ‘Trajectories of Protection: Protectorates of Aborigines in Early 19th 
Century Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand,’ New Zealand Geographer 64, no. 3 (2008): 205–220, 
doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.2008.00146.x.
13	  Major T. L. Mitchell, Three Expeditions into the Interior of Eastern Australia, with Descriptions of the 
Recently Explored Region of Australia Felix, and of the Present Colony of New South Wales, 2nd ed., vol. 2 
(T. & W. Boone, 1839; repr., Adelaide: Library Board of Australia, 1965), 155.
14	  Angela Woollacott, Settler Society in the Australian Colonies: Self-Government and Imperial Culture, 
1st ed. (Oxford University Press, 2015), 153.
15	  Thomas Francis Bride, ed., Letters from Victorian Pioneers: Being a Series of Papers on the Early 
Occupation of the Colony, the Aborigines, Etc. Addressed by Victorian Pioneers to His Excellency Charles 
Joseph La Trobe, Esq., Lieutenant-Governor of the Colony of Victoria (Robt. S. Brain, Government Printer, 
1898), 143–44.
16	  Philip Dwyer and Lyndall Ryan, ‘Reflections on Genocide and Settler-Colonial Violence,’ History 
Australia 13, no. 3 (2016): 335–50, doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2016.1202336.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.2008.00146.x
http://doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2016.1202336
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Table 2.1: Stations of the Upper Loddon plains, 1847–1884

Station name Acres Pastoralist Years of occupation

Gannawarra 103,680 AM Campbell 1848–1855

AM Campbell & AR Cruikshank 1855–1858

James Magarey 1858–1860

JB Hughes 1860–1863

National Bank of Australia 1863–1866

Henry Miller 1866–1870

Benjamin Rochfort Apr–Jun 1870

WJT Clarke 1870–1873

Charles Brown Fisher 1873

Tragowel 120,820 Graham 1848–Feb 1860

Booth and Holloway 1860–1873

Abraham Booth 1873–1877

Edward Holloway 1877–

Leaghur 28,800 Alexander McMillan 1847

Alexander McMillan & John Boyd 
McDonald

1848–1863

Duck Swamp 115,000 Booth & Argyle 1847–1853

Edward Argyle 1853–1863

Trust & Agency Co 1863–1873

Edward Argyle & Salathiel Booth 1873–1876

John & George Holloway 1876–1880

R Goldsbrough & DM Parker 1880–

Mount Hope 
(Mount 
Pyramid)

97,280 A McCallum Oct 1847 – Aug 1848

William Campbell 1848–1857

CJ Griffith & Molesworth Greene 1857–1883

Boort 64,000 Bear & Godfrey 1846–1848

Henry Godfrey 1848–1857

Henry & Frederick R Godfrey 1857–1864

Henry Godfrey 1864–1871

Robert Farie 1871–1875

Thomas Armstrong 1875–1876

WG Laidlaw & R Gibson 1876–1884

George Holloway 1884–
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Station name Acres Pastoralist Years of occupation

Edgars Plains 
or Fernyhurst

89,000 Abel Thorpe 1847–1851

John Hunter Kerr & Robert S Neill 1851–1855

Richard Grice &TJ Sumner 1855–1859

EH Alfrey & RG MacPherson 1869

Robert Alfrey 1869–1874

H Cunningham & JK Smyth 1874–1876

EH Alfrey 1876–

Serpentine 90,000 John Bear 1847–1857

Edward William Jeffreys 1857–1861

Carmichael & Russell 1861–1869

John Matheson 1869–

Terrick 
Terrick

51,200 AE Wheatley 1847–1855

John Pearson Rowe 1855–1868

Austin Mack 1877–1882

Alfred Featherston Kelly 1882–

Source: Compiled by the authors.

Djaara survivors of frontier violence and disease were relocated to the local 
Aboriginal protectorate called ‘Larrnebarramul’ at Franklinford in 1841. 
Here they found protection from attack and management that satisfied 
their expectation of ‘proper maintenance’ through reciprocity.17 This 
protectorate, however, was crippled by settler criticism and budget cuts 
that undermined Djaara confidence in the station as a permanent refuge. 
Using the protectorate as a point of replenishment, they resumed traditional 
patterns of mobility to the extent possible. Djaara clans moved ‘as far North 
and East as they could’ in 1848 to the Yung baluk and Tanne baluk clan 
areas north of present-day Bendigo.18 This movement was aided by work 
on settler stations, which became more important after the protectorate was 

17	  For an explanation of ‘right behaviour’ in a later Victorian context, see Richard Broome, ‘“There 
Were Vegetables Every Year Mr Green Was Here” Right Behaviour and the Struggle for Autonomy 
at Coranderrk Aboriginal Reserve,’ History Australia 3, no. 2 (2006): 43.1–43.16, doi.org/10.2104/ha​
060043.
18	  Most abandoned the station for eight months in 1847–8 in response to recent deaths. Alan Lester 
and Fae Dussart, Colonization and the Origins of Humanitarian Governance: Protecting Aborigines Across 
the Nineteenth-Century British Empire (Cambridge University Press, 2014), 149; Bain Attwood, The Good 
Country: The Djadja Wurrung, the Settlers and the Protectors (Monash University Publishing, 2017), 138.

http://doi.org/10.2104/ha060043
http://doi.org/10.2104/ha060043
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abolished in 1849 and after gold was discovered in 1852.19 Significantly, 
this work also enabled the intergenerational maintenance of spiritual 
connections to land.

A small group of Djaara people who had converted to Christianity, fifteen 
per cent of the population, stayed at Franklinford to farm the former 
protectorate. Historian Bain Attwood notes that this group had few or no 
ties with traditional land and kin groups.20 In 1864, Reverend John Green 
advised moving this cohort to Coranderrk.21 Meanwhile, those who moved 
north adapted their traditional practices to new circumstances, working 
on pastoral stations to maintain access to their land-based spirituality and 
culture. Increasing settlement led to similar experiences in both southern 
and northern lands, as seen in the life of Djaara ancestor Emma Kerr and 
traces left by Aboriginal workers. During this period, Victoria’s population 
grew rapidly. Djaara land was significantly impacted by gold mining and the 
exploitation of surrounding lands to support the settlers. Despite this, 
the Djaara people adapted.

To survive and remain on their land, Djaara people became stock workers, 
shepherds, hut keepers and domestic servants. They ‘outsourced’ their 
labour by washing sheep, stripping bark, chopping wood and carrying 
water.22 Richard Broome has examined Aboriginal pastoral employment 
in the Port Phillip District and identified general trends among the Kulin 
Confederation, but scholars are yet to localise the extent or duration of 
employment by clan or language group.23 Our purpose is to accrue detailed 
knowledge of local employment that supported access to Country and 
Culture, both fundamental to Djaara spiritual wellbeing. To do so, we now 
turn to the life story of Emma Kerr and the pastoral industry that both 
severed and enabled Djaara connections to Country.

19	  When white workers abandoned their posts for the diggings. Lester and Dussart, Colonization, 153.
20	  Attwood, The Good Country, 144.
21	  The capacity of the enterprise was reduced by lack of adequate support and the poor health of 
Djaara family members, which ravaged their numbers. Attwood, The Good Country, 88.
22	  Ian Clark, Scars in the Landscape: A Register of Massacre Sites in Western Victoria, 1803–1859 
(Aboriginal Studies Press, 1995), 87; Attwood, The Good Country, 150.
23	  Richard Broome, ‘Aboriginal Workers on South‐Eastern Frontiers,’ Australian Historical Studies 26, 
no. 103 (1994): 202–20, doi.org/10.1080/10314619408595960.

http://doi.org/10.1080/10314619408595960
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Emma Kerr is an apical ancestor for contemporary Djaara people, and her life 
story reflects Djaara contact experience and their struggle to survive. Emma 
was born at ‘Kelly’s Station, on the Bendigo Creek’, in about 1853.24 ‘Kelly’s 
Station’ neighboured ‘Terrick Terrick’, where Bendigo Creek merges with 
Mount Hope Creek.25 Little is known about Emma’s early life, including 
her mother’s identity. Haw and Munro suggest that Emma Kerr’s father 
was the ‘squatter Jamie Kerr’, referring to John Hunter Kerr, co-owner of 
Fernyhurst Station (also known as Edgars Plain) from 1851 to 1855. This 
aligns with Emma’s birth date.26 By age sixteen, Emma was living at nearby 
Mount Hope Station on Barapa Barapa land. Here she received rations once 
a week from pastoralist and local ‘Guardian of Aborigines’, Molesworth 
Greene, who owned the lease to Mount Hope and Pyramid Hill stations.27 
Seven Aboriginal people were then permanently resident on the station:

