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Abstract 
 

This thesis explores a somewhat overlooked theme in Australian history—climate. 

Phenomena like drought, flood and bushfire continue to place a strain on Australian 

society, as we have clearly seen in the past few years alone. The Black Saturday 

bushfires of 2009, the 2010–2011 Queensland floods and the ‘Big Dry’ drought that 

stretched from 1997–2009 have had an enormous impact on modern Australian 

society. It is obvious that climate extremes frequently affect Australia today and this 

thesis asks: 

• How were societies in south-eastern Australia affected by weather and climate 

between 1788 and 1860? 

• Did European Australians adapt to the problems posed by weather and climate 

during this period? 

• Did the impact of rainfall variation in south-eastern Australia differ between 

and within colonies?  

An interdisciplinary approach has been taken to answer these research questions. 

Climate is ordinarily analysed and understood using scientific data like 

meteorological observations and palaeoclimate records derived from tree-rings, coral 

growth, ice cores and cave deposits. However, meteorological observations were not 

routinely kept prior to 1860, leaving gaps in our knowledge of early climate. This 

thesis fills these gaps by examining historical documents including letters, diaries, 

newspapers and government records. The information uncovered in these sources was 

then compared to available historical meteorological records and palaeoclimate data. 

This unique mix of historic and scientific data sheds light on Australia’s past climate.  

Australian history includes literature on a range of environmental themes but there 

remains very little on climate and weather. This thesis makes a substantial 

contribution to Australian climate history, deepening our understanding of colonial 

history and broadening our knowledge of historical weather and climate events in the 

southern hemisphere. This analysis reveals the way European settlers adapted to 

weather and climate challenges and also reveals the combined impact of climate 

extremes and colonisation on Indigenous people in south-eastern Australia. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 
 
 

To this day, considerable media attention is given to weather and climate and the 

effect it has on human society. In early November 2009, ABC Radio National 

reporters attended a drought forum in the New South Wales township of Lake 

Cargelligo. There, the social effects of the prolonged 1997–2009 drought—the ‘Big 

Dry’—were stark: rural reporter Brad Markham observed ‘a very sombre mood—you 

could see the financial strain etched on farmers’ faces.’1 The meeting was held in 

order to hear the farmers’ views on drought policy and assistance. With crops failing 

year after year the farmers were on the brink of foreclosure, not only affecting their 

businesses but the small businesses in town as well. As this modern-day account 

briefly signifies, there is much more to climate than simply dearth or deluge. The far-

reaching social impact of climate is obvious.  

This thesis aims to chart climate variations in south-eastern Australia between 

1788 and 1860 and examine their impact on society. Through the development of a 

chronology outlining years of below-average and above-average rainfall, historic 

droughts, periods of above-average rainfall and other climatic extremes like bushfire 

are assessed. This has led to a series of case studies in which weather and climate 

events are studied within the broader social, economic and political context of the 

time. This approach sheds light on the history of climate and its social effects. Both 

the rainfall chronology and case studies were developed using a combination of 

traditional historical documents (government records, personal diaries, explorers’ 

journals, letters and newspapers) and sources that are non-traditional to the humanities 

(like meteorological records and palaeoclimate data). 

This thesis will make a substantial contribution to pre-1860 Australian climate 

history by deepening our understanding of colonial history and the challenges posed 

by weather (day-to-day atmospheric changes) and climate (the average of weather 

over a long period of time). By analysing 82 years of early Australian history, this 

thesis demonstrates whether or not European settlers sought to adapt to the difficulties 
                                                
1 Brad Markham, ‘Empty Rivers.’ ABC Radio National, Bush Telegraph, 4 November 2009, 
http://www.abc.net.au/rural/telegraph/content/2009/s2732925.htm 
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posed by climate variation in south-eastern Australia. Additionally, through the 

comparison of written records and palaeoclimate records (in particular, El Niño–

Southern Oscillation and rainfall reconstructions), this thesis will also help clarify the 

regional experience of historical El Niño–Southern Oscillation (ENSO) events and 

provide a stepping-stone for future research. 

The effect of climate on south-eastern Australian society during the early colonial 

period is not well-known or comprehensively researched. Australia has short 

qualitative and quantitative weather records compared to Europe, North America and 

Asia, where these records can date back many hundreds of years.2 Written accounts of 

weather and climate have been used in these regions and other areas like South 

America3 and Africa4 to gain a better understanding of historical climate variations. 

Despite the fact that European settlement in Australia only dates back to 1788 our 

archives hold many documents that remain largely untapped for weather and climate 

information. 

The focus of this thesis is on the incidence of rainfall extremes in south-eastern 

Australia and not on hot or cold periods. Periods of below-average and above-average 

rainfall have been chosen as indicators of climatic extremes because of the impact 

these events can have on society.  It is drought and flood, and less often heat and cold, 

which have a significant impact upon agriculture, economy, and society. Additionally, 

non-climatic factors can negatively influence historic temperature data to a strong 

degree. Data can be affected by changes in: 

                                                
2 For example, see Rudolf Brazdil, Christian Pfister, Heinz Wanner, Hans Von Storch, and Jurg 
Luterbacher. “Historical Climatology in Europe - the State of the Art,” Climatic Change 70 (2005): 
363-430; Gregory A. Zielinski, “New England Historical Climatology, 1623 to Early 1900s,” Climate 
Change Institute, University of Maine,  
http://gcmd.nasa.gov/records/GCMD_NE_HIST_CLIMATOLOGY.html Last updated: 4 June 2008; 
Takehiko Mikami. “Climatic Variations in Japan Reconstructed from Historical Documents,” Weather 
63, no. 7 (2008): 190–193; Georgina H. Endfield, Climate and Society in Colonial Mexico: A Study in 
Vulnerability (Malden, Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishing, 2008). 
3 William H. Quinn, Victor T. Neal and Santiago E. Antunez De Mayolo, “El Niño Occurrences Over 
the Past Four and a Half Centuries,” Journal of Geophysical Research, Vol. 92, No. C13 (1987): 
14449-61, 1987; L. Ortlieb, “The Documentary Historical Record of El Niño Events in Peru: An 
Update of the Quinn Record (Sixteenth through Nineteenth Centuries),” in El Niño and the Southern 
Oscillation: Variability, Global and Regional Impacts, edited by H. Diaz and V. Markgraf (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 207-95. 
4 David J. Nash and Georgina H. Endfield, “A 19th Century Climate Chronology for the Kalahari 
Region of Central Southern Africa Derived from Missionary Correspondence,” International Journal 
of Climatology 22 (2002): 821-41; David J. Nash and Georgina H. Endfield, “‘Splendid Rains Have 
Fallen’: Links between El Nino and Rainfall Variability in the Kalahari, 1840-1900,” Climatic Change 
86 (2008): 257-90;  
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• The location of the observation site 

• The environment surrounding an observation site 

• Observation methods 

• Instrumentation changes.5  

Thermometers are extremely sensitive to even the smallest changes. As such, historic 

temperature records require expert quality control.6 While precipitation data are also 

problematic, rainfall observations can more easily be compared to qualitative 

material, which often chart wet and dry periods rather than hot and cool phases. 

However, this does not mean that references to heat and cold in the written record 

have been ignored in this thesis. Where possible, accounts of heat and cold have been 

assessed in relation to palaeoclimate and observational data but wet and dry periods 

form the backbone of this thesis.  

1.1. Australian Weather and Climate Drivers 

Rainfall in south-eastern Australia, and Australia more broadly, is quite variable. 

