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METEOR DOWNS 
By Charles Tyson. 

 
     Meteor Downs is one of the “name stations”, certainly of Central 
Queensland, and arguably, Australia.  My interest stems from being brought up 
on a neighbouring property which was once part of “Meteor”.  But if you are 
wondering why you should care, may I suggest that the list of owners include 
Australia’s first Cattle King, James Tyson (unfortunately, no relation), Darcy 
Donkin, the first man in Queensland to own and fly his own aeroplane,  the 
one-time richest man in the world, Nelson Bunker Hunt, the oldest pastoral 
company in Australia, A.A. Company, and one of the largest resource 
companies in the world, Glencore. 
     There must be something about it to attract their interest, and as well, the 
story of Meteor Downs can tell the story of pastoral history in Central 
Queensland. 
      After the aboriginal unchallenged occupation and the story of the European 
explorers, the story starts with the early precursor to the “White shoe brigade” 
– the so-called run-hunters, and then to the actual men who settled there, 
stocked the station, and attempted to make it pay. We will hear of the 
continuing battle of seasons, and attempts at closer settlement.  It would not 
be Australian history I we did not include stories of bushrangers, so they also 
get a mention. 
    Then we will move on to the beginnings of farming as opposed to grazing, 
and early efforts at irrigation.  Then the story moves on to mining, and how all 
these facets of primary production coexist.   
  Of course, the story of any station is about more than the owners – more so, 
it is the story of the people who lived and worked there.   They will also be a 
major part of this history.  
     We’ll start way back – No, not with the Dreamtime, but even further back. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Geography 
 
About 29 to 26 million years ago, Australia was heading North, a process that is 
still continuing.  As it passed over a “Hot spot”, a chain of volcanoes erupted.  
The Northern ones are now known as the Peak Range, and the southern end of 
this chain is known as the Minerva Hills.  The lava from these volcanoes spread 
over a large area, covering the sandstone and coal.  Gradually, this basalt 
weathered to a cracking black soil, ideal for grass but not so suitable for trees.  
This means that the natural state of the country is grasslands with scattered 
timber. 
     The natural drainage of this country is to the North and North-East, from the 
Great Dividing Range.  Did you think the Great Dividing Range ran North – 
South?  Look at the map.  In Central Queensland, it runs East- West for at least 
300 kilometres.   
     The streams we are concerned with are Meteor Creek, with its tributaries 
Sandy Creek and Bootes Creek, Aldeberan Creek, Canopus Creek and Orion 
Creek.  All these are tributaries of Comet River and eventually the Fitzroy River.  
They, and especially Meteor Creek, carry alluvial soil from the mountains, and 
have wide alluvial creek flats.  This is the country as it was when men first 
discovered it.  
On the blacksoil downs, most of the area is treeless, and covered with several 
different grasses – mainly blue grass.  Along the gullies, stands of black tea-tree 
marked the drainage lines.  On the higher parts of the downs, Mountain 
Coolibah and bloodwood provided some shade, but the country was still 
mostly open. 
  The alluvial flats have open forest of two different eucalypts – Ironbark and 
Moreton Bay Ash.  In the swamps, Flooded Coolibah is the main tree, and 
along the creeks, River Red Gum and Bottlebrush tea-tree. 
     In its native state, there was a wide variety of native grasses.  With stocking, 
the best of these were eaten first, leaving those which could stand grazing 
pressure. 
     On the sandridges, wattle made a dense scrub, and higher still, basalt ridges 
were covered with grass and open forest.  The settlers found this country 
better suited to cattle than sheep. 
     On the Eastern side of Meteor Creek, brigalow scrub is found – the Western 
edge of the main Brigalow Belt.  This was also found in areas to the Western 
side of Meteor Creek, particularly along ridges. 
     Further to the South, high ridges of basalt were spurs off the Great Dividing 
Range.  The grasses here were much the same, and the timber was mainly 
Ironbark, but one particular plant which grew here was the largest of the 



cycads – locally called Zamia, but known to the scientists as Macrozamia 
Moorei.  The seeds of this, if eaten by cattle, causes a type of paralysis of the 
nerves.  Normally, cattle only eat this if there is nothing else – after a fire, or in 
times of drought.  It is also poisonous to humans, but the local aboriginals 
found a way to treat the seeds, to make them safe to eat.   
    The main water was along the main creeks.  In Meteor Creek, the upper 
reaches had some large, permanent spring-fed waterholes, and even if the 
creek appeared dry further down, water was always found flowing beneath the 
sand.   
     Smaller creeks also had waterholes in places where there was a deeper part 
of the bed.  These would not be permanent, but would allow grazing (either by 
native animals or introduced stock) for part of the year. 
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Aboriginal occupation. 
 
     Of course, all this country, like the rest of Australia, was occupied and used 
by the first Australians.  How long ago was Australia settled?  Other studies 
suggest a date of about fifty thousand years ago, but Meteor Creek has one 
early date confirmed by radiocarbon dating. 
     In 1960 to 1964, D.J. Mulvaney and E.B. Joyce excavated in Kenniff Cave, at 
the extreme head of Meteor Creek.  The earliest date for occupation they 
found was 16,130 years before the present, and this was the earliest 
radiocarbon dating of human settlement in Australia at that time.   
     Another interesting find from this excavation is that there was a marked 
change in the type of stone tools from about 5,000 years ago – from hand- 
held scrapers only, to an increasing percentage of delicately retouched 
microlithic objects, which must have been hafted in composite tools.  This is 
not to infer that the population changed – it may be that the same people 
adapted to a new technology, much as modern people adapt to new ways of 
living. 
     There is a major centre of rock art in Carnarvon Creek nearby, but the 
earliest date I have found is 3,500 years before present from Cathedral Cave.  
     Aboriginal tools can be found all over the area, if you know how to 
recognise them.  For the archaeologist, black soil has the unfortunate 
characteristic of “self-mulching”.  When dry, cracks open up in the soil, which 
fill in after rain.  But the soil has the tendency to turn over, burying the top and 
exposing lower levels.  Although not as plentiful as at Carnarvon Gorge, rock 
shelters here also have aboriginal art – mainly handprints. 
     The Karinbal people had the land along the Comet River near the present 
town of Rolleston.  The Kairi people had the land near Springsure.  According 
to a map I have, done by N.B.Tindale in 1974, the boundary was along Meteor 
Creek, which means that Meteor Downs was in the Kairi people’s country. 
Probably the boundaries  changed with changes in relative strength of their 
tribes.  At times, there would be co-operation between the groups, and at 
other times there would be conflict. 
     They lived a hunter-gatherer lifestyle, with small family groups only coming 
together for special occasions.  Women provided vegetable food such as yams 
and various fruits, as well as small game.  Men hunted larger game, and burnt 
areas of grass to provide attractive feed for marsupials.   
Unfortunately, much of their specialised knowledge has been lost with the 
“dispersal” of these people soon after white settlement. 
     A cache of aboriginal material was found at Mount Inglis, just to the east of 
Meteor Creek, not associated with any burial, and this material was removed 



to Queensland Museum by Mike Morwood.  As well as tools such as a large 
stone knife and a grindstone, other material was cultural such as a head-dress 
of emu feathers attatched to bark fibre, a necklace of cut reed sections 
threaded on bark fibre and coloured with ochre.  There was a string bag about 
42 by 29 cm, made by the knotted netting technique.  Although we can only 
speculate on the uses of these items, they are a glimpse of the cultural life of 
these people which we have no other record for.    
     The Rockhampton naturalist, Auguste Thozet, compiled  “Notes on some of 
the Roots, Tubers, Bulbs, and Fruits, used as Vegetable Food by the Aboriginals 
of Northern Queensland”.  He divided them into those used without 
preparation, those which require baking only, and those which, being 
poisonous, require to go through a process of maceration, pounding, and 
desiccation.  This publication is available from the Rockhampton Botanic 
Garden, and I refer those interested to this booklet. It does not claim to be a 
complete list, but it is a start. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Three explorers who nearly found Meteor Downs. 
 
Ludwig Leichhardt was the first – On Christmas day 1844, his party discovered 
“a fine open undulating country was observed extending far to the south-west 
and west, in which the loom of distant ranges was seen.  These plains, which 
had some patches of open forest land, were, at the request of my companion, 
Mr. Calvert, named Albinia Downs.” 
     Following a stream to the north, on 28th December Leichhardt and party saw 
“a fine comet, together with an unusual number of brilliant meteors flying and 
shooting about the heavens”.  To the stream they were following, he gave the 
name of Comet Creek, and to the major creek joining it, the name of Meteor 
Creek. 
     In his second journey, Leichhardt was held up by flooded streams where the 
Comet River joins the Mackenzie, near the present town of Comet.  Local 
people in the Springsure credit him with naming other “Astronomical” creeks 
in the district, such as Bootes Creek, Aldeberan Creek and Canopus Creek 
which are on Meteor Downs, but whether he ever saw them or where they 
were named later following his lead, I don’t know. 
     On 8th Febuary,1845, when at the Peak Downs area, (the Northern end of 
the blacksoil downs), Leichhardt commented “This would be a most beautiful 
country, if it contained a constant supply of water.” 
     On 1st September, 1846, on his return from trying to find a track to the Gulf 
of Carpentaria, Major Mitchell came on the western part of the blacksoil 
downs. 
     He wrote, “These downs consisted of the richest sort of black mould, on 
which grew luxuriantly, Anthistria and Panicum Loevinode.  But the surface in 
general was loose, resembling that of a field after it had lain long in fallow.  
Herbs in great variety were just emerging from the recently watered earth, and 
the splendid morning did ample justice to the vernal scene.  The charm of a 
beginning seemed to pervade all nature, and the songs of many birds sounded 
like the orchestral music before the commencement of any theatrical 
performance.  Such a morning, in such a place, was quite incompatible with 
the brow of care.  Here was an almost boundless extent of the richest surface 
in a latitude corresponding to that of China, yet still uncultivated and 
unoccupied by man.  A great reserve, provided by nature for the extension of 
his race, where economy, art, and industry might suffice to people it with a 
peaceful, happy and contented population.” 
     “I left these beautiful regions with feelings of regret, that the direct route to 
the Gulf, could not be carried through them.  I was rather at a loss for names of 
reference to these parts.  I had given the name of Claude to the river; and it 



occurred to me that the scenery of the Mantuan bard, which this painter has 
so finely illustrated with pastoral subjects, deserved a congenial name; and 
that this country might, therefore, be distinguished by that of the Mantuan 
Downs and Plains.” 
     In 1856, Augustus Gregory led the North Australian Expedition.  They 
explored the Victoria River, and then headed to the East, to the Gulf of 
Carpentaria.  Then he headed East and South, roughly following Leichhardt’s 
track, in reverse. 
     On November 14, he was in the region of Peak Downs.  He wrote: - “the 
country to the North-east appeared level, and the grassy downs apparently 
extend to the foot of the Peak Range.  To the South-west it appeared to be a 
fine open country for three to eight miles, and then rose into wooded hills of 
moderate elevation, at the base of which a creek appeared to run to the 
South-east.  If this part of the country were well supplied with water it would 
form splendid stations for the squatter; but from its level character and 
geological structure, permanent surface-water is very scarce, and where it 
does exist it is surrounded by scrubby country, which renders it almost 
unavailable.”   He thus echoed Leichhardt’s thoughts on this area. 
     The explorers had done their part in advertising this area.  It was now up to 
the Government to fire the starting gun to begin the settlement of this area by 
the squatters.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
  
 
    



Government Regulation. 
 
     None of the colonial governments recognised the prior rights of the 
aboriginal people, but initially the New South Wales government tried to limit 
settlement to the “Nineteen Counties” area around Sydney.  This was ignored 
by the pastoralists, and the Government found it was unable to enforce its 
rule.  The approach then changed to one of regulation, and there were several 
changes to the rules. 
     In 1844, Governor Gipps made new regulations to the system.  Squatters 
were permitted to occupy runs for a payment of ten pounds for every 20 
square miles.  After five years, they were enabled to purchase 320 acres, and 
given security of tenure for a further eight years. 
     In January 1854, Governor Charles Augustus Fitzroy declared the Port Curtis 
and Leichhardt districts available for settlement.  The Leichhardt district 
comprised what is now the Central Highlands of Queensland, and therefore 
includes Meteor Downs. 
     There was agitation in the Northern areas of the colony for separation as 
another colony, and in 1859 the new colony of Queensland was proclaimed, 
with George Ferguson Bowen as first governor. 
     The following is from “Our first half Century – A review of Queensland 
progress based upon official information”. 
     When Governor Bowen took over, there was a grand total of 7 pence 
halfpenny in the Treasury.  The main asset was the crown land in the colony, 
which could be leased or sold. 
     In the first session of parliament, the following land laws were passed.  Any 
person was permitted to apply for an occupation license for one year for a run 
of 100 square miles. (Note – there was no limit to the number of runs that 
could be applied for.) 
     If more than one applicant, preference given to any person who had 
occupied it for two months previously. 
     Within 9 months after granting, the occupier could apply for a 14-year lease, 
conditionally on having stocked the run to one fourth of its assumed carrying 
capacity of one hundred sheep or twenty cattle per square mile.   
     There was the power of resumption with twelve months’ notice. 
     Issue of 14-year leases for runs already liable for rent, and acceptance of 
tenders for runs occupied since January 1860, awaiting government legislation. 
     Also, in the police budget of 31,261 pounds, an amount of 13,516 pounds 
was for native police “to protect the adventurous pioneers conducting 
exploratory settlement of the remote interior”. 
     These, then, were the rules.  It is now up to the “run hunters”. 



Run Hunters. 
 
     When the Leichhardt Pastoral District was proclaimed, there was immediate 
interest in acquiring runs here.  Some would-be squatters thought it an 
opportunity to start on their way to fortune, and some thought it was a chance 
to acquire better land than they already had, or to add to their existing 
holdings. 
     Many squatters in parts of New South Wales and Victoria were nervous 
about new land laws aiming at closer settlement, meaning they might lose 
their existing runs. 
     Every perceived need brings proposed solutions, and thus the profession of 
“run hunters” began. 
     These were men who ventured into the little-known country to mark out 
runs, register them with the authorities, and sell them to interested parties.  
Some of these men were using this as a means to finance their own preferred 
selection, and others were sole “run-hunters”.  Others, including William 
Kelman were both run hunters and purchasers of others’ discoveries. 
     Because some properties were traded several times before being stocked, it 
is difficult to give a proper history of the runs that became “Meteor Downs”.  
The best summary I have found is from Lorna McDonald’s book, 
“Rockhampton – A history of City and District”, telling of the claims for the new 
Leichhardt District, and the work of the Crown Lands Commissioner for the 
Leichhardt District, William Henry Wiseman. 
         In 1858, William Landsborough, with John Cameron Macdonald, claimed 
to be the first to follow the Comet to its watershed, and the area around 
Springsure, as far West as Salvador Rosa.  Landsborough was described as a 
professional run hunter, and “the very model of a pioneer, who even had the 
ability to starve with cheerfulness.” 
     A.C. Gregory, the explorer and Queensland’s first Surveyor-General, took up 
seven blocks, consolidated as Rainworth, to the South and West of Springsure.  
But he also had Aldeberan Creek, which is now part of Meteor Downs.  William 
Kelman acquired it in 1861, and sold it the same year.  We will hear more of 
him later. 
     George Pearce Serecold and a partner named Mackenzie had country near 
Taroom.  Soon two more “land prospectors”, Walker and Wiggins, arrived.  
They were on their way North -West to explore the country.  In five weeks, 
they were back having taken up six runs on the Comet River.  They invited 
Serocold and Mackenzie to share the leases with them, so the four shared 
leases on “Carnarvon”, “Clematis”, “Consuelo,”, “Planet”, “Meteor” and “Orion 



Creek”. This was in 1858.  Walker and Wiggins soon transferred their interest 
to their partners. 
     The Crown Lands Commissioner for the Leichhardt district was William 
Henry Wiseman, based first at Rannes and then Rockhampton.  It was his job 
to arbitrate the often-conflicting claims of settlers, and was left with the 
conclusion that “Baseness is more common in man than generosity and 
nobility of spirit”.  He had to travel the country on horseback with packhorses, 
and in 1859, accompanied Walker to report on a number of runs in the area of 
the Comet River and its sources.  He travelled as far South as Carnarvon Creek 
and as far West as Buckland Tableland.  He reported the country well suited to 
sheep and cattle, but lacking water.   
     In 1856, William Kelman travelled to the upper waters of the Dawson River 
where he took up a large tract of country as a squatter.  Portion of this he 
formed into “Ghinginda Station”, forty miles North of Taroom.  The remainder 
he sold to Messrs. Hobler and Blair who called it “Coorada Station”. 
     “Ghinginda” was found not to be suitable for sheep and in 1865 William 
moved his stock to “Meteor Downs”, a new property which proved very 
suitable. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Frontier Wars. 
 
     When they arrived to stock their runs, the squatters were faced with the 
fact that this was occupied territory.  The comforting legal fiction of “Terra 
Nullius” was not the actual fact. 
     The squatters and the native people had very different needs from this 
country, and very different cultures.  The natives found that the sheep 
monopolised the grass and water, making game scarcer.  They also could not 
understand that the white men believed that they had sole ownership of these 
animals, instead of belonging to whoever could hunt them.  There were many 
other cultural misunderstandings between the two groups, and whatever 
agreement existed between the squatters and the Government, no-one had 
consulted the local people. 
     There were killings on both sides, leading to retaliation, with neither side 
too careful about those killed were the ones responsible for the original 
“crime”. 
     Another factor which made the situation worse was the Government’s 
recruiting of native police.  These were aboriginals from a different area, who 
had no compunction about killing people from a different tribal group.   
     Their stated aim was to make the settlers safe, but in some instances, they 
made the situation worse. 
     Among the squatters, there were several different tactics with regard to the 
native people.  Some wanted them dispersed completely from “their” runs, but 
of course, as all the country was occupied by one tribal group or another, there 
was no-where else for these people to go.  Other pastoralists saw them as a 
source of cheap labour, if they could be made to understand the white men’s 
ways. 
     Of course, with the great difference between weapons available to each 
side, the end result was inevitable.   
      It is well-documented that nineteen people of the Wills settler party were 
killed by natives at “Cullin La Ringo” in the Springsure district, making it the 
largest slaughter of whites by blacks in Australia. There are no documented 
numbers of the blacks killed in retaliation, but no-one doubts that the number 
was much bigger. There were also other killings, on both sides in the 
Leichhardt pastoral district in the first few years of white settlement.   
     As an inheritor of land in this area, I am sorry to have to relate this, but it is 
part of the history of this district, and must be included in this story.  
     Not all of the aboriginals were “dispersed”, and the present population is 
descended from those who provided labour for the stations, in return for some 



supplies for their families. Meteor Downs, throughout its history, has had a 
mixture of aboriginal and “white” workers. 
 

  



Springsure Squatters. 
 
