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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Managed I: Working and Settling on Ollera-Tenterden, 
1860-c.1890 

 

The bulk of [rural] labour is performed by a nomad tribe, who wander in quest of 
their work, and are hired only for a time. … [to] wash sheep and shear them …  
[or]…when fences are to be made, ground [cleared], and trees […] ‘rung’ … For 
all these operations temporary work is of course required, and the squatter 
seldom knows whether the man he employs be married or single. They come and 
go ... They are rough to look at … but they work hard, and are both honest and 
civil … Their one great fault is drunkenness. … They will work for months 
without touching spirits, but their very abstinence creates a craving desire which, 
when satisfied, will satisfy itself with nothing short of brutal excess. 

      Anthony Trollope, 1876, p. 691  

  

The great bulk of the free selectors in the New England district are…bona fide 
selectors … very sound, hard-working, prosperous men, who own from 1,000 to 
2,000 sheep and in some cases from 640 acres to perhaps over 2,000 acres, the 
latter area being occupied in those instances where several members of a family 
have taken up adjoining land. There has been very little indeed of men … taking 
up cattle camps for the purpose of being bought out by the squatters, and there 
are fewer selections forfeited in the Armidale district for non-compliance with 
the conditions than almost any other district in the colony.  

Charles Lyne, 1882.2 

 

As, with a few notable exceptions, was the norm in Britain and Australia until 

the early twentieth century, each of these reports upon New England’s rural 

workforce in the last quarter of the nineteenth century was produced by a middle-

class, urban-based and far from disinterested observer.3 Written less than a decade 

apart and by well-known correspondents from apparently ‘first-hand’ observation of 

the Armidale district’s rural workforce, their vastly different accounts reveal each 

writer’s mind-set. Anthony Trollope, whose son was a squatter in central-western 
                                            
1 Anthony Trollope, Australia and New Zealand, [Melbourne, 1876], St. Lucia, 1967, p.202. 
2 Charles Lyne, The Industries of New South Wales, Sydney, 1882, p.152. 
3 The exceptions include A. Somerville (Manchester, 1852), The Whistler at the Plough, 
Edited and with Introduction by K.D.M. Snell, London, 1989; Joseph Arch, From Ploughtail 
to Parliament: An Autobiography, Preface by Norman Willis, New Introduction by Alun 
Howkins, Gloucester, Cresset, 1986 [for England]; Roger Milliss, (Introduction and Notes), 
the Wallabadah Manuscript: Recollections of the Early Days by William Telfer Jnr, The 
Early History of Northern New South Wales, Kensington, 2003 [for New England].  
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New South Wales, reflected the squatters’ viewpoint.4 The highly respected English 

author and journalist spent a short time at Ollera during the second of the extensive 

tours throughout Australia’s eastern colonies he undertook in the 1870s.5 Charles 

Lyne, the Sydney Morning Herald’s leading parliamentary reporter, would soon be 

appointed to advise the government of his close friend, Sir Henry Parkes. His opinion-

piece was one of a series of articles he wrote to support the Parkes government’s 

plans for the development and closer settlement of rural New South Wales.6  

Together, these disparate accounts provide a model against which to compare 

the experiences of the rural labourers who were working and free-selecting on Ollera-

Tenterden during the visiting journalists’ visits. There, under the reporters’ eyes, was 

a yardstick against which to determine the accuracy of their accounts. The station’s 

bipartite male labour force comprised general labourers and employee-selectors. 

While many of the Everett brothers’ employees were content to spend decades as full-

time, part-time or casual employees, by 1902, almost as many others occupied large 

acreages on the station (see Appendix H). For clarity, despite the many points at 

which their experiences and personnel intersected, the two employee groups will be 

discussed separately. Points to be considered include the number and composition of 

the station’s workforce; the periods of time for which men were hired for specific 

tasks and the rates and types of payments they received. The mobility and 

independence exercised by the Everett brothers’ employees are of particular interest. 

The existence and extent of this freedom of choice are revealed by the pattern and 

variety of men’s occupations and workplaces and the number of different employers 

for whom they could work on the station. Discussion then focuses upon the 

chronology, rate, pattern and distribution of free selection on the greatly enlarged 

station; the origin and identity of the selectors and the number, location, extent and 

outcome of free-selection on Ollera-Tenterden. The chapter closes with a detailed 

examination of the experience of several typical employee/free-selectors permitting 

                                            
4 R.B. Joyce, ‘Trollope, Anthony (1815-1882)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, [ADB] 
Vol. 6, National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, Canberra; Trollope’s 
son, Frederick, ran sheep on Mortray Station, near Grenfell  
5 Ollera Station Records [OSR], Diary of James Mackenzie [DJM], 24 May 1876, University 
of New England and Regional Archives [UNERA], A103:V3054/3.  
6 H.G. McMinn, ‘Lyne, Charles Emmanuel (1850-1910), ADB, Vol. 10, op. cit. Appointed 
Secretary to the Parkes Government’s Parliamentary Standing Committee into Public Works 
in 1888, in 1895 he served as secretary to the Public Service Board.  
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conclusions to be drawn as to the validity of the respected observers’ opinions when 

measured against the lived experience of Ollera-Tenterden’s workmen.  

 

 
 
Figure 12: Old Farmhouse at Tenterden c.1880s, UNERA A103:V2010. 

*  *  *  * 

Gaps in the surviving records which coincide with the adoption of category-based, 

less detailed account-keeping mean that 1871 and 1874 are the only years in which 

the exact number of men employed on Ollera-Tenterden in the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century can be determined.7 However, when used in association with 

entries in several relevant sources, James Mackenzie’s record of the raw figures for 

these two successive censuses provide a reliable benchmark from which to estimate 

the number of males employed by the Everett brothers between 1878 and 1880, when 

their ‘family enterprise’ reached a turning-point. The crucial year was 1880, which 

saw the end of more than a decade of good seasons at whose end Ollera-Tenterden 

                                            
7 Diary of James Mackenzie [DJM}, Ollera Station Records [OSR], University of New 
England and Regional Archives [UNERA]. A103:V3054/1; OSR, Returns of Sheep 1862-83 
and 1862-96, UNERA, A103: V2255 (pt) and V2275 respectively; Tangley Records [TR], 
Diaries of Donald Stewart, [DDS], UNERA, A133: V5640-43;  



106 

carried an average of 34,078 sheep and achieved peak productivity and profitability.8 

However, the station’s ‘golden age’ ended abruptly in the difficult 1880s. 

Mackenzie’s census records for 1871 state that sixty-six males aged twelve 

years and over were employed on the Everett brothers’ adjoining ‘runs’.9 These 

workmen represented almost 29 per cent of the 226 people then resident on the 

greatly-enlarged station. When Mackenzie took the next, more detailed census in July 

1874, the number of male employees had risen to seventy-five, or about 30 per cent of 

the squattage’s 249 inhabitants (see Chapter 5 for full details of the 1871 and 1874 

census). Sixty-one of these men worked full-time, thirty-one at Ollera and thirty at 

Tenterden. Almost half of the sixty-one men were full or part-time shepherds, several 

of whom had taken up selections on Ollera ‘run’.10 The remaining fourteen males, 

some of whom were also free-selectors, worked part-time, seasonally or casually for 

the station. Twenty-one of the sibling-partnership’s sixty-one male employees lived in 

or near Wandsworth.11 Six all-but-independent free-selectors are included in these last 

two categories. However, as all but one of the six worked casually and seasonally for 

the station, they are included among the part-time and casual employees.12  

The raw figures for the censuses taken in the early 1870s, when combined 

with information from the Station Ledger 1873-90, the Sheep Books, and 

Mackenzie’s and Stewart’s station diaries, permit an estimate to be made of the 

number of men employed at each station between 1878 and 1880. Compiled monthly, 

the Returns of Sheep, which list each shepherd’s name and the number and 

description of the flock or flocks in his care, provide evidence of the remarkable 

stability at the core of this key component of each head-station’s workforce.13 For 

