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NOTICE TO ACCOMPANY "DAIRY OF R.M. WATSON". 

This account of settlement in the Gu.lf Country, 

specifically on Gregory Downs Station south of Burketovm, was 

written by one of the Watson brothers who made the trek up 

from the south with cattle. The Watson family is a well known 

pioneering family in north Queensland; another branch of this 

family took up land in the Coen-Laura District of Cape York 

Peninsula in the 1880's (Merluna Station). 

It should be noted that this was not the original 

settlement of Gregory Downs Country. This country was first 

taken up by J.G. MacDonald in the early 1860's, but was 

abandoned, as Watson says, because of distance from markets. 

This Journal came to me on loan from Mr. L.K. Blackmore of 

"Chester11 , Clandulla, New South Wales, who is a nephew of one 

of the Watsons. He noted that there should be more records 

somewhere but that they were left with Burns Philp Trust Company 

and he does not know what became of them. He does have a 

Ledger of the Gregory Downs Station dating back to 1902 but 

it is in poor repair. The Gregory Downs property has thus 

been in the one family for over 80 years; there would be few 

properties with a longer record of occupation by one family 

in northern Queensland. It should be noted, however, that for 

many years it has been in absentee ownership. 

F.H. Bauer. 



DIARX 

OF 

.R, M, WATSON 



About September 1873 Harry Dererns and I went from 

f;!elbournc to Rockhnmpton in the Florfmcc Irvine ond Bror.zi:minc And 

then went to Clermont v1herP 1.'le boucht horses ?nd gear to tr.:ivel out 

to Arrit1ac and to Dovrnn Dawns and Tit. Cornj sh . !Irr. Kerr was r:nnn.:_:ing 

BoVJen Downs and I.Ir . Edk.ins Et . Cornish . \le v;ere looking for country 

··nd vie followed the Vlestern River to the ~unct1on of D5.ar1~nt:l.na. 

\/hen staying a feVT days at llJt. Cornish, I noticed thq t :r .~rs . 

Edkins kept several whfte coats h~nginc in the entr~ncc to the h0usc 

for visitors to use ~hen at rre~l~, co~ts bcin3 littlP used by ccn 

in the back of beyond. Also her two baby sons r1urc put into c:ilico 

bags at nj.cht to keep the mosi_uitoes off . 

Lir. Edkins told tis o.bout n v10nc1.E.rful rw1r~.Lrc._, rivE.:r up Horth 

in the Gulf CotU1try called 11 The Gregory", :·rnt ,de \'!ent ~nd lncl [, look 

at the Upper DiamantiLa country. 

When following dovm the Vies tern 1-::Lver, v1hich runs into the 

Dj :n•ontina at Conn 1 s Hole we came to a camv y;here i'Ja11.--i ce had 

s0tt.led to forn Elderslie Station. We v1ere told here that when the 

men who came out with the teams which broueht rations and general 

goods camped here, they saw sevcr9l blncks in the timber, and the 

men in charge caught their horses and cleared for Mt. Cornish 

miles away. The b~acks then graduelly appro3ched and not being dis

turbed, pulled the loading about and made little heans of flour, 

sugar, salt etc., alJ about the camp - not 'mov!ine what these thin:s 

v1ere. 

It was re1)orted to tlie 1,Ja ti ve PoJ.j ce at ArE.t'.'.lC, ·when an 



Inspector Carrol and black troopers ca~e out : nd slau~htered all 

the males they came across. 

We went down the Western River to the junction of 1.'/okin,:h·1m 

Creek and the Diamantina River and on to a l~rge wsterhole called 

Conn's Hole, where we cane to I.:essrs. Crosthwaite and Tetley, who 

were camped here with c.'.3..ttle on their way to stock and take up Rock

lands Station on the Georgina River, Barkley Tableland, within 5 

miles of i'Jhere the Township of Cnmooweal W"lS nftervnrds started ".l.nd 

now stands. (One of the arty died near, and v1as buried here). A 

Mr. Nat BuchanQn (comnonly called "Bluey") W3.s pilotinG this ~)nrty 

out to the Barkley Tableland country. Wben c2 · ped vlith Crosthwajte 

and party the dingoes were very plentiful and we poisoned a good ma ny 

and noticed that a number of black Gins who tnd lo ..... t their menfolk 

who do the hunting for food, were very hard up for food, so they used 

to collect the poisoned dingoes and take them to their camp. 

From this camp we v1ent down to the L0\'.1er D:tamantina and 

spent Chr:tstmns on Bri ~hton Downs with the Eaw:ieer, lfir. Fopkir:s . We 

found the country very promising and a very fine inaterhole or lake 

at the homestead. 

I think we paid a deposit on this Station, but afterwards 

f01md this fine waterhole Vias lost as the survey showed it was 5 

miles from the Briehton Downs boundary on Cork Station, so the 

deposit v:: ' s forfeited. 

We then went up the River to the Fp1.:er Diariantina and found 

it all splendid open eountry, but badly watered; although v!e found 



several fairly good v::c1terholes in the n:any branches of the river, 

none was permnnent. 

From Brtehton Downs to the hend of the Diamctntir.a River 

there was no settlement or stock of any ki~d and we were told we 

were the fifth whites on it. 