     By the middle of the 1860s, Springsure was established as the centre of the 
pastoral district, principally because “sure springs” of water meant that it was 
a safe place for teamsters to camp when supplying local pastoral properties.   
     The local squatters were a progressive group for the time, and in 1865 held 
a meeting at “Cardbeign” station to form “The Queensland Pastoral Society”. 
This was the second show society in Queensland, after only Toowoomba.  The 
aims of the society were “The improvement of livestock and the awarding of 
prizes for same.” Later, this was amended to “The improvement of livestock, 
the encouragement of agricultural and horticultural production and the 
development of local industries.” 
     Silver and copper medals were engraved and presented, along with 
certificates. 
     As an example of how the Shows were as a social gathering, I can’t do better 
than to quote Oscar de Satge, a squatter from the Peak Downs area, who 
attended the show and races in 1867.  
     “I arrived in Springsure, the chief township of the Comet or Leichhardt 
district in time to partake of the annual festivities of the Pastoral Show and 
Race meeting to follow; no mean bill of fare in those days, when the glory of 
the Comet district was at its height. 
     In 1867 that district was charming, and although the downs and plains of 
the Comet country lacked the peaks that ornamented our landscape of Peak 
Downs, still the fine blacksoil plains, covered with bluegrass and timbered with 
clumps of drooping Myall, recalled to the settler the aspect of Liverpool Plains, 
and gave every confidence of success to pastoral investment. 
     Springsure township was particularly well situated at the foot of a bold mass 
of rock, which for many miles formed a landmark to the approaching traveller, 
who could make sure of replenishing his packs at Hinton’s stores and 
comforting his inner man at the adjoining inn.  From the rocks issued springs 
that ran the creeks for many years after the wet season of 1864, watering the 
stations lower down, such as “Rainworth” and “Cardbeign”, and enabling their 
owners to carry out their lambing operations with success. 
     The squatters of that district were a rare good lot of pioneers, and could 
boast in those days of Jesse Gregson of “Rainworth”, Paton of “Albinia Downs”, 
Thompson of “Orion Downs”, Neville Griffiths of “Nardoo”, little Buchanan of 
“Cardbeign” (who could carry in his head the finances of the Colony), William 
Kelman of “Meteor Downs”, Paul of Glendarriwell, Macintosh, and last but not 
least, Charles S. Dicken, ever youthful and popular, who had left the sword for 



the pen, and guided as CPS as popular a lot of magistrates as ever sat on a 
Queensland bench.  
     In the hands of these and many others, the Springsure Pastoral Society was 
a great success, and its Show became the forerunner of other similar 
institutions throughout the country.  It was attended by visitors from 
Rockhampton and other parts, and the Springsure publicans reaped a golden 
harvest.  Excellent races followed the Show, several studs in the 
neighbourhood, such as Kelman’s noted BY breed from the Busby’s of Cassilis, 
N.S.W., descendants of old “Gratis”,” Cheddar” and “Coroebus”, furnishing 
many a winner to the local and other races. 
     They could boast of good horsemen too, and the “identities” of these merry 
days that may read these pages will doubtless recall the many triumphs of the 
Govetts on old “Reindeer”, Dick Hopkins on “Nimrod” and “Bosco” and Charlie 
Dicken on that fine mare, “Lucy Chambers”. 
     To wind up the show and races there would be a pleasant dinner, at which 
many a humorous speech was made, followed by still more amusing songs.  
Good old days, these, that marked a fair page in the history of Central 
Queensland, of which it is well to make some record before “Time’s effacing 
fingers” have served to extinguish it.” 
     Another example of the progressive nature of early Springsure is the 
opening of the second (after Rockhampton) hospital in Central Queensland.  It 
was run by a board of Governors, who each subscribed a minimum of one 
pound per annum, and the secretary every year visited the various stations and 
shearing sheds collecting funds. 
     The hospital was a six-bed unit with both men’s and women’s wards, with 
back-to back fireplaces, a surgery, office, dispensary, and store. 
     The brick building with a shingle roof was built by Alexander Knox, a local 
stonemason, of locally-made bricks, and financed by local donations.   
     This hospital served the district for just over a hundred years, until being 
replaced in 1939.  The building is still standing, in good repair!  It is now the 
hospital museum. 
     Compared with the numbers required to work the stations today, these 
figures from the 1868 census are interesting. 
     “Consuelo” had 69 residents, “Rainworth” had 57, “Orion Downs” had 57, 
“Springsure Station” had 56, “Meteor Downs”54, “Cardbeign”45, Cullin-
laringo”45, “Arcturus Downs” 41, “Wealwandangie” 39, “Mantuan Downs” 29, 
and “Planet Downs” 18 at the homestead, and 11 at the camp. 
     This is the district, and William Kelman was part of all these activities.  Now 
it is time to focus on Meteor Downs.  
 



William Kelman at Meteor Downs. 
 
     In 1865, Kelman divided his property on the Dawson River, Ghin-ghin-Dah, 
and sold the part called Cooradah.  This gave him sufficient money to buy 
Meteor Downs for Thirty-three thousand pounds. 
     This was because he recognised it as more suitable for sheep, and he 
believed that sheep were a better investment than cattle.   
     Wool could be transported to the port and sent to Britain without loss of 
quality, and there was always a ready market for it.  It may have been a long 
time before the squatter received his money, but it would eventually get to 
him. 
     Cattle, on the other hand, had to be walked to the nearest market – a city or 
(preferably) a gold mining district, with a lot of hungry diggers.  There were 
neither near Central Queensland at this time.  The only market for cattle at this 
time, apart from sale to squatters to stock their new runs, was to be boiled 
down for tallow.  Naturally, this was only a small return, so if country was 
suitable, sheep were the better bet. 
     The other “crop” was horses.  As hinted in the article about the Springsure 
races, William Kelman had brought up horses from a well- known stud in New 
South Wales, owned by his relatives, the Busby’s.  These found a ready market 
from adjoining landholders, at a time when horses were the essential tool for 
managing pastoral stations.  There was also demand from the British Army in 
India, who needed many horses for their cavalry regiments, in a country 
unsuitable for breeding them locally.  
     When brands were first registered in Queensland in 1872, William Kelman 
registered “WK7” as his brand, and this is still the Meteor Downs brand. 
     William Kelman owned Meteor Downs for twenty-two years, until 1887.  
How did his investment pay off?  In considering this, we have to look at the 
two parts of his business separately. 
     I do not know how many sheep were included in his purchase price, but by 
the time he left Meteor Downs, they totalled one hundred thousand.  Of 
course, like all Central Queensland graziers, then and ever since, he had to 
cope with a very variable climate, but it justifies his decision.   
     In 1870, he employed a German from Poland, J. J. Schultz, to oversee the 
sheep enterprise.  Meteor Downs sheep, under Schultz, gained a reputation for 
the fineness of their wool, and J. J. Schultz  continued his management  under 
subsequent owners, James Tyson and then the Donkin family, until his death in 
1915. 



     This encouraged Kelman to purchase the adjoining “Albinia Downs” which 
was very similar country, and to freehold 30,000 acres of the blacksoil downs 
to protect it from subdivision. 
     Meteor Downs as well included the upper reaches of Meteor Creek, which 
stretches over forty miles back to the Great Dividing Range.  There are river 
flats, but it is hemmed in by high mountains on either side, very difficult for 
horsemen or stock to cross.  This was always cattle country. 
     Kelman was still a run-hunter at heart, and following Meteor Creek and its 
tributary, Skeleton Creek, to their heads, he crossed the Great Divide to the 
head of the Maranoa and Warrego Rivers.  Here he took up two large cattle 
properties, “Babbiloora” and “Carnarvon Station”. He also ventured further 
West, and took up Carella, on the Thompson River near its junction with the 
Barcoo River, and still further West to the huge “Glenormiston”, on the 
Georgina River.  This meant that he was the largest landholder in Queensland 
except for Jimmy Tyson.  Or did it?  
 

 
 

Meteor Downs and Albinia Downs combined 
 



Kelman’s finances. 
 
     For the following, I am quoting from Zita Denholm’s book, “T.Y.S.O.N.”, 
which is a study of the life of James Tyson.  In her section on how Tyson 
acquired Kelman’s properties, she details the mortgage history of Kelman’s 
runs.  I think it is important to quote this fully. 
     Meteor Downs had thirteen separate runs. 
Run   Size in sq. miles   Mortgage history 
Mutchmulla   22.5    These runs were taken up  
Deepdale   138    by McPhillamy and Hope 
Aldebaran Creek   97    who transferred them to  
Wootakarra    33    the Australian Joint Stock 
Inderi     78    Bank. The Bank transferred 

them to Tyson who 
immediately transferred  
them to the Bank of New 
South Wales which later re-
transferred them back to 
Tyson. 

Meteor Creek 1  32    This series of runs was taken  
Meteor Creek2  23    up in the names of Denison, 
Meteor Creek3  46    Hope and Rolleston who  
Meteor Creek4  28    transferred them to the  
Meteor Creek 5  28    Bank of New South Wales 
Meteor Creek 6  28    who transferred them to  
Meteor Creek 7  30    Tyson. 
Meteor Creek 8  28 
TOTAL   611.5 

 
 Albinia contained three runs. 
Run    Size in sq. Miles  Mortgage history 
Sherwood   25    Taken up in the names of  
        McPhillamy and Park and 
        Transferred by them to 
        Tyson. 
Toonbar   37    Taken up by Moorhead and 
        Young; transferred by 
        Scottish Australian  
        Investment Co.; transferred 
        to Kelman; transferred to  



        Tyson. 
Yandina   25    Taken up by Rolleston and 
        McPhillamy, transferred to  
TOTAL   87    Tyson. 

======  
     “Glenormiston” is generally conceded to have been the property which 
broke Kelman.  It was made up of 89 separate runs up to 100 square miles in 
area, but averaging just less than 75 square miles each.  Of these 89 runs, 
Kelman only ever appeared as owner of 64.  Of these 64, 35 had been 
mortgaged by him to other bodies – the majority of them to the Bank of New 
South Wales – before they were transferred to James Tyson.  The pattern is 
repeated on every one of his runs.  Only on Carella did Kelman appear as 
owner in the Lands Office records of every one of the 36 runs.  The Australian 
Joint Stock Bank held the mortgage of 21 of these 36 before Tyson became 
their owner.  
     The Bank would hold the deeds until the entire loan was paid off, so there is 
no saying what his actual indebtedness was, but the total number of 
mortgages is a sign that his position was not as rosy as his land holdings would 
indicate.  
     In other words, Kelman was already deeply indebted to various banks, and 
in 1875, Kelman approached James Tyson for extra finance. 
     I’d better explain that briefly, and then return to Kelman and “Meteor 
Downs”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



James Tyson’s finance. 
 
     In 1851, James and his brother William, sons of a convict mother, were 
squatters in a small way near the junction of the Lachlan and Murrumbidgee 
Rivers, when they heard of the gold strikes at Bendigo in northern Victoria, 
about two hundred and thirty miles away.  Realising the diggers would need 
meat, they mustered as many cattle as they could, and set out for the diggings. 
     When they got there, they set up a butcher shop, and William was in charge 
of this, with two other brothers, John and Peter, while James went back for more 
cattle.  He bought cattle where he   could, either from stations, or else droving 
mobs on the road. 
     They were very successful, and 1n 1855, sold the business for eighty thousand 
pounds, and dissolved the partnership.  James then set up as a squatter, with 
both sheep and cattle interests.  He was also successful here, partly by knowing 
what each individual beast cost, and shrewd dealing. 
     By the 1870s, he had established a string of stations, the largest of which was 
“Tinnenburra”, in Queensland on the Warrego River.  It was a cattle breeding 
property, supplying store cattle to his fattening places on the 
Lachlan(“Juanbong”), and especially “Heyfield” in the Gippsland area, which was 
to supply the Melbourne market. 
     James Tyson did not want to invest his surplus profits in urban real estate or 
in mining ventures.  He preferred to invest in what he knew – pastoral 
enterprises.  If he had no immediate need to buy properties for himself, he lent 
the money to other squatters whose properties he considered worth it. 
     As a successful and wealthy man, he received many requests for finance, and 
Kelman was one of those. 
     These were loans, not charity, and the interest rate was probably equivalent 
to bank interest.  The only amounts I have been able to quantify are:- 25000 
pounds to a Mr. Cauldwell at 10 percent in 1864, in the Lachlan, and 35,000 
pounds to Alfred Sandeman in the Darling Downs at 15 percent in 1867. 
     Still, he was another potential source of funds for those graziers who 
needed extra assistance.  Now, back to the case of William Kelman. 

 
      
  
 
  
 
 
 



Tyson’s finance to Kelman. 
 
     In 1875, William Kelman first approached James Tyson for finance.  By 
October 1879, he was deeply indebted, and received the following letter from 
Tyson. 
     “Your last lot of cattle only realised a little over 800 pounds and which was 
under instructions passed to my credit, which amount I transferred to the bank 
and had to guarantee the balance in order to induce them to pay your rents 
that were paid on 30th September and on 30th October I had to guarantee in 
writing to hold myself responsible to the extent of 443 pounds six and eight for 
a month to carry on cattle and sheep establishments for that time, and I have 
therefore to request that the moment you receive this you will arrange to 
come down to Brisbane in order that we may see what is best to be done 
under the circumstances…. 
P.S. Perhaps it will be as well for you to bring your books showing the 
expenditure for the last three years.” 
     In May 1884, a new Crown Lands Alienation Act was before Queensland 
Parliament, making the value of existing leases doubtful.  Tyson then had a 
mortgage of all stock on Kelman’s properties.  Kelman was given leave to sell 
“Glenormiston” if a buyer could be found, and Tyson took an assignment on 
part of “Carella”. 
     I quote again from Zita Denholm’s book:- 
     “ On 7th June 1887, at the Criterion Hotel, Rockhampton, the sheriff’s bailiff 
held an auction of all Kelman’s equity of redemption right, title and interest in 
his central Queensland properties.  Under the hammer were 100,000 sheep, 
27,000 cattle, 1,000 horses and 30,000 acres of freehold on Meteor Downs.  It 
was being sold under a writ of “Fieri facias” obtained by James Tyson against 
Kelman to satisfy a mortgage of 170,000 pounds, interest and further 
advances. 
     This should have been an attractive proposition, but G. S. Curtis, agent for 
Messrs. Thomas Macdonald Paterson and Fitzgerald, solicitors, of Brisbane, 
announced to the bidders that the “Further advances” totalled 250,000 
pounds.  Mr. Curtis then purchased the equity for 5 pounds.  Messrs. Thomas 
Macdonald Paterson and Fitzgerald were Tyson’s solicitors and acted for him in 
this matter. It was by this legal mechanism that he gained ownership of 
Kelman’s runs.” 
 
 
 
 



William Kelman’s Obituary. 
 
     This obituary is believed to have been written by his friend, William 
Pattison, who was among other things, proprietor of a “Boiling down” works in 
Rockhampton, and an original investor in Mount Morgan Mine. 
     “William Kelman, was born on 26th November 1829, at “Kirkton”, Branxton, 
N.S.W., and died on 20th April 1895, at Westwood, Queensland. 
     After serving in the New South Wales Public Service as a Clerk of Petty 
Sessions, William decided, at age 25, to set out on an exploring trip along the 
northern coast.  He travelled as far North as Cleveland Bay. This was the 
beginning of a life-time of travelling throughout the outback areas of Australia. 
     In 1856 William travelled to the upper waters of the Dawson River where he 
took up a large tract of country as a squatter.  Portion of this he formed into 
“Ghinginda” station, forty miles North of Taroom.  The remainder he sold to 
Messrs. Hobler and Blair who called it “Coorada Station”. 
     William Kelman set out again to make further discoveries, and on trips to 
the head of the Isaacs River he secured a lot of virgin country which he later 
sold to others who were seeking land to settle on. 
     “Ghinginda” was found not to be suitable for sheep and in 1865 William 
moved his stock to “Meteor Downs”, a new property which proved to be very 
suitable. 
     Over the following years William explored more country taking up land as 
he went.  In this way he was involved with “Carella Station” on the Thompson 
River; “Glenormiston Station” on Idamea Lake and Piturie Creek: “Albinia 
Downs”, “Carnarvon”, “Babillora”, “Sherwood”, and “Swan Vale”. 
     Bad seasons and other drawbacks had to be contended with and after a life 
spent in hard, at times almost heart-breaking, pioneering work, William 
Kelman had to part with all his properties in 1886.  In conjunction with Mr. A.S. 
Thompson, William started a stock and station agency in Rockhampton. 
     About 1891 William Kelman returned to pastoral pursuits and secured a 
grazing farm of 20,000 acres on “Meteor Downs”.  The depression in values 
again proved too much for William and, in 1894, he was forced to retire.  He 
moved his family to Westwood and, not content to give up his roaming life, 
William set off for the goldfields of Western Australia.   
     Unfortunately, his health broke down and he returned to Westwood to 
spend the remaining years of his life with his family.” 
 

=====  
      This grazing farm, “Springwood”, is of particular interest to me, because in 
spite of what is said in the obituary, the name on the lease is W. Pattison.  



Presumably he took it up to help out his friend, and in 1895, sold it to the 
Friend family of Gladstone, my ancestors. We will hear more of other 
selections from Meteor Downs later. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Meteor Downs under James Tyson. 
 
     When Tyson took over Kelman’s properties, he appointed his nephew Ned 
Hewitt as manager.  Under him, the old management continued – J.J. Schultz 
as sheep overseer, and James Brown as cattle overseer. 
     Tyson himself had an annual tour of inspection, and kept a close eye on the 
finances.  All of his stations had individual accounts, and were expected to 
make the station pay.  This does not mean that he skimped on necessary 
improvements.  In Meteor Downs’s case, this meant more fencing for the 
sheep areas, and, in 1893, the building of a huge new woolshed. 
     The 100- stand woolshed om Meteor Downs was second only in size in 
Queensland to the 120- stand shed that Tyson built at about the same time on 
“Tinnenburra”, his huge property on the Warrego near the New South Wales 
border.  Only about half the stands at Meteor Downs were ever used, and only 
about three-quarters of the Tinnenburra shed. 
     It is hard to understand Tyson’s reasoning, because in those days there was 
no income tax to be offset by capital spending like this. 
     A theory my father had – with no firm evidence – was that he would have 
liked to also own Orion Downs.  The siting of the shed would have been central 
to the huge area of blacksoil downs country between Springsure and Rolleston.  
Certainly, this never happened. 
     The other capital expense here was freeholding large amounts of the 
combined Meteor Downs and Albinia Downs.  When he took over from 
Kelman, he acquired 30, 000 acres of freehold.  When James Tyson died in 
1898, Meteor Downs and Albinia had 125,668 acres of freehold – by far the 
largest area of freehold in Queensland. 
     The sheep numbers on Meteor Downs remained relatively stable.  At his 
purchase in 1887, there were 100,000 sheep, and in 1898, 87,400.  These 
figures can probably be explained by seasonal conditions.  Cattle numbers, 
however, increased considerably, and this was one of the main attractions of 
Kelman’s holdings for Tyson. 
     In 1887, “Meteor” had 600 cattle, “Albinia” had 5,000, and “Babbilora” and 
“Carnarvon” combined had 1,000, for a total of 6,600.  In 1898, “Meteor” and 
“Albinia” combined had 8,500 cattle, “Babbilora” had 3,200 and “Carnarvon” 
had 6,000, a total of 17,700.   
     There was little capital spending on the cattle areas, as the country was 
mainly well-watered by the standards of the time.   
     Tyson had two possible markets for the cattle here.  One was to overland 
them south to his fattening properties in the Riverina and Gippsland, but the 
other possibility, just then opening up, was Rockhampton. 