In fact, rainfall variability in Australia has been described as among the highest in the 

world, while Australian climate is generally characterised by wet and dry periods, 

sometimes exhibiting sharp transitions or sudden flips between the two.7 The El Niño-

Southern Oscillation (ENSO) dominates these wet and dry periods and the impact of 

ENSO on Australia is particularly severe in a global context.8 The Southern 

Oscillation Index (SOI) is derived from calculating the difference between pressure 

values recorded in Darwin, Australia and Tahiti in the southern Pacific Ocean. When 

the difference between these pressure values is anomalously low, this generally 
                                                
5 Blair Trewin, “Exposure, instrumentation, and observing practice effects on land temperature 
measurements,” Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change 1:4 (2010): 490; Neville Nicholls, 
Dean Collins, Blair Trewin and Pandora Hope, “Historical instrumental climate data for Australia – 
quality and utility for palaeoclimatic studies,” Journal of Quaternary Science 21 (2006): 681.  
6 Nicholls et. al., “Historical instrumental climate data for Australia,” Journal of Quaternary Science 
21: 687. 
7 Barrie Pittock, Debbie Abbs, Ramasamy Suppiah, and Roger Jones, “Climatic Background to Past 
and Future Floods in Australia,” In Floods in an Arid Continent, edited by Aldo Poiani (San Diego: 
Elsevier, 2006), 13. 
8 R. Allan, “El Nino Southern Oscillation Influences in the Australasian Region,” Processes in Physical 
Geography 12 (1988): 4–40; N. Nicholls, “Historical El Nino Southern Oscillation Variability in the 
Australasian Region,” In El Nino: Historical and Paleoclimatic Aspects of the Southern Oscillation., 
edited by H. Diaz, and Markgraf, V. (eds). (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); R. Allan, 
J. Lindsay, and D. Parker. El Nino Southern Oscillation and Climate Variability. Edited by R. Allan, J. 
Lindsay and D. Parker (Melbourne, Australia: CSIRO, 1996). 
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indicates that an El Niño is occurring. When the pressure difference is high, this is 

indicative of a La Niña phase.9 These pressure variables are indicative of changes in 

sea surface temperature and atmospheric circulation in the Pacific Ocean, which 

causes a redistribution of rainfall producing systems.10 During a La Niña phase, sea 

surface temperatures in the eastern equatorial Pacific are colder than average and 

rainfall in south-eastern Australia is more likely to be above-average, causing 

widespread flooding.11 During an El Niño, however, sea surface temperatures in the 

eastern equatorial Pacific are hotter than average and rainfall is likely to be below-

average in south-eastern Australia, causing drought.12 ENSO is a hugely important 

phenomenon in the global climate system, explaining ‘a large amount of climate 

variability after the seasonal cycle and the monsoon system.’13 

Despite its significance as a climate driver in south-eastern Australia, ENSO’s 

influence is not spatially or temporally homogenous. Figures 1.1 and 1.2 (overleaf) 

show the effect of El Niño and La Niña on rainfall in Australia and indicate variation 

in the spatial influence of ENSO. These maps indicate that large areas of Australia 

record below-average rainfall during El Niño events and above-average rainfall 

during La Niña events but that the influence of this climate driver is not uniform. 

These maps also show that ENSO has a weak influence on rainfall in coastal south-

eastern Australia. In addition, of the rain that falls in south-eastern Australia, ENSO 

only accounts for 25%–50% of rainfall variance, depending on the region and the 

season.14 The impact of ENSO also differs with each event and the strength of these 

events. The strength of a La Niña is a good indicator of the magnitude of associated 

high rainfall—a strong La Niña is more likely to be associated with higher rainfall 

anomalies than a weak La Niña.  However, the opposite cannot be said for El Niño—
                                                
9 A.P, Sturman and N.J. Tapper, The Weather and Climate of Australia and New Zealand (South 
Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2002), 435. 
10 Joelle L. Gergis and Anthony M. Fowler, “A History of ENSO Events since A.D. 1525: Implications 
for Future Climate Change,” Climatic Change 92 (2009): 344. 
11 J. McBride and N. Nicholls, “Seasonal Relationship between Australian Rainfall and the Southern 
Oscillation,” Monthly Weather Review 111 (1983): 1998–2004; Scott Power, Faina Tseitkin, Simon 
Torok, Beth Lavery, Robert Dahni, and Bryant McAvaney, “Australian Temperature, Australian 
Rainfall and the Southern Oscillation, 1919-1992: Coherent Variability and Recent Changes.,” 
Australian Meteorological Magazine 47 (1998): 85-101. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Robert J. Allan, “Global and Regional Characteristics and Impacts of ENSO Variability,” in El Niño 
and the Southern Oscillation: Multiscale Variability and Global and Regional Impacts, edited by 
Henry F. Diaz and Vera Markgraf (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 4. 
14 James S. Risbey, Michael J. Pook, Peter C. McIntosh, Matthew C. Wheeler, and Harry H. Hendon, 
“On the Remote Drivers of Rainfall Variability in Australia,” Monthly Weather Review 137, no. 10 
(2009): 3251. 
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that is, the strength of El Niño is not a good indicator of the magnitude of the 

associated reduction in rainfall.15 

 
 
Figure 1.1: Winter-Spring Mean Rainfall Deciles for 12 moderate-strong classical El Niños. This map 
indicates that large areas of Australia record below-average rainfall (Deciles 1–3) in winter-spring 
seasons when an El Niño event is occurring. This map also shows that, generally, below-average 
rainfall is not evident along the New South Wales coast during an El Niño event. 
 

 
 
Figure 1.2: This map shows the average impact of La Niña during the winter-spring months. 
Generally, above-average rainfall (Deciles 8–10) is recorded in many parts of Australia. Notably, 
however, La Niña appears to have a limited influence over rainfall along the coast of south-eastern 
Australia.  

                                                
15 Scott Power, Malcolm Haylock, Rob Colman and Xiangdong Wang, “The Predictability of 
Interdecadal Changes in ENSO Activity and ENSO Teleconnections,” Journal of Climate 19 (October 
2006): 4755; Guomin Wang and Harry H. Hendon, “Sensitivity of Australian Rainfall to Inter-El Niño 
Variations,” Journal of Climate 20 (August 2007): 4212.  
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ENSO is not the sole driver of rainfall in south-eastern Australia. James Risbey et. 

al., when describing the climate systems that drive rainfall variability in Australia, 

note that ‘rainfall at any given location has a stochastic ‘weather’ contribution from 

individual storms that is largely unrelated to ENSO or other remote drivers.’16 

Flooding in the Murray–Darling Basin (MDB), a water catchment area that covers a 

significant portion of south-eastern Australia, is often attributed to tropical low-

pressure systems causing high rainfall in the upper reaches of the MDB. The water 

moves slowly downstream throughout the basin, causing flooding or above-average 

flows where there may not have been much rainfall.17 In addition to tropical lows, 

other features that affect rainfall are troughs in low-latitude easterlies, north-west and 

northern oceanic cloud bands, cutoff and east coast lows, spillover from the trade 

winds and westerly winter lows and cold fronts (Figure 1.3).18 

 

 
 

Figure 1.3: Australia’s climate influences. Bureau of Meteorology, 2010. 

                                                
16 Risbey et. al., “On the Remote Drivers of Rainfall Variability in Australia,” 3236. 
17 Pittock et. al., “Climatic Background to Past and Future Floods in Australia,” In Floods in an Arid 
Continent, 13. 
18 Ibid, 15–17. 
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South-eastern Australia is also affected by what is known in the historical record as 

a ‘hot wind’. These strong, hot and dry winds come from the north-west and cause 

extreme bushfire conditions in summer.19 Other climate drivers, like the changing sea 

surface temperatures of the Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD), and the Southern Annular 

Mode (SAM), affect the westerly winds to the south of Australia and also influence 

rainfall in south-eastern Australia (Figure 1.3).20 These climate drivers can also 

change the way ENSO affects rainfall in south-eastern Australia.21   

A 2009 paper by James Risbey et. al. described the remote drivers of rainfall 

variability across Australia, with one figure showing the interaction between ENSO 

and the IOD. Figure 1.4, reproduced overleaf from Risbey et. al., shows average 

rainfall anomalies for years in which different ENSO–IOD combinations have been 

recorded. The first row of maps shows rainfall across Australia during El Niño years, 

coinciding with neutral and positive IOD phases. The second row illustrates the 

phases of the IOD when no ENSO is apparent in the observational record. The third 

row shows the effects of La Niña when paired with a negative IOD phase and when 

no IOD is apparent.  

This figure verifies what we already know about ENSO—that an El Niño with no 

influence from other climate drivers can cause widespread dryness in Australia, and 

that La Niña can result in higher than average rainfall. It also illustrates the drastic 

ways that another climate driver can change and intensify the effect of ENSO. It 

shows that a period in which no ENSO phase is evident, when one might presume that 

extremes in rainfall variation are minimal, can be affected by both wet and dry 

extremes in different regions if the IOD is negative. Unfortunately, it is difficult to 

pinpoint the effect of the IOD between 1788 and 1860 because palaeoclimate 

reconstructions of the IOD do not extend to this period. However, both ENSO and 

south-eastern Australian rainfall variations have been reconstructed, allowing 

researchers to analyse rainfall and the possible influence of at least one climate driver. 

Qualitative written evidence then allows regional variations in rainfall to be tracked, 

                                                
19 Jason J. Sharples, Graeme A. Mills, Richard H. D. McRae, Rodney O. Weber, “Foehn-Like Winds 
and Elevated Fire Danger Conditions in Southeastern Australia,” Journal of Applied Meteorology and 
Climatology 49 (June 2010): 1068. 
20 Risbey et. al., “On the Remote Drivers of Rainfall Variability in Australia,” 3233. 
21 Ibid. 
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calibrating palaeoclimate reconstructions and giving a nuanced picture of historic 

rainfall. 