We decided to occupy a big scope of thls country, but I 

thj_nk a Mr. Rankin had taken it uv, and we got it from him. Vic 

then started back to Mt . Cornish. We stayed a day or two at the 

car.ip at Elderslie on the Vlestern River, where a Mr . Ov11en was in 

ch8.ree, and we saw the grav€ of one of Crosthwaite':: party who was 

killed here. There were no roads in this land in those days, so we 

were glad to follow the wheel tracks made by the teams that came 

from ~.It . Cornish to this Elderslie Sta ti on c.:tmp. 

We rode south by Tambo, Blackall and Roma to Dalby and 

solo our horses and outfit there, and took trnin to Br5sbanc and 

boat to Melbourne . I think the coastal boo.ts in those days VJere 

about 500 tons. AnyVJay, they rolled and dived about most awfully. 

Their funnels were nearly always white with dried spray. 

(Some of these A.s.N. boats were "Florence Irving", 

11Ranelagh" "You Yongs 11 and "Victoria"). 

On returning to our old hone '"Na lwa 11 on the Upper 11urray, 

Victoria, Mr. Derepns left the proposition, so my father, S.G. 

Watson, of Walwa and Tiltaldra Stations got a Mr . Price Fletcher, 

brother to the Chancellor of the Adelaide University, to take charee 
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of the expedition to the Upper Diamantina, and we three brothers -

P.S., H.F., and R. M.W., left Melbourne by A.S.1'!. boat to Townsville, 

North Queensland, where we made our start for the Gulf and Diamantina 

in 1876. We bought horses here, mostly rejects from mobs that had 

been sold during many months. We stayed several days in Townsville 

at a wooden pub called the Queen's Hotel till we got things re0dy 

for the trip. The Bank of N.s.w. was opposite, where the Customs 

House now stands. Flinders Street was mostly a track then through 

scrub to a pub called "The Rising Sun" Hotel, where we got our 

horses together and put the different pacl-:s and saddles on them. 

Some of the horses were very troublesoMe, bucking off the packs and 

sometimes a saddle or two. Luckily the yard of "The Rising Sun" 

was substantially built. Of course a crorrd of young fellows con

gregated around the yard to see hov1 the Victorian "new chums" would 

shape will all these outlaws of horses. Anyway, we had brought our 

own saddles which we used in Victoria, w:i.th us, so were able to 

deal with most horses, and some of the lookers on must have been 

disappointed, for they made nasty remarks and nearly caused a riot, 

but our boss, Fletcher, turned it into a joke by tellj_ng one of us 

to bring Jesus Christ along and put a pack on him, so I went and 

caught a horse, being the worst-looking one in the mob. He had 

long hair, lop ears, and a hanging under-lip, and so caused quite a 

sensation when led into the yard and turned the bad feeling to fun. 

Ue travelled out across the range to Dotswood Station, 
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where we met the owner, Mr. O'Rourke, who to1c1 us thr~ liz:irds v1here 

we were going were a foot between the eyes. 1:/e bou~llt from him 900 

odd mixed cattle (DOT brand) which had been started out to Roc~:ood 

Station, also belonging to Hr. O'Hour ke . ,,ie took delivery of this 

moh and st3.rted out for the Upper Diamantin:'l. 

Before starting the cattle, Fletcher and I ~ent over to a 

Station called Tower Hill and bought some bulls, and v1hen returning 

with them to Rockv·ood, Mr. Thornton, ovmcr of ToY1er Hill , came too, 

and we ha·d :t dry camp the first night. I rcmer.ber tho.t v:hen gotng 

on watch I kicked the quartpot of tea over , nnd 1Ir . Thornton flew 

off the handle and told me I would never be any good in the bush, 

and many other things, so next day we had to do a perish until 

evening when we came to some water in a little hole. 

Shortly after leaving Roc:~wood St~i tion with the cattle we 

saw waterholes covered with ice till 9 a.m., a th:lnt; none of us had 

ever seen before, even in Victoria in winter. 

From IloclMood we went to Colloden Creek, (very fine country) 

and followed 1 t for some days to v1here ·:Jo~rin~'.h2-m Creek junc tioncd. 

There was very good green feed and bluebush at ~okJncham Cree~ and 

a fine large lagoon, so we camped therefor three or four days . 

Thousands of flock pigeons used to cor:i.e j_n for a drink (they v10uld 

fly into shallow water and drink) and we shot many of them. We 

also got lots of young gnlahs and found thcr11 good en tine ..-~ fter 

living on salt beef for months. The green feed seemed to bring 

pleura out in the cattle so we stL~rted up the D:iPniantina to take up 
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cotmtry after·wards called "Kynw1a" . 

H.F. Wn tson wo.s sent down to Coric on Lower Di rtm.~ntina, 

to buy a dray and horses, snd as there was no rogd, and the river 

had a dozen little channels, he crossed the river vJi thout 1<'110\·Jing 

it and got bushed for ten days and nearly perished . 

We went up river to where a J.Ir . J.:j_les had taken up country, 

3.nd a Mr. Urquhart, ':t nd Paddy the horse n11d a hi:ilfcaste boy had 

formed a camp. They called the .Place "De.G"wrth" Station . \le formed 

a carnp and cnlled our country "Xenephon Doi:ms 11
• It w:ts :-3.ftcrw.:irds 

c:illed "Kyntma". At our camp there was a good vn terhole, but o.fter 

the ca. t tle had been wa terine at it it bec:~~1e very muddy and un

drinl~nble, then another s nall hole we kept for co.r.p use got spoilt 

by hundreds of dingoes and pel1cans going into it. The din •;oes tool: 

l :L ttle notice of us, unless the wind blev1 from us to then, when they 

would stop suddenly and turn and run avmy. The d1ngoes v1ere so 

numerous that when a bullock eot bogged one evenening and we v1ent 

DfJXt morning to cut some be0f off h:lm, ·we found just the bones of his 

legs stickint; out of the mud and the skull ten to t,1elve yards away. 