Four men and three women and their children lived and worked on 
the station, go[ing] away perhaps for a few days fishing, but they 
were, to all intents and purposes, resident; and other members of 
their tribe used to come occasionally.28 

Emma Kerr and the other two women apparently cohabited with 
white station workers on Mt Hope, relationships that Greene publicly 
condemned.29 Aboriginal women’s agency in these relationships is difficult to 
determine, given the context of dispossession and social upheaval.30 Emma 
Kerr’s first child, John Patterson, was born at Mount Hope Station circa 

24	  ‘Emma (Curr) Campbell (abt. 1853–1886),’ WikiTree, accessed February 16, 2023, www.wikitree.
com/wiki/Curr-21. Gary Murray, ‘Biographies: Pastor Sir Douglas Ralph Nicholls and Gladys Naby 
Muriel Bux’, Internet Archive, accessed February 16, 2023, web.archive.org/web/20160319023234/
https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/SiteCollectionDocuments/nicholls-biographies.pdf. 
25	  Alfred Kelly acquired the run circa 1880. ‘Giyakiki | Our story’, Dja Dja Wurrung Clans Aboriginal 
Corporation, djadjawurrung.com.au/giyakiki-our-story/.
26	  Paul Haw and Margaret Munro, Footprints Across the Loddon Plains: A Shared History, ed. Margaret 
Munro (Boort Development Inc., 2010).
27	  From 1857 to 1883. R. V. Billis and A. S. Kenyon, Pastoral Pioneers of Port Phillip (Stockland Press, 
1974), 61.
28	  Molesworth Greene, Esq., ‘Royal Commission on the Aborigines: Report of the Commissioners 
Appointed to Inquire Into the Present Condition of the Aborigines of This Colony, and to Advise as 
to the Best Means of Caring For, and Dealing With Them, in the Future; Together With Minutes of 
Evidence and Appendices,’ Parliamentary Paper No. 76, Minutes of Evidence 1530, 25 May 1877 (John 
Ferres, Government Printer, 1877), 56.
29	  For further discussion, see Uncle Roy Henry Patterson and Jennifer Jones, On Taungurung Land: 
Sharing History and Culture (ANU Press, 2020), doi.org/10.22459/OTL.2020.
30	  Ann McGrath, ‘The White Man’s Looking Glass: Aboriginal-Colonial Gender Relations at Port 
Jackson,’ Australian Historical Studies 24, no. 95 (1990): 195, doi.org/10.1080/10314619008595841; 
Amanda Nettelbeck, ‘Intimate Violence in the Pastoral Economy: Aboriginal Women’s Labour and 
Protective Governance,’ in Intimacies of Violence in the Settler Colony: Economies of Dispossession around 
the Pacific Rim, ed. Penelope Edmonds and Amanda Nettelbeck (Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).

http://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Curr-21
http://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Curr-21
http://web.archive.org/web/20160319023234/https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/SiteCollectionDocuments/nicholls-biographies.pdf
http://web.archive.org/web/20160319023234/https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/SiteCollectionDocuments/nicholls-biographies.pdf
http://djadjawurrung.com.au/giyakiki-our-story/
http://doi.org/10.22459/OTL.2020
http://doi.org/10.1080/10314619008595841
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1869, and his surname probably refers to his biological father.31 Emma was 
then engaged to Alick Campbell (1851 – circa1933) a young Barapa Barapa 
man from Gannawarra Station. The couple married at Coranderrk in 1873 
after Emma’s forced removal from Mount Hope.32 In 1877, Alick Campbell 
testified to the Royal Commission on the Aborigines that he had spent 
most of his youth at Gannawarra, ‘I was fourteen or fifteen years with him 
– brought up with him’.33 Long-term residence of Aboriginal stock workers 
and accommodation of their families was common on Gannawarra. This 
co-occupancy occurred to a lesser extent on some neighbouring properties, 
a finding supported by data from the Tragowel Station journal. We now turn 
to this journal, which also records the happenings in the broader Loddon 
River district, including the rise of Christian settlement and infrastructure 
and interactions with Aboriginal people, from the diarist’s point of view.

‘Today my dear husband and father 
started with a mob of cattle to head for 
the diggings’: Extractive landscapes in 
Bendigo’s north
Tragowel Station was a key stop for travellers and locals on the busy 
Melbourne Road, perhaps because Abraham Booth, a trained butcher, 
regularly sold meat from the homestead butchery.34 Booth moved to the 
district in 1840, first running the 112,000 acre Duck Swamp Station with 
Edward Argyle. In 1853, he acquired Tragowel Station with John Holloway 
and married Holloway’s daughter, Hannah, in 1856.35 Surviving volumes of 
Abraham and Hannah Booth’s station journal began on 6 August 1856 with 
the ‘commencement of [their] matrimonial Felicity’ and ended in November 

31	  This research was originally commissioned by Uncle Roy Patterson, John Patterson’s grandson. 
For discussion of surnames and station affiliation in Queensland, see Sally Babidge, Pamela J. Stewart, 
and Andrew Strathern, Aboriginal Family and the State: The Conditions of History (Ashgate Publishing, 
2013), 92.
32	  Diane Barwick, Rebellion at Coranderrk (ANU Press, 2024), 154. doi.org/10.22459/RC.2024.
33	  Alexander Campbell, ‘Royal Commission on the Aborigines: Report of the Commissioners 
Appointed to Inquire Into the Present Condition of the Aborigines of This Colony, and to Advise as 
to the Best Means of Caring For, and Dealing With Them, in the Future; Together With Minutes of 
Evidence and Appendices,’ Parliamentary Paper No. 76, Minutes of Evidence 736, 22 May 1877 (John 
Ferres, Government Printer, 1877), 28.
34	  ‘A Pioneer Dead,’ Argus, 22 May 1902, 6, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article9072178.
35	  ‘A Pioneer Pastoralist,’ Australasian, 31 May 1902, 33, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article139759342.

http://doi.org/10.22459/RC.2024
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article9072178
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article139759342
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1862.36 John Holloway also makes occasional entries, and Hannah’s brother 
George Holloway keeps the journal during a brief period of caretaking. 
These 76 months of entries document daily activities, major events and 
personal attitudes, including those towards the Djaara people working on 
Upper Loddon pastoral stations.37

Aboriginal employment in the Upper Loddon
The Tragowel diarists record mundane daily activities associated with their 
cattle business and interactions with neighbouring and more distant properties 
in the mid-Murray region. The journal records stock movement, commercial 
transactions, neighbourhood negotiations over infrastructure improvements 
and plans for community development, all managed by exchanging letters, 
couriered notes and personal visits. The small and limited window provided 
by the Tragowel journal includes a view of cross-racial employment practices 
in the district, as Aboriginal workers transacted with the Booth and Holloway 
families. The language used in the Tragowel journal reflect the values of 
the day, so Aboriginal workers are rarely named, and their national or clan 
affiliation is never mentioned. They are mostly referred to as ‘blackfellows’ or 
by their station affiliation, not by their individual identity.38 Such language 
and concepts are unacceptable and offensive today, but nevertheless provide 
valuable indications of connection with pastoralists and to Country. Over 
the 76 months of journal entries, there are 63 interactions with Aboriginal 
people; 62 of these are with one or more Aboriginal men, and one engagement 
is with a group of Aboriginal women and children, who are unnamed and 
unenumerated. These interactions are seasonal: activity increased during 
spring, while summer was quieter. There is no recorded engagement with 
Aboriginal people in 29 of the 76 months, with the longest break between 
November 1858 and June 1859 (see Figure 2.1).