                                            
8 OSR, Returns of Sheep, 1862-83; 1862-96, UNERA, A103:V2255 and V2275, respectively; 
OSR, DJM,1878, UNERA, A103:V1054/4 ; Tangley Papers [TP] UNERA, DDS 1878, A133: 
V5641; DDS, A133:V5642 
9 DJM 1871, op. cit 
10 OSR, ‘Returns of Sheep 1862-96’, UNERA, A103:V2275 
11 OSR, DJM 1874, UNERA, A103:V3054/1 
12 The more truly independent selectors were Moredun’s superintendent, J.R. Mitchell and the 
miller, Edward Grover and James Ryder, both of whom lived at Ollera/Wandsworth. 
However, Ryder was an ex-employee of the Everetts whose sons remained for many years in 
their employ. The less independent free-selectors were George Parsons and the brothers, 
William and John Fenton, who took up land in the vicinity of the townlet.  
13 OSR, ‘Returns of Sheep’ 1862-96; DJM, 1878, 80; DDS, 1878-80, UNERA, op. cit; Station 
Ledger 1873-90, UNERA, A103:V2263 
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example, between 1878 and 1880 a total of thirty-seven men spent time as shepherds 

on one or both sister-stations. Twenty of the thirty-six men who were employed in 

1878 tended flocks in 1879, when the same number of shepherds was employed. Nor 

was this unusual, as although the number of shepherds decreased steadily from 1880 

when twenty-four shepherds were hired, the same men’s names recur throughout the 

1860s and 1870s and persist until 1889-90. Only the periods of time for which this 

core group worked changed slightly from year to year. As Table 4 shows, nineteen of 

the thirty-six men tended a flock for a full year in 1878 and seventeen worked part-

time. Of the thirty-six men hired as shepherds in 1879, twenty worked for the full year 

and sixteen for from one to nine months.14 The ratios were similar 1880.  

Comparison of the relevant records to exclude double-counting reveals that 

107 males were employed on Ollera-Tenterden in the three years 1878 to 1880.15 

Fifty-three of the 107 individuals had taken up free selections between 1860-61 and 

late 1880 and thirty-seven spent time as shepherds between January 1878 and January 

1881.16 Twenty-two of the shepherds worked for the full three years, seven for two of 

the three years and eight for up to twelve months. The approximately seventy 

remaining males who are estimated to have been employed by the Everetts during 

these years worked as part-time shepherds and general labourers. Many of their names 

appear in the long, detailed lists of cheque payments which Mackenzie entered in the 

Station Ledgers (see Appendix G). Others are named in Donald Stewart’s diaries, 

which record payments for work done on or near Ollera Station’s farm at Sandy 

Creek. Whereas Stewart almost always includes details of the actual task performed 

by the individual, Mackenzie merely notes payments for either ‘wages’ or ‘work’, a 

difference which appears to distinguish longer-term from shorter-term employment.17 

A total of 138 work-related payments were recorded during the three-year period. 

Fifty-two different individuals received one or more such payments in 1878, forty-

eight were paid in 1879 and thirty-eight in 1880. Approximately sixty-eight of these 

men and boys were hired by either ‘middle manager’ to perform a variety of specific 
                                            
14 OSR, ‘Returns of Sheep, 1862-96’, UNERA, A103:V2275 
15 Returns of Sheep 1862-96; DJM, DDS, Station Ledger, op. cit.  
16 Parish Maps, County of Hardinge, Parish of Everett to County of Inglis, Parish of Looanga, 
New South Wales Crown Land Administrative Maps, Armidale Office Set, CD 8 of 12 CDs, 
Bathurst, 10 October, 2000. 
17 OSR, DJM, 1878-01880; Station Ledgers, July 1870-Sept 1875; 1873-1890; UNERA, 
A103:V2262; V2263 respectively 
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tasks in one or more of the years and then rehired in successive years.18 For example, 

seven individuals received payments in all three years, fourteen were paid in two of 

the years, and forty-eight received payments in only one year. Analysis of these 

records reveals the complex structure of Ollera-Tenterden’s workforce. Table 5 shows 

the different, though highly inter-related, categories to which the 107 males estimated 

to have been employed during the three years belonged. 

The conditions under which these workmen were hired, the rates at which they 

were paid, and the nature of these payments were also complex and variable. Though 

their wages were calculated and negotiated at an annual rate, most of the ‘agreements’ 

under which the station’s men and boys were employed ranged from three to six 

months to a given number of weeks or days. Payments were made at the quarterly 

‘settlement’, when debts accrued and small sums advanced in the preceding three 

months were balanced against the wages earned. Sums in credit (or deficit) were 

carried over to the next settlement. The example in Table 6, which comes from the 

record of James Reeves’ earnings for 1868-69, shows the diversity of his year’s work 

and the variety of skills a typical rural labourer with many years experience could be 

expected to possess.  

However, like the permanent shepherds and the artisans whose rented 

workshops and homes lined the square behind Ollera’s headstation, some general 

labourers were hired on an annual basis.19 For example, in 1879-80 William Wark 

earned £23 nett for nine months’ work on Sandy Creek farm.20 During the same years 

both William Heffernan and John Doak were hired to work for a full year at the farm. 

Heffernan, who began there in September 1878, was paid £40 p.a and one-and-a half 

rations. Eighteen months later, in March 1880, Doak ‘agreed at £45 and one-and-a-

half rations’.21 An entry in Donald Stewart’s diary suggests that the unpaid labour of 

Doak’s wife and daughter was included in his ‘agreement’.22 

6 Nov 1880: Paid John Doak for six months:   £22.10s.0d 

                                            
18 Returns of Sheep 1862-96, DJM, DDS, Station Ledger, op. cit 
19 OSR, Yearly Balance Book, 1865-92, UNERA, A103:V2258. Included among these 
artisans were the blacksmith, the saddler/leather-worker and the boot-maker, all of whom paid 
the station a rental of £10 per annum for their premises.  
20 TP, DDS, 1879, UNERA, A133:V5642. 
21 TP, DDS, 1878 and 1880, UNERA, A133:V5641, and V5643. 
22 loc cit. 
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   To Doaks’ account: 1 pig  £ 2. 3s. 4d 

   Store account   £1. 7s. 0d 

   Present to Mrs Doak    £1. 0s. 0d 

      [To] Mary Doak £ 1. 0s. 0d 

        £24.10s. 0d  

But despite such exceptions most of the general labourers who lived 

permanently on Ollera-Tenterden performed a series of specific, short-term tasks, 

many of which were seasonal. Some tasks entailed several weeks or months of work. 

For example, in the autumn of 1873 Paddy Heffernan, one of Tenterden’s long-term 

shepherds, was paid £1 per week for eleven and a half weeks’ work on Ollera’s farm. 

He spent six of these weeks digging potatoes and the remaining five and a half 

ploughing the paddock(s) at Tangley/Sandy Creek.23 Others, such as David Dawson, 

who earned 7s.0d for two days’ threshing in 1874, were employed for from one to 

several days. However, many general labourers were hired and paid on a weekly 

basis, at rates which varied according to task and to skill. For example, in mid-winter 

1881 William Thomas and his mother earned £3 for four weeks’ shepherding at 

15s.0d per week.24 Threshers, who were paid by the bushel, could earn slightly more. 

During the same year, three men earned 18s.4d for a day’s threshing for which a 

workmate received £1. When hired to reap or mow these men were paid at the rate of 

15s 0d per acre. Men also earned extra income in a variety of ways. For example, at 

the quarterly ‘settlement’ in the summer of 1873 Stewart calculated that he owed 

Hugh Gray £6.6s.0d. This comprised £1.5s.0d for almost two days’ reaping, £3.3s.0d 

for [Gray’s] ‘boy driving bullock’, and 5s.0d for ‘1 pair of boots for Elizabeth’. Gray 

was paid £6.1s.0d, as 5s.0d was deducted ‘for Jean’.25 Boot-making appears to have 

been a regular source of extra income for several men in the Gray family. In mid-1872 

Stewart accepted two pairs of boots in part-payment for a saddle he sold ‘Old Gray’ 

and in 1872 James Gray made him boots worth 17s.6d.26  

 

                                            
23 TP: DDS, UNERA, A133:V5636 
24 TP, DDS, UNERA, A133:V5644 
25 TP, DDS, UNERA, A133:V5636 
26 Ibid. 
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TABLE 4: Hiring periods of Shepherds on Ollera-Tenterden in 1878-79 

Year 
 

1878 

1879 

Full Time 
11-12 months 7-10 months 

19 men 6 men 

20 men 4 men 

Part-Time 
4-6 months 1-3 months 

6 men 5 men 

2 men 10 men 

Total 

 
36   

36 

 

TABLE 5: The Composition of the Male Workforce, Ollera-Tenterden 1878-1880 

Shepherds Labourers 

Shepherds 

20 

Shpd/Labrs 

9 

Shpd/Slctrs 

8 

Shpd/Labr/Slctrs 

5 

Labr/Slctrs 

9 

Labrs 

56 

 

