QUEENSLAND FAMILY HISTORIAN

A DROVING STORY -
SHOWING WHERE FAMILY HISTORY RESEARCH MIGHT LEAD

By Pam Garfoot!

There’s a 3x great uncle in my family tree
who did something extraordinary. Of course,
I never met him — he died nearly thirty years
before I was born. But his story is fantastic,
just the same.

Close to one hundred and fifty years ago my
ancestor was part of an epic droving journey
in Queensland. A small party, mostly of men
but with a single woman amongst them,
travelled right across Central Queensland
with a big mob of cattle. All in the team
proved to be resilient, hardworking and
brave. Well, perhaps not all in the team as
the camp cook packed up and left early in the
piece (with all sorts of impacts for the other
drovers!). But the rest of the team stuck it out
in the face of many challenges. Theirs was an
adventurous achievement in what was often
harsh and dangerous frontier country.

The journey took place in 1878, beginning on
the east coast at Waverley Station near St
Lawrence, Queensland. It ended a good
thousand miles to the west at Diamantina
Lakes Station on the Diamantina River. The
route the team travelled forged into pioneer
country so long inhabited by Aboriginal
tribes but little explored, or indeed settled, by
white men. Much of the detail in their
journey, indeed knowledge of its very
existence, is now known to us, thanks to
family history research.

*R*

Five or six years ago the family history
research my sister and I were doing took an
exciting turn. My sister, Elizabeth, happened
upon a reference to an 1878 diary written by
a drover on a long trek across the fledgling
colony.” The drover was our ancestor,
Edward Hayes Talbot, and the brother of
our great great grandmother, Sarah Talbot.
To begin with we were aware only of a basic
catalogue entry for the diary in the Special
Collections area of James Cook University. It

could have ©proved to be quite
underwhelming, or it could have been
something quite significant. We were
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intrigued. What family history researcher
could have resisted the tug of curiosity about
Edward’s diary? Certainly not us.

It turned out to be the latter - something
rather significant indeed. Over a period of
some months we accessed digital scans of the
diary, completed a transcription of it, and
began a lengthy process of research into what
it described. Slowly the story emerged and
delighted us.

The droving journey was commissioned by
prominent Queensland pastoralist, John
Arthur Macartney, who sought to have
1,400 cattle moved from his Waverley run
close to the coast to another of his stations
out west, a massive run in the Channel
Country. Macartney had only purchased
Diamantina Lakes Station two years
previously, with business partner Hugh
Heber-Percy, hoping to establish it as
successful pastoral property in far western
Queensland. It was a very remote place, even
as late as the close of the 1870s.

Settlement across western and northern
Queensland happened considerably later
than that in most other States. At the time of
the droving journey the west of the colony
was home to just a handful of immense
stations, most only recently established and
set within vast tracts of land still under the
traditional ownership of Aboriginal tribes.
Because white settlers had intruded into
tribal lands, many conflicts, often violent and
brutal, were still occurring between settlers
and Aborigines. A white traveller en route to
the Channel Country might rightly fear for
his safety, and Aboriginal people were still
the subject of deadly reprisals by some
settlers and the infamous Native Mounted
Police.

Despite the potential hazards of these
frontier tensions, a small droving party was
formed, with boss drover Tom Kelly leading
it. Talbot was to be his second-in-command
with the rest of the team comprising three
other white drovers, one of them our great
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grandfather, Ted Gooch, and at least three
Aboriginal drovers. Additionally there was a
drover’s cook and, for reasons unknown,
Kelly’s wife rounding out the party. One of
the drovers, Tom Hardy with one of the
Aboriginal drovers as his offsider, travelled
separately with the bulls of the mob. The
main team had charge of the breeding cows
and calves.

Preparations for the droving trip began on
Waverley where the cattle, mainly
Shorthorns with some Herefords®, were
readied. They were branded, inoculated
against bovine pleuropneumonia, and de-
horned in the stockyards. A sizeable group of
horses to be used was selected, and the many
supplies and pieces of equipment required, to
be transported in a dray, were purchased
from one of St Lawrence’s stores. Finally the
team and cattle departed Waverley in early
April 1878 and Talbot began to write in his
diary. His account covered a period of four
months.