36	  It is likely that more journals were kept by the couple, but they have not survived. According to 
Doust, the journal ends when the Booths left Tragowel to travel to England in 1862. Further journals 
by family members survive: the ‘Oakover Log’ 1884 to 1898, and the ‘Dhulura Diary’, mid-1893 to 
September 1897 recording farming on the Murrumbidgee. Janet Doust, ‘Kinship and Accountability: 
The Diaries of a Pioneer Pastoralist Family, 1856 to 1898,’ History Australia 2, no. 1 (2005): 4-1–4-14, 
doi.org/10.2104/ha040004.
37	   Journal of Abraham and Hannah Booth 1856-1861 (MS 11834, Box F 2157–2), State Library 
of Victoria. This research also makes use of MS 9715, MSB 486, Journal of Mr and Mrs A Booth, 
typescript, State Library of Victoria.
38	  For a nuanced discussion of derogatory racialised language usage on a Queensland pastoral station, 
see Cristina Lawrence and Jennifer Jones, ‘Paying Aboriginal Rural Workers: Racism, the Labour Market 
and Worker Agency,’ Labour History 125, no. 1 (2023): 55–84, doi.org/10.3828/labourhistory.2023.20.

http://doi.org/10.2104/ha040004
http://doi.org/10.3828/labourhistory.2023.20
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Figure 2.1: Interactions with Aboriginal men per quarter
Source: Compiled by Susan Poole and the authors.

Booth and Holloway did not employ Aboriginal people themselves, so their 
engagement is facilitated by business with other stations. On one occasion, 
Aboriginal workers are subcontracted when young George Holloway is in 
charge. All other new employees on the station are unracialised, presumably 
white.39 The second form of engagement occurs when autonomous 
Aboriginal groups and individuals interact with the Tragowel Station family 
on their own terms. We elaborate on the nature of Aboriginal employment 
on other stations and engagement with Aboriginal people, including 
autonomous groups and individuals, to gain insight into the daily lives and 
priorities of Aboriginal people on Djaara land.

Results and discussion
Core station business drove engagement with Aboriginal people at Tragowel. 
Stock management, work-related travel and errands form 82 per cent of total 
encounters. Autonomous Aboriginal action accounted for the remaining 
18 per cent, primarily in the form of self-sufficient travel and cultural activity.

As might be expected, stock work and droving accounted for 50 per cent 
of interactions with Aboriginal people. For example, on 18 November 
1860, ‘Mr Glasses French stockkeeper and blackboy came to the muster’. 

39	  The diarists repeatedly identify outsiders according to foreign race or national categories, including 
Jews, Germans and French men. It can be extrapolated that normative status is assigned to British whites.
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Aboriginal workers often accompanied their employer on business, so work-
related travel accounts for 17 per cent of interactions, such as on 13 October 
1857, when the diarist records, ‘Arch Campbell & blackfellow is here tonight 
with his horses going to the Bendigo market’. Running errands accounts for 
15 per cent of interactions, as on 20 January 1857, when ‘the blackfellow 
from Gardiners [came] with note regarding muster’. The remaining 18 per 
cent of entries refer to autonomous Aboriginal action, which are unrelated 
to settler objectives. These include travel and cultural activities. The key 
point here is that, on Djaara Country, within the settlers’ purview, labour 
was subsumed into new Aboriginal-determined lifeways. We elaborate on 
this strategic engagement below.

Table 2.2: Named Aboriginal workers engaging with Tragowel, 1856–1861

Given 
name

Aboriginal 
name

Total 
interactions

Year Employer Station 
affiliation

Activity

Isacke – 1 1856 Kirk Pental 
Island

Droving

Harry – 1 1856 Dr King NA Fetching 
horses

Mickey Murtmeral 1 1856 Mr Morris Unknown Fetching 
horses

Paddy – 3 1856 Dr King Kerang 
Town

Work-
related 
travel

Angus – 1 1857 AM 
Campbell

Loddon Run Work-
related 
travel

Charley Chalurmin 1 1857 NA Autonomous Gifting 
possum 
skin rug

Duke of 
Wellington

Morepin 1 1857 NA Autonomous Buying 
stores

Bobby Younyourn 1 1858 Gardiner Pericoota Fetching 
horses

Jackey Genbuckeroo 1 1858 Campbell Lake Boga Droving

Mooney Carawook 3 1858 Cooper & 
Johnson

Avoca Droving, 
fetching 
horses

Tommy – 1 1858 Unknown Unknown Killed 
at the 
Kerang 
Pound



39

2. DJAARA RESILIENCE AMID DISRUPTION

Given 
name

Aboriginal 
name

Total 
interactions

Year Employer Station 
affiliation

Activity

Robinson Lanuremin 2 1856 Grey 
(Russell’s 
Manager)

Serpentine Droving

1861 George 
Holloway

Autonomous Bark 
cutting

Source: Tragowel journal and Henry Godfrey’s 1863 census, compiled by the authors. 
See Paul Haw and Margaret Munro, Footprints Across the Loddon Plains: A Shared 
History (Boort Development Inc., 2010), 98–99.

Further analysis of the data shows that in 26 per cent of interactions with 
Aboriginal people in the journal, the Aboriginal worker is named (see 
Table 2.2). Half of these men are known Djaara identities who had built 
long-term associations with local settlers; hence, they escaped generic 
racialised descriptors as ‘blackboy’ or ‘blackfellow’. Nevertheless, European 
names ‘given’ by settlers to Aboriginal men such as ‘Duke of Wellington’ 
indicate a style of affection, along with a degree of mockery or condescending 
superiority. Similarly, names such as ‘Jackey’, ‘Mooney’ and ‘Tommy’ 
reference the ‘transformation of identity’ in their ‘bestowal from above’, as 
the Djaara names of these men were known locally but were not used by 
the diarists.40 Settler categorisation of particular Aboriginal men as trusted 
known entities who had ‘come in’ and were incorporated into station work 
regimes differentiates them from the unassimilated who stayed ‘out bush’, 
or from strangers.41 Aboriginal people who were unfamiliar to settlers are 
also called ‘warrigal blacks’ in similar sources.42 The language used by the 
Tragowel diarists reflects this division, as Aboriginal people who pursue 
their own cultural agenda are linguistically distanced via depersonalised and 
racist labels.43 The diarist also ignores relationships between named Djaara 
stock workers and their unnamed kin. Given these people were living on 
and moving around Djaara Country and interacting with settlers ‘as usual’, 
it is likely that they held traditional affiliation with those lands.

40	  Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders, and Kathryn Cronin, Race Relations in Colonial Queensland: 
A History of Exclusion, Exploitation and Extermination (University of Queensland Press, 1993), 113.
41	  Veronica Strang, ‘Moon Shadows: Aboriginal and European Heroes in an Australian Landscape,’ in 
Landscape, Memory and History: Anthropological Perspectives, ed. Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew Strathern 
(London Pluto Press, 2002).
42	  For example, by AM Campbell of Gannawarra, see Thomas Francis Bride, Letters from Victorian 
Pioneers: Being a Series of Papers on the Early Occupation of the Colony, the Aborigines, … Addressed by 
Victorian Pioneers to His Excellency Charles Joseph La Trobe, Lieutenant Governor of the Colony of Victoria 
(Robt. S. Brain, 1898), 143–144.
43	  Liz Conor, Skin Deep: Settler Impressions of Aboriginal Women (UWA Publishing, 2016), 9.
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Twenty-four stations are mentioned in the journal, mostly nearby. Fifteen 
of these employed Aboriginal workers and accommodated their kin (see 
Figure 2.2). Gannawarra Station accounted for 15 per cent of Tragowel’s 
interactions with Aboriginal people (none of whom are named by the 
diarists, as shown in Table 2.2). In the Tragowel journal, Aboriginal 
workers are principally associated with Gannawarra while it was held by the 
Campbell family.44 As noted above, Emma Kerr’s partner, Alick Campbell, 
was from Gannawarra, reputedly AM Campbell’s son.45

Other employers include medical practitioner Dr King, the Kerang public 
house known as ‘Farmer’s’, the Kerang store owner and pastoralist Patchell, 
and Kerang merchant Mr Hill. These service providers are accompanied by 
Aboriginal people during 6 per cent of interactions recorded by Tragowel. 
White station worker Mick Galway also had significant associations with 
Aboriginal people.