TABLE 6: Record of Settlements: James Reeves, Dec 1868 - Sept 1869 

 DR CR 

1868 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Dec 14 Cheque No 249 £2 
do No 250 £3 

Mar 9 Store  £8    £13. 5s.5d 
       11 Cheque No 65         £10.13s.5d 

Stamp           2d 
Cheque No. 66         £45.10s.0d 

£69. 9s. 0d   

Mar 9  By shepherding      £34.  0s. 0d 
         Boys & self …Lambing     £ 5.15s.0d 

   16 wks at Ploughing,  
    haymak’g & hut-bldg etc   £14.10s.0d 

         Mowing 38 [acres?] £15.14s.0d 
                                                   £69.0s. 0d  
 

1869 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

May 10  Cheque  No 94         £ 2. 
Jun 23 Cheque No 118         £ 7 
July 3 Churches & Hospital     15s.0d 
Sept 9   Store a/c         £6.7s. 1d 

Jas Mackenzie’s a/c  £ 1.16s.0d 
14   Cheque No 176         £48.3s. 11d 

£66. 2s. 0d 

 
Jun 24  By lambing Premium      £ 8.14s.0d  
 

Sept 9  Shepherding    £34.0s.0d 
Wages for farm work   £23.8s.0d 

 £66.2s. 0
   

 

 

Rates of pay also varied according to the conditions under which particular 

jobs were done and when rations were included in the contract. In the 1870s until 

sheep-washing ceased in the early 1880s, men who worked waist-deep in water 

received 5s.0d and a tot of rum per day, while those who (in both senses of the word) 



111 

remained ‘dry’ earned 3s.6d to 4s.0d.27 Reapers, ploughmen and some short-term 

shepherds were paid either 15s.0d a week ‘with rations’ or £1 per week without, a 

difference often determined by the distance of the individual’s home or workplace 

from either head-station’s store. Table 7 shows the rate and frequency of payments 

made for the tasks performed by GJE’s workmen in the years under discussion. 

 

TABLE 7: Type and Rate of Wages on Ollera-Tenterden: 1879-1883 

Per Year 

Shepherds: £35 per 500 
 £40-£70 

  per 1,000 
Full-time farmworkers 

 £40-£45 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Per Week 

Lambers: £1 
Shed hands: £1 
Drovers: £1 + costs 
Carriers: £1 + rations 
Labourers: 
- rationed: 15s -£1 

 - unrationed £1 - 25/- 
Cattle muster’g £1 
Burr cutting 15s. 

 

 

 

 

Per Day 

Washers: 
- in water 5/- 
- ‘dry’;  3/6d 

Labourers: 6/- 
Haymkrs: 8/-ac 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Per Piece or Task  

Shearers: 3/6d a score [20] 
Wool pressers: 25/-.0d a ton 
Reapers: rationed £1 per ac. 
 unrationed 30/- per  ac 

Mowing: 6-8/- per .ac  
Bullock breakg 10/- head 
Fencing  1/5d. - 6s. /rod 
   plus wire 2/6d a rod 
Stockyards 2/6d-3s a rod   
Dam building  3d [cubic?] ft 
Clearing, ring-barking  
  and grubbing 3s. per tree 
Bark-collecting 6d per sheet* 

* Regular but casual labour predominately done by local Indigenous people 

 

Several elements of the wages paid on Ollera since the mid-1840s persisted 

into the 1890s. At each quarterly settlement sums ranging from 5s.0d to 10s.0d were 

collected, on a ‘voluntary’ basis, to support the hospitals in Armidale, Maitland and 

(later) Bundarra and towards the stipends of successive itinerant Anglican and 

Presbyterian clergymen. During the 1870s these donations also funded the 

construction of both denominations’ churches in Armidale and at Ollera, which had a 

dual dedication, and at Wandsworth.28 Other long-established practices included the 

                                            
27 OSR, Yearly Balance Book, 1865-92, op..cit; A.V. Cane, ‘Ollera 1838-1900: A Study of a 
Sheep Station’, Master of Arts Thesis, Sydney, 1969, pp. 105, 127. 
28 OSR, Account Book, 1841-72, Station Ledgers, 1862-1890, UNERA, A103:V2259 & 
A103:V2260-63 respectively. 
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payment, at the relevant rate, for work other than that for which the individual was 

hired and of substantial bonuses for good work. Premiums were paid for excellent 

lambing results and fines were imposed for poor performance. Examples of the 

former include the payment of £6 as a lambing premium to James Jackson in 1874 

and £5 to John Doak in August 1881 for ‘good work’ at Stewart’s selection, ‘The 

Roggery’. Fines of from 5s.0d to 6s.0d per head were regularly deducted for sheep 

lost or killed because of poor shepherding or drowned by careless washers.29 

The nature of the men’s wages also varied to suit the particular employer’s 

needs. Though, as a matter of necessity and policy, little cash was kept on the station 

and most payments were made by cheque, some wages were paid in both ‘cash’ and 

kind. Donald Stewart’s diaries reveal his increasing dependence upon the practice. In 

January 1878, for two-and-a-half day’s work at Tangley, William Percy was paid in 

tickets to the Armidale Show worth 10s.0d. Two months later a man named Pearce 

earned £14.12s.4d, which consisted of eight sheep at 8s.0d a head (£3.4s.0d) and 

£11.8s.4d in ‘cash’.30 The practice proved to be a particularly useful means by which 

Stewart defrayed the cost of establishing and ‘improving’ his selections on Ollera 

‘run’. While still employed as the station’s principal sheep overseer, he recorded the 

following protracted transactions involving fencing and house-construction.31  

23 Jan 1879: Trying to bargain with Weideman for putting up a fence at 1s.5d a 
rod [5½ yards/15 feet or 6 m] - he to take 100 ewes at 3s.0d, one cow at £5, three 
at £8. 

3 Feb 1880: Weideman has agreed to put up a 3-rail fence at 1s.5d a rod - to take 
100 ewes and three cows at £11 

4 Feb 1880: Delivered 83 ewes and three head of cattle to Weideman 

11 Mar 1880: Delivered 18 ewes to Weideman 

4 Jan 1881: McKay has agreed to build a house and kitchen for £120 on the 
bargain that he takes one horse at £1 and two cows at £5 as a down payment. 

Three years later, in late-1884, when he was farming independently, Stewart made 

similar ‘bargains’ with two employee-selectors.32 

                                            
29 Ibid.; TP, DDS, UNERA, A133:V5637/45 
30 TP, DDS, UNERA, A133:V5636 
31 TP, DDS, UNERA, A133:V5644. Italics added. 
32 TP, DDS, UNERA, A133:V5647 
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30 August 1884: Delivered 130 ewes to George Richards at 6s.0d per head. 

[Total cost £39] Richards has agreed to put up a mile of fence by 3 November- 
balance due in January. (See Agreement in Bedroom drawer)  

16 Dec 1884: Agreed James Jackson will erect three miles of fencing and take 
ewes [sic] as half payment - ewes at 4s.6d; wethers at 7s.5d. 

The terms under which, the worker-selector R.P.McKenzie 33 and an un-named ‘mate’ 

earned £21.4s.0d for several weeks spent clearing Stewart’s latest Additional 

Conditional Purchase (ACP) in 1877, were typically specific. Stewart recorded the 

details in his diary.34 

15 January: Took McKenzie and a mate to Attadale to grub trees - 3s.6d for 
every tree measuring 9 inches through, 18 inches from the surface  - they will 
begin tomorrow. 

10 March: Counted the trees grubbed at Attadale, being 124.  

 A paradox is apparent when the working lives of the Everett brothers’ male 

labour-force are examined. Analysis and comparison of the middle-managers’ diaries 

and the relevant ledgers reveals a work-force characterised by both high mobility and 

overall stability. Introduced in the fledgling stations’ first half-decade and fully 

developed after Tenterden’s purchase in the early 1860s, these apparent contradictions 

feature in each category of employment and employer on the twin-stations throughout 

the ‘long nineteenth century’. Both parties benefited from the juxtaposition. Whereas 

the seasonal nature of pastoral and agricultural labour favoured short-term contracts 

and worker-mobility, stability of employment on the station was encouraged by 

higher-than-average wages, good living and working conditions and sympathetic, 

albeit paternalistic, management. As a result, the squatter-partners and a number of 

employee-selectors on Ollera-Tenterden gained a reliable, often multi-generational, 

supply of labour. However, an important additional and perhaps unexpected benefit 

their employees received from this structural contradiction was increased 

independence. While the balance of power remained with their employers, freedom of 

choice was implicit in the very language in which the ‘agreements’ to work were 

made and the ‘bargains’ over payment were recorded. Even this modicum of 

autonomy was a privilege denied to many contemporary working people.  