     In 1886, the railway had reached Springsure, and in Rockhampton, since the 
1870s, attempts had been made to open meatworks which would be able to 
export beef.  
     The first attempt in 1871 was to sell canned beef, but this was not 
financially viable, and in 1880, a new firm imported machinery to export frozen 
beef.  They commenced operations in 1883, but as they were about to load 
their first shipment, a fire destroyed the works.   
This company closed down, but sold out to a Melbourne syndicate headed by 
George Fairburn.  This firm was successful with the Central Queensland Meat 
Export Company, and was profitable for the remainder of Tyson’s lifetime, at 
the Lakes Creek meatworks.  They built up to a capacity of 100,000 cattle a 
year, which was the largest in Queensland. 
     James Tyson owned very few shares in public companies, preferring to 
invest in what he knew – pastoral land.  At his death, one of the few 
shareholdings he had was one thousand pounds in CQME, which indicates he 
saw this as an alternative market for his Central Queensland cattle. 
     Of sending his cattle South, there is a letter dated December 1892 from 
Tyson to James Brown, the cattle overseer at Meteor Downs.  I quote:- 
     “Having visited my “Heyfield” station a short time ago, I find they require a 
thousand to eleven hundred store bullocks, and as I have no one I can so well 
trust with the droving and selection of them as yourself, I would like that you 
at as early a date as possible collect the number stated and go on with them to 
“Heyfield.” 
     “Heyfield” was Tyson’s fattening property in Gippsland, which supplied the 
Melbourne market.  This would have involved, if the cattle came from “Meteor 
Downs” or “Albinia”, to travel to the extreme head of Meteor Creek, and then 
through “Babbilora” and “Carnarvon” down the Warrego River.  They would 
have passed through Tyson’s stations of “Tinnenburra” in Southern 
Queensland, and “Mooroonowa” in New South Wales.  They would have 
reached the Darling River just below Burke, and then made their way across 
New South Wales to cross the Murray River into Victoria, and then across the 
Snowy Mountains to reach “Heyfield” at last. 
     By July 1893, the trip was over, and James Brown received a gold watch 
inscribed with thanks for “sobriety and general good conduct as a drover.” 
     The other note I have of James Tyson in Central Queensland, is one that is at 
odds with his reputation as a miser.  In June 1899, he gave a donation of ten 
pounds to the Springsure State School for the school treat. Springsure school 
 
 



 at the time had three teachers and eighty-three pupils, and considering the 
value of ten pounds in those days, this was quite a large donation.  
     The other major happening in the 1890s was the shearer’s strike.  Here I 
quote from Betty Campbell’s history of the Springsure district, “Horizons 
Simmering with Fortunes”. 
    “ The 1870s and early 1880s had been a prosperous time but as the decade 
wore on the bad drought and the cattle tick invasion as well as problems with 
wages for workers bred discontent.  The unions were getting a foothold in the 
pastoral industry.  When wool prices fell and credit tightened the banks 
adopted a tough stance.  The graziers were in the position where they could no 
longer pay shearing rates of one pound (20 shillings) per hundred sheep, and 
they dropped the price to 17/6. 
     In the early 1880s labour conditions on the Queensland western stations 
were very bad; wages were low, hours were long and graziers were being 
pressed by the banks.  The Queensland Shearers’ Union was formed in Blackall.  
The shearers did not accept the drop in pay; they withheld their labour; they 
went on strike and the Pastoralist’s Association refused to budge and called on 
“free” labourers from Victoria. 
      The Association men went to Springsure by train to initiate arrangements 
for the reception of the new men.  Springsure was the first district to use (non-
union) men.  Two days later a train brought 30 men from “Rainworth Station”, 
in addition to others they had picked up along the way.  Forty men were 
unloaded along the way for “Arcturus Downs”.  There were no angry 
demonstrations at either property, even though the “scab” labour was 
accompanied by light mounted police. 
     There were Union Organisers on the train and they did try to persuade the 
Victorian labour to retire and not shear at the cheap price, but to no avail.  
Generally, the Springsure District remained fairly quiet when compared to 
centres such as Clermont and Barcaldine. 
     It is interesting that one of the very few properties that continued to shear 
under Union Rules was James Tyson’s “Meteor Downs”.  Tyson was the 
wealthiest man in Australia, with properties all through Victoria, New South 
Wales and Queensland.  He was so rich that he could afford to offer 500,000 
pounds to the Queensland Government to rescue them when they got into 
financial trouble.  He was an eccentric man but a man with high principles, 
unmarried but demanding of his men.  He recognised the shearer’s claims and 
decided they were just.” 
     Considering his position as probably the richest man in Australia – certainly 
the richest self-made man, and his close attention to financial matters, 



everyone was surprised when James Tyson died at his property Felton on 4th 
December, 1898, no will was ever found.   
     The upshot of this is that Queensland Trustees administered the estate, 
while a major court case was held to establish which of his properties he called 
his home.  This was to establish which of the colonies, Queensland, New South 
Wales or Victoria, would receive the death duties on the massive estate. 
     Naturally, the lawyers did very nicely out of this, but eventually it was 
decided that Felton on the Darling Downs was his home, and therefore 
Queensland was the lucky State. 
     The properties were then sold, and Meteor Downs and Albinia Downs were 
sold to Fred Donkin, for one hundred thousand pounds. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Meteor Downs Woolshed. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Obituary, James Tyson 
From the Australasian Pastoralist’s Review. 

 
     The death of Mr. James Tyson, the richest pastoralist in Australia, has 
excited an extraordinary amount of newspaper curiosity about the details of 
his life.  Perhaps it is partly because in his lifetime he so greatly disliked 
publicity, but the fact remains that the daily, weekly, metropolitan and 
provincial papers are so full of Mr. Tyson and anecdotes about him that it 
would be difficult for us to write any long notice about his career which would 
secure many readers. 
     He was a man of notable character, as the fact that starting in life as the son 
of a small farmer without any means he died worth over five millions 
sufficiently shows.  Parsimonious in his personal expenditure, like the late Mr. 
W.J.T. Clarke and many other founders of huge pastoral fortunes, he was 
capable of generous public expenditure at times, as his purchase of 250,000 o 
Queensland Treasury bills during the financial crisis, his offer of 500,000 
pounds towards a Queensland transcontinental railway, and his 2,000 pounds 
subscription to the Soudan contingent testify; and he is said also to have been 
generous in private cases where he felt satisfied that assistance would be 
really useful.  Ready to undergo hardships himself, he expected them of 
others, and he was called eccentric because he was a law unto himself and 
conformed reluctantly to conventions.  Such attempts to escape from the 
ordinary conditions of life involve a certain neglect of responsibilities, as is 
shown by his dying without making a will. But he made his millions honestly, at 
the expense of no-one but Nature, and has added enormously to the 
prosperity of Australia.  He had a wonderful eye for stock, great determination 
of character, and that business instinct which sees money where others fear to 
tread.  His best epitaph would be the old saying as to the greatest benefactor 
being the man who “makes two blades of grass grow where one grew before”.  
     The main facts of his career are as follows:- He was born on his father’s farm 
at the Cowpastures, near Sydney, in 1823, picked some of his knowledge of 
stock there as a lad, and took his first billet as overseer at 30 pounds a year.  At 
the time much of the back country of New South Wales was unoccupied, and 
Mr. Tyson soon found his way outback, accompanied by his brother William, 
both intent on taking up new country.  On the northern bank of the Lachlan 
River they blazed their boundaries and formed the “Coonong”, “Tuppei”, 
“Deniliquin”, “Baretta”, “Coonamble”, “Tarwong” and other stations, which 
still remain in the hands of members of the family.  This was in 1846, and five 
years later, when the gold discoveries were attracting population to Victoria, 
James Tyson commenced cattle droving to Bendigo, where he opened a 



wholesale and retail butchering business.  If more prosaic than gold mining, 
the butchering business was certainly profitable, and great success attended 
this venture.  In 1855 Mr. Tyson entered again, and more largely, into the 
pastoral business and purchased a number of stations in New South Wales, 
where his present holding includes “Tupra”, “Bringhurst”, “Mannor”, and 
“Gondabluie”, as well as the famous “Heyfield Estate” in Gippsland, about 
14,000 acres worth about 8 pounds an acre, and used entirely for fattening.  In 
Queensland he also secured properties on the Darling Downs and in the 
Warrego district, and in later years bought other properties further north, the 
present list comprising “Felton Estate”, including “Mount Russell” and “Wylie”, 
120,000 sheep, 1,000 cattle 400 horses; “Meteor Downs”, 100,0000 sheep, 
2,000 cattle, 600 horses; “Carnarvon” and “Babillora”, 800 cattle, 300 horses: 
“Glenormiston”, west from Boulia, on the South Australian border, 5,000 
cattle,120 horses; “Tinnenburra”, partly in  
Queensland and partly in New South Wales, 250,000 sheep, 50,000cattle, 
2,250 horses. 
     His total wealth before the 1893 crisis was estimated at between 8,000,000 
and 9,000,000. And at the time of his death the best estimates exceed five 
millions sterling.  
 
 

========  
T. Y. S. O. N.  

By Banjo Patterson.  
 
Across the Queensland border line  
The mobs of cattle go,  
They travel down in sun and shine 
On dusty stage, and slow. 
The drovers, riding slowly on  
To let the cattle spread,  
Will say: “Here’s one old landmark gone, 
For old man Tyson’s dead”.  
 
What tales there’ll be in every camp 
By men that Tyson knew; 
The swagmen, meeting on the tramp,  
Will yarn the long day through,  
And tell of how he passed as “Brown”, 
And fooled the local men. 



“But not for me – I struck the town, 
And passed the message further down; 
That’s T.Y.S.O.N.!” 
 
There stands a little country town 
Beyond the border line,  
Where dusty roads go up and down, 
And banks with pubs combine. 
A stranger came to cash a cheque, 
Few were the words he said; 
A handkerchief about his neck, 
An old hat on his head. 
 
A long, grey stranger, eagle-eyed, 
“You know me? Of course you do?” 
“It’s not my work,” the boss replied, 
“To know such tramps as you.” 
“Well, look here, Mister, don’t be flash,” 
Replied the stranger then, 
“I never care to make a splash,  
I’m simple – but I’ve got the cash,  
I’m T.Y.S.O.N.”   
 
But in that last great drafting-yard,  
Where Peter keeps the gate,  
And souls of sinners find it barred, 
And go to meet their fate; 
There’s one who ought to enter in, 
For good deeds done on earth; 
Such deeds as merit ought to win,  
Kind deeds of sterling worth. 
 
Not by the straight and narrow gate, 
Reserved for wealthy men,  
But through the big gate, opened wide, 
The grizzled figure, eagle-eyed,  
Will travel through – and then Old Peter’ll say: 
“We pass him through, 
There’s many a thing he used to do, 
Good-hearted thongs that no one knew; 



That’s T.Y.S.O.N.”  
Bushrangers.  

 
     If Meteor Downs was further to the North, I could tell how the Gold 
Commissioner, Thomas Griffin, murdered John Power and Patrick Cahill of the 
gold escort from Clermont, and was hanged in Rockhampton. 
     Or I could tell how Frank Gairdner, a member of Ben Hall’s infamous gang 
from New South Wales, was living quietly, running a pub and store at Apis 
Creek, until he was recognised, and arrested. 
     But situated where it is, there was no gold escort to hold up, and no 
coachloads of rich diggers to hold up.  Bushranging in this country meant cattle 
and horse stealing, and so we come to the story of the Kenniffs.  
 

The Kenniffs.  
 

     The Carnarvon Ranges are a rough, isolated part of Queensland, and at the 
time we are talking about, about 1900, it was surrounded by very large 
stations.  These include “Consuello” to the East, “Meteor Downs” to the North, 
“Mantuan Downs” to the West, and “Carnarvon Station” and “Dooloogra” to 
the South. 
     Most of these stations were owned by absentee owners, and were difficult 
for the managers and staff to keep a close eye on all their holdings.  This made 
it ideal country for enterprising bushmen to help themselves. 
     The Kenniff family came from Northern New South Wales, and James and 
Mary Kenniff had four sons – Patrick, Jimmy, Thomas and John.  From an early 
age, they were in trouble with the law.  At age 15, in 1878, Patrick was fined 5 
pounds for a breach of the Impounding Act, and in 1888 he was convicted of 
cattle stealing, and sentenced to four years imprisonment.   
     This probably inspired the family to move interstate, and in 1891 the father 
and his two eldest sons Patrick and Jimmy moved to the Springsure district.  
Later they were joined by their two younger brothers. 
     The father minded their camp while Pat and Jimmy worked at whatever 
they could.  They were stockmen, horse breakers, kangaroo shooters and 
possum trappers.  They were still in trouble, though, and in 1895 both sons 
were sentenced for horse stealing – Pat for three years, and Jimmy for two 
years. 
     While they were in gaol, their father obtained an occupation license for 
“Ralph”, a 39 square mile selection in the middle of “Carnarvon Station”.  Local 
landholders were very worried, especially after the two sons were released, 
about the increase in stock stealing. 



     There is little doubt that the Kenniffs were responsible for much of this, but 
it is also likely that others were involved, and the Kenniffs were blamed. 
     Charles Tom of “Mount Moffat” Station complained to the Lands 
Department, and asked that the occupation license be cancelled when it 
expired in 1899. 
     Meanwhile the Collins family had purchased “Carnarvon Station” from the 
Tyson Estate.  This meant that the Kenniffs had no-where to run “their” cattle 
and horses.  Also, a police station, the Upper Warrego Station, was installed in 
the middle of “Ralph” block. 
     The Collins family appointed Alfred Dahlke to manage “Carnarvon Station”, 
as they believed he was the man to stop the stock losses.  At a muster on 
“Babbilora”, he had a row with Jimmy Kenniff about 400 Kenniff-branded 
cattle found, where they could not have strayed from “Ralph”.  In the fist-fight 
that ensued, Dahlke severely beat Jimmy Kenniff.  This increased the animosity 
between the Kenniffs and Dahlke personally, as well as the “Carnarvon 
Station”. 
     Patrick, meanwhile, had been convicted of receiving a stolen cheque, and 
was sentenced to another three years.  When he returned, the family were 
camped at Lethbridges’ Pocket. 
     Lethbridges’ Pocket is an area of country at the extreme head of Meteor 
Creek, but the access to it is easier from the Southern side than from the 
Meteor Creek side.  Here they continued their nomadic life, attending race 
meetings, and dealing in horses. 
     In January 1902, Patrick was arrested at “Merivale Station” with a mob of 
freshly-branded horses.  At Mitchell, he was allowed to leave with all but 8 
horses, as there was insufficient evidence to convict him.  However, in March, 
one of the horses was identified, and a warrant for the arrest of Patrick and 
Jimmy Kenniff was issued.  
     Albert Dahlke accompanied Constable George Doyle and Tracker Sam 
Johnson to Lethbridges’ Pocket to serve the warrant.  On 30th March, they 
found the Kenniffs, who split up.  Dahlke caught Jimmy Kenniff, and Sam 
Johnson was sent back to the packhorse to get the handcuffs.  While he was 
away, he heard shots, and saw Patrick Kenniff after him.  He managed to evade 
him, and made his way to the Pumphole waterhole, where he met up with 
Burke, one of the stockmen from “Carnarvon Station”.   
     Sam Johnson was sent to Mount Moffat” and then to Mitchell to keep him 
safe, and to make a statement.  Burke went to Lethbridges’ Pocket.  He found 
Dahlke’s horse with bloodstains on the saddle, the police packhorse, and the 
empty saddlebags. 



     Subsequent visits found the site of a fire on a rock in the creek bed, bullet 
marks on trees, and the packhorse with about 200 pounds of charcoal in the 
bags.  Subsequent tests confirmed human remains in the charcoal, and some 
glass-headed pins Dahlke is known to have worn in his coat collar. 
     It was assumed that the bodies had been burnt, and the charcoal was to be 
disposed of somewhere else.  A warrant for the arrest of Patrick and Jimmy 
Kenniff, and a reward of 1,000 pounds was offered.  Three months later, they 
were arrested just South of Mitchell. 
     There were several points in their trial in Brisbane, under Judge Sir Samuel 
Griffith.  First, was there sufficient evidence of death? Secondly, several 
witnesses said they saw the Kenniffs far away when the shooting occurred.  
Their statements were not believed.  Some people were uncomfortable in 
convicting them on “the un-cooberated evidence of a blackfellow”. 
     The jury took only one hour to declare both Patrick and Jimmy Kenniff 
guilty, and they were both sentenced to hang. 
     At  the review of the sentence by four High Court judges, they decided that 
there was sufficient evidence of death to uphold the verdict, but one judge had 
doubt about Jimmy Kenniff’s guilt, because he was in custody at the time of 
the shooting.  Patrick Kenniff was hanged at Boggo Road on 12th January 1903, 
but Jimmy was reprieved and spent until 1914 in gaol. 
     At the time, and since, there has been controversy about this trial.  Some 
people see it as small settlers being victimised by large landholders, and others 
claim there were other people at Lethbridges’ Pocket that day.  The outcry 
about this case helped the case for Queensland to be the first State to abolish 
capital punishment.  
     A recent judicial review of the case by Anthony Morris Q.C. found five faults 
in the legal process. 

1. The fact that it was conducted before a “special Jury” of professional 
men instead of men of similar standing to the accused. 

2. The defence included several tactical errors. 
3. The prosecution was based on the premise that there was common 

intention between the accused, but no evidence supported this. 
4. The prosecution should have outlined whether the charge referred to 

Doyle’s death, or that of Dahlke. 
5. Sir Samuel Griffith, the trial judge, should not have participated in the 

Full Court proceedings. 
=== 

     One who sat through the trial, but could not speak, was the Under-Sheriff of 
Queensland, Arthur Hoey Davis, better known to us by his pen-name, Steele 
Rudd.  Here is his account of the trial, from his book, “The Miserable Clerk”:-  



“Sitting there, a silent official, from day to day, following the train, and threads, 
of circumstantial evidence, pregnant with materials for another “Robbery 
Under Arms”, the Under-Sherriff was in his element. 
     The obvious lack of bush knowledge, the false conception and surprising 
idea of the habits and instincts of the bush horseman, and how he would act in 
an emergency that were displayed by some of the legal minds were to him 
amazing.  On the other hand, the keen and remarkable insight into a life he 
could have known little about at first hand displayed by the judge in laying 
bare by adroit examination damming weaknesses in the defence amounted to 
legal genius.  To the Under-Sheriff those weaknesses were as obvious as the 
numerous absurdities put forward by the prosecution. 
     He, too, had known the bush; as a youth he had followed hard and 
breathlessly on the flying heels of their favourite mounts, knocking sparks from 
the flint- strewn ranges; knocking the bark from the forest saplings, and 
“barking” themselves from their shoulders to their shins as they crashed in 
pursuit of affrighted mobs.  Had followed “men who knew the way” into the 
“Horse Gully”- followed them down the mountain spurs and gorges, turning 
and sliding and wheeling this way and that till an ancient, suspicious-looking 
track hacked through the still, silent scrub was reached – a track that led into 
grazing country inaccessible by any other track – grazing country that was the 
planting ground for stolen station mares and stallions!  Had lain “oft in the 
stilly nights” listening to the old hands and middling old hands relating stories 
of how this mob and that mob were “lifted”, and how the thieves got through 
with the haul by the skin of their teeth – listening to them recounting night – 
rides by moonlight and by starlight – of quarrels over horses and women and 
plunder – of the capture of “Thunderbolt” and of “The Wild Scotsman” – of the 
murder of So-and-so and the mysterious disappearance of someone else!  
     And so, knowing the craft and resources of the bush horsemen as he knew 
them, it seemed strange to the new Under-Sheriff that sane persons could 
believe that a pack-horse containing the ashes of the murdered men ever 
escaped from the hands of either accused, or having escaped, that either could 
have failed to secure it again! Ah no!  that packhorse got out of the hands of 
someone not very clever among horses!  
     But the writer is not dealing with the trial, nor with the finding of the jury.  
All he knows is that the jury was composed of twelve sober, conscientious 
men, and that the judge was a great judge.” 

=====   
     It would be nice to think that after the arrest of “Australia’s last 
bushrangers”, that the ranges were safe from cattle duffers.  What do you 
think?  



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

James and Patrick Kenniff. 
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Fred Donkin at Meteor Downs.  
 