Mick Galway worked for Pericoota, Gunbower and Tandarra stations in the 
period and maintained a long-term relationship with an Aboriginal woman, 
Alice Holmes, who lived at Mount Hope.46 Galway is mentioned 29 times 
between December 1857 and October 1861. On five occasions, Aboriginal 
co-workers accompany Galway, as on 14 October 1861, when ‘Micky 
Galway and the 2 blacks went out to single tree camp’. As discussed later, 
settler pressure that led to the removal of Aboriginal women from Mount 
Hope in 1869 personally impacted Galway.

Unaffiliated or independent movement accounts for seven per cent of 
engagements between Aboriginal people and Tragowel Station. Noteworthy is 
7 December 1857, when the ‘Blackfellow Duke Wellington bought 4/- worth 
of stores’, presumably in preparation for cultural business in the Tragowel 
swamp, which is next to the Loddon River. This could also infer that bush 
tucker was insufficient to sustain a large group. The next day, 8 December, the 
diarist notes that ‘a lot of Lubras & Pickaninies have been today begging as 
usual & have been noisy in the swamp. Have gone away toward Farmers’ (sic). 
The phrase ‘as usual’ shows their routine presence and activity, which wasn’t 
notable enough to gain habitual mention in the journal. In May the next year, 
the diarist condemned ‘a lot of darkies […] lounging about but are now gone’. 

44	  The Campbells appear in the journal until 1858; subsequent owners/managers Magarey, Hutchinson 
and Hughes appear less frequently.
45	  Haw and Munro, Footprints.
46	  Correspondence held by Pyramid Hill and District Historical Society, 6 McKay St, Pyramid Hill 
Victoria 3575.
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In both instances, regular autonomous interactions and cultural activity is 
recorded using generic racialised language and an impatient, dismissive 
tone. By contrast, Booth and Holloway were comfortable with Charley, 
Duke of Wellington, and Robinson, who are recognised as local individuals 
and credited with autonomous action. Perhaps their routine station work, 
which contributed to settler aims, positioned them as Djaara people who 
had ‘come in’ from the bush and accepted incorporation into European 
regimes? Robinson worked for Serpentine Station in 1856 and collected bark 
for George Holloway in 1861, suggesting continuous residence, trusting 
relationships and participation in the settler economy.47

Aboriginal cultural purposes motivated another five per cent of exchanges, 
as suggested by the exchange on 22 July 1857, when ‘Blackfellow Charley 
brought Mr H opossum rug’. Presented shortly after the birth of Hannah 
and Abraham Booth’s first child, this cultural gift was likely designed to 
strengthen cross-racial relationships and reciprocity. The assumption that 
settlers are subject to both the benefits and demands of mutual obligation is 
also apparent in the behaviour of local Aboriginal women, noted above, as 
making regular requests for sustenance. Given that requests for sustenance 
are indicative of expectations for reciprocity and compensation for 
appropriated lands, it is understandable that these requests are persistent. 
Tragowel diarists characterised this as ‘begging as usual’.48

These interpretations of interactions with Aboriginal people reflect colonial 
views that see land as property instead of kin, motivating the degree of 
surveillance and disquiet at sustained Aboriginal connections to the land.

The Tragowel diarists also record Aboriginal hunting activities; on one 
occasion (24 December 1857), they note ‘some blackfellows was at the dam 
and stated they were going to the Banagar with Mr Hill fishing’. Given 
that Mr Hill was the owner ‘of the Kerang store’, this shared activity likely 
reflected an important alliance.49 On another occasion, an unaccompanied 
‘native was here tonight’, his business unstated.50 These brief references 
to Aboriginal people indicate both continuity of traditional practices and 
adaptation to settler encroachment.

47	  George Holloway ‘engaged Robinson “Black Fellow” to get 100 sheets of bark for 1£’, completing 
a new hut to accommodate travellers. 20 July 1861.
48	  Jennifer Jones ‘Acknowledging Sovereignty: Settlers, Right Behaviour and the Taungurung Clans 
of the Kulin Nation,’ Law&history 8, no. 2 (2021): 117–143.
49	  Journal of A and H Booth – typescript, Journal entry, Wednesday 28 October 1857 (MS9715, 
MSB 486), State Library of Victoria.
50	  Journal of A and H Booth – Manuscript (MS11834, F Box 2157-2) State Library of Victoria; 
Journal of Mr and Mrs A Booth, typescript (MS9715, MSB 486), State Library of Victoria.
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Figure 2.2: Documented interactions between Tragowel and Aboriginal 
people, by station affiliation
Source: Compiled by Susan Poole and the authors.

Figure 2.3: Stock movement in mobs per quarter, August 1856 – 
December 1861
Source: Compiled by Susan Poole and the authors.
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The Tragowel journal reveals the continuous maintenance of Aboriginal 
relationships with their sacred land, juxtaposed with the growing impact of 
settlers who view the area as a resource for exploitation. Stock movement 
illustrates this increasing impact.

To contextualise the employment of Aboriginal stock workers in relationship 
to the volume of stockwork undertaken in the vicinity of Tragowel, 
stock movement was quantified over the 76 months of journal entries 
(see Figure 2.3). This reveals a gradual increase in cattle movement from an 
average of 10 to 15 mobs per quarter up to 25 mobs or more per quarter. 
The increase in cattle numbers did not correspond to a higher involvement 
of Aboriginal workers, despite the need for more hands. The trendline for 
Aboriginal involvement declines from four per quarter down to under two 
per quarter over the same period. Crucially, the increasing volume of cattle 
also holds implications for the environment. Over the passage of the diary, 
499 mobs of cattle were driven within, through and from Tragowel station. 
Just 227 mobs (45%) were documented in number, leaving 55 per cent as 
unenumerated. Over the term of the journal, mobs averaged at 175 cows, 
but the size of the enumerated mobs varied from just one cow through to 
1,200 cows, indicating huge variation in the size of the mobs. It is known 
that 8 to 10 mobs greater than 1,000 cattle were driven within, through 
and from Tragowel Station over the passage of the diary, an average of one 
very large mob per year. Sheep droving was more sporadic, but large mobs 
were more common, with 60 mobs – about 10 per year – averaging 3,072 
in size. One extremely large mob of 17,000 sheep belonging to McReedy 
took two days to pass through Tragowel Station, 27–28 February 1860. 
Holloway and Booth were anxious to expedite their movement to protect 
their pasture, sending Edward Holloway and a station hand to ‘look after’ 
them on 27 February and noting they were ‘still passing’ the next day.

Squatters took action to curtail the impacts of droving stock and fenced 
their boundaries to manage incursions by neighbouring stock, even before 
Victorian Selection Acts forced squatters to ‘protect their leases by investing 
in improvement’.51 The first of these acts, the Sale of Crown Lands Act 
1860, known as the Nicholson Act, was considered favourable to squatter 
interests, as was the second, which was known as the Duffy Land Act and 
passed in 1862. Scholars suggest that it was the third land act, of 1865, that 
encouraged pastoralists to reduce encroachment through freehold purchase 

51	  John Pickard, ‘The Transition from Shepherding to Fencing in Colonial Australia,’ Rural History 
18, no. 2 (2007): 148, doi.org/10.1017/S0956793307002129.

http://doi.org/10.1017/S0956793307002129
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and by fencing. This also fulfilled leasehold conditions.52 Negotiations 
over boundary fences between Gannawarra, Gunbower, Mount Hope and 
Tragowel Stations began in the Upper Loddon much earlier, in 1858, before 
the Nicholson Act came into force. Fence construction commenced in earnest 
in 1861. Our findings suggest that awareness of environmental fragility and 
stock impacts spurred this early investment. With employment already 
declining, fencing represented an additional major impact upon Aboriginal 
people’s land-based culture. This is because fencing can limit or block access 
to land and waters, which impacts spiritual practices and livelihoods.53