 

1.2. Aims 

This thesis uses a unique combination of historical climatology and climate history 

to determine what the climate of south-eastern Australia during the 18th and 19th 

centuries was like, and shows the strong impact that weather and climate had on 

Australian societies during this time. It encompasses the period before official 

meteorological records were routinely kept, which began from the mid-19th century 

onwards. This thesis contends that the study of qualitative material can enrich our 

understanding of the way climate was experienced, enhancing the interpretation of 

numerical data. 

Firstly, the historical climatology approach embodied in Chapter 2 identified 

rainfall variations in south-eastern Australia during the late 18th and early 19th 

centuries. Secondly, climate history methods were used to show the societal impact of 

these events and identified the way European Australians perceived and adapted to 

weather and climate challenges. In a country like Australia, the effects of climate 

Figure 1.4: Mean rainfall anomaly (mm) in June–October for ENSO–IOD year types spanning 1889–
1998. Reproduced from Risbey et. al. (2009), 3241. 
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variability are often acutely felt. The importation of 19th century European ideas 

surrounding empire, their perceived right and ability to have dominion over land and 

scant knowledge of the Australian climate makes this study all the more significant.  

The major research questions of this thesis are: 

• How were societies in south-eastern Australia affected by weather and climate 

between 1788 and 1860? 

• Did European Australians adapt to the problems posed by weather and climate 

during this period? 

• Did the impact of rainfall variation in south-eastern Australia differ between 

and within colonies?  

A comprehensive study of these research questions is needed. Histories have been 

written about Australian droughts, floods and bushfire but more often than not these 

histories do not analyse the impact of climate on society in the way that broader 

environmental histories do. There is little knowledge of the way European settlers 

learned about, adapted to and perceived climate and its variations between 1788 and 

1860. While Australian history has growing literature on a range of environmental 

themes there is very little on climate and weather. The approach taken in this thesis 

will ensure the experience of weather and climate is illuminated. In this way, climate 

is revealed as an integral influence on Australian colonial history, deepening our 

knowledge of Australia’s past. 

1.3. Literature Review 

The literature review highlights the range of publications that have looked at the 

interaction between climate and society (climate history) and the history of the 

climate itself (historical climatology). It becomes obvious that aspects of these fields 

are far more developed in Europe and the Americas, and that climate history in 

Australia is yet to develop in a similar way. As we will see, the Australian literature is 

quite limited when compared with the international literature but has plenty of scope 

for expansion. In addition to the general paucity of Australian climate history 

literature, this review will also show that the early colonial period is an oft-neglected 
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area of study. The literature review will also outline international and Australian 

historical climatology. 

The literature review also draws attention to the different approaches to historical 

climatology and climate history. In this thesis, historical climatology is viewed as a 

scientific approach to understanding past climate. Written accounts of weather, 

historical meteorological observations and palaeoclimate data are analysed using 

statistical techniques to create a record of climate. This approach can uncover the 

history of the climate itself but an in-depth analysis of the way climate affected 

society does not always fit within the scope of this method. Climate history, on the 

other hand, does not necessarily focus on the discovery of weather and climate events 

but more upon the way these events impact on society and human-environment 

interactions.  

1.3.1. Historical Climatology  

Historical climatologists make use of historical numerical data and qualitative 

written accounts of weather to analyse the history of weather and climate itself. In 

some cases, historical climatology analyses the effect that weather and climate has 

had on society, but the main aim of this field is to develop long-term climate records. 

It uses material that has largely been overlooked by historians, who are traditionally 

not accustomed to working with qualitative data of this sort. More often than not it 

takes an historical climatologist to revisit pre-20th century documents and analyse 

weather observations and event descriptions.  

Phil Jones, in his state-of-the-art review of historical climatology, notes that 

‘documentary evidence complements and generally provides support for evidence 

available from a wide variety of natural [palaeoclimate] archives (tree rings, ice cores, 

corals, etc.)’22 This approach has recently been reflected in the work of David Nash 

and Georgina Endfield. Their reconstruction of the 19th century climate of the 

Kalahari region of Africa uses weather information sourced from missionaries’ diaries 

and documents.23 Nash and Endfield’s method identifies a region-specific chronology 

                                                
22 Phil Jones, “Historical Climatology - a State of the Art Review,” Weather 63, no. 7 (2008), 81. 
23 Nash and Endfield, “A 19th Century Climate Chronology for the Kalahari Region of Central 
Southern Africa Derived from Missionary Correspondence,” 821–841; Nash and Endfield, “‘Splendid 
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of climate, building on pre-existing chronologies for southern Africa. The data within 

the missionaries’ documents helped develop a unique climate record within a data 

sparse region of the world.  

Historical climatologists make use of the data from various sources including 

meteorological data recorded in ships’ logs,24 the flowering dates of cherry blossom 

trees in Japan, and the dates of lake freezes recorded over centuries.25 All of these 

sources can provide years, or even centuries, of climate ‘proxy’ data. Historical data 

can then augment palaeoclimate proxy data as it often yields a very detailed index of 

past climatic events, and in some cases can outstrip the temporal resolution of natural 

archives.26 

H.H. Lamb is considered one of the founding fathers of historical climatology. His 

work was some of the first to highlight the advantages and disadvantages of using 

both written qualitative data and palaeoclimate data. Lamb outlined methodological 

approaches in historical climatology for different eras of history, from the Quaternary 

ice ages 2.5 million years ago to the 20th century, the most in-depth publication being 

the two-volume Climate: Present, Past and Future. The first volume, Fundamentals 

and Climate Now, comprised an overview of the scientific understanding of the 

mechanisms of climate and weather, as it was understood during the 1970s. Climatic 

History and the Future discussed the sources used to understand climate history and 

also showed that an historical understanding of climate is integral to understanding 

future impacts of weather and climate. 

Lamb’s work began to bridge the gap between historical climatology and human-

centred history at a time when the discipline of environmental history was gaining 

ground (environmental history being, primarily, the study of the interaction of humans 

                                                                                                                                       
Rains Have Fallen’: Links between El Nino and Rainfall Variability in the Kalahari, 1840-1900,” 257–
290. 
24 Ships’ Logs: R. Garcia-Herrera, C. Wilkinson, F.B. Koek, M.R. Prieto, N. Calvo, and E. Hernandez, 
“Description and General Background to Ships' Logbooks as a Source of Climatic Data,” Climatic 
Change 73 (2005): 13–36; Clive Wilkinson, “The Non-Climatic Research Potential of Ships' Logbooks 
and Journals,” Climatic Change 73 (2005): 155–167 (this particular article looks beyond the historical 
climatological uses of ships’ logbooks and reports on their multidisciplinary uses); Philip Brohan, Rob 
Allan, J. Eric Freeman, Anne M. Waple, Dennis Wheeler, Clive Wilkinson, and Scott Woodruff, 
“Marine Observations of Old Weather,” Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society February 
2009 (2009): 219–230. 
25 Mikami, “Climatic Variations in Japan Reconstructed Form Historical Documents,” 190–193. 
26 Scott St. George, “Historical Climate Data from the Perspective of Physical Paleoclimatology,” In 
Canadian Climate History Workshop (London, Ontario, Canada: Network in Canadian History and 
Environment, 2008). 
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with their environment). The seemingly disparate studies were brought closer together 

with the idea that climate could also influence human history. Case studies, such as 

Lamb’s on the Irish potato famine, meld an understanding of weather and climate 

with historic information. He combined meteorological observations and narrative 

weather data with the contributing social factors to show ‘how a continent-wide 

epidemic of crop disease was weather-dependent, though its major social impact was 

controlled by other factors which made Ireland’s people particularly vulnerable.’27 

Also at the forefront of the development of climate history was Emmanuel Le Roy 

Ladurie. Ladurie’s Times of Feast, Times of Famine: A History of Climate since the 

Year 1000, uses written evidence of grape harvests and palaeoarchival records to 

create a history of the climate in France. He approaches climate as ‘a subject of 

historical study in itself,’28 which indicates a closer allegiance to the field of historical 

climatology than to the humanities.  

Le Roy Ladurie was extremely wary of the misuse of this interdisciplinary 

approach and the possibility of drawing incorrect conclusions. He contended that 

historians and scientists have to be very careful about the inferences they draw from 

the intersection of these fields. He stated that the history of the climate must be 

ascertained from data from which all anthropocentrism had been banished (so, records 

of famine, for example, could not be used because climate may not be its sole 

cause.)29 Even then, when suitable data was found and analysed, he was still not 

entirely convinced that the history of climate could be reliably incorporated into 

human history. This attitude indicates that Le Roy Ladurie saw the practice of 

historical climatology as more useful for discovering the history of the climate itself, 

rather than its influence on society. 