     It is hard to compare one drought with another.  The supply of “artificial” 
water for stock will enable them to make better use of available feed.  Modern 
transport enables stock to be moved to less affected areas, or to earlier 
slaughter.  Modern supplements can also help stock make better use of low-
quality feed.  Nevertheless, the so-called Federation Drought from 1898 to 
1902 is generally regarded as the worst in Australia, and the Central Highlands 
was badly affected. 
     On some properties, the settlers not only lost their stock, but as their horses 
(the only transport) became too weak to move, the people had to hope that 
their dwindling water supplies would hold out until the rain came.   
     Many squatters lost their properties at this time, and all suffered major 
stock losses. Comet Downs started with 6,000 cattle, and ended with 70.  
Mantuan Downs started with 13,000 and ended up with 130.  Meteor Downs 
ended up with 1200 sheep from their number of 87,500 at the purchase in 
1898, and 2,500 cattle of their original 8,500.  Fred Donkin had to borrow 
45,000 pounds to restock.  The cattle I believe came from Lakeland Downs in 
far North Queensland, and a young man Joe Millard, came with them.  He was 
soon appointed head stockman, and later manager, and spent the rest of his 
working life at Meteor Downs.   
     The following is from an article in the “Pastoral Review” which was 
published on 15th June, 1910. 
     “Meteor Downs”, owned by Mr. F. W. Donkin, is now one of the best-known 
Queensland stations.  It is situated about twenty-eight miles east of Springsure, 
and adjoins the village of Rolleston, named after the late Sir Christopher 
Rolleston, who was at one time part-owner of “Albinia Downs”.  “Meteor 
Downs”, as it now stands, really comprises what were two separate stations, 
the other property being “Albinia Downs”.  These stations were once owned by 
Mr. William Kelman, but they subsequently fell into the hands of the late Mr. 
James Tyson, in his time the wealthiest squatter in Australia.  On his death Mr. 
Donkin purchased the area comprised by these two stations, and they now 
form one estate – “Meteor Downs”.  The area of “Albinia Downs” is 47,000 
acres of freehold and “Meteor Downs” 80,000 acres freehold.  There are, in 
addition, 3,000 square miles of leasehold country, so that the estate comprises 
a large area.  It is, perhaps, the largest freehold estate in Queensland.  The 
country is slightly undulating, and the soil is of a rich volcanic nature.  It is 
lightly timbered, chiefly with stunted bloodwood and silver- leafed ironbark. 
     All the freehold land is enclosed with a netting fence 6 feet in height.  It is 
divided into thirty paddocks, many of which are also netted.  All told, there are 



about 120 miles of netting fence on the property.  Some of the leasehold 
country is fenced with the freehold, but the remainder is left open as a cattle 
run.  The freehold is watered by Meteor, Canopus, Albinia, and Panorama 
Creeks, but a great deal has been done in regard to water supply.  There are 
thirty wells averaging 40 feet in depth and pumped by 12 feet windmills, 
furnishing a permanent supply of good water.  Each mill is furnished with a 
20,000 gallon tank, and each tank delivers the water into sheep and cattle 
troughs.  Boring has been experimented with and good supplies have been 
obtained at 20 ft., 55 ft ,and 230 ft.  Perfecting the system of water supply on 
“Meteor Downs” represented a heavy expenditure, but is one of the 
necessities for successful management.  
     The improvements all through are of the best.  The woolshed is considered 
the finest in Queensland with one exception – that of “Tinnenburra”.  It was 
erected by Mr. Tyson at a cost of 6,000 pounds.  It is built of wood and 
galvanised iron and is 100 yards in length.  There is room on the board for 100 
stands, but thirty Wolsey machines suffices for Mr. Donkin’s requirements.  An 
eight horse-power steam engine drives the machines and when not so 
engaged works a sawing plant. 
     Mr. Donkin runs about 90,000 sheep on “Meteor Downs”, all high-class 
merinos.  He has established this flock since the disastrous drought which 
ended in 1902.  The ewes come principally from Logan Downs, and for many 
seasons Mr. Donkin used rams bred by Mr. Charles Mills, of “Uardry”, Hay, 
New South Wales.  He recently formed a stud flock from which to breed rams 
for station use.  The ewes he purchased from Mr. G. C. Clark, of “East Talgai”, 
Hendon, and the rams he bought from Mr. J. S. Horsfall’s famous “Widgiewa” 
flock.  As far as character of wool is concerned Mr. Donkin aims at producing a 
good quality of long combing wool.  With the exception of last season (1909) 
he has disposed of the “Meteor Downs” clip in London, and he has always 
been well up in whatever prices have been ruling.  There are two lambing 
seasons in that part of Queensland – Autumn and Spring – and the percentages 
in anything like fair seasons are remarkably good.  Last year (1909) the stud 
flock averaged 106 percent of lambs and the ordinary station flock gave 80 
percent.  The shearing seasons usually commences about the first week of 
September. 
     In addition to the sheep Mr. Donkin runs about 6,000 cattle of the Hereford 
breed.  He has purchased high-class bulls and heifers from Mr. Frank 
Reynolds’s well-known “Tocal” stud, and he finds the Hereford breed suits his 
country admirably.  As much as 8 pounds per head has been obtained on the 
station for fats.  Altogether the cattle have about 3,000 square miles of country 
to roam over. 



     The principal grass on the estate is blue grass, one of the most valuable of 
the indigenous grasses.  Mr. Donkin does not go in for the production of 
artificial fodder with the exception of about 100 acres under Lucerne, 
pumpkins, and Cape barley.  The little bit of cultivation is done without the aid 
of irrigation. 
     “Meteor Downs” is about 1,000 feet above sea level, and the average 
rainfall taken at Rolleston, extending over ten years, has been 28.83 in.  Since 
the 1902 drought, however, the average has been brought down to about 27 
in.   
     As can be well imagined, the management of a station as big as “Meteor 
Downs” requires the use of a large number of horses.  Mr. Donkin breeds all 
that he requires, and as horses are needed for a variety of tasks, he breeds 
many types.  He has two fine Clydesdale stallions on the property.  One was 
bred in New South Wales, the other in New Zealand.  He also has a hackney 
stallion bred by Captain Philip Charley, of “Belmont Park”, Richmond, New 
South Wales.  He also has two thoroughbred stallions.  One is Piccadilly, 
purchased for him by Mr. F. D. Brown, of the “Almac” Cob stud, New South 
Wales; the other is Gossip, by Goya (imp), out of Gossamer by Gosson (imp).  
Altogether, Mr. Donkin has about 450 horses on the station and about seventy 
foals are bred annually.   
     Mr. Donkin has recently sold about 17,000 acres of “Albinia Downs” to Mr. 
James Houston, of New South Wales, and it is his intention to gradually reduce 
the area of his freehold.”  

===== 
 
     Fred Donkin died in 1914, and was followed as owner by his son, Darcy 
Essington Donkin.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 



 



Obitiary of Frederick William Donkin.  
 
     Mr. Frederick William Donkin, of Meteor Downs, Queensland, died rather 
suddenly last month (July 1914) at the age of seventy-five.  He was born in 
London in 1839, and was the eldest surviving son of the late Rev. Thomas 
Donkin, who lived for many years at Prospect, near Parramatta, N.S.W. 
     He came to Australia with his father in 1853, and shortly after entered the 
office of Messrs. John Beit and Co.  He remained with the firm for about a year, 
and then entered the Colonial Secretary’s office, where he remained until 
1858.  Deciding, however, to take up squatting pursuits, he went to 
Queensland, and on Franklin Vale Station gained his first pastoral experience. 
     In 1860 he was joined by his brother, Edwin Davis, now of “Mandamar”, 
Barmedman, N.S.W. and together they went out westward to the Warrego.  In 
those days fences were an unknown quantity, and with about 1,000 ewes, they 
travelled out westward for about four years, before Mr. Donkin succeeded in 
getting a station of his own.  He obtained the ewes from “Weranga Station” 
(since over-run with prickly pear), and in the first year got as far as 
Wallumbilla, where the flock was shorn, and in the second year at 
“Deepwater”, adjoining “Mount Abundance Station”.  The third year they were 
shorn at “Mitchell Downs”.  After four years travelling, he sold all but 1000 
maiden ewes, and settled on “Langlo Downs” in March 1863.  This property 
comprised an area of 400 square miles, and before Mr. Donkin sold out to Sir 
William McCulloch, 1n 1881, his flock had increased to 30,000 sheep.  After the 
sale of “Langlo Downs”, Mr. Donkin spent some years in England, and New 
Zealand, and in 1886 purchased “Goomburra”, on the Darling Downs.  This 
property the Government bought in 1901, and the next year Mr. Donkin 
purchased “Meteor Downs.”   
     In 1879 he married Alice, the daughter of the late Rev. Colin McCulloch, of 
Brisbane, and the family consists of three sons.  The eldest, Langloh Donkin, 
has a property in Southland, New Zealand, and the second son has “Meteor 
Downs”.  Another son, Colin, died of tetanus at Meteor Downs in 1902.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Closer settlement. 
 
     There have always been competing interests in the land tenure questions of 
pastoral Australia.  When Queensland was granted separate statehood, with 
no money in the bank, the immediate need was to grant settlers large runs in 
return for payment needed by the Government.  But governments also had to 
be mindful of the claims of others who would like to try squatting or farming 
on a smaller scale. 
     The Land Act of 1884 was one example of the government’s attempt at this 
balancing act.  It allowed resumption of part (up to half) of the area of expired 
leases, with the original leasee compensated for the cost of any improvements. 
     The original squatters were a powerful voice in Parliament, particularly in 
the Upper House, and it depended on the political climate of the times, as to 
how this was applied.  Some times, the areas of new selections was too small 
to be viable, and at other times, suitable land was retained by the original 
leasees. 
     There were also examples of “group settlement” experiments, where 
groups of people would be granted a lease and be expected to work together. 
One example near here was the “Reliance Group” just to the East of Rolleston. 
They failed because of lack of farming experience, personal falling-outs, and 
the failure of many members to work while still drawing rations. 
     It is worth reading Steele Rudd’s book, “Dad Rudd in Politics” to get the 
author’s view on similar schemes.  Steele Rudd (real name Arthur Davis) was 
the son of an individual settler on a small selection on the Darling Downs, and 
in his books tells of the trials and triumphs of small, individual settlers.  He is 
very scathing about group settlement ventures. 
     Meteor Downs was due for some resumptions.  How would the original 
station, and the resumed selections, fare? 
 

=====  
     In 1885, James Tyson approached the Lands Department to come under the 
provisions of the Crown Lands Act of 1884, and so the property was inspected, 
and an agreement was reached as to what parts of the property would be 
available for resumption, and which he would be given a lease for.  In total, the 
land for resumption totalled 260 square miles, and the leasehold land totalled 
341.5 square miles.  The boundaries of each were set out in the letter.  I 
enclose this agreement as an appendix. 
     As well, James Tyson, like William Kelman before him, protected the best 
land by freeholding, and the total at Tyson’s death, 125,668 acres, was the 
largest freehold estate in Queensland. 



     In fact, no resumptions occurred apart from a grazing homestead of 20,000 
acres called “Springwood” being taken up by Pattison, allegedly for William 
Kelman, in 1891, until 1912.  Moves had been made in 1901 to start the 
process, but this was deferred because of the severe drought. 
     In 1912, the first area resumed was the “Sirius” area, closest to Springsure.  
A total area of 31,484 acres were resumed, and split up into small blocks.  A 
total of eight blocks, with an area of about 1278 acres each were formed, such 
as “Dalmally” and “Narraway”, while lesser country was in larger areas- 
“Stanleigh” had 9,476 acres and “Fourteen” had 6,364 acres. 
     To the Eastern side of the property, Surveyor Rogers was instructed to 
survey four more blocks, two for grazing, and two for agriculture.  The grazing 
blocks were “Meteor Park”  an area of 18,207 acres between “Springwood” 
and the “Albinia” freehold, and  was obtained by M.T.Burke.  Ajoining 
“Springwood on the South-west side was “Gladville”, an area of 27,258 acres.  
This was obtained by Cyril E. Friend, the brother of Herbert Friend who had 
“Springwood”.  Cyril Friend was my mother’s father. 
     The two other blocks were “Mount Kelman”, an area of 7,402 acres, 
obtained by Jim Gilmour, and “Croydon Hills”, an area of 7,568 acres, obtained 
by W.J. Moffitt. 
     The reason I say these blocks were “obtained” is that I am not sure whether 
they were balloted for, or obtained by tender. 
     I am not sure how the new settlers on the new “Sirius” blocks got on but I 
believe they struggled, although this size of landholding was common close to 
Springsure.  Certainly, the grazing blocks on the Meteor Creek side were more 
generous, and gave a better chance of success. 
     About the same time, in 1910, Donkins sold 17,000 acres freehold of 
“Albinia” to James Houston, of New South Wales.  This was the end of it being 
one estate of “Meteor Downs” and “Albinia Downs”. 
     At the same time, the leasehold areas of “Albinia Downs, “Sherwood”, 
“Toonbar” and “Yandina” were also surrendered. 
     Also, about this time Meteor Downs surrendered the lease on “Morilla 
Holding”, an area of thick wattle scrub and ridges where the grassland was 
heavily infested with Zamia.  This country was unoccupied until the 1930s, 
when “Springwood” acquired it with the condition that they clear much of the 
Zamia.  A team of men poisoned the Zamia close to the waters, but still a lot 
remains. 
     In1948, QBFC bought 40,000 acres North of the Springsure – Rolleston road, 
called “Inderi”.  After the failure of this venture, it was sold by the Government 
in several blocks.  Gerald and Fay Mayne purchased two blocks of about 7,500 
acres each, and retained the name of “Inderi”. 



     In 1965, Munchamulla West, an area of “Deepdale leasehold, but actually 
between “Meteor Downs” and “Springwood”, and separate from the rest of 
“Deepdale”, was given as an Additional Area to “Mount Kelman”. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
          
  
  



Meteor Downs after Resumptions. 
 
     After these resumptions, Meteor Downs was left with two properties, 
separated from each other.  The main part was the 80,000 acres of freehold 
country, situated mainly on Aldebaran and Canopus Creeks, and the 90,000 
acres of leasehold country on the head of Meteor Creek, called “Deepdale”. 
     It is worth looking at “Deepdale”.  It is well named, because it consists of 
almost a gorge between high mountains, with very limited places giving access 
to the East, and none to the West. About ten miles above the Springwood 
boundary, there is a fork, and above here there are two parallel creeks, Meteor 
Creek to the East, and Skeleton Creek to the West.  Between these, there is 
another high ridge of country. 
     At the Northern (downstream) end, there are about five miles wide creek 
flats, watered by smaller creeks and gullies coming down from the high ridges.  
These creek flats become gradually narrower as you ascend towards the heads 
of the creeks.  The country is well grassed, but on the sides of the hills Zamia 
(Macrozamia Moorei) is very prevalent. 
     Normally, stock will not touch Zamia, but when food is scarce, such as after 
a fire, they eat the young shoots and the large fleshy seeds.  This causes a type 
of nerve paralysis.  Cattle can look normal, but when they try to move, their 
back legs collapse.  If not too badly affected, cattle can learn to move about, 
but if badly affected, they may be unable to reach water. 
     Near the downstream boundary, there are a number of permanent spring-
fed waterholes, particularly the famous Twenty-mile hole, named for its 
distance from the “Meteor” homestead.  Further upstream, waters are 
smaller, but still to this day provide all the water on this property. 
     There was very little in the way of improvements on “Deepdale”, consisting 
short fences across gaps in the natural watershed boundaries, and a hut and 
cattle yards about where Meteor and Skeleton Creeks join.  Supply was mainly 
by packhorses, and when moving cattle to “Meteor Downs”, normally they 
travelled down Meteor Creek to the “Springwood” yards, and the next day 
headed about twelve miles west to Meteor homestead.   
     The property to the East was “Consuello”, a massive cattle station heading 
from Rolleston to the head of Consuello, Carnarvon and Peawaddy Creeks.  To 
the West, were “Wealwandangie” and “Kareela” Stations.  These properties 
also headed up to the top of the Great Dividing Range. 
     “Consuello” station ran Shorthorn cattle, and “Meteor” had Herefords.  
“Springwood” also had Shorthorns until the drought of 1926 but my father 
found that Herefords would forage further from the waters than the 
Shorthorns, and so they switched breeds.  This observation is borne out by Vic 



Priddle’s observation in “Dung on His Boots”.  He was a stockman on 
“Consuello”, and it was the practise for the two stock camps to combine to 
muster adjoining areas.  He noted, “Meteor Downs Herefords often used to 
roam over the ranges onto our side, yet very few of the Consuello Shorthorns 
faced the ranges to finish up on the Meteor Creek side.”  This probably justifies 
the Donkin’s choice of breed.   
     “Deepdale” was always run just as a cattle breeding property, and the steers 
would be taken down to the “Meteor Downs” freehold to be fattened. 
     In spite of difficulties running the two separate and different properties, 
“Deepdale” continued as part of “Meteor Downs” for another seventy years. 
     The freehold part of “Meteor Downs” was run mostly under sheep, with 
some fattening of cattle.  Gradually, Speargrass took over on the Bluegrass 
pastures on the black soil, and the sheep numbers fell, to be replaced by more 
cattle. 
     In 1947, the famous woolshed burnt down.  It was inevitable, being built of 
timber, with many years of sheep droppings underneath and far from a 
sufficient water supply, that if it caught fire there would be no chance of saving 
it.  This spelled the end of sheep on “Meteor Downs”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 



 
 



Meteor Downs under Darcy Donkin. 
 
To give a “flavour” of how life on Meteor Downs was seen by prospective 
employees at this time, I can do no better than to quote from Victor Priddle’s 
book, “Dung on his boots”.  He was a Rolleston boy, and left school at 14 to 
start work.  Here he is talking about where he would like to work. 
     “Back fifty to sixty years ago, the one topic amongst the boys at school was, 
what station we were going to work on after leaving school.  We had a one 
track mind, of course.  What a different world today!  The only discussion 
among the boys is, “What subjects are you going to take at the University?” 
     “Meteor Downs”, the largest station in the district, was owned by Darcy 
Donkin and managed by J. J. Millard.  Darcy Donkin was a great man for sport, 
and supported any type of sport in the district.  He kept a team of polo ponies 
always in feed and also a few racehorses. 
     To run “Meteor Downs”, with its big “commercial” herd of Hereford cattle, 
plus a Hereford stud, plus a huge flock of sheep, would give you some idea of 
the size of staff employed.  Other than the stockmen, there were windmill 
experts, blacksmith, boundary riders, cooks, bookkeepers, household help and 
so on. 
     He always had a team of polo players, chosen from his own staff and would 
go anywhere in Central Queensland to play a game of polo. 
     At the time, all country race meetings catered for the heavy men, with one 
race called the Jumbo Stakes with a minimum weight of about twelve stone!  
There was an undercurrent of friendly jealousy between Darcy Donkin and his 
manager, J. J. Millard, when riding in this race.  They were both very good 
horsemen and always rode station bred horses.  There is no doubt J. J. Millard 
was always in better race riding condition than his boss, and often outrode him 
in a tight finish. 
     My ambition was to work on “Meteor Downs”, but when I was taken from 
school and sent to work, “Meteor Downs” just didn’t appeal to me as much as 
it had done in the past.  Darcy Donkin himself and most of his staff had gone 
off to the war and for me as a boy, all the glamour seemed to disappear.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



This Sporting Life. 
 
     After he returned from the War, Darcy Donkin was still keen on sport, but 
added motorised sport to his interests.  He had learned to fly during the War, 
and realised that aeroplanes could be used for more than their killing role in 
that conflict. 
     In 1921, he purchased a de Havilland B.E. 2 e , which was powered by a 90 
horsepower engine.  It had a maximum speed of 82 m.p.h., and a ceiling of 
10,000 feet altitude.  He used it for transport, and also for checking on his 
stock at Meteor Downs.  It was the first privately – owned plane in 
Queensland, and for many of the towns in Central Queensland, it was the first 
aircraft they had seen.  He christened it “Meteor.” 
     One mention of this aircraft is in Francis Ratcliffe’s book, “Flying Fox and 
Drifting Sand”.  Ratcliffe was a naturalist, later to be Chief of CSIRO Division of 
Wildlife research.  Here, he is discussing how gliding birds generate their 
forward speed. 
     He is relating “ a story told to me by Darcy Donkin, of “Meteor Downs”, near 
Springsure.  A boundary rider had reported that eagles were playing up with 
the lambing ewes and Darcy had a small aeroplane and a guest, Ronnie Adair, 
who was also a pilot. Ronnie suggested an eagle hunt.  The aeroplane was an 
old S.E. bought just after the war.  It had a top speed of 75 miles per hour.  As 
Ratcliffe quotes Donkin’s story:- 
     Ronnie took the controls; I climbed into the front cockpit with a twelve-
guage gun, and we flew over to where my man had reported that the eagles 
were bothering.  When we arrived at the place we saw a big fellow get up on 
the far side of the paddock.  We flew after it and it turned to meet us.  It 
seemed to want to know what on earth we were.  Then it flew alongside, and it 
seemed as interested in us as we were in it, for it kept turning its head and 
looking at the plane.  The bus was flat out, doing its seventy-five; the eagle 
kept level, and NEVER MOVED ITS WINGS.  Ronnie and I stared at it hard, and 
he will bear me out – it never moved a feather.  This went on for two or three 
minutes. I shouted to Ronnie, “How the hell is he doing it?”  and he shouted 
back, “I’m dammed if I know!  Why not dong him anyhow?  So I cocked the 
gun, and was just about to dong him when the brute changed his mind and 
shot ahead.  He just shot straight ahead and left us standing, and still he never 
batted his wings.  Ronnie shouted that the damn thing was just laughing at us, 
and he was going home, so we turned round and came back to the house.” 
     Ratcliffe was convinced that it really happened like that.  He writes:-“ he 
told it with such vividness of recollection, that I was, and still am, convinced of 
its accuracy.”    



     As a pilot, Darcy was also interested in how “wing technology” could 
improve the performance of motor boats.  In 1921, his hydroplane, 
“Greyhound” was second in the 1922 Speedboat championships in Adelaide, 
representing New South Wales, as he did not know that a Queensland 
association existed.  He had even bigger plans, however, and ordered a new 
hull built on the lines of the World Champion, “Miss America”.  To power it, he 
had two Rolls-Royce Eagle Eight engines, for a total horsepower of 700.  This 
was his boat, “Meteor”.  It had great success in unrestricted classes, and set 
several speed records.  
     Darcy continued to support local causes, and when the people of Rolleston 
combined to build a Church of England, donated an organ.  Later that month, 
on 30th June, 1934, celebrated his marriage to Sophia Ann Johnson, the first 
marriage in the new church.  They had two children, Colin John (known as 
John), and Alice (known as Lal). 
 