Mr. Fletcher was a wonderful man for travelling single

handed through the unknown bush by compass, and was most of his 

time exploring the country ahead of us away from the rivers and 

creeks. 

Raymond, our new chtun, left here and rode back by himself 

to find a track for us to Mt. Cornish and we th0u3ht he would never 

be seen again. A good chap. When calli.ng one to go on w.'.1tch he 
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would say - "Arise, and watch the timid cov1s repose 11 t 

After we had decided to le'1ve the Upper Diamantina, 

Fletcher set off to discover a way over to the Flinders River and 

after some d.ays he returned and told us he had strucl~ a creek, 

afterwards c~lled "Rupert's Creek11 , and came on to a lRrge water

hole, I think about 20 miles from the Dimantina. Fletcher dis

covered this Hole through corrillas, as a silvery cloud formed by 

them settled down on the creek, and Fletcher rode to them to sec 

what they were. 

We left the Diama.ntina at 4 p.m. one day and drove the 

cattle till 8 p.m., when Fletcher, Harry Vh tson, Nixon, Raynond 

and Tolfree took on the horses to the nev:ly-<liscovered creek to 

pitch a camp, have tea, and then come b::tck to cnttlc and let Sidney 

Via ts on and me go in and camp till morning, as it was our turn for a 

night in. Well they could not fi.nd the waterhole till r.iorninc so 

Sid and I had a night's wqtching to ourselves. 

In making for the Flinders we ca me onto some very fine 

country with two waterholes near each other at the junction of two 

creeks. '!le camped here and reckoned we would take this country up 

but after· being there for some days a p E1 rty came along with a mob 

of cattle and told us they had applied for this country, after

wards called "1Iaxwellton". Their names were Gordon & Scott. 

As one had to declare country stor.;' .ed before taking it up, 
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these people really had no right to it. They reported good country 

down Alex Creek, where we made for, Rnd on the way came to a camp 

belonging to Bundock and Hayes and run by Tom Brady as an Outst~tion 

to Richmond Downs. Fletcher then rode on to Norr.ianton to the lands 

Office to apply for this Alex Creek country, cnlled "Nelia Ponds", 

and we three stayed with the cattle. It v.;as here vrn first saw blacks 

in the Gulf country - a lot of gins and one big boy who continu:::lly 

called out piccani~y. From here we . sent a man called Nixon back to 

Cork on Lorner Diamantina for a dray and 3 draught horses - ::tlso our 

bullock dray come with our loading from Townsville driven by Ned 

Tolfree and Nixon. 

We crossed Alex Creek after passine a wonderful waterhole 

called Mini mere, and went on to the Flinders River, folUld it a very 

dry river, with waterholes along the bed someti .".:les many miles ap:.lrt. 

When followinG down this river we GOt our ftrst rains, being hec:i.vy 

thtmderstorms with plenty of wi:1d, the latter splitting up our tent 

and everything getting wet. We had storos for three nirhts and PS 

only three of us were with the cattle and horses we were too tired 

to watch on the third nig '.! t, so let the cattle go, and to our sur

prj se at daylieht next morning we saw the whole mob about a qu.:-1rter 

of a mile out on the plain. From this v1e learnt t hat it was only 

necessary to watch the cattle till 1 a.m., as they stayed on camp 

without being watched after that hour till daylighto 

One night a traveller came to our camp on bank of Flinders, 

a Mr. Cuthbert, who had taken up country on the Saxby River called 
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"Saxby Downs". He gave us some sugar and flour as we had run out 

of tucker, exc~pting beef, which would only keep one day. Cuthbert 

told us he had put a Mr . Marks on to country lower down the Saxby 

now called "Bunda Bunda". 

Wh:Oe at Nelia Ponds our cattle fattened. We built a yard 

Rnd hut and settled down for l? months . The road from Richmond 

Downs to Cloncurry went through our country nnd ?. 11ail once a month 

was run by Pat Brady from Richmond to Cloncurry. We were alv1ays 

glad to see him, mostly to hear wat the date was. 

After being at Nelia Ponds some conths llr . Fletcher decided 

that we should move on to the Gregory River. He brought some 

strychnine back from Normnnton with l1im and we poisoned a heifer that 

had died and durine the night some 70 dingoes were poisoned. They 

kept coming nenr the cattle on camp and some of the cettle would come 

to the edge of the mob and horn the dying do~s. 

In the morning our narrow waterhole was full of dead dogs, 

so we had to shift camp up the creek. After cutting out the cows 

wj_th calves too young to travel, Fletcher, Sidney and Harry started 

the main mob North to the Gregory, and J.B. Spencer and I stayed at 

the camp to look after these cattle that were not fit to travel. 

rfuilst here, Mr. Harry Shadforth and his son Bob passed through 

with 900 WY heifers from our birth place "Walwa" on the Upper r.:urray 

in Victoria, and has been on the roads for 10 months. They kept 

along the bank of the Flinders River, 4 miles away from my cnmp on 
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Alicks Creek, and I didn't know they had passed until one day I saw 

a cow br~nded WY (our old hone brand of Walwa) . 