Pastoral infrastructure and 
Djaara adjustment
Boundaries are social constructs that are shaped by law and culture. Indigenous 
delineation of the ‘limit of Country’ was often maintained through spiritual 
practices: ephemeral ceremony like song and dance or metaphorically through 
paintings or carving.54 The location of Aboriginal national boundaries may 
also be indicated by changes in vegetation or by watersheds, creeks and rivers. 
These delineations were slightly more familiar to settler understandings than 
the ephemeral modes. European squatters of Upper Loddon and mid-Murray 
marked, maintained and defended station boundaries by accessing cultural 
concepts and technologies. As early as 1858, this included fencing to prevent 
prolonged foraging by droving stock and unauthorised grazing by neighbours. 
Prior to fencing, boundaries between properties usually followed clear and 
well-defined natural features, including creeks and ridges. Boundaries 
were also marked by ‘corner tree’s’ and furrow lines drawn by a plough. 
The agreed boundaries between Tragowel and neighbouring properties 
Mount Hope, Pental Island and Duck Swamp were re-drawn in July 1857, 
but stock frequently strayed over these boundaries with and without their 
owners’ knowledge. Stock incursion had a detrimental impact on available 

52	  J. M Powell, The Public Lands of Australia Felix: Settlement and Land Appraisal in Victoria 1834-91 
with Special Reference to the Western Plains (Oxford University Press, 1970); Pickard, ‘The Transition,’ 148.
53	  Larissa Behrendt, ‘White Picket Fences: Recognizing Aboriginal Property Rights in Australia’s 
Psychological Terra Nullius,’ Constitutional Forum 10, no. 2 (1999): 50–53; Christopher Mayes, 
‘Governmentality of Fencing in Australia: Tracing the White Wires from Paddocks to Aboriginal 
Protection, Pest Exclusion and Immigration Restriction,’ Journal of Intercultural Studies 41, no. 1 (2020): 
42–59, doi.org/10.1080/07256868.2020.1704228.
54	  Andrew Turk, ‘Representations of Tribal Boundaries of Australian Indigenous Peoples and the 
Implications for Geographic Information Systems,’ in Information Technology and Indigenous People, ed. 
Laurel Evelyn Dyson, Max Hendriks, and Stephen Grant (IGI Global, 2007).

http://doi.org/10.1080/07256868.2020.1704228
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fodder and, hence, on neighbourly relations, as Booth and Halloway were 
aware. Of fourteen occasions recorded in the journal, Booth and Halloway 
were challenged about Tragowel stock straying over a neighbour’s unfenced 
boundary twice (see Table 2.3).

Table 2.3: Unauthorised stock movement across station boundaries prior 
to fencing, 1857–1861

Date Tragowel journal entry

27 February 1857 AM Campbells sheep [Ganawarra] was within ½ mile of our 
home (blow) feeding & the shepherd with them.

14 March 1857 Letter to Cameron [Lake Meering] about his sheep feeding on 
our run.

10 June 1857 Seen a many of Gardiners cattle [Perricoota] on our run.

13 August 1857 Saw Magarys sheep [Ganawarra] over the plough furrow again.

24 July 1858 Mr H has been running up the East Boundary to see if any of 
the Mt Hope Sheep has been over the boundary & finds they 
have been as far as the Clumps feeding.

13 August 1858 Saw Magarys sheep [Ganawarra] over the plough furrow again.

18 May 1859 Found Griffiths & Greens sheep [Mount Hope] feeding on our 
run.

19 May 1859 Found Mt Hope sheep again over the boundary.

6 July 1859 Magary sheep [Ganawarra] was nearly up to 2 mile Point this 
morning.

22 November 1859 Letter Chomley Mt Hope informing us that after next week he 
shall impound all our cattle found on MT Hope run & lay the 
largest damages on the act allows.

18 April 1860 Houston [Gunbower] was very cool about the cattle.

24 August 1860 Mount Hope sheep feeding about a mile over the line.

3 July 1861 Found some of Aitkens cattle [Tandarra] on the run & him there 
over the creek.

4 July 1861 Out at the Clumps & found Chomley sheep [Mt Hope] on our run 
& quite bare for some considerable distance. Shepherds excuse 
did not know the plough furrow.

Source: Compiled by the authors.

The remaining twelve record neighbouring stock feeding over the Tragowel 
boundary. Five of these occasions involve sheep from Mount Hope. The ill-
feeling between neighbours is exacerbated by intentional trespass, as indicated 
on 27 February 1857, when the diarist expresses exasperation in brackets 
after finding Campbells sheep ‘within ½ mile of our home (blow) feeding 
& the shepherd with them’. Worse still, the squatter, Aitken of Tandarra, 
is supervising the trespass himself on 3 July 1861. Relations with Mount 
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Hope similarly deteriorate when their shepherd allows his sheep to cross the 
Tragowel furrow in July 1858, May 1859, August 1860 and July 1861. Yet, 
when Tragowel cattle also stray over the Mount Hope boundary in November 
1859, Chomley threatens Booth and Holloway with ‘the largest damages on 
the act allows’. These exchanges reveal the motivation to protect and preserve 
available fodder, particularly when unauthorised sheep grazing makes the 
run ‘quite bare for some considerable distance’. After reading these data on 
straying stock with reference to Table 2.4, which collates progress towards 
boundary fencing, it appears that straying stock may have informed decisions 
to fence station boundaries between Tragowel and Gunbower in 1860, and 
that the neighbouring squatter on Tandarra obstructs progress on fencing and 
benefits from stray feeding for as long as possible.

Table 2.4: Progress towards boundary fencing, 1857–1861

Year Dates Action

1857 24–29 July Drawing boundary furrows between Tragowel, Mount Hope, 
Pental Island & Duck Swamp.

1858 23 June – 
24 July

Negotiations over boundary fences between Tragowel, 
Gannawarra & Gunbower.

1860 18 April Conflict over straying cattle, but no agreement on boundary 
fence between Tragowel & Gunbower.

1860 20 June Drawing boundary line between Tragowel & Gunbower.

1860 19 September Boundary fence erected between Mount Hope and Gunbower.

1860 28 September Sourcing pines for boundary fence between Tragowel 
and Gunbower.

1860 27 October – 
13 November

Seeking contract fencers.

1860 8 December Contracted fencers working on boundary.

1860 29 December Negotiating Tragowel & Tandarra boundary fence. 
Disagreement over fencing Rowen’s Waterhole.

1861 3 January – 
5 January

Agreement reached over Rowen’s Waterhole.

1861 7 January Contractors split and mortice fence posts.

1861 8 January Drawing boundary to fence between Tragowel & Gannawarra.

1861 2 February Drawing boundary to fence between Tragowel & Gunbower.

1861 9–16 March Drawing boundary to fence between Tragowel & Tandarra. 
Renegotiating boundary.

1861 9–12 April Drawing boundary to fence between Tragowel & Ganawarra; 
8 miles and 52 chains.

1861 15–20 April Negotiating boundary fence between Tragowel, Tandarra 
& Gannawarra.
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Year Dates Action

1861 24 April Fencing contractor’s work inspected.

1861 3–16 May Marking out fence with contractor.

1861 31 May Negotiations over boundary fence Tragowel & Gannawarra.

1861 3 July Conflict over straying cattle.

1861 4 July Conflict over straying sheep.

1861 5 August Ploughing boundary line.

1861 2 September Assisting Garrett’s stock (Bale Bale) through Ganley’s fence 
(Serpentine).

Source: Compiled by the authors.

Squatters understood that Country was slow to recover if grasses were 
‘pulled up by the roots by the sheep’ by the early 1840s.55 Pickard notes 
that insufficient carrying capacity and overgrazing was solved in the early 
colonial period by ‘simply moving further inland’ or ‘squatting on more 
land’.56 Once land acquisition became difficult or expensive, squatters 
became more sensitive to stock impacts, including systematic straying by 
neighbours’ stock, because unsustainable grazing led to land degradation 
and stock deterioration.

After boundary fences were erected, sustainable grazing in semi-arid 
ecosystems like the Upper Loddon could only be managed through adaptive 
stocking and control of native animals, first dingos, then kangaroos.57 These 
more intensive European interventions resulted in a ‘progressive loss of 
Aboriginal control over and access to resources’, which increased proximity 
to and reliance upon settlers.58 Prior to fencing, squatters entrusted one 
shepherd with 1,000 to 5,000 sheep on Gunbower and Lake Boga, for 
example, but after fencing, one boundary-rider cared for about 10,000 
sheep.59 Overall station staffing, including Aboriginal employment, reduced 
as a consequence of fencing.