 
 



 

 
 
 



Meanwhile, back at the Station. 
 
     All this would not have been possible, without a good station, and a good 
manager.  Joe Millard had already proved himself as manager while Darcy was 
at the War, and Meteor continued to provide the funds for Darcy’s lifestyle.   
     It was fortunate in the years soon after the War that wool was a major part 
of “Meteor’s” income.  Although there were fluctuations in prices, there was 
always a market – in contrast to beef cattle, where competition from South 
America led to the closing down of Lakes Creek meatworks, and difficulties for 
all other Australian beef processors, and subsequent low prices to cattlemen.   
     However, the increase in speargrass in the pastures made the country less 
and less suitable for sheep, and so the business gradually changed to cattle – 
breeding and fattening.  This was not just a case of changing the livestock – 
fences and particularly water improvements had to be made suitable.  As this 
was tick infested country, dips had to be provided, and this was a major part of 
the work on cattle stations – mustering cattle much more regularly than had 
been done originally.  This had the benefit of quietening the cattle, however, 
so this was one plus to the equation.   
     The breeding areas of “Meteor” were not enough to provide all the store 
cattle required, so this also made travelling to buy suitable stores. 
     World War 2 broke out in 1939, and this marked the end of an era at 
Meteor Downs – for a property which had been stocked mainly for its 
suitability for sheep, to be a cattle station, and increasingly, a grain farming 
property.  
     I am sorry I haven’t found a good story of Joe Millard – starting on “Meteor 
as a boy, and working there for over forty years, mostly as manager.  He was 
very well – respected and his managerial capacity was shown by the station 
funding the Donkin family lifestyle.  All I have managed to find are a few 
anecdotes, which I will include. 

1. He had a friendly rivalry with Darcy Donkin when they were riding 
against each other on “Meteor Downs” horses in Jumbo Stakes 
races.(from Dung on his Boots” by Vic Priddle.) 

2. “Meteor Downs” had a polo team and they used to play at Rolleston and 
other places.  A friend of mine asked Darcy Donkin how Joe went with 
the polo team.  Darcy replied that if you wanted to demoralise the 
enemy you put old Joe on the turn.  He would wave the mallet around 
and around his head and just charge in.  People would clear the deck no 
trouble.  It must have been funny to watch.  He did knock out one of the 
Gillespies from “Coorumbene” with one of his wild swings. ( From Ken 



Ogg’s contribution to “A Rare Good lot of Pioneers” published by the 
Bauhinia Shire Historical Group.) 

3. J.J. Millard as manager of “Meteor Downs” with its big staff, was a man 
much admired and respected by the local community.  He was one of the 
“Old Brigade”, and although he handled his aitches rather awkwardly, he 
always said just what he meant and “never pulled any punches”.  A 
percentage of the sheep contracted some type of eye disease and each 
individual sheep had to be caught by hand and an eye dropper was used 
to put a few drops of a prepared acid in the infected eye.  The sheep was 
then marked with a streak of red raddle on the rump to make sure it 
would not be done a second time.  One of the stockmen, Arthur Isles, 
whom one could describe as a mimicking clown, always could keep the 
camp in a good mood with his ability to entertain, or tell stories, be they 
true or false! 
     He could take his boss off to perfection.  Apparently J.J. had caught a 
bad eyed sheep and yelled out: “H’arthur!” then louder, “Harthur, ere’s 
one, h’acid for the h’eye and mark for the H’arse!’ (From “Dung on his 
boots” by Vic Priddle.)   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Susie Locke’s story. 
 
     Susie was one of five children with their parents on “Sunnyside”, a 160 - 
acre farm near Springsure.  They had to ride ponies to a one – teacher school, 
and she only had two years schooling, and then was able to get a job. 
      “At “Sunnyside” we were in a place without money, there was none there.  
So after I left school I used to go out to work and you would take whatever you 
could get, ten bob, five bob, there was none of those big wages like today.  My 
wages were put on the table at home – a tough rule, but still Dad and Mum 
had to keep the younger members of the family.  I basically worked for 
nothing, “Sunnyside” was only 160 acres.  It was hard work to make a living 
there and rear a family the size of ours, but everybody had to put in their best 
effort to manage.” 
     “A travelling buckjumping show arrived in town and I met my future 
husband, Jack Locke.  He was a good rider, a top – notcher!  I was only 16 years 
old at the time and we sort of fell in love somehow.  Jack left Springsure with 
the buckjumping show, and toured around for five years.  After that we just 
met up again and Jack and I got married the year I turned 21. 
     The first job Jack had after we were married was travelling in a spring cart 
taking horses down to Nanango.  Between 1934 and 1939 we built a little 
house.  This home was sold in 1939 and we went up to Innisfail to a cane farm.  
Jack had a hard time with all the cane boils he got, so we never went back up 
that way.   
     His next job was at “Meteor Downs” and then I went to work out at 
“Meteor Downs” and stayed there for fourteen years.  I used to go out on 
horseback with the men – I was a cowboy, a cook and housemaid and 
everything out there.  I can clearly remember one flood time going up into the 
mountains to the Kenniff’s Caves, and the Carnarvon Ranges on horseback 
with the men.  One of the horses slipped on a section of rock and punctured 
his chest, and blood was spurting out heavily.  The men seemed to panic and 
suggested that we leave the horse to die, but I just grabbed a big mountain 
gum leaf and put it on the wound and held it there until the bleeding stopped.  
That very same horse was among the mob of other horses that evening! 
     I was covered in blood, and was able to wash in the Kenniff Caves Creek.  It 
was a day I will never forget – fancy a woman showing the men what to do!  It 
was certainly beautiful country, but also very rough country.  There was a lot of 
aboriginal art in the area which I found fascinating. 
     One time a mob of cattle were left in a netting yard overnight, and when we 
started them off the next morning the creek came down, and the cattle had to 
be dragged out of the raging water.  This was Meteor Creek; it had a terribly 



strong flow.  Jack nearly drowned in that same creek.  He had some narrow 
escapes at times, and I can remember having a few busters myself, now I think 
about it.”  

=====  
 

     Jack Locke was head stockman on “Meteor Downs” under Joe Millard the 
manager, and even later he went back to show workers the country, because 
he was the man who knew “Deepdale” better than anyone else.  He died in 
1989, and Susie continued to live in Springsure until 2001, when she recorded 
this for the Bauhinia Shire Historical Group’s collection, “A rare Good Lot of 
Pioneers”. 

===== 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



World War 2 and after. 
 
     I have not found any history of the War specific to Meteor Downs, but they 
suffered the same as other pastoral concerns at the time.  This includes the 
loss of manpower from young men enlisting, the severe rationing of fuel, and 
the threat of Japanese invasion. 
     Britain had suffered severely from food shortages during the War, and after 
the war decided to investigate areas of the former colonies which could be 
developed for food production. They saw the potential of farming the blacksoil 
areas of Central Queensland. And so in conjunction with the Queensland 
Government, the Queensland British Food Corporation (QBFC) was set up. 
     The idea was to grow sorghum in the Central Highlands, and grow pigs in 
the Dawson-Callide area. 
     One of the documents they would have considered in this decision would be 
the report by William Souter, the Late Inspector of State Farms, of “a report of 
the lands of “Meteor” and “Albinia” for the purpose of wheat growing and 
general farming”, commissioned in 1909.  He found that although in such a 
large area there was a diversity of soil and physical conditions, there were 
large areas well adapted for wheat growing, as well as barley, maize and also 
lucerne.  He concluded “From close observation and a series of experiments I 
have no hesitation in saying that in the district generally, and the land under 
notice in particular, there are great capabilities both for mixed farming and 
stock raising, and there is everywhere an abundance of water to be obtained 
by sinking, say fifty feet”. 
     In 1948, large areas were bought, including “Orion Downs” adjoining 
“Meteor Downs”, and part of “Meteor Downs”, North of the Rolleston road, 
“Inderi” of about 40,000 acres.   
     No time was lost and ploughing commenced with contractors and soon 
tractors and other farm machinery was imported, and a large workforce was 
employed.   
     The first year’s crop was encouraging, although damaged by frost and 
hindered by control from far-away Brisbane and London instead of by local 
experts.  Then in 1950, one of the wettest years yet was experienced.   
     About 50 inches rain was recorded, about twice the district average, and 
much of the grain harvested rotted in bags in the field, because the roads were 
too boggy to transport it.  To add to the misery, there was a mouse plague. 
     Although they had proved that sorghum could be produced here, the cost of 
production was uneconomical, and by 1952 it was decided to wind the 
business up.  The area was divided up into blocks of about 5,000 acres, and 
balloted to individual farmers.   



     Although they suffered variable seasonal conditions, generally these 
farmers made a success of their businesses, and it was regarded as the best of 
the “Closer settlement” experiments. 
     “Meteor Downs” also acquired farming machinery, and started farming part 
of their blacksoil areas which were similar to the adjoining “Orion Downs” 
country. 

=====  
 
 

 
 
Meteor Downs area 2-mile map, 1956. 



Rainfall and other catastrophes. 
 
     Dorothea Mackellar certainly had it right – this is a land of “Drought and 
flooding rains”.  Meteor Downs in the 1940s was certainly no exception. 
     The years 1944 to 1946 were continuing drought, with 1946 regarded as the 
worst since 1902.  Then in the spring of 1946, the area was hit with a plague of 
locusts. 
     They destroyed any shoots in the grass, and their dung contaminated 
whatever was left.  We have also seen plagues like this in the 1970s and the 
2010s, so I hope it is another 30 years before the next outbreak. 
     In 1947, the woolshed burned down, which is a loss to the industrial 
heritage of Queensland.    
     Then in 1949, a cyclone crossed the coast just south of Gladstone, then 
headed North.  After causing major damage to both cities, it headed inland, 
causing major flooding before weakening near Tambo. 
     Following this, 1950 was one of the wettest years, with about 50 inches 
(about twice the average) rain recorded. 
     This made mustering very difficult.  The blacksoil country was bad enough – 
the soil building up on the legs of cattle and horses, and the stock sinking deep 
into the mud, but the sandy country was worse, turning to quicksand, so stock 
sunk to their bellies.  With dipping nearly impossible, ticks built up, and caused 
blood loss as well as tick fever. 
     After the years of drought, landholders had got out of the habit of strategic 
burning, and so there was a massive buildup of fuel in the dry year following, 
1951. 
     The spring, with the onset of hot weather, saw a series of dry lightning 
storms.  They started many fires – one which went from Meteor Downs down 
through Orion started (I think) about 15 individual fires. 
      The local landholders, “Meteor Downs”,  “Croydon Hills”, “Mount Kelman”, 
“Albinia”, “Meteor Park” and “Springwood” organised themselves into the 
Meteor Creek Bushfire Brigade, and were busy or on standby for months.  They 
had more machinery than was available previously, with ex- army Jeeps and 
Blitz trucks, and the first Land-Rovers.  “Meteor Downs” had a “fireplough” a 
type of grader which could be pulled by a tractor or truck, and “Mount 
Kelman” had a small bulldozer.  
     “Orion Downs also lent a hand where they could, with more machinery and 
manpower. 
   Most properties had pumps which could be used for spraying out logs, etc., 
once a firebreak had been established.  Springwood had a Land-rover with a 



PTO driven pump which drew water from a tank on a trailer.  Dad claimed that 
it was the only pump that never gave trouble when needed. 
     I was four at the time, and one of my earliest memories is seeing the glow of 
fires in the distance, and wondering why my mother was crying at the thought 
of her husband and brother out there.  I thought it was exciting! 
     The Queensland premier, Anastasia Palaszczuc, claimed the 2018 fires in 
Queensland were unprecedented.  Those who lived through the 1951 fires 
would disagree.  The build-up to both years was similar – cyclonic rain causing 
a massive increase of fuel, followed by dry conditions, low humidity, and dry 
lightning storms.  The area affected may have been bigger in 2018, but 
otherwise the fire seasons are very similar.   
     I could also mention years like 1968, and 1990.  It just means we should 
always be prepared. 
     Now, most properties have bulldozers or graders for creating firebreaks, 
and aircraft can be used for fire spotting and waterbombing if close enough to 
a water source.  Whatever the technology, fire control is still a part of farming 
in Australia, and particularly Central Queensland.  

=====  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Obitiary of Darcy Donkin, 1888 – 1954. 
Found on internet. 

 
     It has occurred to me that the passing of the late Darcy Donkin calls for a 
fuller account of his life and the part he and his family played in the pastoral 
life of Central Queensland.  For that reason I have compiled the following 
sketch which may be of interest :- 
     Mr. Donkin’s parents came to Australia from England in 1882.  Darcy was 
born in Sydney in 1888 and attended school in that city.  His father bought 
Meteor Downs from the Tyson estate.  Just before the Great Drought, at the 
turn of the century, Meteor Downs was running 122,000 sheep and 
6,000cattle.  When the drought broke in 1902 only 300 sheep remained and 
the cattle had been completely wiped out.   
     Good seasons followed and the Donkins, by good management, made full 
use of Meteor Downs, Albinia and Deepdale.  Meteor Downs woolshed, a 
district landmark and one of the finest structures of its kind in Queensland, 
was a hive of industry at shearing time.  It had 100 stands. 
     The cattle activities received the same thorough-going attention.  Stud 
cattle were purchased from the famous Tocal stud and bulls were bred for the 
commercial herd at Deepdale. 
     Horse breeding also entered into the firm’s activities, special stock being 
imported to breed Clydesdales for farm work, hackneys for coach and buggy, 
and racing sires for dual purpose horses.  One of the first stallions to be 
purchased for Meteor Downs was Readymoney (by Guinea, son of Fireworks), 
which begot many good local gallopers, which distinguished themselves at 
picnic races and Show hunting contests.  Darcy Donkin rode at picnic races, 
Show jumping contests and polo matches at Springsure.   
     Other blood horses at Meteor Downs were Piccadilly, Malabar and Medal, 
and two imported horses, Riddlestone and Foxton.  
     The Donkin colours were carried throughout Central Queensland and at 
times in Brisbane. 
     Owing to the speargrass, dingo infestation and labour shortages, Mr. Donkin 
decided to go out of the sheep industry and concentrate on cattle.  With 
characteristic thoroughness he went in for a first-class Hereford herd.  Later he 
invested heavily in farm machinery with a view to wheat growing on a large 
scale.  The Queensland British Food Corporation purchased about 61,000 acres 
of his land for sorghum growing. 
     Before the advent of the motor car, buggies and coaches were the chief 
means of travel for country folk.  Darcy Donkin invariably drove a team of four 
“spanking bays”. 



     Shearing time saw gay days at Meteor Downs.  At the completion of 
shearing a race meeting was staged.  Everyone in the district and on the 
properties, including shearers, shed hands, stockmen, etc., joined in.  A 
handsome cup was presented by the Donkin family.  No bookmakers were 
permitted, but a tote was conducted.   
     Darcy Donkin introduced the first motor car in Springsure, and his was the 
first private plane to fly in the district.  A landing strip was laid out at Meteor 
Downs. 
     Always of an adventurous disposition, he went big game hunting in India in 
1910, being accompanied by Captain West. 
     At the outbreak of the 1914 – 1918 war, he offered his services to the AIF, 
but was rejected on account of a “faulty heart”.  Undeterred, he went to 
England, enlisted in the Life Guards and won a commission and held the rank 
of Major at the end of the War. 
     After his return to Australia, his sporting character again asserted itself, 
speedboat racing being amongst his other ventures.  His “Greyhound” won the 
Australian speedboat championship (73 miles an hour) on the Brisbane River in 
1920.  He also competed in Sydney and Adelaide. 
     Darcy Donkin crowded much into a colourful and adventurous life.  Not the 
least of his admirable qualities was the generous help he gave to those who 
sought his aid from time to time.  He was indeed a good friend to many. 
    He married Miss Sophie Johnson at Springsure in 1934, and s survived by his 
widow and two children, Alice Mary and Colin John. 

=====  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Beef cattle market, 1950s and 1960s. 
 
     There were major changes to the beef cattle market during these years.  
The most significant of these was the entry into Australian beef markets of the 
USA lean beef trade.  American beef was almost entirely fattened in feedlots, 
and their specifications meant that there was a large amount of fat trimmings 
from the carcases.  The increasing demand for hamburgers, with the rise of 
chains like Macdonalds, meant that they required a source of lean beef to mix 
with this, to make an acceptable hamburger patty. 
     Australian beef could be trimmed of fat, and the meat sent over to be used 
in this way.  Quality was not so important, and in this way many cattle, 
including bulls, would now have a market for the first time. 
     Cattle graziers now had more money to spend on needed infrastructure, 
such as fencing and water supply from bores or farm dams. 
     Later, in the 1960s, a new market for high quality beef emerged in Japan, 
due to its increasing industrial strength, and the fact that now many people 
had the money to change their diet to enjoy this novelty.  The supply of this 
beef was sourced from animals fattened on grazing crops of oats and sorghum, 
and also from the increasing area of improved pasture particularly from buffel 
grass pastures in the newly cleared brigalow belt. 
     The southern areas were still mostly geared to supplying the local market, 
and so Queensland, and in particular Central Queensland, was the major area 
supplying the export market. 
     Meatworks were enabled to head towards year – round processing, instead 
of being limited to the time cattle were available from natural pastures.  This 
made processing more cost – effective.   
     Another innovation at this time was Cryovac,  the sealing of cuts of meat in 
vacuum- sealed plastic bags.  This enabled meat to be sent for longer distances 
in a chilled rather than frozen state.  This was a major step for Australia to be 
able to compete with Argentina, who had shorter shipping times to major 
markets. 
     The beef industry had increasing prosperity in this time, when many other 
crops were facing major problems.  Wool was facing competition from 
synthetic fibres, dairying was being shut out of the British market who 
preferred New Zealand for their imported butter, and the wheat market was 
so oversupplied that the wheat board imposed quotas on growers. 
     The general call from economists to farmers at this time was “Get out of 
what ever you are doing now, and get in to beef and coarse grains!”  Many 
farmers heard their advice, and the Australian beef herd hit a record size, of 
over thirty million. 



Lindsay Drummond at Meteor Downs. 
 