My first dose of fever and ague found me without any 

medicine, and I lmcw nothing about the disease. Took nothing for 

weeks till G.J. Scrutton came along and gave me quinine and salts. 

C.J. Scrutton went with the Jardines to Cnpe York from Rockhampton 

in 1865. He was a partner with Gibson in Taldora but being of a 

very restless nature, took 500 heifers as his share, and he and 

Courtney took up some country on Julia Creek on Dalgonally Station. 

I could not get rid of the fever and :1gue and hearing 

that Donald T.Iacintyre of · Dalgon3lly had sor1e pills tho t \•1ould cure 

fever, I rode across country 60 or 70 miles, over beautiful rolling 

downs covered with Mitchell grass to Lov1er Julia creek, and followed 

it down to Dalgonally. A Mr . Ferguson was Manager and he gave me 

some of the pills (podophylin) and they were effective. Anyway, I 

was able to ride back again after four days. Afterwards a Mr. 

Colliss who went through with cattle to take up country on Li Creek 

- afterwards called "Inverleigh" - had the fever so I gave him my 

little bag of pills to take a few . 

Mr . Price Fletcher, P.s. Watson, H.F. Watson and 2 other 

men had a tedious trip to the Gregory River, having no roads to 

follow and always having to look ahead to find water and camping 

places. 

On arrival at The Gregory River they were surpr1.sed at the 
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cleanness of the runni.n13 water and the 10'1ely Cabbage Pal::ns, 

Leichlnrdt pines, and huge ti-trees. They chose a c1mp on hi.gh 

land ne~r a good crossing place on the River and turned the cattle 

across the river on t11e Western side. 

After six months on Alicks Creek, J.B. Spencer and I 

started our mob for the Gregory. Vie went down Alex Creek to the 

I<'linders River and through Manfred Downs and Taldora. At l~anfred 

we had to go through a fence to get water for the cattle and a 

r"anager called Knipe and his black stockmer: .-;arJe and tried to hunt 

the cattle away from the waterhole, but they could not get them 

avmy from the nice shady trees along the bole o s the sun was 

scorching hot. 

Some yer.irs ago this man was in ch3rge of my step-brother's 

exnedi tlon up in the Cape York PeninsuJ.a r (GrF.1ndie, Leo, and Eddy 

\'la ts on) wher t> he took up sor:,e worthless cow-1try which wa.s deserted 

later on and they went further !forth of the Coen and Archer Rivers 

and settled on some country they called "t:erltma". 

After leavj_ng :Milluneera we v1ent through Taldorn Station 

afterwnrds rnnn~1ged by a Mr . Menzieo •••• (They '·<'!ere one Station owned 

by Gibson at that time) and on to Spear Creek, through Iffley 

Station, m•med by Percy Walsh. A man with Sc1·utton, with a dray 

and tenm - called Sweeney - joined us here ns he vvas going to 

Normanton. At one camp on Spear Creek an old. man came to t11e camp• 

He was starving, and as I had a wild turkey boiljng in the beef 
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billy, I gave him a mea l of it, but durjng the ni&ht he got up and 

drank a lot of the water the turkey wa~ boiled in, which made him 

sick and the poor old chap died before breai· fast, so we burj ed him 

in a lonely Grave. 

\'le Vient on to a big wn terhole called the 15-mile, from 

Iformanton, and caoped till I went to rTormanton and retnrncd with 

pack horses londed with flour, tea, sugar, and one tin of fruit, 

v1hich cost 4/-. The 15'-mile hole from Iforma.nton is where a pioncGr 

ca 1led Courtney, who 0\'1ncd Te lemon Sta ti on at one tir:.e , and took up 

some country on Dolgonally, Julia Cree, vdLh c .... r. Scrutton - ~ot 

drovmed. He and sone others were hnvir: ;_; n jolly ni ;::ht of it over 

a cnse of whisky which ono of them had brought out fror.i i·~ormanton. 

They went in for a moonlight swim, and in the early mor~ing 

Weatherley saw what he thought was a de~d calf flo1ting on the f a r 

side of the hole, so they all got out their olc1. brH ss-mounted sneider 

rifles and made a target of the object, but luckily they were too 

shaky to hit it, as whilst shooting, the blackboy who was after the 

horses cane cantering over and told them th · t the target they were 

firi~g at was the boss, Mr. Courtney. At the enquiry held at 

Norman ton afterwEtrds all was satisfactorily settled as ther e v1ere 

no bullet holes in the bodyo 

We went from here to :.:agoura Station o·mcd by r.:r. Fetzer 

a very fine old wan. 

At our camp on Spear Cr Ee le two travelJ eirs camped v1i th us, 
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and at night a ftre sprang up across the creek. Of course we all 

thought it was blacks . Anyvrny, the two travellers caught their 

horses, pacl<ed up nnd cleared. It was about 9 p.m. Then a black

boy belonging to SV/eeney snealced over towards the fire and found 

it was a log that had been smoulderj_n~ and tho breeze had sto.rted 

up a 11ttle flame. 