Historical climatology, however, has developed to be inclusive of social impacts, 

particularly when the written evidence includes narrative accounts of the impact of 

weather and climate.30 The integration of the social effects of weather and climate 

                                                
27 Hubert H. Lamb, Weather, Climate and Human Affairs: A Book of Essays and Other Papers 
(London: Routledge, 1988), 172. See also H. H. Lamb, Climate: Present, Past and Future (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1977). 
28Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie. Times of Feast, Times of Famine: A History of Climate since the Year 
1000. Translated by Barbara Bray (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1972), 5.  
29 Ibid, 22. 
30 In Australia, this is evident in the work of Neville Nicholls in particular. See Neville Nicholls, “More 
on Early ENSOs: Evidence from Australian Documentary Sources,” American Meteorological Society 
69, no. 1 (1988): 4–6. 
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gained ground in the 1980s, with collaborative books published from conference 

proceedings the most popular symbol of this development.31 These publications 

offered insights into the developing field of historical climatology and further 

discussed the methodological problems encountered from the use of historical 

sources.  

More recently, Christian Pfister and Rudolf Brazdil, guest editors of a volume of 

Climatic Change dedicated to historical climatology, introduced new European 

research. Pfister and Brazdil note that scant research has been done in many European 

countries, and that information held in the Swedish archives, for example, could 

redress this problem. They also note that detailed demographic studies could be done, 

and that ‘models relating grain prices to climatic variables should still be further 

refined and improved.’32 Interestingly, they then note that there are gaps in our 

knowledge of the impact of past climate changes on some European economies and 

societies and they implore social scientists to fill this gap.33 Many of the articles 

within this volume touch upon the social effects of climate, such as Wolfgang 

Behringer’s article that draws a link between extreme climate events and a rise in the 

incidence of witchcraft allegations. However, these results are yet to be incorporated 

into the broader historical narrative.34 

1.3.2. The Development of Climate History 

Incorporating climate into the historical narrative is not a forgotten field, however. 

Climate history, broadly speaking, seeks to analyse the relationship between climate 

and humans. Unlike other fields of history, there is often no theoretical standpoint in 

climate history that requires criticism. Instead, climate historians work towards the 

identification of weather and climate events and analyse the impact these events have 
                                                
31 Robert I. Rotberg and Theodore K. Rabb (Eds), Climate and History: Studies in Interdisciplinary 
History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981); T. M. L. Wigley, M. J. Ingram, and G. Farmer. 
Climate and History: Studies in Past Climates and Their Impact on Man (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981); Burkhard Frenzel, Christian Pfister, and Birgit Glaser (Eds), European 
Climate Reconstructed from Documentary Data: Methods and Results (Stuttgart; New York: G. 
Fischer, 1992); P.D. Jones, A.E.J. Ogilvie, T.D. Davies, and K.R. Briffa, History and Climate: 
Memories of the Future? (New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2001). 
32 Christian Pfister and Rudolf Brazdil, “Climatic Variability in Sixteenth-Century Europe and Its 
Social Dimension: A Synthesis,” Climatic Change 43 (1999): 45. 
33 Ibid. See also Brazdil et. al., “Historical Climatology in Europe - the State of the Art,” 363–430. 
34 Behringer himself has worked to address this gap in European history, in the publication Wolfgang 
Behringer, Kulturgeschichte des Klimas. München: Verlag C. H. Beck oHG, 2007. (English edition is 
published as Wolfgang Behringer, A Cultural History of Climate (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010).) 
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on society. Since the 1990s the subject has grown and changed in a number of ways. 

It encompasses the history of climate systems like El Niño,35 the interaction between 

climate and changes in civilisation,36 and case studies of the experience of climate and 

weather in different countries and regions.37 In James Fleming’s Historical 

Perspectives on Climate Change, climate history now also embraces the historical 

context of climate change and includes the history of meteorology.38 Mike Davis’ 

Late Victorian Holocausts: El Niño, Famine and the Making of the Third World is an 

example of the way climate, as a theme, has been woven into a more traditional 

historical narrative. Late Victorian Holocausts is a groundbreaking mix of climate 

understanding, the history of poverty, imperialism, and political, social, economic and 

environmental vulnerability.39 

A reading of climate history literature shows that there is little focus on Australia. 

One significant area that has, in some ways, amended this gap is the literature on the 

ENSO phenomenon, particularly Richard Grove’s body of work. In 2000, Richard 

Grove and John Chappell edited El Niño: History and Crisis—a multi-disciplinary 

approach to establish a chronology of El Niño periods and to present a deeper analysis 

of the effect it has had, with a particular focus on India, south-east Asia and Australia. 

Grove and Chappell’s introductory chapter ‘draws upon historical records to examine 

the global footprint of a number of El Niños, but also draws into focus the 

                                                
35 Michael H. Glantz, Currents of Change: El Nino's Impact on Climate and Society (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996); Brian Fagan, Floods, Famines, and Emperors: El Nino and the 
Fate of Civilizations (New York: Basic Books, 1999); Richard H. Grove and John Chappell (Eds), El 
Nino, History and Crisis: Studies from the Asia-Pacific Region (Cambridge: White Horse Press, 2000); 
Ross Couper-Johnston, El Nino: The Weather Phenomenon That Changed the World (London: Hodder 
& Stoughton, 2000); Cesar Caviedes, El Nino in History: Storming through the Ages (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 2001); Eugene Linden, The Winds of Change: Climate, Weather, and the 
Destruction of Civilizations (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2006). 
36 Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies (New York: W. W. Norton 
& Company, 1999); Brian Fagan, The Long Summer: How Climate Changed Civilization (New York: 
Basic Books, 2004). 
37 David M. Ludlum, The Weather Factor (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1984); Ben Gelber, The 
Pennsylvania Weather Book (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2002); Endfield, Climate and 
Society in Colonial Mexico, 2008. 
38 James Rodger Fleming, Historical Perspectives on Climate Change (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1998); Katharine Anderson, Predicting the Weather: Victorians and the Science of Meteorology 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2005); James Rodger Fleming, Vladimir Jankovic, and 
Deborah R. Coen (Eds), Intimate Universality: Local and Global Themes in the History of Weather and 
Climate (Sagamore Beach: Watson Publishing International, 2006). 
39 Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts: El Nino Famines and the Making of the Third World (New 
York; London: Verso, 2001). 
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consequences of a number of past events, especially those that address the resilience 

of different societies to future climatic shocks.’40 

In terms of climate history, Grove and Chappell’s focus seems to be on 

establishing a chronology of El Niño events using historical documents and accounts 

of drought in India. They also worked to augment the ENSO chronologies created by 

Quinn and Ortlieb using South American qualitative records. They argued that ‘vital 

comparisons and connections [between historical and contemporary El Niño events] 

can only be properly made in the light of a detailed and global knowledge of the 

archival and physical record of El Niño during the historic period.’ The authors stated 

that when this is done ‘we can then start to come to an understanding of the dynamic 

and often shocking way in which El Niño has influenced the development of human 

society, especially since the advent of large-scale settled agriculture and urbanism.’41 

This publication moves historical climatology and climate history further along the 

historical scale, out of the more widely studied pre-history (before written records) 

and pre-industrial eras. 

1.3.3. An Historiography of Australian Climate History 

Internationally, climate history has steadily moved forward since the 1970s, 

opening up broad areas of research. In Australia, however, this topic remains under-

researched. Generally, climate has been briefly incorporated into the Australian 

historical narrative. Australian climate history has been chronicled in the past but 

these event lists do not analyse the interaction between climate and society in the way 

environmental history does.42 The field of Australian climate history predominantly 

                                                
40 Grove and Chappell (Eds), El Niño, History and Crisis, 6. See also Richard H. Grove, Ecology, 
Climate and Empire: Colonialism and Global Environmental History, 1400-1940 (Cambridge: The 
White Horse Press, 1997). This publication traces the history of initial scientific interest in the El Niño 
phenomenon and its affect on history. However, the focus in this publication is more squared upon 
meteorological networks and the evolution of thought surrounding teleconnections. 
41 Richard H. Grove and John Chappell (Eds), El Niño, History and Crisis, 26. 
42 William Stanley Jevons, “Some Data Concerning the Climate of Australia and New Zealand,” in 
Waugh’s Australian Almanac for 1859 (Sydney: James W. Waugh, 1859), 47–98; H. C. Russell, 
Climate of New South Wale: Descriptive, Historical and Tabular (Sydney: Charles Potter, Acting 
Government Printer, 1877); H. A. Hunt, Results of Rainfall Observations Made in Victoria During 
1840–1910. Including All Available Annual Rainfall Totals from 1,113 Stations; Together with Maps 
and Diagrams (Melbourne: Bureau of Meteorology, 1911); H. A. Hunt, Results of Rainfall 
Observations Made in Queensland including All Available Annual Rainfall Totals from 1040 Stations 
for All Years of Record up to 1913; Together with Maps and Diagrams (Melbourne: Bureau of 
Meteorology, 1914); H. A. Hunt, Results of Rainfall Observations Made in South Australia and the 
Northern Territory, including All Available Annual Rainfall Totals from 829 Stations for All Years of 
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incorporates a history of weather recording in Australia, as well as the reconstruction 

of past weather events and climate.  