     Lindsay Drummond was a local Springsure man, whose father had died 
when he was six years old, lopping trees for drought fodder.  His mother had a 
hard time supporting him, and he worked for various relatives.  In 1941, at the 
age of 18, he enlisted in the army. 
     After the War, he broke in horses for a horse buyer, Mr. Woods, who taught 
him a lot about the art.  Then he put together a droving plant, and from 1949 
to 1950, worked at Meteor at day work. 
     The following is an extract from Lindsay Drummond’s contribution to “A 
Rare Good Lot of Pioneers”, a collection of oral histories from the Bauhinia 
Shire. 
     “Towards the end of 1952 Mr. Donkin (Darcy) offered Lindsay the position 
of managing “Meteor Downs”.  Lindsay was undecided and Mr. Donkin advised 
him to talk with Mr. Joe Millard, who had managed “Meteor Downs” for 40 
years.  So he decided to take on the position but before going there the police 
had done a patrol up the Meteor Creek and over the mountains to “Mount 
Moffatt”.  They reported to Mr. Donkin the “Clean skin” situation on 
“Deepdale”, some 200 square miles of country taking in the headwaters of 
Meteor Creek, and advised him to clean it up.  When the police were on their 
patrol they had an aboriginal, Eddie Bundle, as a guide; Eddie knew the country 
well.  The police wanted to go through Lethbridge’s Pocket but Eddie 
pretended to be lost and went via Card Camp.  As it was getting late, Eddie 
considered they would want to camp in Lethbridge’s Pocket but after the 
murders committed there by the Kenniffs, aboriginals had superstitions about 
the area at night.  Needless to say, they didn’t camp in Lethbridge’s Pocket! 
     Lindsay’s head stockman was Barney Black, and other stockmen were 
Barney’s two sons Frankie and Gordon, and Ernie Gadd.  The muster went well 
despite the lateness of the season, when the cold weather could have sent the 
cattle back into the mountain country.  Whilst at “Deepdale”, Barney and 
Lindsay visited “Carnarvon” and “Mount Moffatt”.  Max Hutton managed “Mt. 
Moffatt”, and Lindsay was to meet his daughter Margaret, whom he married 
three years later. 
     In 1953 Mr. Donkin and Barney Black died within a few weeks of each other.  
Barney’s son Gordon took on the job as head stockman for the next four years.  
1954 was the start of three wet years with between 30 and 50 inches falling 
each year.  Luckily they had managed to get a lot of mustering finished before 
the wet started.  During these years the only way to get to “Deepdale” the 
outstation was by packhorse, and usually once a week Lindsay would send a 
boy with a couple of packhorses to the head station, “Meteor Downs” for 



rations, mail etc.  They did have to start to ration out the food, as it was in 
short supply, as they had been isolated when the creeks flooded for days.  
However, when the creek banks broke a little and ran down to four or five feet, 
they decided to head for the station.  On one occasion they had to cross 
Meteor and Skeleton Creeks, which were about four feet deep.  Frank Black 
and Ross McLaughlin (a boy of approximately 15) could not swim, and Harry 
Clarke, the cook, was in his sixties and had not been on a horse for years, 
however they all made it. 
     On arriving at the station they found that Aldeberan Creek had overflowed 
and the waters had come up to the front steps of the “Meteor Downs” house.  
John Webster, who was a handy man, looking after stock waters, etc., had 
decided to take the office contents up high out of the water mark when he 
became worried the water might enter the house, but luckily it did not enter 
the home.  The goats were washed away from the bend of the creek where 
they camped when the flood came so quickly that night, and the ducks 
drowned in the fowl house as they camped on the ground, but that was all the 
damage. 
     In 1957 Lindsay and Margaret were married and Walter Smith, a schoolmate 
and good friend of Lindsay’s built a new house at “Meteor Downs”.  Their first 
son Donald was born while they were living there.  Lindsay really enjoyed his 
time at “Meteor Downs” as there was plenty of hard work and no time to think 
about imaginary grievances.  A lot of time and effort went into keeping the 
mountain country free of cleanskin cattle and ticks.  They had over 6,000 head 
of cattle.  From November to the end of May they went from “Deepdale” to 
the head station and back again.  The rest of the year was put in to yard 
building and repairs to the old sheep fences.  The fencing tools consisted of a 
crowbar, shovel, crosscut saw and adze.  Wear and tear was not expensive. 
     On one occasion a pilot who was teaching John Donkin to fly had told Mrs. 
Donkin that he did not think much of Lindsay, to which she replied “Don’t 
worry, he doesn’t think much of you apart from your trade”.  He replied “I 
have a degree in economics and could do a better job of looking after your 
interests.”  Mrs Donkin replied “I don’t see where your degree would get my 
cattle out of the mountains”.  Lindsay felt this was a great credit to him as he 
had only achieved seventh grade education.   

=====  
 
 
 
 
 



Frank Black at Meteor Downs. 
 

This is an extract  from “Frank Black interviewed by Bruce Simpson and Bill 
Gammage, 2006, TRC5675/44. National Library of Australia,  in the” Drovers 
oral history project” .  
 
     Frank Black was born in Springsure in 1933, the son of Barney Black, a well -
respected cattleman, who had been a drover and head stockman.  After 
leaving school in 1947, he worked for his father droving, and then at 
Dooloogra, where Barney was head stockman.  
  
     In 1953, Lindsay Drummond was appointed manager of Meteor Downs, and 
he got Barney Black to come as head stockman, with his team of his sons 
Gordon and Frank, and Ernie Gadd. 
 
Meteor Downs (especially Deepdale) had been let go during the War because 
of shortage of manpower. 
 
Frank Black: 
    “ Meteor had been let go to pieces and they went there and they got in, you 
know, they were unbranded cattle but they wasn’t wild, Bruce, because they 
hadn’t been chased and, they coast and they got in a, you know, they did a job. 
     But as the end of that year he (his father) died and then I drifted away.  But 
a brother of mine, Gordon, stayed there with him and I just sort of drifted 
around, and then I got around Rolleston chasing wild cattle with people there.  
And then I followed that for a lot of years then.” 
 
Bruce Simpson: 
     “You like working wild cattle, Frank?” 
 
Frank Black: 
     “Well, Bruce, we liked it but, there’s a thing that I’ll admit and like a lot of 
people’ll disagree with me but, I’ve had a lot of time to think since, and I 
realise now that if we had been sensible enough to buy a drum of molasses 
and a bag of salt we’d have got the cattle a lot easier.” 
 
Bruce Simpson:  
     “Used your head instead.” 
 
 



Frank Black: 
     “Well, we thought … we chased ‘em and, you know, well then like as you 
know quite well there’s only reason why cattle go wild is because you chase 
them …” 
 
Bruce Simpson: 
     “That’s right.” 
 
Frank Black: 
     “ And that’s what we done. We caught a lot of them and you know, like they 
talk about the bull strapping and holding dog, well, righto, we might have been 
… like this was even in the country that you went to, like smart men were 
smart men regardless of colour or  wherever they came from.  They were 
smart men but whether we went about it the right way, I’m not, just real sure,, 
you know.” 
 
Bruce Simpson: 
     “Who was the best man you saw pulling down a bull?” 
 
Frank Black: 
     Well, I won’t single anybody out, Bruce, because like its never been my 
policy, like, you know, as I say, like, a smart man’s a smart man, like. 
     It wasn’t so much like, it wasn’t so much the man that was throwing the 
bull.   It was the man once you got it into the coaches.  It was the man that 
could look after that beast and get him back to the yard.” 
 
Bruce Simpson: 
     “They were no good until they were in the yard, Frank, were they?”  
 
Frank Black: 
     “Yeah. Well, you know, we relied on dogs and things like that.  But you 
know as I say, like if we’d sat down and thought well, we’ll go and get a drum 
of molasses and a bit of salt”. 
 
Bruce Simpson: 
     “They’d have come to you.” 
 
Frank Black: 
     “Well, it might have eradicated all of that, you know.” 
 



Bruce Simpson:  
     “Wouldn’t have been so much fun though, Frank.” 
 
Frank Black:  
     “Well that … yeah. Yeah.” 
 

===== 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Mecanisation. 
 
     Just as it is hard for kids today who have been brought up with computers 
and “smart phones” to imagine life without them, so it is hard for someone of 
my generation to comprehend life on cattle properties before mechanisation.  
Almost every phase of life and business changed. 
     Darcy Donkin led the way in the Springsure district, having the first private 
car as well as his aeroplane, but it was when cars and trucks became more 
widely available that the real changes occurred.  In the 1920s and 1930s, an 
increasing number were used, but it is after the 2nd World War that they 
became more nearly universal. 
     Farming tractors imported for Queensland British Food Corporation were 
used in the district, and larger bulldozers were available to clear brigalow scrub 
for improved pasture, but perhaps one of the most useful tractors was the 
little Ferguson TE20.  This tractor came with a range of implements, from a 
mouldboard plough, a back grader blade, and even a front blade with lifting 
capabilities. 
     Perhaps the most useful was the post-hole digger. If you compare the work 
of digging a posthole with a crowbar and shovel to the mechanised way, it is no 
wonder that every property, and every fencing contractor, found they needed 
one.  For the fencer, a chain saw and a powered fence borer, made it possible 
to do much more in a given time. 
     “Meteor” did not have the first bulldozer in the district, but early in the 
1950s, they bought a Caterpillar D6, which proved a versatile machine for 
property maintenance and firebreak construction.  Soon after, they bought a 
grader, which was better for road construction and faster on firebreaks in open 
country where timber was not of concern.   
     At the homestead, too, life became better. Electric light from your own 
lighting plant changed the evenings, and it probably also had enough power for 
a washing machine and an iron. 
     For some reason, 32 volt systems were recommended for farm use, and 
they were a great improvement on what went before, but gradually they were 
replaced by 240 volt plants.  This enabled a larger range of appliances at a 
lower cost, and even an electric refrigerator to replace the kerosene model. 
     I can’t say when Meteor first got a lighting plant.  I suspect that it was soon 
after World War 2 ended, but I do remember when the Mains electricity 
arrived here.  After Springsure was connected in the 1960s, by 1970 power was 
extended to the Orion and Meteor area, and onwards to Rolleston.  Properties 
had to loan the Electricity Board some money, and guarantee to use a certain 
amount of power per year.  In the buoyant farming conditions of the time, this 



was quite possible.  However, by the time to extend the power further, the 
amount to be loaned had increased so much, combined with the “cattle crash”, 
meant it was much later these properties were connected.  Deepdale, because 
of the length of line needed, never was connected to the grid. 
     Telephone communication was by a single wire, either strung between trees 
or on posts, to a local manual exchange. Normally, several properties would 
share a line, and each would be allocated a Morse code letter for the ring for 
an incoming call.  At the end of the call, a short ring signalled the line was now 
available.  Naturally, there was a lack of privacy, and also arguments about 
certain people “hogging” the line, not giving their neighbours a fair go.  When 
there was a fault on the line, this sometimes led to arguments about who 
should fix it. These small exchanges were run by property owners where the 
exchange was situated, and were only open for a number of hours every day. 
     Later, small automatic exchanges replaced the manual models, but there 
were many faults from these.  Finally, about 1987, a new system called Digital 
Radio Concentrator System was installed.  Each subscriber had a phone linked 
to a small solar-powered radio link which connected to a larger exchange, in 
this case, Springsure. 
     This ensured very good voice reception, privacy, and even the possibility of 
fax machines, and we thought we had at last joined the modern world. 
However, with the rise of computers and the internet, we found it was not 
really suitable for large amounts of data. 
     The next advance was the use of satellite communication, and this remains 
the only means for those who do not have a digital cable past their door, or in 
range of good mobile coverage.  As always, these systems start out being 
satisfactory, but as more people share the link, service slows. 
     As trucks became larger and more powerful, it became possible to carry up 
to 20 bullocks on one deck, and this replaced droving especially for meatworks 
cattle (in those days, to the railway line at Springsure.)   Trucks became larger, 
adding another deck on top of the first one, and then pulling another “dog 
trailer” with another two decks behind.  Road regulations now mostly limit this 
to a B-Double, which is a truck with two half decks, followed by a trailer with 
another two decks.  These enable cattle to be carted economically for longer 
distances. 
     Although some people muster using helicopters, or 4-wheel bikes where 
conditions suit, using horses for mustering and general stock work is one of the 
last pre-mechanised parts of station life.  It is because it is the most suitable 
“tool” for the job, and is likely to remain so for many years to come. 



     There are many advantages to this modernisation, or farmers and graziers 
would not have adopted them.  But it means that modern businesses are much 
more vulnerable to outside forces than ever before. 
Back in the days of William Kelman and James Tyson, the properties were 
dependant on the outside world for a market for their produce, and for the 
food they could not produce “on farm”.  Water was pumped from wells by a 
horse-driven pump, or a windmill. Now so much machinery is used that fuel is 
a major expense.  In so many ways we are connected to the business world 
that whatever concerns the business world will also affect farming businesses. 

===== 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Grain Growing. 
 

     This is about grain growing in the Springsure district, not just on Meteor 
Downs.  As this is a summer rainfall area, summer crops such as sorghum can 
expect some rain in their growing time, whereas winter crops are mostly 
reliant on stored moisture, with only minor rain events to help them. 
 
Soil preparation.  
     In the 1950s, a disc plough would be used to break up the soil, and then a 
tined scarifier for subsequent workings to control weeds. As time went on, 
larger tractors and implements would be used. 
     It was then recognised that disc ploughs, by moving the soil, created 
problems, and then tined implements were used for all operations. 
     As much of the land was not entirely level, contour banks were constructed 
to slow the runoff of water.  As these banks were a haven for weeds, gradually 
broad- based contour banks that could be cultivated over were preferred. 
     The next change was the elimination of stock grazing on land for grain crops, 
as their hooves compacted the soil. 
     For a similar reason, “controlled traffic”, where tractors and machines 
would follow the same footprints, leaving the soil in between undisturbed. 
     Later, by the 1980s, “no – till” farming was adopted.  This was using 
chemicals to control weeds, leaving the soil structure undisturbed. 
 
Crops. 
     Sorghum was the main summer crop, and first single varieties such as Alpha 
were used, until hybrid varieties were developed to increase yields.  Various 
grazing varieties were also planted for cattle feed. 
     In winter, wheat and barley were grown, as well as oats as a grazed crop.  
Oilseeds were also tried, Sunflower as a summer crop, and Safflower as a 
winter crop.  Experiments with rape as a grazing crop were tried, as with a 
taproot, it could access stored moisture deeper than cereal crops. 
     In recent years, legume crops, mung beans and chick peas have been an 
alternative crop, depending on price and timing of planting rain. 
 
Transport. 
     Apart from crops utilised on – farm for feed or seed, all the grain had to be 
transported to Springsure.  In QBFC times and soon after, the crop was bagged 
and then sent on trucks to the rail. 
     One of my early memories is watching the harvest on Meteor Downs.  A 
small header was pulled by a tractor, and had to stop frequently to be emptied 



into bags manually.  After the bags were sown, a (hydraulic?) machine hoisted 
them to truck level, where they were stacked.  At the railhead, they had to be 
unloaded manually. 
     It was a great advance when bulk handling came in, eliminating much of the 
physical labour involved.  Bulk sheds were installed at the railhead, and 
eventually concrete silos were built.  Springsure was one of the largest 
individual grain depots. 
     However, in the 1990s, Queensland Rail gave up on carting grain and cattle, 
to concentrate on coal handling.  This meant farmers were forced to send their 
grain to port or end -users on the road. 

=====  
 

       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Darcy and John Donkin 
 

From “Men of Vision Over Capricorn” 
 

By Glen Stewart Cousins. 
 

     Darcy Donkin was born in Sydney in September 1886 and demonstrated his 
adventurous spirit early by going off to India in 1910 to shoot big game.  With a 
Captain West, he went into Tibet with a permit also to shoot big game.  He 
inherited his father’s love of horses and racing, as well as his ability to operate 
grazing land. 
     Darcy Donkin tried to enlist for World War 1 but was rejected because of an 
allegedly faulty heart.  He refused to take no for an answer.  He sailed for 
England and enlisted in the 1st Life Guards.  He had a successful military career 
and won a Commission.  It’s not clear whether he joined the Royal Flying Corps 
or later the Australian Flying Corps before returning to Australia, but 
somewhere he learned to fly an aeroplane in the UK. 

Soon after the War, he became the first owner of a private car in the district, 
and in 1920 became the first aircraft owner in the region.  He also loved speed 
boats.  His first boat, the Greyhound, was fitted with Rolls-Royce engines and 

won the Australian Championship at 73 miles per hour in 1920 on the Brisbane 
River, and also competed at Sydney and Adelaide.  His flying exploits include 

bringing the first Qantas aeroplane from Egypt to Australia in the early 1920s.  
In 1924 he was still heavily involved with speedboats and competed in the 

Griffith Cup events on the Brisbane River.   By this time, he had another boat, 
the Meteor, but it wasn’t fast enough to beat the Rymill brother’s Tortoise 

with its single Liberty engine.  So the Griffith Cup went back to Adelaide. 
     Donkin was widely known to some as a larrikin, to others as a playboy.  He 
lived high at a frenetic pace.  He attracted a lot of attention.  Donkin lived life 
to the full – and never apologised for it.  He died peacefully in 1950. 
     Because of a spear-grass infestation, shortage of labour and the number of 
dingoes, he decided to abandon sheep raising to concentrate on first – class 
Hereford cattle breeding.  Later, he also moved into mixed – grain farming, 
with modern machinery, and broke up and prepared an extensive area of land 
in the Central area, producing lucrative wheat crops, at times under the most 
unfavourable conditions.  The Queensland British Food Corporation, one of the 
most memorable financial disasters of the Queensland Labour Government 
(and Premier Vince Gair), eventually bought 35,500 acres of Donkin’s land for 
corporation experiment in the 1950s.  It was a huge financial failure, because 
of bureaucratic interference and bungling, but the project at least proved that 



grain could be grown successfully in the Central Highlands, despite what the 
instant experts predicted.  Much of the area stretching from Springsure 
through Emerald to Capella is now Australia’s best grain country, occupied by 
many South Australian, Victorian and New South Wales farmers, who moved 
north from their sometimes gibber country, where they had been struggling 
for years to eke out a living on one crop a year. 
     Donkin was an amazing man.  His Chrysler 66 Roadster, navy blue or British 
Racing Green (I’m not too sure now as 60 years is a long time to test one’s 
memory) was well known by reputation.  Some of his other ex RAF aeroplanes 
were a BE2E biplane (VH-UDV) registered in November 1922 and taken off the 
register in January 1932, a Westland Widgeon (VH-UKP) registered in May 
1929, and a DH60M (VH-UVO) registered in May 1930 and which crashed on 
May 18, 1939.  The BE2E hit a stump at Rockhampton in the 1920s but lived to 
fly again. 

===== 
 
     John Donkin had been a licensed pilot since 1954 and was taught to fly at 
Rockhampton Aero Club, in the days when Bruce Campbell was Chief Flying 
Instructor.  John was born in 1937 and went up to Gatton Agricultural College, 
intending to take over the “Meteor Downs” family property.  When his father 
died, John Donkin took control of the business and immediately installed the 
largest and most up-to-date private water conservation scheme in Australia to 
that time, using all the technology he had learned at Gatton and his close 
knowledge of the property. 
     As soon as he could, he bought his own aeroplane – an Auster J1 (VH-AIH), 
and then a Piper Tri-pacer.  Later, he bought the second Central Queensland 
Aerial Ambulance (VH-RJC) and had it re-registered as VH-CJD, his own initials.   
     After selling this machine, he bought an ex-army Cessna 180 (VH-PVB), then 
a Buccaneer 40 (VH-KVW), and finally a Cessna 185 Floatplane (VH-KVW) from 
Norway, which he still flies today (1994), flying off his Pink Lily  property on the 
Fitzroy River a few miles outside Rockhampton and almost in sight of his 
father’s old landing field, Connor Park. 
     Like his father, John became interested in maritime activities at an early age, 
as well as flying, and in 1969 – 1970, he and his wife Heather spent their 
honeymoon on a round – the – world voyage on their own yacht, and they 
used to own the “Denison Star” a luxury twin cruise launch, which travels 
regularly to and from Great Keppel Island twice daily. 

===== 
 
 



Meteor Downs under John Donkin. 
 
     After the death of Darcy Donkin, control of Meteor Downs passed to his son, 
with his mother and his sister also involved.  The family continued to have 
homes in Yeppoon as well as at Meteor Downs, and the family continued to 
rely on a manager, with Lindsay Drummond replacing Joe Millard. 
     Meteor Downs in the 1950s was a very different station to the one which 
had funded Darcy’s lifestyle in the 1920s and 1930s.  For a start, the sheep had 
gone, and the property was now a combined cattle and grain farming 
enterprise.  The loss of the “Inderi” 40,000 acres of prime farming country to 
QBFC, later to be sold as individual farming blocks, also reduced the possible 
income. 
     John was responsible for the building of one of the first and largest private 
dams on the property, with the aim of growing fodder crops, but his interests 
were always split between “Meteor” and his other interests.  Finally, in the 
1960s, the decision was made to put the property on the market. 
     The size of the property ruled out most individual buyers, and in 1966, 
“Meteor Downs” was sold to British Tobacco Company.  This ended over 100 
years of individual ownership – from William Kelman, James Tyson, and the 
Donkin family. 

=====  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Donkins sell Meteor Downs to British Tobacco. 
 
     In 1966, the Donkin family sold Meteor Downs to British Tobacco Company, 
to be run as part of their pastoral arm, Naroo Pastoral Company. 
     The following comments do not refer specifically to this sale, but are my 
thoughts on the takeover of privately – owned stations by listed companies. 
     Firstly, it is easier for companies to find the money needed to buy large 
properties.  This also applies to funding the infrastructure needed to develop 
the property in the direction the new owners decide. 
     If the property is now to be part of a string of properties, this will decrease 
the geographical risk, as when one property is having a bad season, others may 
be able to compensate. 
     This also enables properties to specialise, for instance some may be best 
suited to breeding, others to fattening, or backgrounding cattle for feedlots.   
     Companies are free to engage staff and managers who they consider the 
best people for the roles, without having to consider family interests.  Also, as 
generations change in family -owned properties, conflict can arise from varied 
interests, as well as inter-generational change of control. 
     On the other side of the question, this means that local control is lessened 
by owners distant from the property, who may not be fully aware of local 
conditions.  Good communication from locals to Head Office, and vice versa, is 
essential 
     The other factor is that the property is now subject to events affecting the 
owner company, which may have nothing to do with the local property.  
Nelson Bunker Hunt’s financial woes are an example. 
     In the history of pastoral Australia, there have been many examples of 
pastoral companies.  Many have been very successful, but there are also many 
examples of companies who have tried, but for various reasons, have had to 
give up the idea. 
     These are some things to keep in mind as we follow the future history of 
Meteor Downs. 