The Flinders and Boyne rivers which we crossed V!here the 

roBd was from Norman ton to Roe lclands, and nftervmrds Camooweal. It 

was here r ·met an old police inspector of blac~ police, called 

Pojndestre. He had a camp on the Byno River and patrolled as far 

out west as Pojnt Parker. He vms afterwards camped on the Gregory 

6-mile, and then up on Carl Creek on Riversleieh. These pollce were 

kept simply to shoot blacks, not only when called to a Station where 

the blacks had been killing cattle, but further out where there vms 

no settlement and the blacks were so much easier to 8et on to as 

they did not know the danger of rifles, nor what these black police 

were after. 

I have seen these police in a scrubby place strip off all 

their clothes and only carry their brass-mounted sneider rifles and 

a belt of cartridges so that the wild blacks would not be scared. 

On one occasion the white Inspector saw a black crawling across a 

little clear patch in the scrib, and thinking it was a wild black, 

levelled his rifle at him and fired, killing him first shot. After 

the blacks had all disappeared, and the Inspector collected his 
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troopers, we fo1m.d that the black Corporal was missine and dis

covered that he was the black the Inspector had shot when he fjred 

at the blackfellow crawling across a clearing in the scrub. 

After crossing the Flinders and Byno Rivers we kept on \'lest 

crossed Armstrong Creek, M. Lagoon, L. Cr eE:k , and Lagoon Creek on 

to the Leichhardt River. None of this country was occupied, frofi 

Magoura to the Gregory River. The Leichhardt was a fjne big river 

with high banks but only big waterholes along its bed. The place 

vrhere we cr.ossed was known as Floraville, where there was a post 

office and pub many years afterwards, ar:d a road wnnt across to 

the Albert River to Burketown (50 miles) and I:essrs. Robert and 

James Doyle took up country from the crossint: up and named it 

"Pomerania", and stocked it with sheep. Sorie miles up the Leich

hardt above this crossing there are some wonderful Falls. It is 

where the Iandsborough Creek junctions. These .falls are of brown 

rock ln a semi-circle and half a mile long with a fall all round of 

about 100 feet. The saltwater crocodile comes up into the fresh 

water beneath these falls. (These reptiles are erroneously called 

"Aligators") 

After this we went a few miles up a creek called "Fiery 

Creek", where there was a permanent roe ky waterhole, lmovm later 

as the Rocky Hole. It is 75 miles from where I ha d to strjlrn the 

Gregory River, and no water between, as I fotmd to my cost, for 

after leaving the Roch.""Y at 3.30 one afternoon and travelling the 

cattle till 1 a.m. next morning to a waterhole that wa.s supposed to 
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be permanent, I found it dry. As the horses were in a bad way I 

let the cattle go and w.ade on to the Gregory, where I found my two 

brothers had a log hut near a goodcrossing of the Gregory River -

the site where Fletcher decided to form the Station. 

After a weeks rest I went back to the Rocky Waterhole, '75 

miles, and found all my cattle thereabouts. I then made another 

attempt to get them across this 75 mile dry stage. We made a start 

at 3 p.m. one very hot day, and kept going till 2 a.m., when the 

leader of the mob was making a lot of noise. On going to the lead 

I found there had been a heavy local thtmderstorm and the plain 

was all bog and puddle holes. We then unpac:' ed the horses and 

hobbled them across for the night, and being tired and worn out 

ourselves we just put our swags down for pillows and lay in the 

mud until morning, not even havine a meal or pannikin of tea. In 

the morning all the cattle were in sight, also the horses, so we 

started them on again for The Gregory, which we reached late that 

nie;ht, not having lost a single beast on the journey or a single 

horse. On arrival we found that Mr. Fletcher had left for the 

south to report to our father that he had landedus on the Greeory. 

He then sold out of his one fourth share of the enterprise for 

£1,200 (I think) so we three Watsons were Jeft to our ovm to si.nk 

or swim. 

I found that the brothers, and a relation of !'letchPrs -

George Cooper, and Walker, had built a loe hut of one big room on 
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the site of the present Gregory Downs Hotel, and Walker was build

ing a stockyard on the west side of the River, where present yard 

now stands. We also built a log hut there. 

All the cattle were turned on to the west side of the river 

and gave little trouble as the feed was good Bnd we only had to 

look after the top end and lower part of the river. Mr. Harry 

Shadforth and his son Bob had delivered the mob of he1fers (900 

out of 1000 started) from Victoria. They drove right through from 

Tintaldra and Walwa on the Murray River in Victoria. This mob was 

put down the river 20 miles on the Western side and we forrr..ed an 

outstation there called the 20-mile. All the stock became so fat 

that it was difficult to get one suitable for beef. A few blacks 

paid a visit to this 20-mile camp one night. They sneaked up to 

the camp and stole beef. Our bullock driver, Bill Davis, who w:::i.s 

camped near the fire, saw one crawling on his hands and knees, 

thought it was a dingo and fired his revolver at it. All hands 

j~ped up and ran to the fire and saw that it was a blackfellow 

that was shot, but at daylight when we went to examine things we 

found that the black had been dragged away by some of his mates. 

Years afterwards I saw the man near Burketovm. He was very frJeht

ened and had an awful scar on his ribs. 

We found we had a neighbour 50 miles to the West. It was 

Frank IIann. He and Mr. R. Edkins had taken up Lawn Hill Station 

ttat had been deserted about 12 yea.rs before by Page and Mitten, 
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with all the real pioneers of that time, had left the country from 

Burketown to the Barkley Tableland and Georgina River on account of 

distance from markets for wool, and no markets for cattle; also 

Burketown, their port, was wiped out by some Eastern disease called 

Yellow Jack - brought by a schooner that arrj.ved there. Those who 

escaped sickness went to Sweers Island and Normanton. 