Despite the focus away from climate history, environmental history in Australia is 

not a neglected field—it is a diverse and growing area of study, with an extensive 

historiography.43 Environmental history began in Australia with a re-evaluation of 

colonial frontier histories, and continued to expand, covering the history of 

Australia’s south-eastern forest landscapes and acknowledging Indigenous 

environmental history, desert landscapes, the tropics and even the soil itself.44 More 

generally, environmental history aims to highlight: 

• The study of nature itself from an ecological point of view (in many ways this 

is akin to the study of historical climatology)  

• The socio-economic interaction between humans and nature 

• The intellectual interaction with nature, encompassing myths, ideology and 

ways of thinking about nature.45 

Despite these approaches in environmental history, climate history still remains a 

little-studied, patchy sub-discipline of the broader topic of ‘environment’. This 

situation was somewhat rectified by the publication A Change in the Weather: 

Climate and Culture in Australia in 2005—a seminal work that introduced the many 

                                                                                                                                       
Record up to 1917, with Maps and Diagrams; Also, Appendices, Presenting Monthly and Yearly 
Meteorological Elements for Adelaide and Darwin (Melbourne: Bureau of Meteorology, 1918); W. S. 
Watt, Results of Rainfall Observations Made in Tasmania Including All Available Annual Rainfall 
Totals from 356 Stations for All Years of Record up to 1934, with Maps and Diagrams; and Record of 
Severe Floods (Melbourne: Bureau of Meteorology, 1936); H. N. Warren, Results of Rainfall 
Observations Made in New South Wales, Sections I–VI, Districts 46–75, including Rainfall Tables 
(Monthly and Annual), Discussion of Rainfall and Its Relation to Primary Industries, Also Temperature 
and Humidity Tables, Records of Floods, Cyclones and Local Storms, Etc. (Canberra: Bureau of 
Meteorology, 1948); J.C. Foley, Droughts in Australia: Review of Records from Earliest Years of 
Settlement to 1955, Bulletin No. 43 (Melbourne: Bureau of Meteorology, 1957). 
43 A very small sample of sources illustrates the many different approaches to Australian environmental 
history: Don Garden, Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific: An Environmental History, edited by 
Mark R. Stoll (Nature and Human Societies, Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2005); Stephen R. Dovers 
(ed.), Australian Environmental History: Essays and Cases (Melbourne; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1994); Tom Griffiths and Libby Robin (eds.), Ecology and Empire: Environmental History of 
Settler Societies (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1997); Eric Rolls, A Million Wild Acres: 
200 Years of Man and an Australian Forest (Melbourne: Nelson, 1981); Libby Robin, How a 
Continent Created a Nation (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2007); Tom Griffiths, 
Forests of Ash: An Environmental History (Port Melbourne, Vic.: Cambridge University Press, 2001); 
Tim Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth (Carlton South, Vic.: Miegunyah Press, 2000).  
44 Libby Robin and Mike Smith, “Australian Environmental History: Ten Years On,” Environment and 
History 14, no. 2 (2008), 135-143. 
45 Donald J. Hughes, “Three Dimensions of Environmental History,” Environment and History 14 
(2008): 321. 
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ways in which climate could be understood in an historical and Australian context by 

drawing strongly on the interdisciplinary nature of the topic.46 Preliminary work into 

Australia’s early colonial weather and climate history has also begun, illuminating 

both the climate and its impact on the fledgling Australian settlement.47 Other 

Australian works of climate history preceded these publications but, as we will see, 

the historiography is still, for the most part, scattered and dilute.  

Exploration of the connection between climate and its societal context in Australia 

began in the 1960s, when T. M. Perry published an article entitled “Climate and 

Settlement in Australia 1700–1930: Some Theoretical Considerations.” Geoffrey 

Blainey revived the topic in 1971 with an article published in the Melbourne 

Historical Journal. In the article “Climate and Australia’s History,” Blainey argued 

that there is a place in Australian history for a wide-ranging exploration of this subject 

and called for ‘an interpretative history of climatic fluctuations during the last two 

hundred years,’ and that until this has been achieved, ‘we perhaps should be cautious 

in assessing the influence of vagaries of rainfall and evaporation on economic 

development.’48 The article was not one of analysis; it identified ways that climate 

and history could be further studied, such as 19th century ideas about climate and 

health and the impact of drought on society. 

Perry’s and Blainey’s work, however, did not set a new course of historical 

inquiry. It was more than 30 years before Blainey reintroduced climate to his 

historical narrative of colonial Australia, in the popular history Black Kettle, Full 

Moon. In this work, Blainey describes the influence of climate on a number of areas 

of society—he touches on its influence on travel habits, workers’ rights, garden 

history and health. Unfortunately, while offering some interesting points from which 

further study could be undertaken, greater depth and understanding of the large-scale 

                                                
46 Tim Sherratt, Tom Griffths and Libby Robin (eds.), A Change in the Weather: Climate and Culture 
in Australia (Canberra: National Museum of Australia Press, 2005). 
47 Joëlle Gergis, “Documentary Accounts of the Impacts of Past Climate Variability on the Early 
Colony of New South Wales, 1788-1791: A Preliminary Analysis,” Bulletin of the Australian 
Meteorological & Oceanographic Society 21, no. 5 (2008): 103–107; Gergis, et. al., “A Climate 
Reconstruction of Sydney Cove, New South Wales, Using Weather Journal and Documentary Data, 
1788-1791,” Australian Meteorological and Oceanographic Journal, 83–98; Joëlle Gergis, Don 
Garden and Claire Fenby, “The Influence of Climate on the first European Settlement of Australia: A 
Comparison of Weather Journals, Documentary Data and Palaeoclimate Records, 1788–1793,” 
Environmental History (2010) 15 (3): 485–507, doi: 10.1093/envhis/emq079. 
48 Geoffrey Blainey, “Climate and Australia's History,” Melbourne Historical Journal 10 (1971): 7. 
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interaction between climate and society was not a major focal point in Black Kettle, 

Full Moon.49  

In 1981, Geoffrey Bolton published Spoils and Spoilers: Australians Make their 

Environment, 1788-1980, a history that explored the way many inhabitants of this 

continent have interacted with the landscape. It also comprised a survey of the ways 

of thinking that have shaped the landscape we know today. Unlike many 

environmental historians, Bolton devoted an entire chapter to the weather and climate 

of Australia. Bolton remarked that ‘climate shapes environment, and that climate was 

one of the first features of Australia’s geography to impress itself on British 

settlers.’50 This is an interesting point, given the secondary nature of climate in 

environmental history. Despite the great influence climate has on the landscape and 

its important role in the story of the British experience of this landscape, Spoils and 

Spoilers does not provide any substantial account of actual climate events.  

Bolton’s chapter on ‘The Weather’ of Australia remains devoted to a history of 

understanding the continent’s climate without the benefit of learned experience or 

meteorological records. It also highlights aspects of Australia’s climate history that 

have since been independently analysed (such as the history of Goyder’s line of 

rainfall in South Australia51 and the history of meteorological observers and 

observations). This chapter provides a good starting point for the understanding of 

Australian environmental history and is especially useful for recognising the ways the 

British perceived the environment over time. However, it does not provide the reader 

with an idea of what the climate was actually like, nor does it address the complex 

relationship between climate and society. Bolton’s chapter touches on the evolution of 
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understanding the Australian climate, echoing T.M. Perry’s “Climate and Settlement 

in Australia, 1700–1930.”52  

The history of meteorology features prominently in Australian climate history 

literature. David Day’s The Weather Watchers, an institutional history of the Bureau 

of Meteorology, is a good example of this. Day’s research begins in 1788 before 

quickly moving towards a history of the social, political and personal forces that 

encouraged the creation of the network of observers that finally led to the 

establishment of the Bureau of Meteorology.53 Kirsty Douglas, too, charts the 

progress of the meteorological observers in “‘Under Such Sunny Skies’: 

Understanding Weather in Colonial Australia, 1860–1901.” This paper notes the 

effects of ‘imported environmental understandings’ and the ‘information deficit’ that 

faced Europeans in the colonies’ early years and the way in which these factors 

shaped weather knowledge and institutions in colonial Australia.54 Day and Douglas 

build on previous publications dedicated to early meteorologists and the growth of the 

field of meteorology, in particular those written by W. J. Gibbs and Joseph Gentilli 

and shed new light on the history of science in Australia.55 

There has been some attempt to chart the year-to-year climate of Australia and to 

put this into historical context. Publications like Dan Daly’s Wet as a Shag, Dry as a 

Bone and Peter Helman’s Drought in the Murray–Darling Basin Since European 

Settlement were written for government agencies to provide historical context for 

modern-day drought. Daly states that his book is about ‘European perceptions of the 

Australian climate and land, and how these have affected the way Europeans have 

used the land.’56 His aim is achieved through tracing the European ideas of what 

constituted a normal or abnormal season and the way that these ideas led to the 

settlement of what we now know as marginal land. By uncovering the history of the 
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climate he is challenging the perceptions of drought and variability that he suggests 

are entrenched to this day.  