=====  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 



Ray Thompson at Meteor. 
 
     After Donkins sold “Meteor Downs” to British Tobacco, to be run as part of 
Naroo Pastoral Company, a Springsure man, Ray Thompson, was employed as 
part of the stock camp in 1966.  He spent four years there.  There were four 
men in the stock camp, responsible for all the cattle work, although many 
others were involved in the farming and improvement work. 
     They were kept busy, because cattle ticks were bad, and this meant the 
Hereford cattle had to be dipped regularly.  From the time of the first rains of 
the spring until the winter, the paddocks were mustered in turn for dipping – 
preferably at about three weeks to a month intervals.  The other jobs, joining 
the bulls, culling unwanted cows, branding calves and weaning the calves, 
were also done at the same time. 
     Twice a year, they went to Deepdale for about a month to muster the cattle 
there.  
     When the calves at Meteor were weaned, they were droved to Deepdale.  
The first night, they stayed in the Springwood yards, about twelve miles from 
Meteor, and the next day they got as far as the Twenty-mile waterhole, at the 
start of Deepdale.  The next day, they got to the Hut and holding paddock, 
where Meteor Creek and Skeleton Creek join. 
     Ray told me that in those days, there were only three main paddocks on 
Deepdale.  The Twenty-mile paddock was all the country from the Northern 
boundary up to the Hut.  There was a high mountain range between the two 
creeks further upstream, so Meteor Creek paddock and Skeleton Creek 
Paddock were separate. 
     As an indication of how difficult access between the two creeks is, the 
brumbies on Meteor Creek have a large percentage of greys, but those on 
Skeleton Creek do not. 
     The Twenty- mile paddock is watered by several large waterholes, including 
the Twenty-mile hole near the boundary, and the Blue Hole near the hut.  
Further up either creeks, there are no further waterholes, but the country is 
watered by springs. 
     The Eastern boundary of Deepdale is a mountain range separating Deepdale 
from the Peawaddy country of Consuello.  There are three gaps in this range – 
Sugarloaf Gap below the Hut, and further up Meteor Creek, Tin Hut Gap and 
Brumby Gap. 
     Brumby Gap was unfenced until this time, and to fence it, wire and 
whatever else was needed had to be taken up by packhorse. 
     As in Vic Priddle’s time in the 1920s, both stock camps combined to muster 
this country. 



     The Western boundary was an unbroken range all the way to the Buckland 
Tableland.  But the wagon road followed Skeleton Creek up to its head, and 
then there was a steep unbroken ascent up the side of Tyson’s Nugget, to 
reach Dooloogra.  When wagons were coming down, they would cut a log to 
follow behind and act as a brake. 
     The main improvement work done at Deepdale in this time was the 
tordoning of timber in the twenty-mile paddock by Kevin Aubrey.  My map 
shows some dams up Skeleton Creek side, but Ray said they must have been 
built after he left there in 1970.   
     Another thing Ray remembers is being taken up to Lethbridge’s Pocket by 
Jacky Locke, who had worked on Meteor for many years.  He showed them the 
site of the Kenniff’s murder of Doyle and Dahlke, and where the bodies were 
burnt.  Jacky said the site of the burning is a different rock to the one pointed 
out by the National Park now. 
     When the bullocks were fully grown, about four years old, they would be 
taken down to Meteor for fattening.  This was the general practise in those 
days – there was no premium for younger cattle, so the aim was to produce 
the heaviest bullocks you could.  
     Of course, the stock camp was also responsible for breaking in and training 
their stock horses, so with such an area to muster, and the number of cattle to 
handle, they were kept busy. 

=====  
 

      
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Irrigation. 
 
     Australia’s rainfall is so variable that there has always been interest in 
irrigation to ensure crops could be grown year in – year out.  The first schemes 
were developed in the Murray and Murrumbidgee areas, where snow – fed 
rivers could provide the water.  The Snowy Rivers scheme was to provide not 
only electricity, but also to increase the amount of water available to irrigators. 
     In Queensland, schemes also started , such as the Dawson River cotton 
areas, and the Burdekin Delta sugar cane production. 
     Naturally, farmers in other areas could see the benefits, but for the most 
part, dams were smaller, only intended for stock watering where natural water 
or bores were inadequate. 
     In the 1950s, “Meteor Downs” identified a site for a larger dam, which could 
be used for fodder production.  The dam was constructed, but the soil proved 
unsuitable for Lucerne growing, but suitable for fodder crops and grain 
production. 
     Naroo Pastoral Company utilised this for the feedlot they constructed which 
was one of several attempts at this in the district, including that of Gerald 
Mayne at neighbouring “Inderi”.  These attempts at lot feeding were put on 
hold for several years because of the crash of cattle prices, but then revived. 
     During the 1960s, there was agitation for a large dam to be developed south 
of Emerald at the Nogoa Gap site.  When politicians came to be briefed on the 
scheme, the Meteor Dam was one of the sites visited to demonstrate the 
possibility.  The aim stated was always to “Drought – proof” the area. 
     Ironically, when the Fairburn Dam was built and opened in 1974, the 
farmers naturally chose the highest returning crop, cotton, rather than 
concentrating on drought fodder.  It was a learning process to grow the crop in 
this area, but gradually the lessons were learned, and a new industry for the 
Central Highlands was established. 
     The Fairburn Dam also provided water for the expanding coal mines in the 
area, and also for the town water needs of the expanding centres of Emerald 
and Blackwater. 
     Farmers outside the Irrigation Area who had access to suitable streams 
established “Ring Tanks”, large dams fed by pumps from floods in the seasonal 
streams.  One such is “Mayneland” property, at the junction of the Comet 
River and Meteor Creek, a property which was originally part of “Albinia 
Downs”.  A proposal for a large dam at Rolleston was investigated but rejected 
because the proposed dam was too shallow and therefore subject to too much 
evaporation.  When the Rolleston Mine was established on “Meteor Park”, The 



Meteor Dam was identified as a valuable water source for the mine and the 
workers’ camp, and the dam was included in the mining lease area.  
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Cattle Crash of 1974. 
 
     The buoyant conditions for the beef industry continued until 1973, and in 
fact some people were becoming worried that beef was too dear for 
consumers.  Cattle producers had a price set by auction, and so we were happy 
to take the good prices on offer.  I remember that at the end of the 1973 
season, the price for crop-fattened bullocks was $47 per 100 lbs. liveweight.  
The meatworks all closed for the Christmas break in December, and opened in 
January 1974.  The opening price they offered was $16 per 100 lbs, and it 
quickly went down from there, to $8 per 100lbs for best bullocks, and $5 per  
     In the Springsure district, we never quite reached the point where freight to 
the meatworks was more than the price received for the cattle, but people 
further from their market were in this extreme position. 
     The reason for this was the dramatic rise in oil prices imposed by OPEC, 
which hurt the Japanese economy hard, as they had no supply of their own.  
The Government decided that their priority was to import those things needed 
to keep their industry going, and “luxury” items like beef could be forgone.  We 
received a humble apology for breaking contracts to supply beef to Japan, but 
really, we would have rather had the money. 
     Other factors were the increase of the Australian cattle herd from farmers 
switching from other crops, and the lack of other markets.  The USA market 
was oversupplied, and imposed quotas.  The British market was lost as they 
entered the Common Market, and there was a lack of other overseas markets. 
     The price of beef in Australian butcher shops came down slightly, but by 
nowhere as much as the price of cattle, which was another sore point for cattle 
producers. 
     The whole industry, from graziers to meatworks and including the 
economists, were firstly in shock.  The first reaction was “Is this going to 
continue?”, and then, when that became clear, was “What shall we do now?” 
     Different sectors of the cattle industries had separate alternatives.  Those 
who had only recently entered the cattle industry could switch back to what 
they did before.  Those who had country suitable for cropping , including those 
who had only ever crop – fattened their bullocks, could grow grain, and there 
was a tremendous increase in the area farmed in the Central Highlands.  Those 
who only purchased steers for fattening made one major loss, and then as 
their input cost decreased as well as their sale price, they had some protection 
from the worst of the crash. 
     The worst affected were producers whose properties were only suitable for 
breeding, with no country suitable to diversify, or had recently borrowed 



money to expand their enterprise, or like the brigalow block settlers who were 
still in the process of setting up their properties. 
     The only thing in our favour during the worst of the price crash was that the 
weather was favourable.  If we had a drought, no-one would have been able to 
afford to drought – feed their stock. 
     There was still a massive herd to be processed and reduced to what the 
market could cope with, but by the end of the 1970s the worst of the pain was 
over.  One thing that Central Highlands properties found was that they could 
no longer afford to dip their British – breed cattle so regularly, and so the 
switch to Brahman – infused cattle intensified.  Their tick resistance was well 
known, but many producers were wary of the temperament of some of these 
cattle.  However, faced with necessity, we learnt how to handle the different 
cattle. 
     Some worthwhile marketing initiatives were spurred on from this time.  A 
major effort was put in to identify and secure other markets, and the most 
notable of these was South Korea.  Pricing grids were established for cattle at 
the meatworks, which enabled supply to be tailored to the wants of the 
consumer, rather than being a standard price which rewards the heaviest, and 
often oldest, stock.  A standard trim was established, to enable producers to 
compare prices between different meatworks. 

=====  
     In detailing this, I have not mentioned the upheavals in the Agri-political 
organisations covering beef producers, as Meteor Downs, a company – owned 
property, was outside this. 

=====  
 
     Meteor Downs, being owned by a Company, British Tobacco, which had 
other sources of income, and which had large areas suitable for grain, was not 
as badly affected as many of its neighbours.  This is not to downplay the 
serious nature of the crash to them.  All parts of the enterprise came under 
scrutiny to find cost savings.  The newly established feedlot was put on hold, as 
it was better to sell the grain than feed it to cattle, and there was a major loss 
of jobs.  All maintenance work was deferred as long as possible. 
     I have no inside information, but I think it probable that the losses incurred 
during this time from their pastoral interests was one factor in British Tobacco 
deciding to quit this industry, and instead invest in bottling and marketing 
Coca- Cola. 
     In 1986, Meteor Downs was sold to the Waxahatchie Pastoral Company, 
which was owned by Nelson Bunker Hunt.  Deepdale was sold separately to 
local interests, the Smith family. 



Nelson Bunker Hunt. 
 
     Nelson Bunker Hunt was one of 12 sons of H.L.Hunt, an independent oil 
producer who was one of the three richest men in USA when he died, 
alongside Howard Hughes and Paul Getty.  The bulk of the family businesses 
were run by Bunker, Herbert and Lamar, sons of his father’s first marriage.   
     It was the rotund 21 – stone Bunker, more than his siblings, who inherited 
his father’s way with words.  His observation “People who know how much 
they are worth generally aren’t worth much” became a favourite of the world’s 
super – rich. 
     He built up stables of some 1,000 racehorses, including the thoroughbred 
mare Dahlia, who earned $1.5 million and won 10 group races. And Exceller, a 
colt he bought for $25,000 who achieved career earnings of more than $1.6 
million.  In the 1970s, Nelson Bunker Hunt was reckoned to be worth up to $16 
billion. 
     After dropping out of college, Bunker worked with his father and brothers in 
the oil business.  He hit the big time with the discovery of the Sarir field in 
Libya, with reserves of 11 to 13 billion barrels.  He found himself quoted at 
least on paper, as the world’s richest private individual.  He went on to build up 
his collection of racehorses, and as well as 8 million acres of oil fields in Libya 
and offshore wells in the Philippines and Mexico, he owned skyscrapers, cattle 
ranches, and mines around the world. 
     His fortunes received something of a setback when Colonel Gaddafi 
nationalised his Libyan operations in 1973 – a shock that persuaded him of the 
need to invest in something safe.  His solution was silver. 
     In 1973, Bunker and his brother Herbert , together with two Saudi princes, 
they attempted to corner the world’s silver market.  In 1979, they had amassed 
about half of the world’s deliverable supply.  The price jumped from $6 per 
ounce to a record high of $48.70 per ounce. (compare the crash in the price of 
Australian cattle at the same time).  The high price caused dealers to release a 
flood of silver onto the market.  On March 27 1980, the price collapsed to 
$10.80 per ounce.  The conspirators found themselves saddled with 
commitments to buy more silver than they could afford, and with stocks paid 
for at inflated prices with money borrowed from brokers and banks. 
     The Hunts’ inability to meet their obligations caused panic in the markets, 
and Government officials feared large Wall Street brokerage firms and banks 
may collapse. Paul Volker, chairman of the Federal Reserve Board, reluctantly 
allowed the Hunts a billion dollar credit line. 
     When oil prices followed silver on a downward slide, and following a federal 
jury concluded that the brothers had conspired to manipulate the silver 



market, they were forced into personal bankruptcy.  They were forced to sell 
their coin collection for $30 million, their racehorses for $47 million, and 
personal items down to an enamel teapot for $20.  As Bunker Hunt told Senate 
investigators, “A billion here, a billion there, and pretty soon you are talking 
about real money.” 
     Also included in the sale process was his Australian pastoral interests.  The 
following is a press release from UPI Dallas:- 
    “ November 13, 1990.  Former billionaire Nelson Bunker Hunt’s Australian 
cattle ranches, a 1.7 million acre empire more than twice the size of Rhode 
Island, has been sold at auction for about $20 million. 
     
 The NBH Liquidating Trust, which is selling off Hunt’s assets to satisfy nearly $1 
billion in debts, agreed to sell the four ranches in Queensland and the 
Northern Territory to the Australian Agricultural Company for $23 million 
Australian.  The sale also included 36,000 head of cattle. 
     Eighty percent of the proceeds, or about $16 million, will go to Hunt’s 
biggest creditor, the Internal Revenue Service. 
     “This is a huge sale”, said R.Carter Pate, trustee of the NBH Liquidating 
Trust.  “It represents everything we hold in Australia.” 

=====  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



BRIEF HISTORY OF METEOR DOWNS. 
BY A.A. COMPANY. 

 
     Meteor Downs was settled by William Kelman in the 1860s.  James Tyson 
purchased it from William Kelman.  He was the largest landowner in Australia 
at the time.  He built the finest woolshed in Queensland with 100 stands. All 
freehold land was enclosed in six foot netting fence.  In 1895, Tyson ran 
123,550 sheep, 12,375 head of cattle on the vast station.  In 1902 after the 
death of James Tyson, F.W. Donkin purchased Meteor Downs. 
     This estate consisted of Meteor – 80,000 acres, Albinia Downs – 47,000 
acres, freehold, the largest area of freehold in Queensland.  In addition, 300 
square miles of leasehold country.  It was very well improved for the time.  The 
woolshed was first class, and 120 miles of six foot netting fences.  In 1902 they 
suffered a severe drought and many stock perished leaving the station with 
920 head of sheep and 500 head of cattle.  By 1910 the stock numbers had 
built up to 90,000 sheep and 6,000 cattle. 
     In the late 1930s the famous woolshed was burnt to the ground.  In 1939 
they ceased running sheep and ran only cattle. 
     In 1910 Albinia Downs was sold to James Houston.  As time went on the 
Government resumed most of the 300 square miles of leasehold for National 
Park and new settlement, leaving Meteor Downs with 90,000 acres of 
leasehold called Deepdale. 
     In 1948, 40,000 acres of Meteor Downs freehold known as Inderi was 
bought by the Government for the Queensland British Food Corporation.  In 
1966 the Donkin family sold to British Tobacco.  Meteor Downs now consisted 
of the Meteor Homestead block, 40,000 acres freehold and Deepdale, 90,000 
acres leasehold joining the southwest boundary of Meteor being rough 
country bordering the Carnarvons. 
     British Tobacco built one of the first feedlots in Queensland.  In 1986 
Waxahatchie Company bought Meteor minus Deepdale. 
     In December 1990 AUSTRALIAN AGRICULTURAL COMPANY purchased 
Meteor Downs.  It consisted of 40,000 acres and was bought for the purpose of 
housing the Santa Gertrudis and Brahman studs.  The old feedlot was 
operating in the early 1990s.  A great deal of new improvements have been 
introduced since AA Company’s involvement.  Numerous new paddocks for 
running the stud, two sets of large cattle yards and in 1994 the large AI centre 
was commenced.  In 1994 it was decided to develop a composite breed of 
cattle for Barkley and Gulf stations.  May 1997 saw the Santa Gertrudis Stud 
sold.  Meteor operates as the Genetic Headquarters for the Company. 

===== 



 
Mineral Exploration and Mining. 

     To make sense of this topic, it is useful to start at a wider geographical area, 
and then zoom in on the Meteor Downs area.  There are two minerals to 
consider – oil and gas, and coal.  I will treat these separately. 
 

Oil and gas. 
     In 1900, gas was discovered at Roma, coming from a bore looking for 
artesian water.  For a short time, the town was lit by gaslight, until the gas 
stopped flowing.  In 1908, another gas well underlined the dangers, when it 
caught fire. 
     After the First World War, it became obvious that Australia had an 
increasing reliance on petroleum products, and as we had no local supply, it 
increased the exploration effort in likely areas, including the Central Highlands. 
     A geologist named Reid identified Reid’s Dome in the “Consuello” area as a 
likely prospect, and the Shell Company did much exploration in this area.  One 
waterhole in Meteor Creek at “Springwood” is called the Shell Company Hole, 
after they camped there. 
     In the early 1950s, a company called Australian Oil Exploration (AOE) 
announced plans to drill at Reid’s Dome.  There was much excitement and the 
company had a grand opening ceremony in 1954, and the details of drilling 
progress were reported regularly on the ABC and to the Stock Exchange. 
     An American Company, Petroleum Drilling Company, was contracted to do 
the actual drilling.  Minor gas and oil traces were found in the top 3,000 feet, 
and the hole continued to 9,060 feet before being abandoned. 
     A second hole was tried at Reid’s Dome, and went to 4,060 feet before also 
being abandoned. 
     The rig then went to a different geological formation, the Consuello 
Anticline in 1955, and this hole was actually on “Springwood”, one of the 
blocks resumed from Meteor Downs.  This hole went to a depth of 4,437 feet, 
without result.  The hole was sealed, and above ground is a length of casing 
with a coring bit on the top, painted to look like a crown.  A steel plate on the 
side of the casing has welded onto it details of the date, depth, etc.  Much of 
the plant was left on the side of Meteor Creek to be picked up after Christmas, 
but floods intervened, and it was more than six months later before this 
equipment could be moved. 
     This did not end interest in the area, and there was a series of seismic 
surveys throughout the 1960s and 1970s. 
     In 1963, a gas well at “Inderi” (another Meteor Downs resumption) found a 
major flow of 800,000 cubic feet per day at a depth of 1818 to 1901 feet, and 



the hole was continued to 5,433 feet.  Another hole at nearby “Arcturus” in 
1964 also came up with a good supply, but these were not enough to pipe to 
market.  It was not until the construction of the Roma to Gladstone pipeline 
that these discoveries were utilised. 
     Lately (2019) there has been proposals to tap coal seam gas in this area.  As 
the area is prime farming land, there has been local opposition to this. 

=====  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Coal mining. 
 
     Coal has been known in this area since Leichhardt found outcrops in the 
Mackenzie River where he crossed it in 1845.  Areas closer to the coast were 
utilised to fuel the railways, but these were small-scale enterprises. 
     It was not until 1962 that the first major open-cut mine was developed at 
Moura.  It is worth looking to the partnership that was formed here – Theiss, 
Peabody , Mitsui.  Thus it combined Australian earthmoving expertise, 
American mining know-how, and Japanese marketing.  The mine was to export 
coal to Japan to fuel its growing steel industry.  
     This was soon followed by the Blackwater Mine, and mines near the new 
town of Moranbah.  This was the start of the Bowen Basin being recognised as 
one of the prime coal mining provinces in the world.  