At this ti.me we had a blackfellm~1 called Drummer - (a 

Kalkndoon), an wonderful man, who was with us for many years, until 

he died. This boy and his mate were caught by the Native Police on 

the Leichhardt and they were to be shot, but luckily Mr. Fletcher 

and one of us came on to· the police just as they had shot Drummer's 

mate, and he was told to walk out on to the plain to be shot, but 

we objected to the execution, and ~fter a lot of argument the Sub

Inspector of Nativf." Police handed the boy to us, but on condition 

that we took him out of the distrjct. 

The reason given for wanting to kill thes-e two blacks was 

because they knew a few words of English so were likely to teach the 

wild blacks some villainy etc. This man Drtm1ner was a wonderful 

chap. He could find anything lost from a horse to a pocket kn~fe 

and never f a iled to do so. After some months Drummer wanted a wife, 

so we went down the river to near the Punjaub St3.tion is now and 

found some gins in a l agoon getting waterl1ly roots and rms sels. 

The poor things were so scared that they would not come out until 

they were nearly frozen or drovmed. 
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Well, we had a look through them and told Drummer to pj.ck 

one but to try and get one with curly hair and small feet (as they 

are the most intelligent). Drummer chose one, put her on his horse 

behind him, and we all returned to the 20 mile camp. This gin -

Louie - was a good woman and settled down straight away . She after

wards had "two children whom we christened Archie and Murray (after 

our two nephews, M. and A. Black of Tarwin, Gipps1and). 

Murray died quite young (about 14 to 20 years old). He 

was one of the most intelligent boys I ever saw. One time, P.s. 
Watson was driving a waggonette and had a little naked 1!m·ray with 

h1m on the seat. P.S. ran ncross n gutter jnr..;t.ecid of going round 

it, which gave a nasty jolt. 

P. S. said to himself "VI ell, I am .g cl~rm fool"! Then 11 ttle 

1Iurray looked up into his face Rnd so id - "Lr.inc think it Boss"! 

It was a great relief to us having t hese two blacks, Drummer 

and Louie. She die our washing and sweepine about the hut, and 

water-carrying, and Drummer dtd the horse-hunting. 

Years afterwards P.S. took Drummer to Walwa, our old home 

on the Upper Murray, Victorja, where our father lived. Drummer had 

a good tirr:e there for some weeks but on his return trip to Gregory 

Downs the schooner from Thursday Island left him at Normanton, where 

he remained some months before we heard he wns there, but we got him 

to the Gregory at last. The poor f'ellow had got a terrible disease 
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and after 18 months suffering he died. We buried him about 200 

yards from his camp at the homestead. 

About 1865 C.J. Scrutton, V/eatherley and Frank Walsh 

(Scrutton went to Cape York with the Jardine Bros., who took ·cattle 

from Rockhampton to Somerset, where their father was Governor of 

that new settlement, '"'fterwards moved to Thur sday IslRnd) came to 

the Gregory with 400 Taldora bullocks, bound for Port D~rwin to see 

if there wns a market as none existed anywhere else v1i t!lin reach of 

us, so we Watson Bros., (3) put in another 300 and H.F. Wntson 

joined the party to take them to Da rwin. (Scrutton l eft the party 

here). They had Drummer nnd Another boy belonr.:Jnc to Hri.lsh , '3lso a 

half more called George. They had a rough trip of 1000 miles and no 

roi:ids, but eventually reached some of the outside di.~17,j ngs and on 

Yam Creek Goldfield found a gre:1 t nunber of Chinese miners, but no 

sale for the bullocks, as Fisher and Lyons, the big men of Darwin, 

hnd the monopoly of the butchering, so the pa rty came to the con

clusion that they would butcher the bullocks ·1nd sell the meat to the 

miners. This they did, but ·were put to a lot of trouble on account 

of the Chinamen being afraid that if they bnught other people 

Fisher & Lyons might refuse to sell to them later on. Anyway, all 

the bullocks were butchered and sold, mostly by the quarter, to 

Chinamen at the different dic; e:i ncs , and the Ch:inose paid up to the 

penny for the lot, mostly in · old dust :'.'Jnd nuggets. The pflrty had 

a very lnrd ti1~e, h£qring fever ancl .::i .zue i n the ca.r.1p all the time 
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one or two being laid up most of the time vlith it. 

When Harry Watson left for Gre3ory Do~ns again it TI3s by 

boat to Thursday Island at midnight. Next mornine at daylight 

DrUJ11L1er came to H.W. and s'lid - "My word, big feller waterhole, 

no see um tree or land anywhere." Drummer could not understand 

where they were till in the Horman River he became quite deli e;hted 

and drew H.F. Watson's attention to a clump of trees and said -

"My word.7 we near Normanton, I see um trees where I been find em 

horses before. 11 

.After wni ting at Thursday Isl::~. nd sone weeks they got a 

chance of going to Normanton, nearly 500 miles, in an open bo~t that 

had to get there to get a telegraph station .(at entr3.nce of Norman

ton Hiver lmown as Kimberley), about a horse-L'lden ship th:>t got 

wrec ked ne~r Torres Strait, the "Rio Costa'' (I think). They had an 

awful trip down the Gulf of Carpentaria to Norr:;ianton, 400 or 500 

miles - it took a fortnight. 