                                            
33 To avoid confusion with James Mackenzie this surname has been deliberately misspelled. 
34 TP, DDS, 1877, UNERA, A133:V5640, 
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The mobility and freedom of choice exercised by the Everett brothers’ 

workmen took many forms. These included the location, type and duration of the 

work they performed individually or with family members; some choice of the rates at 

which they were paid; the ability to make minor variations in the quantity and 

composition of their rations and, increasingly from the early 1870s, to choose the 

particular employer for whom they ‘agreed’ to work on the station.35 The principal 

employer was the resident squatter, Edwin Everett, either directly or through his 

management team, the stations’ superintendent, (James Mackenzie), his deputy 

(Ollera’s sheep overseer, Donald Stewart) and their subordinates in the management 

hierarchy. Other ‘private’ employers included Mackenzie and Stewart, each of whom 

hired men to clear, ‘improve’ and cultivate their free-selections on Ollera and an ever-

increasing number of worker-selectors who took up land on the station after 1866 (see 

Appendix H). During the off-seasons, for short periods and without penalty, many of 

the latter ceased paid employment, returning after completing essential work on their 

own holdings. Also, while employed by the Everetts or their senior managers, men 

could work ‘off-station’ as drovers, long and short-distance teamsters or on one of 

several stations under either Edwin Everett’s or James Mackenzie’s aegis.36  

 Thus, by changing jobs, moving back and forth between headstations, 

working on one of the twin station’s three farms (Sandy Creek, the Red Farm and 

Tenterden’s ‘model’ farm) or by choosing either self- or alternative employment on 

the ‘hub’ station or one of its satellites, the Everett brothers’ employees exercised 

significant control over the disposition of their labour. For example, in mid-1878 

Weideman agreed to agist R. P. McKenzie’s privately-owned sheep for six months on 

his recently-selected land, an arrangement from which Weideman earned an extra 

£20. Then, between July and November 1881, when employed by Stewart at Tangley, 

John Doak worked for short periods at Tenterden and on his selection. He spent about 

a week at Tenterden and twice went ‘home’ from Tangley to sow and later cultivate a 

crop of oats. After ‘settling’ with Stewart in November Doak then began full-time 

                                            
35 DDS, 1871-85, op. cit. 
36 These were Cliffdale, Edwin Everett’s privately owned ‘finishing’ station in the Upper 
Hunter and Dinton Vale on New South Wales’ North-Western Slopes. Stations for whose 
management Mackenzie had either private or related responsibility were Copes Creek in the 
mid-1860s, Moredun after 1873-4 and Clerkness in the late 1870s.  
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work for the station.37 He was replaced at Tangley by Tom Heffernan who, among 

other jobs, ploughed Stewart’s land twice and transported two separate loads of 

potatoes his Scots employer offered for sale in Tingha in the following spring.38 As 

free-selection increased steadily after 1875 the general labourer James Cleary and 

‘specialist’ worker-selectors like James Jackson (a fencer/teamster) and George 

Damerel (a dam-digger) ran the gamut of employers on Ollera-Tenterden.39 While 

skill and reliability underpinned the specialists’ mobility, an entry in James 

Mackenzie’s diary suggests that Cleary was not always as dependable. When 

Mackenzie called in at Stratton in September 1881 he found his resident employee 

‘fast asleep, drunk’.40 Like James Mackenzie in the early 1860s, Donald Stewart 

entered into two ‘halves’ agreements in the decade after 1874. Under the first of these 

James Skinner agreed to shepherd 200 ewes from Stewart and Mackenzie’s jointly-

owned ‘private’ flock for three years, in return for which ‘he is to have half the 

increase and half the wool for that term’. When the contract ended and expenses of 

£6.16s.0d were deducted in May 1877 Skinner made a profit of £18.18s.1d from the 

sale of the wool.41 In April 1879, though the contract’s duration is unrecorded, James 

Dickens, whose relative R.J. Dickens was a worker-selector on Ollera ‘run’, made a 

similar agreement to cultivate Stewart’s selection, Attadale.42  

 ‘Halves’ agreements, fencing and hut-building, -repairing and -demolition 

were just a few of the many ways in which Ollera-Tenterden’s workmen earned extra 

money. Some, like Garrett Farrell, James Jackson, Tom Dawson, Paddy Heffernan 

and Stewart himself, owned bullock-teams with which, for a price, they transported 

the station’s wool and supplies to and from Grafton, Murrurrundi, and, as the railway 

inched northwards, to the railheads at Tamworth, Uralla and Armidale, which it 

reached in 1883. When working ‘on-station’ these teams and their drivers and off-

siders were paid to plough and harrow workers’ and worker-selectors’ paddocks, 

draw-in fencing and building materials and, in Stewart’s case, to move the station’s 

                                            
37 TP, DDS, 1881, UNERA, A133:V5644. 
38 T.P, DDS 1882, UNERA, A133:V5645. 
39 OSR, Station Ledgers, 1870-90; DJM, 1875-87, TP, DDS 1875-85, UNERA, A103: V2262-
63,V3052-4 respectively.     
40 OSR, DJM, UNERA, A103:V3054/6. James Skinner agreed  
41 TP, UNERA, DDS, 4 April 1874, A133:V5637 and 22 May, A133:V5639. 
42 Ibid., 16 April 1879. 
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steam-driven threshing machine around the various out-stations and selections.43 For 

such tasks and for local haulage, they were paid £1 per day, while for long-distance 

trips rations were issued or their equivalent cost was advanced. Bullock teams were a 

lucrative investment. When Garrett Farrell sold his to Fraser in 1871 he received £84, 

more than the annual wage of the shepherd of a double flock.44 Other men and their 

families supplemented their income by growing cereal crops, lucerne and hay and 

raised cattle, poddy lambs, pigs, geese and dairy produce, all of which were sold to 

the station. Still others made and repaired boots and shoes, made whips and brooms or 

prospected for tin in their after-work hours.45  

 These, then, were the experiences and attitudes of the men who worked on 

Ollera-Tenterden during the half-decade in which the two highly-respected journalists 

visited New England. However, while these aspects of their working lives were 

shared by both workmen and worker-selectors, their goals differed greatly. While 

some men wanted nothing more than a lifetime of secure employment on the station 

or in the locality, others sought the even-greater and longer-term security promised, 

though not always delivered, by selecting land on the station on which they worked. It 

is to the experience of the worker-selectors on the Everetts’ sister stations between 

1861 and 1910 that we must now turn. As outlined above, the chronology, pattern and 

distribution, location and extent of free selection on the component ‘runs’, the 

selectors’ origins and identity and the outcomes of the massive gamble inherent in the 

process will be considered.  

*  *  *  * 

                                            
43 TP, DDS, UNERA, A133:V5634-45. 
44 TP, DDS, UNERA, A133:V5634. 
45 Ibid. Such men included James Matley in 1869; Hugh Gray, ‘Cameron’ and ‘Old Smith’ in 
1873; Paddy Heffernan’s sons, Patsy, Tom and Alex between 1875 and 1883, Walter Spicer 
in 1881 and Charles Willis in 1880. 
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Figure 13: Wool Waggon Outside Ollera's Old Wool Store (pre 1925). 

 

 

Figure 14: Land Boundaries, Parishes and Selectors 
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Between 1861 and 1910 314 different individuals, most of whom were males 

employed on the station, free-selected 524 blocks of land on Ollera Tenterden. 

Although a significant amount of this land was forfeited, rejected on survey, or sold to 

the Everett brothers, this amounted to 129,061 acres or just over 58,006 hectares. 

These original selections represented approximately 90 per cent of the twin stations’ 

total acreage. Indeed, it exceeded the 118,000 acres the Everett brothers held when 

their station reached its greatest extent in 1877-79.  

Before detailing this great ‘unlocking’ of the twin-station’s land, some 

background is necessary. As the map above shows, between 1871 and 1884 the 

colonial government sub-divided the vast squattage in two distinct ways and for two 

separate purposes. First, the adjoining ‘runs’ were broken up into seven complete 

parishes and part of an eighth, which was named Elderbury. Three of these parishes 

lay north and five south of the station’s main watersupply, its central creek-system. 