=====  
 

Rolleston Mine. 
With all the seismic surveying and drilling, a large deposit of coal was located 
under “Meteor Park” property, which was situated between “Albinia” and 
“Springwood”, and adjoining “Meteor Downs” to the East.  It was not coking 
coal, but was a high-grade steaming coal, with a low ash content and would 
not require washing. 
    Theiss took out an Authority to Prospect in 1968, and entered into a Joint 
Venture with Brigalow Coal.  Brigalow Coal, applied for an Authority to 
Prospect  in 1987, and had got as far as drawing up the mining plan, when they 
were taken over by Mount Isa Mines. The new company decided that the 
economics were not suitable at that time, so they “mothballed” the plans to 
mine here. 
     Mount Isa Mines re-considered the plan in the new century, and decided 
the time was right to go ahead.  However, the plans were disrupted because 
Mount Isa Mines itself was taken over by Xtrata. 
      Xtrata was a mining subsidiary of Glencore, a Swiss commodity trading and 
mining company.  Xtrata examined the finances, and decided to go ahead in 
2004.  The mine would be called the Rolleston Mine. 
     In 2013, a company re-organisation saw Xtrata fully absorbed into Glencore, 
and afterwards, this was the name they traded under.  Glencore owns 75%, 
and two partners, Sumisho Coal Australia and Itochu Coal Resources Australia, 
each own 12.5%. 
     Mining operations began in 2005, and entailed building a rail link north to 
Blackwater, to give access to the port of Gladstone.  To safeguard water 
supplies, the dam on Meteor Downs was included in the mining lease area. 



     In 2011, the whole of Meteor Downs was acquired from the Australian 
Agricultural Company (A.A.Co.)  it is to run by Glencore’s pastoral arm, Colinta 
Holdings. 
     The early Bowen Basin mines had their workforce housed in purpose-built 
towns, such as Moura, Blackwater, Moranbah or Dysart.  By this time, the 
general plan was to have a camp at the minesite, to house fly-in or drive-in 
workers, and this was adopted at Rolleston Mine.  One reason for this is to 
prevent workers travelling after long shifts, and having road accidents.  Quite a 
number of the workers live in Springsure and Rolleston. 
     The mine has reserves of 600 million tonnes, and a production capacity of 
14 million tonnes per year.  The original approval was to produce 6 million 
tonnes for export, and 2 million tonnes for domestic use per year. 
     In 2015, following the acquisition of the original “Springwood” block, an 
application was approved to increase the output to 19 million tons per annum 
of Run – of – Mine coal. 
     Because of the low strip ratio, and not being required to wash the coal, 
Rolleston Mine is in the lowest quartile of cost of Australian coal producers.  
Because of its low ash content of 7.5% , it is a desirable thermal coal, and even 
as companies including Glencore announce cutbacks in thermal coal 
production, Rolleston Mine is in a favourable position amongst competing 
thermal coal producers. 
In 2020, Glencore received official certification from the Queensland 
Government for 220 hectares of land rehabilitation. The Company plans to 
have 947 hectares rehab. by the end of the year. 

=====  



 
 
 

Original Plan. 
 



 
 
 

Expansion Plan. 
 
 
 
 

Next page – First load of coal from Rolleston Mine. 



 



Meteor Downs South Mine. 
     A company called U & D mining acquired a surrendered Authority to 
Prospect to the west of the Rolleston Mine, and after studying the geological 
information, decided to do more detailed drilling of the area, and found a 
small, but low – cost deposit.  After objections from Glencore, they were 
granted a mining lease. 

They entered into a joint venture with Sojiz, a company which had another 
mine to the north of Springsure, which was reaching the end of its life. Sojiz is 
the operating partner, and this helps to extend the life of their Minerva Mine. 

     When mining commenced in 2018, Meteor Downs South was unable to 
access the rail line to their neighbour, so the coal was trucked through 
Springsure to the Minerva mine loading facility.  It is planned that after two 
years, they would have their own coal loading facility, and the production 
could be increased, from 500,000 tons annually, to 1,500,000 tons annually. 
     All staff for the mine live locally, either in Springsure or Rolleston.  

=====   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 



     Mining in this district is controversial.  Many people regret the loss of 
valuable farming and grazing country, although the mines are contracted to 
restore the country after mining is finished.  So far, results from the rehab. 
look promising. 
     The other view is that it provides local people with jobs which are much 
better paying than jobs in the agricultural or grazing industry.  Farms have to 
be more efficient all the time, and so there is a diminishing number of jobs 
there anyway.  To the extent that the mine workers are locals, rather than Fly-
in Fly-out, it helps to support the local towns.  

=====  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



APPENDIX. 
  

Division of Meteor and Albinia for subdivision. 
 

     This document is from the Queensland Archives, dated June 4th, 1887. 
 

Department of Public Lands,  
Brisbane.  3rd June, 1887. 

The following order of the Land Board, confirming the division made under the 
provisions of “The Crown Lands Act of 1884” of the Run known as Meteor and 
Albinia Downs, is published as required by the Act, for the information of those 
whom it may concern. 

WALTER C. HUME, 
Under Secretary. 

 
In the Matter of “The Crown Lands Act of 1884,” and in the matter of the 
Division of the Run known as Meteor and Albinia Downs, situated in the 
Pastoral District of Leichhardt, in the Colony of Queensland. 
     Whereas James Tyson, the pastoral tenant of the consolidated run known as 
Meteor and Albinia Downs, situated in the Pastoral District of Leichhardt, in 
the Colony of Queensland, comprising the conterminous runs known as 
Muchamulla, Muchamulla West, Inderi, Inderi East, Inderi West, Deepdale, 
Aldebaran Creek, Aldeberan Creek West, Aldeberan Creek South, Woothakara, 
Meteor Creek No.1, Meteor Creek No.2, Meteor Creek No.3, Meteor Creek No. 
4, Meteor Creek No.5, Meteor Creek No.6, Meteor Creek No. 7, and Meteor 
Creek No. 8, has given notice to the Secretary for Public Lands, dated the 
twenty-ninth day of July 1885, that he elects to take advantage of the 
provisions of “The Crown Lands Act of 1884” with respect to such run : And 
whereas the said run has been inspected and a report made thereon to the 
said Secretary of Public Lands as to the best mode of making a fair division 
thereof : And whereas the Secretary for Public Lands has caused the said run to 
be divided into two parts, and has referred the matter of the said division to 
us, Edward Deshon and Thomas Stevenson Sword, being the Land Board 
constituted under the provisions of “The Crown Lands Act of 1884” : Now, 
upon reading the said notice from the said pastoral tenant, and the said report 
hereinbefore mentioned, we do order that the division of the said run made by 
the said Secretary of Public Lands, as amended hereby, be confirmed: And we 
do further order that the part of the said run referred to in the said Act as the 
resumed part shall comprise and include the land described as follows, viz:- 

 



260 Square Miles. 
     Commencing on the left bank of Aldeberan Creek where it is intersected by 
the east boundary of Pre-emptive Purchase No. 131-2, and bounded thence by 
parts of the east and northeast boundaries of that pre-emptive purchase to the 
south-east corner of Pre-emptive Purchase No. 131-1 ; thence by a north line 
along the east boundary of the last- named pre-emptive purchase and by a 
continuation thereof, in all about four miles forty chains, to a point bearing 
west from a point which is thirty chains south of a tree on the right bank of the 
Comet River marked broad – arrow over C over XX in triangle : thence by an 
east line about ten miles twenty chains passing through the last – mentioned 
point to the Comet River ; thence by the left bank of that river upwards to a 
point which is eleven miles south of the junction of Meteor Creek with the 
Comet River ; thence by a west line crossing Consuello Creek about one mile 
above the old native police camp and passing trough the last- mentioned point 
about ten miles ; thence by a south – west line about fifty – six chains to a 
point three miles south – east of Meteor Creek ; thence by a south – east line 
about one mile twenty – four chains to the watershed between Meteor Creek 
and Peawaddy Creek ; thence by that watershed in a south – westerly direction 
to a point on Meteor Creek which is sixty chains in a direct line below a gum-
tree on the left bank of that creek marked broad-arrow over M over 1 in 
triangle ; thence by a north-west line crossing Meteor Creek at the last – 
mentioned point to a point about two miles eight chains beyond same ; thence 
by a north-east line passing through a point five miles ten chains north-west 
from a bloodwood tree marked diamond on the left bank of Meteor Creek  
nine miles sixty chains to Bootis Creek ; thence by the right bank of that creek 
downwards four miles fifty chains in a direct line ; thence by a line bearing 
north 34 degrees east crossing the creek about six miles sixty chains to and 
across Aldeberan Creek ; and thence by the left bank of that creek upwards to 
the point of commencement. 
 
     And that the other part, being the part for which the said pastoral tenant 
shall be entitled to receive a lease for the term and upon the conditions 
prescribed by the said Act, shall comprise and include the land described as 
follows, viz :- 
 

341 and a half square miles. 
     Commencing on the right bank of Aldeberan Creek where it is intersected by 
the east boundary of Pre-emptive Purchase No. 131-2, and bounded thence by 
a north line along part of the east boundary and a west line along part of the 
north boundary of the said Pre-emptive Purchase to the south-east corner of 



Pre-emptive Purchase No. 131-1: thence by a north line along the east 
boundary of the said Pre-emptive Purchase to its north-east corner and by a 
continuation thereof, in all about four miles forty chains, to a point which is 
thirty chains south of a tree on the right bank of the Comet River marked 
broad-arrow over Cover XX in Triangle; thence by a west line about sixty 
chains; thence by a north line five miles forty chains; thence by a west line 
about fifty-six chains to the south-eastern boundary of Orion Downs 
consolidated run; then by a line bearing north 210 degrees east nine miles ten 
chains; thence by a north-west line bearing north 272 degrees east five miles 
sixty chains; thence by a north-west line crossing Orion Creek five miles to the 
northern summit of Mount Sirius; thence by the range dividing the waters of 
Aldeberan and Meteor Creeks from those of the Nogoa River in a generally 
southerly and south-westerly direction to the main range forming the 
boundary of the Leichhardt District; thence by that range in a south-easterly 
direction to the intersection of the watershed between Meteor Creek and 
Peawaddy Creek; thence by that watershed in a north-easterly direction to a 
point on Meteor Creek which is sixty chains in a direct line below a gum- tree 
on the left bank of that creek marked broad-arrow over M over 1 in triangle; 
the last-mentioned point to a point about two miles eight chains beyond same; 
thence by a north-east line passing through a point five miles ten chains from a 
bloodwood tree marked cross in diamond on the left bank of Meteor Creek 
nine miles sixty chains to and across Bootis Creek; thence by the right bank of 
that creek upwards to the point of commencement; exclusive of all reserved 
and alienated lands contained within these described boundaries. 
     Given under the seal of the Board, this thirty-first day of May, A.D. 1887. 
 

(L.S.)  E.Deshon ) 
             T.S. Sword    ) Land Board. 
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Government Regulation.   
     For New South Wales Government regulations, the best summary I found on 
the Wikipedia article, “Squatting – Australian History.” 
     For the Queensland regulations, I used “Our First Half-Century.  A review of 
Queensland Progress, based upon official Information.  By Authority of the 
Government of Queensland.”  Printed and published by Anthony J. Cumming, 
Government Printer. 
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Run Hunters.  

1. “Rockhampton – A history of City and District.” By Lorna McDonald. 
2. “A short History of Springsure and District” by Elizabeth Gilmour in the 

Springsure Centenary booklet, 1859 – 1959. 
3. “Bauhinia – One Hundred Years of Local Government” by W.R. Johnson 

and B. Campbell. 
4. “Horizons Simmering with Fortunes.  Bauhinia and its people: A social 

History” by Betty Campbell O.A.M.  
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Frontier Wars   
     All the books mentioned for “Run Hunters” are also my sources for this 
chapter.  
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Springsure Squatters.  
     All the books mentioned for the previous two chapters are also utilised 
here.  In addition, the following:- 



1. “From Strength to Strength – A history of Springsure Shows” by Margaret 
Young.  

2. “Pages from the Journal of a Queensland Squatter” by Oscar de Satge. 
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William Kelman at Meteor Downs. 

1. “A short history of Springsure and District” by Elizabeth Gilmour. 
2. “Rockhampton – A history of City and District” by Lorna McDonald. 
3. “T.Y.S.O.N.” by Zita Denholm. 
4. “The Town on the Brown.  A history of Rolleston.” By Margaret Pullar 
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Kelman’s Finances. 
For this chapter, I am indebted to Zita Denholm for her book, 
“T.Y.S.O.N.”  

=====  
 

James Tyson’s finance.  
 
Likewise for this chapter, my source is “T.Y.S.O.N.” by Zita Denholm. 

=====  
 

Tyson’s Finance to Kelman.  
This is another chapter where I have relied on “T.Y.S.O.N.’ by Zita 
Denholm. 

=====  
 

William Kelman’s Obitiary.  
      
1. I found this obituary online, and various references to it attribute it to 

his friend, William Pattison. 
2. Kelman’s life is also mentioned in William Pattison’s son’s booklet, 

“Battler’s Tales of Early Rockhampton. 
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Meteor Downs under James Tyson.  

 
1. “T.Y.S.O.N.” by Zita Denholm. 
2. “A short history of Springsure and District” by Elizabeth Gilmour.  



3. “Horizons Simmering with Fortunes – Bauhinia and its people: A Social 
History” by Betty Campbell. 

4. “The Town on the Brown.  A history of Rolleston” by Margaret Pullar. 
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Obituary, James Tyson. 

 
     I found this online, and it is from the Australasian Pastoralist’s Review. 

===== 
T.Y.S.O.N. 
By Banjo Patterson. 
     This poem is an obituary for James Tyson by the poet, A.B. (Banjo) 
Patterson.  
Bushrangers.  
The Kenniffs. 

 
     There are many sources for this notorious episode in our history.  Some I 
found useful are:-  

1. Wikipedia – “Patrick Kenniff”. 
2. “Carnarvon Station  - A history of European settlement since 1863” by 

Libby Smith, for Bush Heritage Australia. 
3. For the trial, “The Miserable Clerk” by Steele Rudd.  Steele Rudd’s real 

name was Arthur Hoey Davis, and as Under-sheriff of Queensland, sat 
through the trial but was unable to speak. 

4. Later stories of this include “The History of the Kenniff Brothers” in the 
Charleville Times, 24 October, 1947. 

5. “Dung on His Boots” by Vic Priddle.  A stockman on Consuello, he met up 
with the Meteor Downs stock camp, and they discussed this in the 1920s. 

6. “The town on the Brown – A history of Rolleston” by Margaret Pullar. 
7. Since writing my story, I have obtained a copy of “The Last Bushrangers” 

by Mike Munro.  His story is more detailed than mine, but I agree with 
most of his ideas. 
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Fred Donkin on Meteor Downs. 
 

     For the effects of the Federation Drought in the Central Highlands, see:-  
1. “The town on the Brown – A history of Rolleston” by Margaret Pullar. 
2. “A rare good Lot of Pioneers – A collection of oral histories from Bauhinia 

Shire.” By Bauhinia Shire Historical Group. 



     For Fred Donkin’s story, I quote an interview with him for “The Pastoral 
Review” published on 15th June, 1910. 

=====  
Obituary of Frederick William Donkin. 
     “The town on the Brown” by Margaret Pullar.This was also published in the 
Pastoral Review, 15t August, 1914. 

===== 
 

Closer Settlement.  
     For the Land Act of 1884, see “Our First Half – Century – A Review of 
Queensland Progress Based Upon Official Information”. 
     For Group Settlement, see :- 
 

1. “The Town on the Brown” by Margaret Pullar. 
2. “Horizons Simmering with Fortunes” by Betty Campbell.  
3. “Rockhampton – A History of City and District” by Lorna McDonald. 
4. “Dad Rudd in Politics” by Steele Rudd. 

For resumptions from Meteor Downs, I searched the Queensland State 
Archives, File – Pastoral Run, Item ID 26836, “Meteor and Albinia Downs, 
1/8/1886 – 30/6/1924.  Leichhardt District: Run 1545. 
I compared maps there with more recent maps of the same area. 

=====  
 

Meteor Downs after Resumptions.  
     This chapter is based on maps of the two parts of the property. 

=====  
 

Meteor Downs under Darcy Donkin. 
     In this chapter, I quote from Victor Priddle’s book, “Dung on his Boots”. 

=====  
 

This Sporting Life. 
1. Aeropedia Blog, “RAF BE.2  
2. “Speedboat and Hydroplane Championships, 1921 – 1925.”  
3. “Flying Fox and Drifting Sand” by Francis Ratcliffe.  
4. “The Town on the Brown” by Margaret Pullar.  

=====  
 
 

Meanwhile, Back at the Station.  



     Various sources for wool and cattle markets during this time, and for the 
increase in speargrass leading to the end of wool production. 
     One of my regrets is that I have not been able to find a good account of Joe 
Millard’s management during his time from about 1908 to 1950. 

=====  
Susie Locke’s story 
     This is taken from Susie Locke’s contribution to “A Rare Good Lot of 
Pioneers”, published by the Bauhinia Shire Historical Group. 

===== 
 

World War 2 and after.  
1. Queensland British Food Corporation – from Queensland Historical Atlas. 
2. “Tractors under the Sky” by Isobel Hoch and Andy Plunkett – A history of 

QBFC. 
=====  

 
 

Rainfall and Other Catastrophies.  
     For this chapter, I have relied on my memory of conversations with 
my father, Keith Tyson and my uncle, Jim Friend.  I have also consulted 
my brother, Lindsay Tyson, to confirm our memories. 

=====  
 

Obitiary of Darcy Donkin, 1888 – 1954. 
Found on Internet. 

     I found this in the “Rolleston – Remember When” site on the internet. 
=====  

 
The Beef cattle market, 1950s and 1960s. 

     This chapter is mainly from my memories, and what I have learned of 
the period in the early 1950s.  Any mistakes are mine. 

=====  
 

Lindsay Drummond at Meteor Downs. 
     This is taken from Lindsay Drummond’s entry in “A Rare Good Lot of 
Pioneers”, a collection of oral histories from Bauhinia Shire, published by 
Bauhinia Shire Historical Group.  

=====  
 
 



Mechanisation. 
     Another chapter that is all my own work.  

=====  
 

Darcy and John Donkin. 
     This is an extract from “Men of Vision over Capricorn” by Glen 
Stewart Cousins. 

=====  
 

Grain Growing. 
     My thoughts on the subject. 

===== 
 

Donkins sell Meteor Downs to British Tobacco.  
     This chapter does not relate specifically to Meteor Downs, but are my 
thoughts of the takeover of privately – run stations by public Companies. 

=====  
 

Ray Thompson at Meteor. 
     This is based on a conversation I had with Ray Thompson about his 
time at Meteor Downs.  

=====  
Irrigation. 

This chapter is from my memory.  The picture of “Mayneland” is from an 
ad in “Queensland Country Life”, Febuary 20, 2020. 

=====  
The Cattle Crash of 1974.  

     This chapter is also from my memory.  I have left out the turmoil in 
agri-politics, because Companies like British Tobacco stayed out of this.  

=====  
 

Nelson Bunker Hunt.  
1. An obituary found online from the “Telegraph” of U.K.  
2. A notice of sale of Bunker Hunt’s Australian properties, in the 

L.A.Times of U.S.A. 
=====  

A brief History of Meteor Downs.  
     I found this in Springsure Library, and believe it is the work of someone from 
A.A.Company. 

=====   



 
Mineral Exploration and Mining.  
     For oil and gas, my reference is “Explanatory Notes on the Springsure 
Geological Sheet” by R.G.Mollan. 
     For Rolleston Coal, as well as my own memories, I have used histories of 
Rolleston Coal  found on the internet, and the booklet, “Rolleston Coal Mine – 
The Story” put out to celebrate the opening of the mine.  I have also utilised 
pictures from this book.  My thanks to Colin Meek for our discussion. 
     For Meteor Downs South mine, I had a discussion with Charles Lord, 
Resource Geologist for U & D Mining about the history of the mine.  I also used 
information from the internet, and Herb Tyson’s picture of the first coal leaving 
the mine. 

=====  
      My thanks to all who have helped me with this history, and my apologies if I 
have neglected to mention you. 

===== 
 

Appendix.  
     This document , with maps and many other documents, is in the 
Queensland State Archives, Item ID 26836, Meteor and Albinia Downs, 
Leichhardt District: Run No 1545.  Start Date 1/08/1886; end Date 30/06/1924. 
     I thank the Lands Department for arranging access to maps they hold in 
addition to the above archive. 
 