To get back to our StRtion doinGS again - we found grent 

difficulty in getting suppl1es and Normanton was the only port in 

the Gul.f at that time and c1=1rtage was up to £30 a ton, so we had a 

talk to Frank Hann, who had taken up Lawn :m.11 Station, and t:r . 

Harry Shadforth, whom Hann had put on to Lilydale country, 70 miles 

aw.1y up the Gregory River from our country, Gregory Downs, and as 

others were tnking up country all round; Riversleizh by c • .r. 

Scrutton, (and afterwards sold to James and Robert Do~Tle), and 
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Fiery Downs by Scott and Gibson, we dec:tded to get a schooner to 

bring supplies from Tovmsville to where Burketovm used to be. Th1 s 

we did, and when the schooner arrived tl1e loadine had to be put 

ashore on the bank of the River. As there were three of us Watsons, 

it was decided that one of us should stay by the loading till such 

time as teams from all the outlying stations should cone and collect 

their portions. This led to Watsons buildinG and startlng a General 

Store, ang. so resussitated Burketovm aeain , which had been abandoned 

on account of an outbreak of yellow fever (supposed) for 12 years. 

At the same time two men, Fookes and s~m Harris, were on 

the spot to start, but Fookes got killed (drowned) so Sam Harris did 

a bit of carrying from Burketovm, but later on his big 5-horse dray 

ran over him with fatal results. 

Watson Bros., decided to get a blacksmith and wheelright 

to come to the new settlement, ns many carriers were coming in from 

the surrounding country as far out at the Darkly Tableland. Sooe 

had teams of 30 horses and some had bullock teams, the wagons re

quiring attention, especially the v1heels, on account of the hot dry 

climate. They had a Smithy shop erected, and got 11ichael Kelly (a 

wheelwri5ht) to come. As there was little to do when the te::ims had 

all started out, Kelly reckoned a pub vrnuld be a good thi:ig for him 

and the district, so P.s. Watson had an iron house put up and let 

Kelly have it free on condition that he attended to the rnendin~ of 

any waggons requiring his attention. This lasted about six months 
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when Kelly found the hotel took up as much of his time as he wanted, 

to P. S. W. had to get rid of him and let the Pub and 3lac ks rd th 1 s 

shop to a man called Macine.rney, who turned out to be a great 

succes~ and was a grent help to Burketown for r.iany yeci.rs afterwards. 

Now that the country was all taken up to the Barkley 

Tableland, down to the Georgina River, up the Leichhardt to Kamil3roj 

Station and the La.wn Hill River and Gregory River (Burketovm being 

the po.rt) ._different business people became interested in the place 

and started businesses. 

One nan, 1Jaurie Read and wife, settled down near the Store 

to start an Hotel and brought all the necessary requirements from 

Normanton by schooner. He had a German (Baedertcher) with him. 

Then a man called Tor.i Coffee sent a lot of stuff alone to start 

another Pub, his wife coming by boat with the c;oous, and he c:ime 

overland from Normanton with his horses. 

Both these part:les rieged up iron sheds and sold drink to 

the many carriers and drovers coming t o get rations and loadingo 

When Tom Coffee arrived he found a most unfavourable state 

of affairs at his wife's shanty . He straie;ht way tried to drown his 

cares in drink and became very unmanageable, started t o destroy his 

property by using an axe on cases of whisky ahd other stores. He 

also smashed up any trunks belonging to his wife. 

At this time I was looking after Watson Bros. Store, as 

P. S.W . had to go to Normnnton to see a Doctor as he had been very 
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run down with fever and ague for months. 

Coffee got so dangerous that I had to get a st~ckman, who 

happened to be sober, to give me a hand to chain him up. This we 

did, and I gave him a nip occasionally till he recovered. He 'then 

offered me all his goods that had not been destroyed, mainly corrug

ated iron, and a very good billiard table, which he had started to 

operate upon with the axe when we tied him u9. This table was at 

the Com~_1erc~al Hotel, Burketown, till 1934 and still shov11ed the axe 

cuts on one side of it. 

Just about the day I bought Coffee's goods, his wife made 

a claim on him, so I lent her ? blacks and a dray to take what she 

wanted from her camp. She took what she wanted and told me we could 

do whnt we liked with the rest. I then stArted to collect what I 

had bought from Coffee, when she reckoned I was robbing a lone woman. 

She pointed a revolver at me, which was shaking so much I thought it 

might go off, so I ducked behind some sheets of iron and pulled out 

my big Colt revolver. This frightened her so much that she dropped 

her weapon and ran over to Read's shanty, where she had taken her 

goods. 

I picked up her revolver, so things settled down for a time. 

The next day she was in the Store to get some cheese which she said 

she had overlooked when claiming her property the day before, when 

who should be seen approaching the Store but her husband. She at 
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once ran back to the storeroom and Coffee came in. He was r elating 

to me a lot of history, not too favourable, about his wife. She 

heard the conversation and rushed from the back store with a toma

hawk in her hand and made a chop at her husband's head, but I 

pushed her on to one side and the tomahawk hit Coffee on the shouldez 

He then got into holds with her and I pushed the pair out of the 

door and they fell to the ground. Coffee got hold of her hear with 

his teeth~ when I interfered, and told him he was eating the woman . 