Reading from east to west, the parishes of Mackenzie, Ollera and Tenterden fronted 

the northern bank of George’s Creek. Facing them on the south bank were the 

parishes of Everett, Skinner and St George. Immediately south of Everett and Skinner 

lay, respectively, the northern quarter of Elderbury and the parish of Williams, both of 

which encompassed Sandy Creek (see map above).46  

The second and perhaps more important change to the status quo ante 

occurred in 1884 when the Land Laws of 1861-66 and 1876 were revised extensively 

to improve and redefine the free selection process. As a result, the squattage was 

divided from north to south into Leasehold and Resumed Areas.47 Thereafter, the 

boundary between the parishes of Ollera and Tenterden in the north and Williams and 

St George in the south separated two categories of rentable ‘Crown’ land, both of 

which remained open to free selection. Under the new Occupational Licence as yet 

unselected land which lay east of the boundary, and thus mainly on the old Ollera 

‘run’, could be leased by the Everetts for five years for grazing purposes only. The 

sibling-partners retained their right of annual lease over the ‘Resumed’ land which lay 

                                            
46 Map entitled ‘Ollera Station and its Parishes: Detail of Parishes and Categories of Land 
Tenure, 1906’, Everett Records privately held at Ollera Station, Guyra, NSW.  
47 C.J. King, An Outline of Closer Settlement in New South Wales: Part 1 - The Sequence of 
the Land Laws, 1878-1956, Sydney, 1956, pp. 99-100. I have followed King’s description 
closely.  
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west of the boundary. If and when the squatters failed to exercise either right, vacant 

land in either newly-declared area could be auctioned or put to tender.  

However, in Ollera-Tenterden’s case, the Land Laws of 1884 merely endorsed 

a process that had been underway on the station for more than a decade. Indeed, from 

the very beginning, free-selectors concentrated upon Ollera Station rather than 

Tenterden. There were several important reasons for their choice. Foremost was 

better-watered and more-fertile land with whose potential many of the long-term 

shepherd-selectors were familiar. Closeness to the head-station’s facilities and, in 

particular, to the main northern road which formed the Everett-Skinner and Ollera-

Mackenzie boundaries as it headed north from Armidale through Wandsworth to 

Queensland were also very important.  

Despite the eight blocks around the newly established townlet of Wandsworth 

that were taken up, mainly by Everett employees and almost certainly with Edwin 

Everett’s involvement in 1861, free selection on the recently-enlarged ‘run’ did not 

get underway in New England until 1866. By December 1869, a total of sixteen men 

had free-selected land on the station. Fourteen of these men, only three of whom were 

‘independent’ selectors, selected land in Ollera Parish, another chose Everett and the 

last preferred Williams Parish. They were followed, during the following three years, 

by ten more employee-selectors. Six of these men selected land in Ollera Parish. Two 

of the others, one of whom was James Skinner, selected land in the parish which soon 

bore his name and two took up land fronting Sandy Creek.48  

This set the pattern of free-selection on the twin-stations. In the thirteen years 

after 1866 the radical process occurred mainly in Ollera Parish, which contained both 

Wandsworth/Limestone and family enterprise’s centre of operations, the headstation 

for which the parish was named. The three exceptions lay in the well-watered parishes 

of Everett, on the south bank of George’s Creek opposite Ollera parish and Williams, 

the remaining central parish which enclosed Sandy Creek on Ollera Station’s southern 

boundary. In the eleven years preceding the introduction of the revised Land Laws in 

1885 the three central parishes bore the brunt of the ‘rush of selectors’ on the 

station.49 During this period a total of 95 men applied for 189 selections. 23 were in 

                                            
48 Parish Maps, op..cit. 
49 OSR, Letter, John Everett to James Mackenzie, 23 April 1879, UNERA, Access. No. 
pending. 
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Ollera, 85 in Skinner and 81 in Williams. Another 68 men chose land in the three 

eastern parishes, 62 of which were in Everett, 24 were in Mackenzie, and 16 in 

Elderbury. Only thirteen of the 170 workmen who selected land on the twin-stations 

during these years chose land in the far more isolated western parishes. Nine of the 

thirteen took up land in Tenterden and four in St. George.  

Between 1886 and 1900, as suitable vacant land grew scarce in the central 

parishes, only 23 selectors took-up land there; 12 chose Williams, 7 selected in 

Skinner and 4 in Ollera. Instead, 46 men selected in Everett, 24 applied for land in 

Mackenzie and 3 chose Elderbury. The focus was also shifting westward. While 

Tenterden attracted 11 new selectors, 13 men took up land in more remote 

southwestern parish of St. George. Then, in the final decade of the fifty-year period, 

another 9 selectors chose land in Williams and 5 others selected in Mackenzie. In all, 

91 of the 314 selectors who took-up 514 selections on Ollera-Tenterden during the 

half-century acquired 58,495 acres in 200 lots in the central parishes. Another 65 

individuals took up 17,781 acres in 157 lots in the eastern parishes and the remaining 

102 people selected a total of 42,308 acres in 173 lots in Tenterden and St. George. 

As a result, by 1891 the Everett brothers’ once vast ‘run’ had been reduced to ‘more 

than 18,000 acres’ which, despite the huge reduction, John Everett described as ‘still a 

good bit of land’.50 Indeed it was most of the station best. By 1902, after more than a 

decade of economic depression and crippling drought, this had fallen even further to 

12,689 acres (see Appendix I).  

The following table shows the number of selectors, lots and the acreages 

taken-up in each of the eight parishes during the half century after 1861. However, the 

low figures for Ollera and, particularly, Tenterden and Elderbury parishes, need 

further explanation. In the parishes of Ollera and Tenterden, by means of a series of 

‘freeholds, Conditional Leases and Annual Leases’, the Everett family and their 

superintendent James Mackenzie had secured most of the best-watered land.51 

Although Elderbury, the more accessible of the two parishes that were closest to the 

northern railway which reached them in 1884-5, was the most heavily selected of the 

eight parishes, almost three-quarters of its land lay outside Ollera’s southern border.  

 
                                            
50 OSR, Letter John to Arthur Everett, 5 February 1891, Access. No. pending. 
51 Ibid 
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TABLE 8: The Pattern and Extent of Free-Selection on Ollera-Tenterden, 1861-
191052 

Parishes: Ollera Skinner Williams Everett Mackenzie Elderbury St George Tenterden 

Selectors 45 87 64 87 50 23 16 22 

Selections 70 99 111 90 88 33 25 42 

Acreages 11,157 18,407 25,671 21,506 18,766 3,793 21,464 12,848  

 

   

One further aspect of the chronology, pattern and extent of free-selection on 

Ollera-Tenterden remains to be examined. It focuses upon the years in which free-

selection reached its peak and considers their impact upon the station as a whole. By 

1875-76, the initial trickle of free-selection on Ollera ‘run’ had become a wave which 

broke twice over the station in the following twenty years. This represented 18,687 

acres in 89 lots in 1878-79, 13,361 acres in 120 lots in 1880-82, and 10,785 acres in 

116 lots in 1883-85. The wave crested again in 1890-92 when a further 51,187 acres, 

comprising 102 lots, were selected. Little wonder that in 1893, with the station deep 

in drought and heavily overstocked as a result of his own misjudgement, Edwin 

Everett doubted that he had enough land left on which to support the venture’s sheep.  

 While we have so far divided Ollera-Tenterden’s male workforce into two 

broad groups - employees and employee-selectors - the latter group can itself be sub-

divided using the names under which their selections were registered. As well as 

selecting as individuals, some men also took up land in the names of family-members, 

while others used only their own name. Between 1866 and 1910, of the 126 people, 

almost all of whom were male, who took up land on the station, 85 were single-

selectors. In selections ranging from 39 to 7,564 acres, they held a total of 55,422 

acres in 175 lots. The remaining 41 men, who registered their own and family-

members’ names, acquired 60,568 acres of land in 591 lots which ranged in size from 

220 to over 10,000 acres. The table below shows the acreage selected by the two 

                                            
52 OSR, Parish Maps, Counties of Hardinge and Inverell (re Tenterden), District of Armidale, 
Eastern Division of New South Wales: Parishes of Ollera, 1880 & 8/9/86: Skinner 13.4, 1882; 
Williams, 17/11/1906; Everett, Feb 1882, 11/2/89; Mackenzie,1968; Elderbury, 11/2/1889; 
Tenterden, 12/7/94; and St George, 30/9/89; Parish Maps, NSW Crown Land Administration 
Maps, Bathurst. op..cit  
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groups in each parish. However, as the total acreage exceeds the earlier and probably 

more reliable total by 3,657 acres, explanations are again necessary.  