Leaving behind a wife and two small
daughters, Talbot wrote often of his
homesickness. But worse than the
homesickness were the team tensions which
became apparent from the very outset of the
journey. Talbot and Kelly, who had not
known each other previously, proved prickly
team mates. Kelly was the boss, but Talbot
felt it was a role that he should have been
given; he had the experience and skills
needed, and was a natural leader to the rest
of the team. Although Talbot kept much of
his resentment to himself, or wrote of it in his
little diary, the other drovers no doubt sensed
the clash of personalities and the niggling
disagreements between the two men.

The first challenge faced by the droving team
was crossing the formidable Connors Range
to the west of St Lawrence. It was no easy
feat urging recalcitrant cattle up the steep
incline and down the other side. But it would
be just one of the many difficulties that
would face them, in addition to a drover’s
usual hardships — long night watches alone
with skittish cattle, the ever present risk of
stampedes, petulant camp cooks, bad
weather, and accidents and illnesses amongst

125

both the droving team and the cattle.
Unpredictable supplies of feed, and scant
water in an era when no bores were available
to cater to travelling stock, added to the
catalogue of potential woes.* The occurrence
most feared by the men was possible attack
by the local Aboriginal people whose land
they were trespassing on and whose
resources they were depleting.

Still, once past the Connors Range, the
country through which the team travelled
was tolerable for a while. They passed
several stations and watercourses on their
westerly progress, but were hampered by the
recent loss of their cook and the subsequent
re-assignment of droving duties amongst the
men. Talbot, who filled in as cook until
another could be found, grizzled at his
additional duties, but at least he had the
competent young drover, Gooch, to take on
some of his own demanding duties as the
team’s horse tailer (the man responsible for
managing the horses which were so vital to
the undertaking).’

Reaching the small mining town of Clermont,
after about three weeks’ travel, was a boost to
everyone’s spirits. Or it would have been,
had the men been allowed to visit the town.
Also there developed the first of many battles
of will between Kelly and Talbot. Talbot had
lost track of two young cattle pups while in
Clermont purchasing stores. Kelly was not
pleased and promised to stop at nothing to
get the pups back. Talbot was directed to
retrace his route, a loop of many additional
miles, in search of the pups. By sheer good
fortune, Talbot’s fellow drover and friend,
Hardy, had found them. One small crisis
averted — many more to come.

In the subsequent days the team travelled for
a short while with two other men, one of
whom was a Sub-Inspector from the
infamous Native Mounted Police. This arm
of Queensland’s police force was notorious
for their brutal ‘dispersals’ of Aboriginal
people in frontier Queensland regions.
Fortunately the drovers saw none of that.

Once more on their own the team made fair
headway but, predictably perhaps, another
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battle of wills between Kelly and Talbot
loomed. Gooch had managed to lose a single
cow somewhere along the way and was
unable to catch her again. He was sent out
several times to catch the missing cow but,
despite being on his retrieval mission for
several days, was unsuccessful.

Kelly would not tolerate the loss of the cow
and sent Talbot back to complete the task.
Talbot met up with Hardy, who told him the
mission was impossible. Talbot knew he
couldn’t return to the team empty handed
and, after an exhausting struggle, managed
to return to camp with the cow (two, in fact).
It was a pity that there was other trouble on
Kelly’s mind by then — ‘poison bush’, an ever-
present danger to grazing cattle. This
journey was not for the faint-hearted.

Of all the tribulations faced by the droving
team, the one they faced next and through
most of 1878 was perhaps the most
challenging. As they travelled on towards the
Belyando River the weather turned.
Persistent rain meant that not only were the
drovers and the cattle wet through and
miserable, but the ground over which they
were moving became a quagmire. For the
horses and cattle this was bad enough but the
dray, which carried most of their supplies
and in which Mrs Kelly travelled, could
barely move through the mud. The river and
other small watercourses were flooded and
sheets of water continually impeded their
movement. Progress was painfully slow and
everyone’s spirits were low.

As the dray fell further and further behind
the rest of the team and the cattle, Kelly
assigned Talbot and Gooch to getting it
through. Several days passed where the trio
(Talbot, Gooch and Mrs Kelly) were on their
own, enmeshed in a perpetual ordeal of
bogging and digging. Many times the men
needed to pull the heavily laden dray from
the mud by their own efforts as the horses, by
this stage, could not. All were exhausted.