He then bit the lobe of her ear off and swallowed it. 

After this these parties left Burketown in different 

directions and I heard that the wife's brother shot Coffee dertd, 

w~s arrested, and on being taken in the train from some Western 

township to Brisbane jumped out of the train and was killed. 

Then Read started playing up, reckoned he would shoot 

Baedertcher (who was our bookkeeper in the Store) the flat-footed 

Dutchman. One night the German was to camp at the loading left on 

the bank of Albert River, in order to ·watch it. He made his bunk 

in against some cases of kerosene, but as I heard Read say he would 

get him that night, I would not let Baeder tcher sleep there. It 

was just as well he tqok my advice for in the morning we found 

several bullet holes in the kerosene cases alongside where the bed 

was. The next night the German and I were sitting on some sawn 

timber alongside the store when Read walked past us and fired his 



revolver at the German. The bullet went between our heads and 

through the corrugated iron wall. I pulled out my revolverand 

handed it to Baedertcher, but he would not use it. 

The next day when I told Read he nearly shot ~e, instead 

of Baedertcher, he apologised , and said he would yet shoot the 

flat-footed German. I told him j_f he did it would be premeditated 

murder all right. He said "Lend me paper and pen and I will show 

you ii;' it, will be premeditated murder". He then wrote that he in

tended shooting the German and handed the letter to me. 

I wrote to the Commissiouer of Police, Brisbane, telling 

all that was going on and enclosed Read's note. 

Some little time after this a serEeant, Mr. P. Synnott, 

and two policemen, were sent to Burketown. This was in 1882. Then 

Read left without having shot the German. I think he purchased a 

schooner and tried to do a bit of smuggling. 

Burketovm went ahead about this time and two Hotels were 

started; Kelly ran one. He was the man Watson Bros., put into the 

first pub built in Burketown at its second start, and Synnott and 

Macinerney had the other. Aplin & Brown started a big store, also 

Burns Philp, and Raff & Co. 

We moved the goods out of our Store to Gregory Downs to 

the present site of the Gregory Downs Hotel and Store, a.nd started 

a Pub and Store. It was the spot we first settled and built the 

homestead on when we arrived on the GreGory River, but travellers 
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became a nuisance so we moved the HoMestead across the Gregory 

River, where it still remains. 

We put Baedertcher (the aforementioned German) in c~arge 

of this pub and store, and he did a good trade, but "did" Wats on 

Bros ., too, to the amount of £3,000. We then sold the business to 

aMr. Clark, who took a partner, Mr. Campbell, who came as a Clerk to 

Burns Philp and Co., and afterwards had a business in Thursday 

Island. 

They afterwards sold to Bill and Mrs . Barrett, the latter 

having run the business till her death in 1934. 

In 1881 I went south for a holiday as I had suffered a 

greqt deal from fever and ague . I rode into Normanton and waited 

for a schooner called the Red Rover, which went to Thurs~_ay Island. 

We c".\lled at Sweers Island, where a family by the name of Mc 

had lived since old Burketo•m was deserted. The owner of the 

schooner Mr. , or "Long" Brown, bought some sheep at Sweers Isln.nd 

and put them in the hold. Next morning he was awfully surprised to 

see a lamb that was born at night and had a long tail. I told him 

they nlways had long tails but he would not belive me and said that 

there were millions of sheep in Australia , and did I mean to say 

thnt all had to have their tails cut off. 

On arrival at Thursday Island we stayed at Mr . Brown's 

house as there was no Hotel, and I think the only other pl9ce was 
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Burns Philp 1 s Store. l'v!rs . Brown, many years l'.3. ter, took charge of 

the baby that was rescued from the wreck of the Quetta , and kept her 

till she grew up. 

I still had the fever and ague (malarial) and was glad 

when a British India steamer called en route to Melbourne. 

In those days everyone in the district would have this 

fever and ague, sometimes for six months. Quinine would not cure it 

but Berkley & Taylor's nixt.Ul·e ·\, 01.~lrl. 

Ir. 1884 there were great sounds from the North West like 

big explosions, then one day we saw about a dozen naked black gins 

approaching our house. They were waving branches. Vle tolcl Drurm1er, 

our blackboy, to go and see what was the matter and he found that 

these blacks had been fr:i.ghtened by the loud explosions o.nd had 

chanced coming to the whites' camp. 

When they found that we were frjendly to these gins, up 

came 7 or 8 blacknen. Drummer then got them to camp a 11 ttle av1ay 

from our place. He gave them some food and tobacco. The men got 

very sick trying to smoke the tobacco in new clay pipes. 

'l'hese blaclcs were very helpfUl to us and gave no trouble 

at all. We have them names and pricked these names on little discs 

of tin and hung theM. round their necks and told then that if ever 

they were attacked by the Native Police to show these discs, which 

would stop the police shootine them, but some of them were shot 

all the same, and others we kept on the Station. One of them was 
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shot by a white cook we had· when we were c,ll avmy from the home

stead at a plnce 20 miles down the river (c,:tlled the 20-Mile Out

stq tion). 

The gin Louie walked from the Station nnd told us that Bob 

(the abo) been shoot em cook, meaning the cook had shot Bob. · 

We rode up to the station and found th11t the cook wanted 

Bob to lend him his gin. Bob objecting caused the trouble. We dea lt 

with the cook, who cleared out and was never seen again. 