55	  Pickard quotes evidence given to the 1842 Select Committee on Immigration. John Pickard, ‘Safe 
Carrying Capacity and Sustainable Grazing: How Much Have We Learnt in Semi-Arid Australia in 
the Last 170 Years?,’ in Land Degradation: Papers Selected from Contributions to the Sixth Meeting of the 
International Geographical Union’s Commission on Land Degradation and Desertification, Perth, Western 
Australia, 20–28 September 1999, ed. Arthur J. Conacher (Springer Netherlands, 2001), 278.
56	  Ibid.
57	  Judith Littleton, ‘When Resilience Fails: Fences, Water Control, and Aboriginal History in the 
Western Riverina, Australia,’ in Hunter-Gatherer Adaptation and Resilience: A Bioarchaeological Perspective 
ed. Christopher M. Stojanowski and Daniel H. Temple. (Cambridge University Press, 2018), 328–53, 
doi.org/10.1017/9781316941256.
58	  Ibid., 338.
59	  Ibid.

http://doi.org/10.1017/9781316941256
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A related concern in the Tragowel journal is the drive to harness and preserve 
water resources in this semi-arid country. Rainfall on the Northern Plains 
is unpredictable, so the development of water infrastructure responded to 
both scarcity and abundance. Djaara and Barapa Barapa people drew upon 
ancestral knowledge that informed their sustainable land management 
strategies. This included engineered waterways, seasonal hunting and 
collecting, fire stick farming and patterns of social and territorial interaction 
that were responsive to climatic fluctuation. The changing landscape of 
pastoralism impacted all these socioecological strategies.

Table 2.5: Development of local weirs and dams, 1857–1860

Year Dates Watercourse Action Involvement

1857 25 May – 
20 June

Calivil Creek Dam near 9 mile. Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel

1857 8–28 July Pyramid 
Creek

Dam near 10 mile hut. Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel
Mr Sheridan, 
Mount Hope

1857 16 November Serpentine 
Creek

Negotiating cutting 
Serpentine Creek at 
Loddon junction.

Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel
Gardiner, Perricoota
Grey, Serpentine

1858 20 May Pyramid 
Creek

Negotiating 
construction of 1970-
yard dam @ £165.

Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel
Gardiner, Perricoota
Houston, Gunbower
Greene, Mt Hope – 
refused

1858 15 July – 
28 August

Calivil Creek Dam at Water Hole 
Camp.

Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel

1858 2–25 
September

Loddon River, 
Serpentine 
Creek

Negotiations to dam 
Loddon River, to flow 
Serpentine Creek. 
Collected £343-6-8 
towards costs.

Association of 
neighbouring 
squatters. Later 
joined by McMillan, 
Lake Leaghur & 
Argyle, Gunbower 

1858 2 November Loddon River Damming commenced. Above ‘Association 
of squatters’

1859 6 January Loddon River Lower dam washed 
away.

Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel

1859 27 January Calivil Creek Raising dam wall. Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel

1859 27 June – 
12 July

Calivil Creek Strengthening dam 
wall.

Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel
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Year Dates Watercourse Action Involvement

1859 13 August Loddon River Negotiations to survey 
drain from Loddon to 
Serpentine Creek.

Managed by Argyle, 
Gunbower

1859 26 September 
– 2 November

Drain from 
Loddon to 
Serpentine 
Creek

Works commenced. Association of 
squatters

1859 3 November Drain from 
Loddon to 
Serpentine 
Creek

Dam breakage. 
Repairs 5–7 November.

Association of 
squatters

1859 14 November Calivil Creek Water running out of 
Calivil dam.

Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel

1859 5 December Calivil Creek Repairs to dam 
commenced. Water 
stopped 13 December. 

Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel

1859 19 December – 
6 January

Unclear, 
probably 
Calivil Creek

Working on dam. Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel

1860 12 – 14 April Loddon River Clearing cutting to 
Tragowel Creek.

Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel

1860 16 – 28 April Loddon River, 
Serpentine 
Creek

Reports on flood 
waters.

Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel

1860 6 – 21 July Loddon River Concern over & works 
on upper and middle 
dams.

Association of 
squatters

1860 13 – 14 
September

Loddon River Works to keep creek 
water from flowing to 
the Loddon.

Booth and Holloway, 
Tragowel

Source: Compiled by the authors.

The Tragowel journal charts the negotiations, cooperative efforts and 
disagreements between squatters as they built dams on the Loddon River 
and attempted to redirect the flow to smaller creeks between 1857 and 
1861 (see Table 2.5). Table 2.5 reveals repeated effort and investment to 
dam and redirect water flow, which impacted the ecologies of the Loddon 
River, Serpentine Creek and Tragowel Creek. The perceived benefits had 
a direct impact on contributions to water infrastructure works, as evident in 
the scaled financial support for a new dam on the Loddon, where primary 
beneficiaries invested £100 and others as little as £5 (see Table 2.6). These 
major stakeholders also invested in planning, lobbying and physical labour 
for the project. However, their lack of nuanced environmental knowledge 
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meant they were soon disappointed by the effects of flooding rains. From 
August to November 1859, for example, the Tragowel pastoralists made 
concerted efforts to redirect water from the Loddon to the Serpentine Creek, 
but their technology proved insufficient (see Table 2.5). Brief extracts from 
the Tragowel journal in November 1859 reveal the trajectory from hope 
to disappointment:

1 Nov 1859 Have been to the dam & stopped the water for a time 
but occasionally made its escape, obliged to leave at noon because 
of rain & this afternoon carpenter has been & says water running 
through very fast.

2 Nov 1859 My Dear Husband did not return from the dam until 
midnight but was successful in stopping the water.

3 Nov 1859 Have had another breakage at the dam on account of 
the beam going across the water found a rent under so we took it out 
and now think it is secure.

5 Nov 1859 Been to the dam & to our horror found that it is broke 
away on this side of the frame & running a very strong stream & was 
quite useless to do anything to it.60

Table 2.6: Graded contribution to Loddon dam expenses, 1858

Promised contribution Date Amount

Ganley & Waite, Serpentine 18 September 1858 £100

Carmichael & Russell 18 September 1858 £100

Booth & Holloway, Tragowel 18 September 1858 £100

Rolf & Flinn 18 September 1858 £33-6-8

H. McNeil Campbell, Reedy Lake[?] 18 September 1858 £5

Garrett and Wheatley, Bale Bale 18 September 1858 £5

Henry Raines [on the Plain] 18 September 1858 ‘has promised something’

McMillan, Lake Leaghur 25 September 1858 ‘willing to do his portion’

Argyle, Gunbower September 1858 ‘willing to do his portion’

Source: Compiled by the authors.

60	  Journal of Abraham and Hannah Booth 1856-1861 (MS11834, Box F 2157-2), State Library of 
Victoria.
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While private enterprise encountered many technical difficulties applying 
water management technologies in Victoria, this did not discourage 
sustained effort. Information available to prospective settlers encouraged 
local entrepreneurial water management schemes, holding that the 
Upper Loddon was ‘well adapted for the storage of water, and extensive 
reservoirs might, from the precipitous and lofty nature of its banks, easily 
be formed’.61 The need for central regulation and the coordination of rural 
water supplies arose due to the severe drought of 1877–1881. Land reform 
laws implemented at the end of the gold rush had increased the number 
of selectors occupying land around the Kerang and Pyramid Hill districts, 
with eighty selectors taking land on Tragowel Station by the end of the 
1870s. These farmers were severely impacted by this drought.62 As a result 
of their political agitations, a Water Conservancy Board was appointed to 
report on supplying water to the Northern Plains of Victoria for stock and 
domestic purposes. The passage of the Water Conservation Act (1881) and the 
Irrigation Act (1886) secured water redistribution rights for such farmers by 
allowing national works funded by government and implemented by local 
irrigation schemes.63 The new Tragowel Plains Irrigation Trust, established 
in 1886, buoyed the perceived sustainability of local farmers by providing 
secure irrigation capacity.64 The township of Tragowel, which developed 
during the 1880s, soon boasted a school, railway station, post office, cheese 
factory, telegraph office buildings and church. The Djaara people may have 
been the only group to fully understand the environmental consequence 
of water control, fencing and closer settlement – developments that had 
immediate and long-term effects on the delicately balanced Laanecoorie 
ecosystem.65 By way of conclusion, we now turn to the short-term effects 
of closer settlement upon Djaara stewards, who had tenaciously maintained 
kinship ties with their Country.