Drought in the Murray–Darling Basin Since European Settlement does not attempt 

to trace perception in the way that Daly has. Instead, this publication uses historical 

documents to piece together the history of drought in the Murray–Darling Basin in 

order to create a long-term record of reference for current policy-makers. Helman 

attests that ‘ignoring history leads to analysis of short-term records which do not 

include long-term (multi decadal) oscillations. Making projections from short-term 

data without considering long-term variability may be invalid.’ He goes on to say that 

‘uncertain science is not a satisfactory basis for sustainable natural resource decision 

making.’57 In some ways, Helman’s work is more akin to historical climatology in 

that he uses historical records to uncover the history of the climate, rather than assess 

the interaction between climate and society but provides a valuable record of drought 

nonetheless. 

Lindsay Smail’s Weather Wonders of Geelong also uses historical records in a 

similar way to Helman but is less geared towards a scientific end. Rather, it was 

developed as a reference to the severe and extreme historical weather events 

experienced in the Victorian city of Geelong and its surrounds, from the time of 

European settlement until the twentieth century.58 Publications like Helman’s or 

Smail’s use historical documents and an understanding of scientific processes to 

create chronologies of climatic extremes but do not take the next step of incorporating 

this information to further understand their influence on society. 

Jenny Keating’s The Drought Walked Through uses written accounts to study the 

state of the climate in Victoria from the time of settlement in 1834 by the Hentys and 

in 1835 by John Batman and John Fawkner. Despite these early beginnings, the main 

focus of the book remains on late 19th and 20th century drought and the way in which 

new Australians responded to these conditions. Keating’s work begins by identifying 

a significant gap in Australian and environmental history—that ‘despite the 

considerable role which drought has played in the development of Australia’s image 

and history there has been surprisingly little analysis of its historical impact on the 
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nation or its states.’59 Keating also notes that most publications that describe historic 

drought were predominantly written for internal use by government agencies and 

authorities.60 Not only does Keating acknowledge major omissions in scholarly work 

it also implies further gaps, for example, the study of drought in favour of other 

weather or climate events like major storms, floods and bushfire. 

A Change in the Weather: Climate and Culture in Australia is a compendium of 

scientific and historical approaches to climatology, pushing the boundaries of cross-

disciplinary understanding. By applying the principles of broader environmental 

history, the authors in this volume make climate an actor on the stage of history. 

Climate is no longer a backdrop to politics, society and the economy. In the 

introductory chapter, Tim Sherratt identifies the impact that culture can have on the 

recording of weather: ‘The climate derived from years of observation and abstraction 

continues to be shaded with climate of opinion and emotion – climates of fear and 

climates of hope.’61 This publication draws climate into the field of environmental 

history, treating climate as a theme in history without becoming a simple 

compendium of events.  

The effect of ‘perception’ and the way it drove Australians to record weather and 

pose theories about climate is one way in which science and the humanities intersect, 

providing new information about the evolution of scientific thought. A Change in the 

Weather offers insight into Indigenous concepts of weather, climate change, the social 

and personal effect of cyclones, early Australians’ attempts to control and adapt 

climate to their own needs and the social effects of heat. This publication highlights 

the many possible avenues of Australian climate history research. 

The history of ENSO and its effects on Australia are touched upon by Richard 

Grove’s chapter, “Revolutionary Weather: The Climatic and Economic Crisis of 

1788–1795 and the Discovery of El Niño.” While an interesting perspective on the 

kind of research that could be undertaken into the effects of ENSO on Australian 

society, the focus on the Australian experience is quite brief. Don Garden’s Droughts, 

Floods and Cyclones: El Niños that shaped our colonial past does more to highlight 

the specific regional effects of El Niño and the phenomenon’s impact upon society. 
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The latter helps fill both the gaps in Australia and New Zealand’s climate knowledge 

and identifies the impact of specific events.62 Garden’s valuable contribution to 

Australasian climate history fills a significant gap in our understanding of climate in 

the late 19th and early 20th century. 

While climate has progressed from acting as a backdrop to other events in an 

historical narrative, more work can be done. As the previous examples indicate, there 

has not been great consensus on the state of the climate during the early years of 

European settlement in Australia or the effects that the climate has had on settlement 

at large. Recent work has in some ways remedied the imbalance between the 

historicisation of the environment and of climate. Historians have begun to identify 

climate as an agent in historical events by using written accounts in a new way. It is 

obvious, however, that more can be done to ensure that a history of climate and its 

societal and cultural effects has a place amongst the historical narratives of Australia. 

Because one of the aims of this thesis is to identify the way in which climate 

influenced society and settlement in south-eastern Australia, the approach taken in 

this PhD may be wrongly perceived as being deterministic in nature. It is not the aim 

of this thesis to give credence to the racist connotations of climate and environmental 

determinism that were predominant in the 19th century and early 20th century. It is 

also not the aim of this thesis to pursue other negative attributes of early deterministic 

theories.  

Aside from these distasteful elements of early research into climate/society 

interactions, there are other criticisms to tackle. Hans Von Storch and Nico Stehr note 

that during the early 20th century ‘[h]istorical climate impact research manoeuvred 

itself into a blind alley by trying to attribute most or even all social facts, such as 

health conditions as well an endless variety of patterns of social conduct to climatic 

and other geographical factors.’63 In this thesis, climate will not be designated as the 

single, over-riding factor in human-environment relations but will recognise the 

influence of climate, in addition to other social, political and economic factors.64   
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A more adequate approach to the role of climate in human affairs can be summed 

up by the words of German geographer Wilhelm Lauer, who wrote that ‘climate 

shapes the theatre in which human existence – the history of the human race – takes 

place …[and] introduces problems that man has to solve.’65 Not only does climate 

introduce problems in the form of variability or extremes like drought, above-average 

rainfall and bushfire but these problems can force people to adapt and change the way 

they live with climate. Roderick McIntosh, et. al., state that ‘communities do not 

simply react to climate change and environmental surprise. Rather, they actively sort 

through information about past climate and about successful (or disastrous) 

responses.’66 This thesis will test whether this hypothesis is true for the south-eastern 

Australian colonies prior to 1860. By charting both the impact and adaptive strategies 

wrought by climate, we enhance our ability to withstand climate challenges in the 

future. 

1.4. Methodology and Sources 

This thesis takes an interdisciplinary approach under-utilised in Australian climate 

history, using techniques from the field of historical climatology in Chapter 2 to 

identify climate extremes and further analysing these extremes using a climate history 

approach in Chapters 3–6. By using traditional historical data sources like 

newspapers, diaries, explorers’ journals and Government correspondence in 

conjunction with data that is non-traditional to the humanities (meteorological 

observations and palaeoclimate records), weather and climate in south-eastern 

Australia can be more thoroughly studied. This approach draws on the research of 

Grove and Chappell, and Pfister and Brazdil. Incorporating scholarly traditions from 

both historical climatology and climate history produced a more nuanced climate 

history of south-eastern Australia, going beyond the limits of these separate fields. 

Different types of historical documents provide varying climate information. 

Personal letters, often written by settlers in Australia to relatives in Great Britain, 

provide historians with first-hand impressions of the climate. Many settlers described 

the strange new environment in detail, noting the differences in weather between the 
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two hemispheres. Private diaries and journals did not always contain the same 

extensive detail as letters. However, many diarists made daily remarks about the state 

of the weather, the day-to-day state of their crops and the welfare of their animals. 

These daily weather remarks can easily be compared to meteorological observations. 

Explorers described newly-discovered landscapes in their diaries, documenting water 

levels in creeks, rivers, lakes and ponds; the state of vegetation; heat, cold, rain and 

dry weather. Colonial government reports to the home government in London gave 

detailed colony-wide overviews of the effect of weather and climate.  

19th century newspapers provide coverage in Australia from 1803. Newspapers 

published weather and climate reports from both urban centres and rural 

correspondents. Editorials, essays and letters to the editor are also an invaluable 

source of climate information. Additionally, the data contained in newspapers is more 

readily available than ever following the introduction of the digital newspaper archive 

Trove, launched by the National Library of Australia. Trove provides a database of 

newspapers published from 1803, searchable by keyword, date and title. Accounts of 

weather and climate can be buried in articles about agriculture, pastoralism, 

infrastructure, market reports and shipping news. Using this tool, researchers can 

quickly uncover many articles that may have been difficult to locate using older 

microfilm and microfiche technology.  