In time the weather improved, the team was
reunited, and they were travelling through
better country. Much of what would usually
have been very arid land was, by late May,
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looking green and providing good feed for
the cattle.

However, they were still only about one third
of the way through the trip and in country
few of them knew. More troubles beset the
team: Kelly and his wife were both ill, one of
the Aboriginal drovers left the team (later
returning, but not until after Talbot had been
blamed for his disappearance), and there
were endless problems with the cattle. One
of their hard-working horses met with a
serious accident and was left behind with the
young drover Marris to temporarily watch
over him. To add to it all, eight horses
escaped. Talbot was sent to retrieve them
and, although he was successful, the ill-
feeling between him and Kelly continued.
Talbot was beginning to feel he could no
longer work with Kelly.

After passing Lake Galilee, in drier times a
salt lake, they traversed the enormous and
legendary run called Bowen Downs Station.
Much to Talbot’s disappointment the
station’s boundary rider directed them away
from the station so they saw little of the
famed run. The weather was turning much
cooler by day, and by night was bitingly cold.
Now they were entering never-never country.

Mount Cornish Station was their next
destination but again they were diverted. So,
onwards they slogged, alongside the
Thomson River, and past the newly
established township of Muttaburra. It was
about here that Kelly left them for a short
while to accompany his wife back to Bowen
Downs where she would await the team’s
return. The possibility of unpredictable and
sometimes dangerous conditions ahead must
have concerned them. Conversations with
various other drovers and teamsters they had
earlier met along the way did not help. Talk
of attack by Aborigines fuelled their fears and
the men understood Mrs Kelly’s situation.
They missed her just the same.

Water sources were unpredictable and their
route haphazard while they headed to
whatever water they could find. Their route
passed Ambo, Camoola, Darr, Evesham and
Vindex Stations, all the while seeking out
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water for the cattle. After Vindex they
reached Bladensburg Station, another
property recently acquired by Macartney.
Sadly the property had a shocking history of
massacre of Aboriginal people, as did many
other places in Queensland.

After passing through Elderslie Station, the
team turned south west with their cattle.
They were now in the remote Channel
Country where the major rivers, including
the Diamantina, formed confusing braided
channels across vast open plains.

After a few days’ travel down the Diamantina
they met up with Heber-Percy who had
ridden from the station to meet them. He
was pleased with the condition of the cattle.’
But then he turned the world upside down
for Talbot. Talbot was not to travel on to the
Diamantina Lakes Station with his droving
colleagues, but instead to return to Elderslie
to take charge of a driver-less bullock team
bringing much needed supplies south to the
homestead. Talbot was not enthusiastic. He
had no experience of these particular
bullocks and it would take all his skill as a
bullocky (one of his former occupations) to
deliver the team safely.

Although Talbot did not record much in his
diary after this point, it’s clear that he
eventually delivered his wagon load of
supplies. The cattle also made the trip
successfully. It had taken them a long four
months to reach their destination.

Afterwards the team gradually dispersed.
Most, including Gooch and Marris, headed
back towards St Lawrence. Some may have
stayed on at Diamantina Lakes to work for
Macartney — perhaps Hardy and some of the
Aboriginal drovers. Macartney never took up
residence there, leaving Heber-Percy to run
the station. In time it became an impressive
place, running many thousands of cattle. In
1909 Macartney sold Diamantina Lakes
Station to cattle king Sidney Kidman’ and
later retired to a comfortable life in Brisbane.

If Talbot had not seen Kelly after the journey
it would hardly have troubled him. But to
Talbot’s regret, he and Hardy may never have
seen each other again. Hardy went to work

for Macartney on one of his Northern
Territory stations but died there, soon after
being speared by Aborigines.

Talbot, of course, returned to his young
family. Over the subsequent years he and his
wife became parents of several more
daughters and a son. Perhaps it was one of
his several children, a distant cousin of ours,
who kept his little droving diary tucked away
somewhere. Eventually, in poor condition,
the diary was donated to James Cook
University in the 1970s. Few had ever looked
at it until Elizabeth and I began our project.

Recently the university undertook a much-
needed conservation of the diary, stabilising
its deteriorating iron gall ink and treating its
crumbling pages.? Now that it is in better
condition, Elizabeth and I hope that in telling
of our great uncle’s adventure we will shine a
light on a story which deserves to be
recognised as an important part of
Queensland’s pioneer history.