Several reasons can be given for the discrepancy. They include differences of 

more than a decade in the dates on which the surviving parish maps were published 

and problems structured into the system - in particular, the clause which, until 1884, 

permitted land to be selected, registered and occupied before survey. Bad enough in 

itself, this problem was exacerbated when the colonial government’s few qualified 

surveyors were swamped by the flood of eager free selectors. Delays of from several 

months to several years led to widespread uncertainty and confusion as men either 

sold or exchanged selections, forfeited them in favour of others, or were evicted from 

one or more of their holdings. Some like Hugh McKay who, after an increasingly 

virulent boundary dispute was evicted by Mackenzie and Stewart, took the matter to 

court. (He lost.) Some double-counting is therefore unavoidable, as multiple claims 

were made for the same or overlapping areas of land. Yet, despite these qualifications, 

the table provides valuable insights into the progress and extent of free selection on 

the twin-stations in the half-century to 1910. 

 

TABLE 9: Free Selections per Parish: Ollera-Tenterden, 1861-1910 53 

 Families Singles Totals 

PARISH Famil
ies 

Mbrs Lots Acres Select
ors 

Lots Acres Select
ors 

Lots Acres 

Ollera 

Skinner 

Williams 

Everett 

Mackenzie 

St George 

Tenterden 

Elderbury 

8 

3 

8 

12 

5 

3 

4 

* 

17 

36 

29 

31 

20 

13 

12 

* 

55 

80 

97 

82 

39 

31 

42 

* 

7,019 

10,711 

18,985 

16,688 

4,330 

13,592 

6,133 

* 

11 

14 

7 

16 

11 2 

10 

8 

8 

31 

75 

25 

29 

8 

31 

41 

1 

3,603 

8,693 

6,686 

5,368 

4,916 

11,872 

12,751 

1,530 

17 

17 

15 

28 

16 

13 

12 

8 

311 

75 

122 

111 

48 

62 

83 

15 

10,622 

19,407  

25,671  

22,056 

9,346 

25,464  

18,604  

1,530 

Totals 43 158 426 77,458 85 275 55,419 124 827 132,710 

 

                                            
53 Parish Maps, op. cit 
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In total, the maps of Ollera-Tenterden’s eight parishes contain the surnames of 

76 different selectors. 24, who took up a total of 75,427 acres, selected as members of 

a family. The remaining individuals, who selected 54,632 acres, registered only their 

personal name. 9 of the 76 selectors took up land in from 3 to 5 of the twin-station’s 

parishes, 19 in 2 and the remaining 48 in only 1 parish. The 24 families took up 

holdings ranging in size from as little as 220 acres to almost 11,000 acres. The three 

members of the Parsons family, who were among the earliest selectors in Ollera 

Parish, acquired the most widely-spread acreage. However, their total of 3,880 acres 

in 5 parishes was surpassed by the Dawsons, whose 10,807 acres made them the 

largest selector-landholders, and five other families. They were the Jacksons with 

9,216 acres, the Camerons with 8,507 acres, the Willises with 6,173 acres, the 

[Donald] Stewarts with 6,057 acres and the McDonalds who held 5,685 acres. 

Together these seven families held 32,313 acres (14,689 ha) in from 2 to 4 parishes. 

The largest single selectors were Ferguson and Mulligan, who held 7,564 acres and 

3,018 acres respectively. A further 15 men held from 1,000 to 2,000 acres and the 

remaining 34 men in this category acquired from 160 to 698 acres (see Appendix I). 

 With the exception of Charles Willis, who selected in the names of only two 

family members, the men who acquired most land had something in common, a large 

immediate and/or extended family. This characteristic goes far to explain Tom 

Dawson’s position as foremost land-accumulator. Not only had he a wife and twelve 

children in whose names to select, Dawson also had five brothers who spent time 

working on Boorolong, at Saumarez Ponds on the outskirts of Armidale and on 

Ollera, where several also took up land. A large immediate or extended family was of 

incalculable benefit to the acquisition, development and retention of a large 

landholding. Although the possession of both these benefits may make Dawson’s case 

exceptional, David Williams selected in six family names, while Hugh Cameron and 

Donald Stewart each took up land under five names.54 Large dependent families not 

only represented a guaranteed source of unpaid labour, they were a means by which 

the three years’ residence which was obligatory on each new CP could be more easily 

accomplished. For several years, while Stewart ‘did residence’ on either Attadale or 

Aurangura (The Roggery), his wife and younger children lived permanently at 
                                            
54 L.T.W. Lane, ‘The Bedford Chapel at Saumarez Ponds: English Settlers in New England’, 
M. Litt Thesis, UNE, 1990, pp. 1-20. Among other GJE employees with large families were 
David Judge with 12 children, Hugh Kelly with 13 and James Mackenzie with 10.  



124 

Tangley. Meanwhile, his son John Alexander and his elder daughters Ann and Jessie 

lived on their respective selections, where each tended a flock of Stewart’s ‘private’ 

sheep.55 Like Mrs Catherine Jackson Stewart, in 1881, Mrs Mary Anne Garner 

Dawson lived with her children on the selection at The Falls, which John Everett 

complained ‘would spoil our [out]station’.56 Dawson himself was ‘doing residence’ 

on another of the family’s many selections.57 

 Two closely-related questions arising from this examination of free-selection 

on Ollera-Tenterden remain to be answered. Which was the most closely-settled 

parish and why? Williams, with 122 separate selections, attracted more selectors than 

either Skinner which contained 98 or Everett, which had 111. Why? Although Skinner 

contained Brushy Creek, the main tributary to Georges Creek, and Everett was almost 

as well-watered, Williams’ attraction lay in its greater distance from either head-

station. As the most distant central parish from either headstation, Williams was thus 

the least important of the three to the ‘fortress’ from which Everett brothers would 

defend and extend their property. Possession of Brushy, Roggery and Frying Pan 

Creeks and their headwaters was integral to the success of this plan. Thus, with a 

frontage to Sandy Creek, and good and potentially more secure land available for free 

selection, Williams was the most attractive central parish. 

*  *  *  * 

Case studies provide further valuable insights into the lives of the rural labourers on 

Ollera-Tenterden in the years in which the two journalists made their observations. 

The experiences of Donald Stewart, Isaac Spicer and five less successful fellow 

selectors provide a representative cross-section which permits conclusions to be 

drawn as to the reliability of the visiting journalists’ ‘eyewitness’ accounts. 

Membership of the management-team, combined with obvious intelligence, shrewd 

good judgement and hard-headed ambition made Donald Stewart, whose case will be 

considered last, the most successful of the five exemplars. According to a list of 

landholders drawn up in 1902, at Tangley (the renamed Roggery), Stewart possessed 

5,748 acres of land in one block in the parishes of Skinner and Everett (see 
                                            
55 DDS, op. cit. 
56 OSR, Diary of John Everett, 1881, UNERA, A103: Accessioned but still to be catalogued. 
57 DDS, op. cit. 
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Appendices D and J). However, he was not the largest landholder on Arthur Everett’s 

list. His fellow ex-employee selectors, James Jackson, John McDonald, P.M. McKay 

and Thomas Garner Dawson exceeded him with 8,300 acres, 6,120 acres, 6,013 acres 

and 5,783 acres respectively.  

Although Isaac Spicer held only 908 acres in 1905, the Everett-assisted 

immigrant from Wiltshire represents the group of hard-working, long-serving 

workmen who held from 900 to 5,000 acres in 1902. Interestingly, with 4,064 acres, 

James Mackenzie’s widow and adult sons were among the largest landholders in this 

category. Ownership of 1,458 acres of land on the old Ollera ‘run’ meant that Arthur 

Everett was also included.  

John Edgar, Thomas Lane, James Holt, Archibald McFarlane and John 

Weideman represent the many selectors for whom, for various reasons, the process 

proved too difficult. Many of the men who gambled and lost in the free-selection 

stakes, did so because they were unable to afford the high cost of ‘improvements’ to 

land which was often too small, infertile or insufficiently watered. Lack of sufficient 

cheap family labour or misfortunes like death, accident or illness also caused 

selections to be sold or surrendered. One wondered which of these misfortunes 

elicited this chilling entry in Donald Stewart’s 1884 diary, ‘Went from Tangley to 

Skinner’s - one cow there - poverty’.58 Many of those who had so far been luckier 

went under during the economic depression which coincided with the long run of very 

bad seasons which characterised the quarter century after 1880. However, the five 

chosen men faced a different challenge. While one apparently survived, the remaining 

four lost their land to a powerful neighbour.  