Drawing on approaches in historical climatology, the thesis begins with a 

chronology of climate events from 1788–1860. Climate events are identified using 

secondary source material, all of which comprise information from contemporary 

newspaper articles and primary source material. The remainder of the thesis 

comprises case studies drawn from the results of the 1788–1860 climate chronology. 

The case studies use qualitative accounts to identify a wide range of climate events 

and analyse their interaction with society. Where possible, the information in 

historical documents are compared with contemporary observational (meteorological) 

records and palaeoclimate reconstructions. 

1.5. Methodological Problems 

As with any area of historical inquiry, the field of climate history has its 

methodological problems. In particular, the fallibility of human memory—an issue 
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tackled by all historians—can hinder the ability of the climate historian to make sense 

of past droughts, above-average rainfall and bushfires and their impact on society. If 

recollections of a particular climate event were recorded sometime after the event 

occurred, the account is less reliable. In a recent study of the way Britons remembered 

weather, Trevor A. Harley found that climate can be distorted by the filter of memory 

and that recollections of climate cannot be taken at face value.67 H. H. Lamb noted in 

his 1977 seminal work on historical climatology that any analysis of past climate must 

allow for the ‘shortness of human memory.’68 For example, a newspaper report 

declaring a flood to be the highest ever known can only ever be accepted by the 

historian to indicate that a very high flood occurred. Only concrete numerical data can 

determine whether the flood was the highest that had ever occurred.  

Issues of remembrance become more apparent when the details of an event are 

recollected long after it happened—as time passes, memory becomes less accurate. 

John Tosh, in his book The Pursuit of History, asked historians to consider whether 

the authors of the documents they were analysing ‘put pen to paper immediately, or 

after the sharpness of his or her memory had blurred?’69 However, this thesis does not 

largely rely on ‘reminiscences’ for event information. Certainly, autobiographical 

material in which the author has reflected on past climate extremes is available. This 

material can illustrate the way weather and climate extremes were remembered many 

years later and should not be relied on to provide detailed event-specific information. 

More useful and more reliable evidence is available in newspapers, diaries, letters and 

journals. In source material like this, events are usually described shortly afterwards, 

reducing the effects of time on memory. 

However, this does not mean that climatic recollections cannot be used to increase 

our knowledge of past climate. Historian Tim Sherratt, in the introductory chapter to 

A Change in the Weather, stated that ‘memory generates meaning, not statistics.’70 

Other data, like meteorological observations and proxy data, can be used as a 

‘statistical’ measure of weather and climate. Memories provoke the historian to 
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question why an event was perceived and recorded in the way that it was. Why was a 

dry period described as a very severe drought? What were the circumstances that led 

to a flood recorded as ‘the highest flood ever known’ when there may be 

contradictory numerical data? By comparing quantitative data and personal 

recollections we can arrive at a nuanced understanding of past climate. By 

incorporating various data and archival material we can know what the weather was 

like but we can also know how it was perceived, the effect it had on individuals and 

on broader society. While we cannot eliminate human fallibility from the historical 

record we can ensure that our interpretation of the past is more robust by using a wide 

variety of data. 

An interesting intersection of memory and climate can be seen in the way 

individuals or communities used memories of past climate and weather events to 

shape their reaction to contemporary events. With regards to natural disasters, 

McIntosh, Tainter and McIntosh argue that communities ‘actively sort through 

information about past climate and about successful (or disastrous) responses.’71 

However, this thesis argues that communities and individuals do not always take past 

experience into account when facing climatic surprise or extreme events. Economic 

issues, a limited experience of similar events, and optimism that a severe event will 

not occur again could forestall adaptation.  

The inability to ‘actively sort through information about past climate’ is evident 

even today. Tom Griffiths, in an article written after Victoria’s 2009 Black Saturday 

bushfires, in which 173 people died, remarked on the familiarity of the disaster. 

Griffiths pointed out that ‘we know this phenomenon, we know the specific contours 

of the event, and we even known how people live and how people die… we still have 

not come to terms with what we have already experienced.’72 Griffiths acknowledges 

that ‘cultural and psychological pressures [work] against human adaptation.’73 While 

bushfire in Australia is a cyclical event, community memories of these events are 

short-term. People rebuild on previously burnt land because of an emotional need to 

return home. Griffiths points out that ‘it is hard for humans to accept, and therefore to 
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remember, that nature can overwhelm culture.’74 Griffiths’ argument is evident in this 

thesis and it becomes obvious that simply remembering or knowing that a similar 

weather or climate event had occurred in the past did not always ensure adaptation to 

such events. 

1.6. Definition of Climate Extremes 

1.6.1. Definition of Drought 

Historian John Tosh has remarked that ‘language itself is a product of history’ and 

this is evident when researching Australia’s historic climate.75 More specifically, a 

climate historian must be aware of the changing meaning of words like ‘drought’. In 

order to analyse climate events using qualitative accounts, a modern definition of 

drought must be determined. This way, reports of dry weather from 18th and 19th 

century documents will be viewed by the historian through the prism of modern 

research and knowledge of drought in south-eastern Australia.  

At its most basic, a drought can be described as ‘a persistent moisture deficiency 

below long-term average conditions.’76 However, this definition does not take into 

account many other variables that combine to make rainfall deficiency severe enough 

to impact Australian society. It is important to keep in mind that no two droughts are 

the same. As Michael Collier and Robert Webb have stated, ‘similar moisture deficits 

may have very different consequences depending on the time of year at which they 

occur, pre-existing soil moisture content, and other climatic factors such as 

temperature, wind, and relative humidity.’77 While all of these variables can be 

tracked using modern scientific instruments today, the lack of meteorological 

observations taken between 1788 and 1860 means that these basic drought indices 

cannot always be determined. 

Because it is often very difficult and sometimes impossible to measure many 

aspects of the weather and climate in the 18th and 19th centuries, the climate historian 

often needs to define drought by qualitative means. Meteorologist J. C. Foley, in his 
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1957 analysis of Australian drought, remarked that ‘a drought is regarded as a period 

of rainfall deficiency, extending over months or years, of such a nature that crops and 

pasturage for stock are seriously affected, if not completely burnt up and destroyed, 

water supplies are seriously depleted or dried up, and sheep and cattle perish.’78 This 

approach makes it easier for someone working without the aid of quantitative rainfall 

or weather data to define a historical drought period. Helman, in his study of historic 

drought in the Murray–Darling Basin, briefly noted the many definitions of rainfall 

deficiency that exist. He stated that agricultural drought relates to moisture deficits in 

the topmost one metre or so of soil (the root zone) that impacts crops. Meteorological 

drought is mainly considered a prolonged deficit of precipitation, and hydrologic 

drought is related to low streamflows, lake and groundwater levels.79  

Don Garden in Droughts, Floods and Cyclones: El Niños that shaped our colonial 

past, includes similar criteria in his definition of drought but specifically mentions the 

impact of rainfall deficiency on society. Garden noted that drought ‘involves an 

extended period of substantially below average rainfall;…[is] of sufficient length to 

cause widespread natural repercussions such as very low flows in water systems and 

the decline or death of indigenous flora and fauna…[and is] sufficient to cause 

widespread economic and social harm to human populations.’80 This definition is 

most useful to historians investigating past climate. 

A large difference between Garden’s work and the current study is that Garden 

focuses on the experience of drought in a later period of Australia’s history. He 

remarked that ‘the practice everywhere of repeated cropping effectively mined the 

land and left it damaged, infertile and more vulnerable, while excessive ploughing 

broke down the soil structure.’81 Landscape degradation was not as advanced in the 

early years of Australian settlement, acting as a buffer to the early experience of 

drought. In this thesis, many settlers will be experiencing drought only a short time 

after their arrival in one of the Australian colonies, meaning that the degradation of 

the landscape may not have had an impact on the experience of drought as is evident 

in Droughts, Floods and Cyclones.  
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In this thesis, a drought has occurred if there was:  

• At least six months of ‘drought’ reported 

• Low water levels in creeks, rivers, swamps, ponds and lakes 

• High levels of stock death 

• Severe crop losses 

• Economic repercussions 

• Social repercussions 

1.6.2. Defining Periods of Above-Average Rainfall 

This thesis also focuses on the impact of periods of above-average rainfall, which 

are more difficult to quantify with written accounts than periods of drought. Severe 

flooding may be indicative of a long period of above-average rainfall. In this study, a 

flood is defined as an event when water breaches the banks of a watercourse or body 

of water and inundates normally dry land.82 This definition describes the way in 

which water acts during a flood event but it does not take into account event severity 

or the way that a flood can affect society. It also does not account for the fact that no 

two floods are the same, and that ‘the magnitude and frequency of floods depend on 

rainfall amount and intensity, but are significantly affected by the characteristics and 

condition of the catchment, including ground cover and soil moisture.’83 These 

definitions more thoroughly describe flood as a natural phenomenon but do not define 

flood as a natural disaster that impacts negatively on society. 