61	  Robert P. Whitworth, Bailliere’s Victorian Gazetteer and Road Guide: Containing the Most Recent and 
Accurate Information as to Every Place in the Colony (F.F. Bailliere, 1865).
62	  Edwyna Harris, ‘State Administration versus Private Innovation: The Evolution of Property Rights 
to Water in Victoria, Australia,’ The Evolution of Markets for Water: Theory and Practice in Australia 
(Edward Elgar Publishing Limited, 2005).
63	  Public Record Office Victoria, ‘Rural Water Supply,’ accessed October 26, 2025. prov.vic.gov.au/
archive/VF122. 
64	  David McKinna, Gannawarra 2025: Taking up the Challenge (Gannawarra Shire Council, 2010), 14.
65	  Robyn Ballinger, ‘Landscapes of Abundance and Scarcity on the Northern Plains of Victoria,’ 
Provenance 7 (2008).

http://prov.vic.gov.au/archive/VF122
http://prov.vic.gov.au/archive/VF122
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The rise of feminised Christian 
settler culture
Aboriginal employment on pastoral stations was influenced by the growing 
presence of settler women in the area and the expectations that male settlers 
adhere to cultural Christian moral standards and help to develop civic 
infrastructure. Until the late 1850s, male squatters took some pride in rough 
living and its associated freedoms. This included close association with 
Aboriginal communities and liaisons with Aboriginal women. In this early 
period, most Upper Loddon homesteads were established near important 
waterpoints and were reliant upon Indigenous resources, including labour 
from nearby camps. When Gerard Kreft, an officer in William Bladowski’s 
scientific expedition, passed through the Upper Loddon collecting scientific 
specimens in 1856–1857, he noted 45 Aboriginal people living at Gardiner’s 
Pericoota Station, with another 12 at an outstation. He observed 18 at 
Campbell’s Gannawarra, 23 at Loddon Junction, 10 at Reedy Lake and 
6 at Lake Boga.66 These numbers diminished noticeably as settler society 
developed due to the combined impacts of dispossession, decreasing access 
to traditional lands and declining Aboriginal employment on the stations. 
Lake Boga provides an example of this process.

Prior to his marriage in 1859, Samuel Watson of Lake Boga had employed 
an Aboriginal man as a domestic worker. These arrangements changed 
a few days after his new wife took up residence. Mary Moore arrived in 
Melbourne as a first-class passenger on the Royal Charter, which docked 
on 22 July 1859. She wrote to fellow passenger Jane Brown of her new 
life in the ‘comfortable homestead Lake Boga villa [which] looks over a 
beautiful lake about two miles each way’, noting that:

I have a splendid cook and imagine the first few days I was here I had 
a very smart black boy as my page and very well I liked him but 
Mr Watson has since engaged a married couple, they live a short way 
from us and the woman [comes] every morning to dust.67

66	  Although, this number of Aboriginal people may have been inflated by the promise of trade. Kreft, 
as quoted in Littleton, ‘When Resilience Fails’; Pickard, ‘Safe Carrying Capacity.’
67	  Mary Watson, Lake Boga, to ‘My very dear Friend’ [Jane], August 24, 1859, Papers of the Brown 
Family (as filmed by the AJCP), (M 858-863, File 310-312), National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/
nla.obj-743510385.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-743510385
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-743510385
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Men of rank traditionally apprenticed young male pages as their personal 
assistants. Mary Watson’s description of their Aboriginal ‘page’, therefore, 
illuminates the operations of rank and race in the homestead. While 
domesticity was regarded as ‘a force for civilizing and a sign of civilization’, 
employing Indigenous domestic labour also posed risks to white women 
from ‘the very subjects she must domesticate and civilize’.68 Sam Watson 
likely relinquished this ‘very smart black boy’ in preference for a (white) 
married couple for this reason. But regular contact with female servants did 
not count as ‘company’. As Mary revealed to Jane Brown:

I have plenty to fill up my time. [As] Mr Watson is away all the day 
I require employments to keep me from feeling lonely. I have had no 
lady callers yet but gentlemen often visit.69

Mary Watson’s lack of social contact indicates the absence of European 
social infrastructure, including churches, which would address this need. 
The Tragowel journal reveals the infrequency of religious gathering between 
1857 and 1861 and associated work to develop community infrastructure 
(see Table 2.7). Booth and Holloway were Methodists whose reputation 
for ‘excessive piety’ suggests that their station journal would likely include 
any local opportunities for collective worship.70 In 1858, the family 
recorded their financial support for a ‘Wesleyan Bazarr’ and the visit by 
Reverend Thomas Raston, a Wesleyan Minister from Castlemaine. Raston 
conducted a wedding service, a baptism and held Divine Service at two 
district stations during this visit (see Table 2.8). In November 1860, district 
squatters discussed appointing a minister and schoolmaster for the area, 
but no decision was made (see Table 2.8). The next religious service was 
conducted in May 1961 by Reverend Jacob Halley. A Congregational 
Minister assigned to the Lower Darling and Murrumbidgee region in 1860, 
Halley was already seeking a new situation by April 1861, but he did not 
gain sufficient local support to establish a circuit at Swan Hill and Kerang 
(see Table 2.8).71 The district next welcomed Reverend Dickson to conduct 
religious services on 10 November 1861.72 The population of Swan Hill and 

68	  Victoria Haskins, ‘Domesticating Colonizers: Domesticity, Indigenous Domestic Labor, and the 
Modern Settler Colonial Nation,’ The American Historical Review 124, no. 4 (2019): 1292. Amy Kaplan, 
‘Manifest Domesticity,’ American Literature 70, no. 3: 591. doi.org/10.2307/2902710. 
69	  Mary Watson, Lake Boga, to ‘My very dear Friend’ [Jane].
70	  Augustus Baker Pierce, Knocking About: Being Some Adventures of Augustus Baker Peirce in Australia 
(Yale University Press, 1924), 39.
71	  Memorials of Rev. J.J. Halley: Morning, Noon and Eventide (Congregational Book Depot, 1910). 
Halley returned to Melbourne and later received an invitation from nearby Maryborough, in 1862.
72	  Affiliation unknown, presumably dissenting.

http://doi.org/10.2307/2902710
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the surrounding area was small, with 550 Europeans in the region by 1865, 
including 150 in the nascent town.73 Improvements in transport, including 
the river steamboat trade that began in 1852, fostered competition between 
colonial governments, improving services and reducing isolation, like the 
provision of religious infrastructure.74 Until the foundation of local churches, 
remote and sparsely populated districts were serviced by itinerant preachers 
who conducted services within a circuit. The Upper Loddon district did 
not enjoy regular ministry until 1875, when the Wesleyan Home Mission 
funded a local preacher for the North Loddon circuit, and a church was 
established at Durham Ox.75

Table 2.7: The rise of settler infrastructure in the Upper Loddon, 1857–1861

1857 1858 1859 1860 1861

Communication – 1 1 – –

Education infrastructure – 2 1 – 2

Health infrastructure – – – – 1

Land tenure 1 – – – 1

Religion – 2 – 1 4

Responsible govt – – – 1 –

Trade and transport 1 – 6 – –

TOTAL 2 5 8 2 8

Source: Compiled by the authors.

Table 2.8: Efforts to create settler infrastructure, 1857–1861

Date Topic Citation

23 June 1857 Land tenure A stranger passed to Mt Hope to survey their 
section.

20 July 1857 Trade and 
transport 

Captain of the Melbourne Steamer on the Murray 
offering flour for sale at £27 at Swan Hill or Ganna.

17 June 1858 Religion Mr Raston [Wesleyan Minister] from Castlemaine 
married Mr & Mrs Seward, John Booth christened. 
Fri 18th Mr H & Mr Raston have been down to 
Farmers & Dr Kings to arrange about holding 
Divine service either here or at Mr Farmers.