Often we reflect on how our family history
research led us to something quite
remarkable. Something that definitely
deserves some moments in the sun.

Endnotes:

! Capricorn Drover: from Waverley to Diamantina
Lakes Station in 1878 1is the recently published
book by Pam Garfoot and Elizabeth Conway
(available at

https: //www.digitalprintaustralia.com/bookstor
e/non-fiction/historical/capricorn-drover.html).
Elizabeth Conway collaborated in writing this
article. The book follows their family history,
Making Them Real: finding a Queensland past,
which was published in 2012 (available at
https://www.digitalprintaustralia.com/bookstor
e/non-fiction/historical/making-them-real-
finding-a-queensland-past.html).
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2 James Cook University, Special Collections,
Talbot Archive TAL/Diary/1, Location 102R,
Talbot diary, 1878.

% ‘peak Downs district’, in Rockhampton Morning
Bulletin, 30 April 1878, p. 2.

4Many good descriptions of the drover’s life have
been written, including in ES Sorenson, Life in the
Australian backblocks, Whitcombe & Tombs,
London, 1911, and in HM Barker, Droving days,
Rigby, Adelaide, 1972.
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°H Sawrey, Memories of a Ringer, in The
Stockman: Australian outback heritage,
Lansdowne, Sydney, 1984, p. 16.

® Stock movements and state of the country: upper
Diamantina, in The Queenslander, 3 August 1878,
p. 568; Upper Diamantina, July 2, in Brisbane
Courier, 3 August 1878, p. 7.

! Queensland State Archives, Item ID26446 File -
pastoral run - Diamantina Lakes, 1899-1928.

®ron gall ink : the ink of kings, monks and poets
on the 50 Treasures Youtube Channel, viewed 26
August 2021,

https: //www.youtube.com/watch?v=0ZkNb 2T
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WRITING THE FAMILY STORY:
HOW DO | ORGANISE MY INFORMATION?

At the May 2023 meeting of the QFHS Writing Group, the members discussed how to
organise family information specifically for a writing project.

The first thing our writers suggested was to
create a timeline to assist in sorting your
information and clarifying the sequence of
events. A timeline gives you something
concrete to look at while writing and
indicates where you may need additional
research. There is no one way to formulate a
timeline. You could compile a master
timeline with all the significant events for
your writing project, a timeline for each
person or family in your work, or a combined
timeline for the central characters. Some
writers like a timeline for each chapter of
their book.

Create your timeline in an application such
as Microsoft Word or a spreadsheet. This
way, you can begin with basic details such as
birth, baptism, marriage, death, and burial,
then interpolate other information as you
find it. You can then add details, such as
when the person would have begun school or
become eligible to vote, along with other
facts, such as occupations or places of
residence. If you wish, you can add screen
clips of newspaper articles, directory entries,
website mentions or anything else (together
with the website reference). Consider the use
of colour codes if you have a composite
timeline. You may want to include a timeline
in your book, perhaps in an appendix, to help
your reader sequence information.

You can use spreadsheets to create visual
displays of people’s life spans. If, for
example, a couple had many children and
some died in infancy, a visual timeline can

128

show how their lives overlapped. You can
make visual displays by having a column (or
row) for dates, then a column (or row) for
each person and using different colours to fill
the relevant cells.

Use your family history software to print out
a family tree for the people in your story to
have something you can refer to. If your
software does not do what you specifically
require, try compiling a bespoke family tree
on a spreadsheet, printing it on A4 paper,
and gluing the sheets together. Do not forget
to add family trees to your text to assist your
reader.

Organising your information depends on the
work you are preparing to write. If you are
writing a short piece and know your subject
matter well, you may not need much
organising. You may find the story writes
itself in your head. If you are writing a longer
work, you will find ideas come to you while
doing other activities—mowing the lawn or
walking the dog. Jot these down on your
phone or in a notebook for future use.

Your family history will undoubtedly have
two or more people with the same names. To
help with the writing process and assist your
readers, distinguish between people of the
same name by numbering them or adding
life spans or suffixes, such as senior or junior.

If you plan to write a book or more extended
work, consider arranging your material—
certificates, timelines, other documents,
images, etc.—in folders or bundles relevant to
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