The choice blocks selected by Edgar, Lane and Holt which fronted either 

Georges or Brushy Creek were ‘purchased’ as part of the protective ‘fortress’ the 

Everett brothers were creating along the main water-courses. Though ultimately not as 

wholly successful as his employers, Donald Stewart, the large landholder with whom 

McFarlane and Weideman had to contend, was just as defensive. Both men selected 

land adjoining Tangley, which Edwin Everett sold to Stewart in 1876 and to which 

the sheep-overseer was granted permission to move with his family in 1878. 

McFarlane, who sold his 100-acre block to Donald Stewart in 1881, remained there to 

                                            
58 TP: DDS, 21 July 1884, UNERA, A133:V5648 
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shepherd a flock of his new employer’s sheep. However, things did not go as 

smoothly when, in December 1884, John Weideman selected 40 acres on, or very 

near, Stewart’s boundary. Perhaps Stewart’s recent retirement as Ollera’s sheep 

overseer meant that he was no longer seen to be as potentially powerful. On his part, 

Stewart was almost certainly feeling the pressures of his new role. Anxious that 

Weideman and number of similar selectors who, in coming ‘too close’, would prevent 

his expansionary plans, the newly independent grazier wrote to ‘Mr Johnson’ for an 

exact description of the 40-acre block. Then, a month after Weideman took up his 

new land, Stewart went into action against the young adult son of a German family of 

employee-selectors. In the event, Weideman not only withstood Stewart’s bullying 

tactics but stood up to his previous employer. Stewart’s diary records his activities 

and Weideman’s response.59 

1885 9 Jan: I told Weideman I am going to remove the improvement on his 
selection. 

21 Jan: Wrote to Mr Blackman about McFarlane’s 200 additional 
acres. 

6 Mar: Did not see any signs of residence on John Weideman’s 
selection.  

8 Mar: [Sunday], John Weideman’s or Pryor’s dray was seen on his 
selection, but no sign of residence. 

19 Mar: Looking for [daughter] Bella’s lambs - saw John Weideman 
at Tangley - I asked him if he had the bark off the hut close to his 
selection - he said he did - I told him he ought to ask for it – also told 
him he forfeited his selection as he did not reside thereon within the 
three months. He told me it was soon enough now - What did it matter to 
me? 

The reason it mattered to Stewart appears at the end of the long list of new selections 

in the parishes in which he held land which begins the 1884 diary. The three entries 

reveal just how competitive the land rush was. 

 .  Nov 27: Donald Stewart  353 acres P. Skinner 

Dec 4: John Weideman   250 acres P. Everett 

  Dec 19: Jessie Stewart   60 acres P. Everett 

                                            
59 DDS, 1885, op. cit. Emphasis added. 
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Although he held the least land in his group, Isaac Spicer represents those 

small- to mid-level selectors who weathered the difficult late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries until and beyond 1914. Many of these men increased their 

acreages at the expense of their smaller and thus more vulnerable neighbours. 

Although Isaac Spicer was not among them, his experience is typical, not only of his 

fellow Everett-assisted Wiltshiremen, but of the thousands of landless immigrants 

who began as penniless rural labourers and ended as landholders. His records also 

provide valuable insights into the variety of work performed by the station’s labour-

force and to the opportunities offered by its modified ‘family economy’ system.60 

 Isaac Spicer and his wife Mary Ann were members of the largest group of 

immigrant families the Everett brothers brought from Wiltshire.61 Early in 1854 the 

six young couples and their eight children, six of whom were aged between one and 

three, left England aboard Java on a voyage which has become a bye-word for poor 

preparation and bad management of immigrant vessels. So appalling were the 

conditions they endured on the overlong voyage that its diarist, Henry Knight, wrote, 

‘I wish I had never come on Board this vessel to see my Children starved’. Thus, 

when the Ollera-bound party finally reached Sydney, one woman and four infants in 

their group had died. Although John Phillimore, who lost his whole family, was 

hardest hit, Isaac and Mary Ann Spicer lost their infant children, three year old Henry 

and Fanny, aged one.62 Though the reason for the Spicers’ failure to travel ‘up 

country’ with the rest of the party is unknown, the now childless couple remained in 

the Sydney district, where for twelve years they lived and worked on the Macarthur’s 

estate at Camden.63 The absence of any reference to this matter in Ollera’s records 

and in the Everett’s letters ‘home’ suggests that they did so with their sponsors’ full 

agreement. However, no doubt to honour the long overdue debt to the Everetts with 

the three years’ labour that he had promised, Isaac moved his wife and children to 

Tenterden in February 1866 where he began work as a general ‘hand’. Fifteen years 

                                            
60 See Chapter Five. 
61 OSR, ‘[List of] Emigrants sent out to Ollera New England NSW by the Messrs G.J & E 
Everett’, UNERA, A103:V3052/39.  
62 A. Hassam, No Privacy for Writing: Shipboard Diaries, 1852-1879, Melbourne, 1995, pp. 
12-36. 
63 Information provided by a great-grandson of Isaac and Mary Ann Spicer.  
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later, he took up the first of five contiguous selections close to Tenterden’s Five Mile 

shepherding station, where the family had lived and worked for many years. 64 

 As well as providing further evidence of the skills possessed by a typical rural 

labourer on the twin-station, the record of Isaac Spicer’s earnings reveals important 

reasons for the success of so many of his fellow employee-selectors; the ability to 

save and the operation of the ‘family economy’. While the present discussion 

addresses the first two reasons, the next chapter examines the significance of the third. 

Two examples, almost a decade apart, present his earnings for two consecutive 

periods. The first two year period covers 1866-68, when he began work on Tenterden. 

The second, for the three years 1873-75, deals with the years leading up to the 

station’s first land-rush.  

 Between February 1866 and the beginning of March 1868 Spicer earned a 

total of £163.15s.6d. Of this, £138.12s.0d was for labour on both Edwin Everett’s and 

James Mackenzie’s behalf. He received the remaining £25.3s.6d for extra work. 

‘Breaking’ a horse earned him £1, £1.4s.0d was for mowing 4 acres, £22.6s.0d for 

washing sheep and for four months’ other work at the Washpool, 7s.6d for a day or 

two’s shepherding and 6s.0d ‘for rope’. During the same period two of his sons 

earned £33.1s.9d. The elder lad earned £27.1s.9d (£24 as a shepherd and £3.1s.9d ‘at 

the hay’), while the younger boy was paid £6 for six weeks’ shepherding and for 

‘lambing down the strong mob’. Mrs Spicer also contributed, earning £1 as one of 

Edwin Everett’s washerwomen and 15s.0d as a shearers’ cook. This sum brought the 

family’s total earnings for the two-year period to £192.12s.3d. When their store 

account of £77.1s.0d (which included the £16.11s.0d the Everetts paid for their 

transport from Camden) was deducted, the family earned £115.11s.3d nett during 

their first two years on the station. 65  

 The second, longer period runs from March 1873 to the end of September 

1875. During these two-and-a-half years, by shepherding three flocks, two of sheep 

and another of rams, Spicer and one of his sons earned £243.15s.0d. Then, with some 

assistance from the same, no doubt elder, son, he added £29.0s.8d in extra work, 

bringing his total earnings for the three years to £276.15s.8d. When the £8.5s.2d his 

                                            
64 OSR, Station Ledgers, Feb 1865-Aug 1870; July 1870-Sept 1875, UNERA, A103:V2261-
62.  
65 OSR, Station Ledger Feb 1865 to Aug 1870, UNERA, A103:V2261. 
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younger son, Walter earned ‘at the lambing and in the [shearing] shed’ are added, 

over the thirty months the family earned £285.0s.10d. Having settled their store 

account of £122.0s.10½d, which included payments of £4.10s.0d to a Building 

Society and £3 to churches and hospitals, the family’s nett earnings for the period 

were £122.9s.5d. Such savings were far from unusual. The consistent ability to save 

and plan for a better future goes far to explain the demographic of the free-selectors 

on Ollera-Tenterden. As members of the station’s labour-force these gamblers on a 

better future settled on the land on which they worked.66  

 While Donald Stewart also gambled, the odds for him were far better and the 

outcome all-but certain. For twenty-five of the fifty years under discussion, as the 

Everett’s third-in-command, the strong position from which he played was reinforced 

by Edwin Everett’s whole-hearted encouragement and support. Although Stewart’s 

powerful position decreased somewhat after his retirement in 1883, this dour, self-

motivated, purposeful grazier-businessman never lost sight of his goal - to increase 

and defend his landholdings. While the present discussion permits only a brief survey 

of his many interests, a full, in-depth study of his life and work is in preparation. For 

the moment the focus will be upon his acquisition of land and other ‘real’ property 

and upon his activities as a ‘private’ businessman.  