73	  Littleton, ‘When Resilience Fails.’
74	  David Spurr, ‘The River Murray as a Transport Conduit and Political Barrier: ‘Following the Course 
of That Friendly River’ in Trade, Transport and Diplomacy, 1836–1901’ (PhD diss., La Trobe University, 
2022).
75	  ‘Wesleyan Home Missions’, Age (Melbourne, 18 May 1875), 3, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article202135815; 
Brendan Monks, A Land So Inviting: a History of the Shire of Gordon, 1885-1985 (Shire of Gordon, 1985), 
26.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article202135815
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Date Topic Citation

22 July 1858 Education 
infrastructure

Mr Pascoe returned home this morning having 
been about a school being formed somewhere 
about Farmers.

23 July 1858 Communication A young man from Farmers have been for our 
signature to a petition for a post office at the 
Loddon Inn.

3 September 
1858

Education 
infrastructure

Attended a meeting at Farmers about a school 
formed somewhere at Kerang & a committee was 
formed to ascertain all particulars about it.

4 October 
1858

Religion Mrs Booth sent to Sewards a case containing 
a variety of things principally for the Wesleyan 
Bazarr.

9 March 1859 Trade and 
transport

Cobb & Co are going to run a coach 3 times a week 
from Sandhurst to Swan Hill.

16 April 1859 Trade and 
transport

Two men called to ask permission to erect a hut 
of the boundary of our run for the purpose of an 
eating house & also bought 16/6 worth of beef.

20 April 1859 Trade and 
transport

Cobbs coach passed before 9 oc full toward 
Bendigo.

27 April 1859 Education A man called today that has been staying with 
Stevenson at the pound & wants to start a school 
at Kerang.

28 May 1859 Communication Petition to Post Master General for a mail delivery 
2 a week.

29 August 
1859

Trade and 
transport

Have recd a letter from Seward asking our 
opinions about store at Durham Ox.

3 October 
1859

Trade and 
transport

John has been to D Ox to see Mr Argyle about 
ground for the store.

21 October 
1859

Trade and 
transport

John & Seward been to Mt Hope to the man that is 
building Wool shed about taking the store to build 
at D Ox.

3 August 
1860

Responsible 
government

Meeting having been called for the purpose 
nominating trustees for the County of Kerang.

22 November 
1860

Religion Called at Farmers to consult about a minister & 
schoolmaster for the neighbourhood but arranged 
nothing definite as yet. 

13 April 1861 Religion The Rvd Halley called today with a letter from 
Mr Pasco suggesting having him as a minister for 
Swan Hill District including Kerang- he has gone to 
Melbourne.

23 May 1861 Religion Revd Mr Halley here this evening & has held 
service at our home.

10 July 1861 Health 
infrastructure

1 from Dct Gunmorrow Swan Hill about the 
hospital.
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Date Topic Citation

26 August 
1861

Land tenure Mr Supholme came yesterday stayed all night 
left this morning for Ganawarra; sent by the 
Victorian Association for promoting the Interest 
of Squatters.

28 September 
1861

Education 
infrastructure

A letter from Mr Pasco soliciting aid for a school 
building at Swan Hill.

20 October 
1861

Education 
infrastructure

1 letter from Mr Pasco about a school at Swan Hill.

6 November 
1861

Religion A letter from Reverend Dickson that he will hold 
Divine Service on Monday night at Tragowel.

11 November 
1861

Religion Today Rvd Mr Dickson came from Lake Boga, 
having been to Swan Hill and preached this 
evening to 16 people.

Source: Compiled by the authors.

Survival: But not on your own land
Coexistence between Aboriginal people and settlers declined on local 
stations as rural society developed in the Upper Loddon. As expectations 
of conformity increased, cross-racial relationships like that between Mick 
Galway and Alice Holmes were subject to mounting social condemnation. 
In 1870, Molesworth Greene, owner of the Mount Hope Station, decided 
to act against ‘two or three women at Mount Hope’ (likely Alice Holmes 
and Emma Kerr) who he believed to be ‘living as common prostitutes 
amongst his men’. Cross racial co-habitation was debasing in Greene’s view, 
‘a bad thing for the station’, so he asked the Chief Protector of Aborigines 
to have the women ‘taken away’.76 As a consequence, Reverend John Green 
visited Mount Hope Station in July 1870. He tried to convince the women 
and children to move off their Country to Coranderrk Aboriginal Station 
near Healesville. Reverend Green later testified that:

they all seemed willing to come when I spoke to them about going 
the night I arrived, but next morning they were all gone (hid) … 
I found them during the day among the rocks … now they were not 
willing to go without one man (Sam), who was not there. I stayed 
all night again, hoping to induce them to go with me, but in the 
morning they were not to be found. I think some of the white men 

76	  Molesworth Greene, Esq., ‘Royal Commission on the Aborigines,’ Minutes of Evidence 1531, 
25 May 1877, 56.
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who cohabit with them assisted them to get away. I left notice with 
Mr. Greene to write to the Central Board when they came back with 
Sam, and that I would return and take them.77

The group were eventually ‘sent off to Coranderrk’. The pastoralist noted 
that the families left reluctantly, refusing to be separated. The squatter 
would ‘have liked to have kept the men, but they would all go together’. 
He recalled:

I had a great difficulty in getting them to go at all. I know that some 
of the half-caste women were living with some of the stockmen, and 
I had a great difficulty to get them away.78

Reverend Green admitted to the 1877 Inquiry that the Aboriginal women 
did not leave Mount Hope voluntarily. To the suggestion that, ‘there was 
no coercion used in any case?’, he replied, ‘Two or three women at Mount 
Hope; a little was used there’.79

Connection to kin and Country is central to Aboriginal spirituality and 
wellbeing. At Mount Hope, Emma Kerr was close to Djaara land and her 
betrothal to a Barapa Barapa man likely availed kinship support. After 
Emma’s forced removal, Alick Campbell ‘came in’ to Coranderrk ‘of his own 
accord’ because he wanted to marry Emma. Campbell testified in 1877 that 
he had wished to return to Gannawarra after his marriage, but Reverend 
Green ‘would not let me go’.80

Why did Greene, who took control of Mount Hope in 1857, tolerate 
cross-racial households until 1870? Likely because extreme isolation on 
the early frontier undermined expectations of ‘normal social and domestic 
environments’ upheld in the metropole. Relationships between settler men 
and Indigenous women were, thus, tolerated until increased settlement 
exposed them to public notice. When these domestic arrangements were 
exhibited before incoming settlers, the squattocracy, who held themselves 
aloof from the standards applicable to the middle and working classes, felt 
it necessity to exert their control. The influx of Europeans drawn by closer 
settlement, as recounted above, reorganised landscapes through increased 

77	  John Green, Report, 16 July 1870, Seventh Report of the Board for the Protection of the Aborigines 
in the Colony of Victoria, Appendix 1, 5.
78	  Molesworth Greene, Esq., ‘Royal Commission on the Aborigines,’ Minutes of Evidence.
79	  Alexander Campbell, ‘Royal Commission on the Aborigines,’ Minutes of Evidence 728–36, 28.
80	  Alexander Campbell, Minutes of Evidence 728, 28; See Barwick, ‘The Board Takes Control’, 
chapt. 6 in Rebellion at Coranderrk.



BELIEVING ON UPSIDE DOWN COUNTRY

58

clearing, fencing and grazing, accelerated water control and the introduction 
of agricultural rather than pastoral enterprises. Alick Campbell, his new 
wife Emma Campbell and her children all remained at Coranderrk during 
those sixteen years (1870–1886) when Tragowel Station was reorganised 
and transformed by these forces of closer settlement.

The Campbell family eventually returned to Barapa Barapa Country, but on 
the New South Wales side of the border, which experienced closer settlement 
at a slower pace than Victoria to the south. Here, fencing was still limited, 
and native flora and fauna was still relatively abundant on pastoral stations. 
When Emma Campbell died in 1886, she was buried at Barham Station 
on Barapa Barapa Country. Her story illustrates Aboriginal efforts to stay 
connected to country despite settler incursion. These spiritual relationships 
were not extinguished by dispossession; they have been nurtured across the 
generations, and they are resurgent today.81

81	  See for example ‘Giyakiki | Our story’, Dja Dja Wurrung Clans Aboriginal Corporation, 
djadjawurrung.com.au/giyakiki-our-story/.

http://djadjawurrung.com.au/giyakiki-our-story/
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