 Between 1872 and 1883, when he was employed as Ollera’s sheep-overseer, 

Donald Stewart acquired 3,242 acres in 32 selections in the parishes of Skinner and 

Everett. Eleven blocks (1,264 acres) were free-selected under his name and a further 5 

(730 acres) were purchased from three men. Edwin Everett gave him his start on 

Ollera when he sold Stewart 2 blocks (360 acres) of his privately owned land fronting 

Sandy Creek. The remaining three blocks were bought from adjoining neighbours. He 

bought 270 acres in two blocks from Charles Willis Jnr and, as we have seen, a 100- 

acre block from Archibald McFarlane. This brought Stewart’s personal tally while 

still in the Everett brothers’ employment to 1,994 acres in 16 blocks. During the same 

eleven years he selected another 16 blocks (3,390 acres) in the names of four elder 

children, his son John and his daughters, Anne, Isabella and Jessie.67  

 As an independent mixed-farmer, between 1884 and 1891, Stewart took-up 

another 3,282 acres in 14 selections. 2,094 acres in 8 lots were selected under his 
                                            
66 OSR, Station Ledger, July 1870-Sept 1875, UNERA, A103:V2262. 
67 Parish Maps, op. cit. 
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name, while the remaining 6 lots (1,188 acres) were taken up in John’s, Jessie’s and 

Bella Stewart’s names. In the twenty years between 1872 and 1891, by free-selection 

and judicious purchase, Donald Stewart and his family had acquired 6,424 acres (48 

blocks) of some of the best land on the old Ollera ‘run’. Nor was this all. With future 

gain in mind, in the early 1870s he bought four town lots in Armidale which he rented 

to successive small-businessmen. Two were in Faulkner Street and two in Brown 

Street. During 1872, for the same speculative purposes, he bought 40 acres of ‘tin 

land’ on Copes Creek. Then, in 1876, Edwin Everett sold him ‘the Big House’ at 

Tangley, on whose surrounding 200 acres he began farming privately.68  

 During the 1870s Donald Stewart entered into several partnerships with his 

co-workers on Ollera. Impossible without Edwin Everett’s support and probable 

involvement, in 1871-2, with Thomas Jackson, David Judge and Hugh Kelly, Stewart 

formed a ‘Company’ which prospected for tin in several promising spots along 

Tenterden’s creeks and in New Valley. In October 1872, a few months after he joined 

a company of hopeful tin miners at Copes Creek, Stewart bought the previously 

mentioned ‘tin land’ there, meeting the surveyor on site in the following May. 

However, as the diaries make no further mention of either mining venture, neither 

appears to have been successful. 

 But the joint-flock partnership into which Stewart entered with James 

Mackenzie proved profitable, as did his previously mentioned ‘halves’ agreement 

with James Skinner. In April 1874, having each contributed £75, the two men bought 

400 GJE sheep at 7s.6d a head which were shepherded on their private land by 

successive Ollera workmen and shorn, for a price, in Ollera’s shed. A year later, at the 

partnerships’ first sale, their jointly owned flock’s wool returned £115. Then, in 

December 1877 when their flock numbered 2,819 sheep, eighteen bales of their wool 

returned £135.10s.11d on the English market. A few weeks before the partnership 

ended in April 1874, Stewart paid £65.15s.5d, or 3s.9d a head, for Mackenzie’s share 

of the season’s lambs. When they dissolved their partnership, from which each man 

took 1,775 sheep and 434 weaners, Stewart paid £82.7s.6d for Mackenzie’s weaners. 

Their flocks now separated, the men continued to do business together. In April 1879 

and 1880, Stewart bought at total of 705 of his former partner’s sheep. The first 105 

cost £30, which was to be paid ‘after shearing’. The second, a flock of 600 ewes, cost 
                                            
68 DDS, op. cit 
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him £189. By the end of 1880, when Stewart owned 2,970 sheep, the 2,059 animals 

which were shorn produced fifteen bales of wool which returned £315.11s.0d at that 

year’s sales. His livestock returns for 1881 show that he owned 2,262 sheep, 16 

horses and 54 cattle. When he left the Everett’s employment eighteen months later, 

Stewart possessed 3,242 sheep, 12 horses and 54 cattle.69 He was well on his way to 

prosperity and independence. 

 Stewart was just as successful a farmer as he was a grazier. From the mid-

1860s he grew crops of wheat, oats, lucerne and hay which he sold to the station and 

its employees. Sheep, bullocks, milking cows and horses were sold on the same 

internal market and to buyers in Armidale and the surrounding district. The services 

of his rams and mares and even his best working dog were also purchased by the 

station’s employees and selectors. But potatoes were Stewart’s staple. Depending on 

the customer, the two large crops of several different varieties which were harvested 

each year were sold, by the bag at from 9s.0d to 12s a quarter, by the hundredweight 

or by the ton and delivered to the station, to Armidale, Bundarra, Tingha and, in the 

early to mid-1880s, to workers on the nearby railway line. For example, in June, 

1882, at ‘£6 a ton delivered’, Tom Heffernan took a load of potatoes to both John 

Moore’s and Richardson’s stores in Armidale. Like Mrs Spicer, Stewart’s wife, 

Catherine, also contributed to the family’s finances. With her younger children, she 

raised poultry for meat and eggs, raised pigs and cured bacon, tended fruit trees, 

harvested and bottled honey and made cheese, all of which were sold to above-

mentioned markets. 

 Though this discussion of Donald Stewart’s activities provides little more than 

a snapshot of their extent, it demonstrates both his acumen and ability to save which 

funded his drive to succeed. Another incident reveals his unbreakable spirit. In June 

1883, just three months after his resignation from Ollera, Stewart fell and broke a rib 

while working in his garden. As his diary tells us, despite severe pain during the next 

fortnight, he kept working.70 

 June 1-2: Working in the garden - suffered much at night from my fall 

3: Rubbed Eucalyptus Oil on my broken rib - rather easier in the day - kept in 
the rocking chair all night with very little sleep 

                                            
69 Ibid. 
70 DDS 1885, op..cit. Emphasis added 
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5: Felt my chest rather more burdensome. 

Feeling ‘moderately well’ he went back to work, spending the next three days drafting 

and branding several hundred sheep. Clearly, he did too much too soon: 

 9: I put in a painful night 

10: Felt rather uncomfortable - great pain in my chest and back and with no 
rest at night.  

11: Worked a little in the garden - slept moderately well - Chest rather irritating 
- rather uncomfortable in the morning. 

13: Severe frost - I was mending trussles [trestles?] etc - still with pain in the 
chest - almost unbearable - can’t keep still or acknowledge my hurt.  

14: Sowed wheat at The Roggery - I feel moderately well in the day time but 
painful at night - I was mending bags - put over 1½ bags to the acre. 

Over the next week Stewart’s condition gradually improved until, a week later having 

‘slept well last night’ he resumed his full workload. Like his fellow Scot, James 

Mackenzie, Donald Stewart was a truly remarkable man. 

Having reached the end of this close inquiry into the experiences and attitudes 

of the men who lived and worked on Ollera-Tenterden during the years in which the 

visiting ‘experts’ wrote the paragraphs with which this Chapter began, conclusions 

can be drawn as to their accuracy. As is only to be expected, being governed by the 

restrictions and innate biases of the society and period into which he was born, each 

writer had a highly subjective view. Trollope, the cultivated Englishman, who may 

have seen only what he expected to see, produced a highly superficial and ‘top-down’ 

account of a transient and barely civilised rural workforce. Though he too gilded the 

lily, Lyne came closer to the truth. As it does for many other pastoral properties, this 

lies in Ollera Station’s records, which portray a mobile but stable workforce which 

possessed both the ability to save and to choose the type, location and provider of the 

work they performed. In particular, these men gambled on the chance to settle down 

and make their homes on the land on which they worked. Their families contributed 

greatly to the achievement of this last and ultimately most important goal. It is upon 

their contribution that we must now focus. 

 



133 

 

Figure 15: Ollera Headstation c.1890, UNERA, A103:V4481. 