The definition of a severe flood in this thesis will not only adhere to the very basic 

definition listed above but will also entail more than one of the following impacts: 

• Human fatality  

• Damage to crops 

• Death of livestock 
                                                
82 David McCarthy, Tony Rogers, and Keith Casperson. Floods in South Australia, 1836-2005 (Kent 
Town, South Australia: Bureau of Meteorology, 2006); Sam Lake, Nick Bond, and Paul Reich, “Floods 
Down Rivers: From Damaging to Replenishing Forces,” In Floods in an Arid Continent, edited by 
Aldo Poiani (San Diego: Elsevier, 2006).  
83 Pittock et. al., “Climatic Background to Past and Future Floods in Australia,” In Floods in an Arid 
Continent, 14. 



 30 

• Damage to infrastructure including buildings, roads, and bridges 

Used in conjunction with the basic definition of flood, it is easy to identify a severe 

flood with ramifications for society in any river basin or floodplain in Australia. It is 

necessary for more than one of the above criteria to be present during a flood event 

because often one alone may not indicate a severe flood. Human fatality, for instance, 

cannot be used as a sole marker of severe flood because accidental drowning may 

occur when crossing a fast-moving waterway that may not have broken its banks. 

Damage to a single bridge is unfortunate but will not necessarily put a severe strain on 

the economy when it comes time to repair or rebuild it. The combination of these 

events had the potential to put a heavy strain on a colonial economy, and would incur 

subsequent damaging effects on society. 

Periods of above-average rainfall are not solely determined by the incidence of 

flood. There are other ways a historian can determine whether a season or year was 

marked by high rainfall when meteorological data is unavailable. Phenological 

information—that is, the influence of climate on animal life and vegetation—can 

reveal the effect of weather and climate on the landscape. Reports of abundant 

harvests and healthy fat stock imply adequate rainfall and plagues of insects may 

point to plentiful water supplies. Negative effects of above-average rainfall can also 

be found in the historical record, like the death of sheep from foot-rot caused by 

excessive wet conditions and crop damage sustained in heavy storms or caused by 

damp. A combination of flood reports and phenological information can reveal the 

impact of long-term high rainfall. 

1.7. Chapter Overviews 

A detailed chronology of rainfall variability and four case studies from across the 

research period of 1788–1860 will be used to answer the key questions of this thesis. 

The length of the proposed case studies (5–20 years) gives an opportunity to assess 

variability and how these variations affected European and Indigenous societies in 

south-eastern Australia. They allow the impact of events like a single drought or flood 

to be investigated and also provide an opportunity to research the longer-term effects 

of an event. Single colonies have been studied, but Chapter 5 also examines the 

climatic situation across south-eastern Australia. This approach gives insight into the 
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nature of climatic events across regions and over time. A long-term temporal 

approach increases resource material and identifies the effects of drought, in 

particular, on colonies in different stages of development.  

 The rainfall chronology presented in Chapter 1 fills a substantial gap in our 

knowledge of pre-1860 climate in south-eastern Australia and enables the comparison 

of climate between colonies. It also makes it simpler to compare written evidence of 

climate with meteorological and palaeoclimate data sets.  Two tables have been 

created using evidence gathered from 12 sources that describe rainfall in different 

regions of south-eastern Australia. One table displays yearly drought events between 

1788 and 1860 and the other charts years of above-average rainfall from 1788 to 

1840. This graphical representation of rainfall variation forms a jumping off point for 

further research. Years affected by severe climate were identified in the chronology 

and guided further research in the case studies.  

The first case study, presented in Chapter 3, examines the way in which climate 

affected the fledgling British penal settlement at Sydney Harbour and the Hawkesbury 

River region between 1788 and 1815. Very wet weather, before a sudden change to 

drought, coincided with the arrival of the Europeans. Severe climate variations 

provided a further challenge to Europeans attempting to understand the weather and 

climate of a different continent. Despite experiencing a severe drought in the initial 

years of settlement, this chapter argues that the first two decades of European 

settlement were predominantly characterised by above-average rainfall. Although this 

period can be defined as ‘wet’, it was dry weather that predominantly shaped the 

expansion of settlement.  

Chapter 4 focuses on the years 1824–1835 in New South Wales and includes a 

limited focus on Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania). The Europeans had crossed the 

New South Wales’ Great Dividing Range and broken free of the coastal strip that had 

limited agricultural and pastoral pursuits in the preceding decades. A drought in 1824 

marked a descent into dry weather and drought—the first experienced since 

settlement expansion to the colony’s western plains. This period can be characterised 

as a ‘learning phase’ for the settlers, who were still trying to make sense of climate 

variations despite forty years’ experience of life on the east coast of New South 

Wales. The extremes of drought and flood were still viewed as events that could not 

be adequately planned for or mitigated. 
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In Chapter 5, the years 1835–1845 were researched. By this time, Europeans had 

established settlements across south-eastern Australia and new colonial boundaries 

were created. The effects of climate in different regions could now be compared, 

giving a broader overview of the impact of the severe and widespread 1837–1839 

drought. As the European population in Australia grew, competition for water in the 

arid landscape increased, escalating tensions between the new arrivals and indigenous 

people. This chapter also reveals that settlers had a better understanding of rainfall 

variability in south-eastern Australia but this knowledge was not necessarily imparted 

to new arrivals. This allowed mythologies about climate to persist as immigration 

increased. 

Moving away from a focus on the parent colony of New South Wales, Chapter 6 

analyses the colony of Victoria during its formative years. The crux of this chapter is 

an analysis of the climatic context of the Black Thursday bushfires of 6 February 

1851. Here, the weather and climate of the months and years preceding these 

catastrophic bushfires was examined. Some confusion is evident in the literature 

focused on Black Thursday and it was unclear whether drought preceded the fires. 

Historical documents and weather observations have revealed that rainfall in the two 

years prior to 6 February 1851 wavered between extremely above-average (1849) and 

average (1850). The year 1851 was pivotal in Victorian history—the colony gained 

independence from New South Wales, huge swaths of the district were charred by fire 

and, most importantly, the gold rush began. It is argued that persistent mild weather 

and an absence of long-term drought in the early 1850s ensured the success of the 

gold rush.  

Finally, the conclusion assesses whether the aims of this thesis have been achieved. 

In short, this thesis contains a unique interdisciplinary analysis of the way weather 

and climate influenced Australian societies in the early colonial period. Little-

understood climate extremes are identified and analysed by combining two fields of 

inquiry—climate history and historical climatology—in a way rarely seen in 

Australian environmental history. As a result, we can better identify the way 

European Australians perceived and reacted to climate events. Interestingly, 

adaptation to climate extremes was not always immediate and a smooth progression 

from experiencing climate variations, learning from these experiences and adapting to 

challenges is not always evident. 
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Chapter 2 
 

A South-Eastern Australian Rainfall Chronology: 
Consolidating Evidence from Pre-Instrumental Qualitative 

Sources, 1788–1860 
 
 

2.1. Introduction 

This chapter creates a chronology of below-average and above-average rainfall 

spanning the years 1788–1860. To date, there have only been a handful of attempts to 

reconstruct Australian pre-20th century drought using non-numerical and non-

scientific archives, including work by J. C. Foley, Neville Nicholls, Geoff Raby and 

Richard Grove.1 As mentioned in Chapter 1, meteorological records between 1788 

and 1860 are patchy, making it difficult to determine 18th and 19th century rainfall 

variability. There is, however, qualitative evidence from historic sources of below- 

and above-average rainfall that can be used to reconstruct past climate. This approach 

encourages the identification of years in which rainfall deficit and surplus had the 

most impact on colonial Australian society.  

Until now, a graphical representation of rainfall variations in south-eastern 

Australia prior to the establishment of extensive meteorological observation networks 

has not been available. The understanding of drought periods, in particular, was 

previously derived from only a few sources. This chapter provides a simple chart of 

rainfall variation from 1788–1860, derived from a wide range of sources. This 

chronology not only illuminates 18th and 19th century rainfall variations but also acts 

as the backbone of this thesis. It identifies potential severe events that are further 

researched in the case studies forming the body of the thesis.    

                                                
1 J. C. Foley, Droughts in Australia: Review of Records from Earliest Years of Settlement to 1955, 
Bulletin No. 43. (Melbourne: Bureau of Meteorology, 1957); Geoff Raby, “Aspects of the impact and 
response to drought in New South Wales,” (PhD Thesis, Murdoch University, Perth, 1980); Neville 
Nicholls, “More on Early ENSOs: Evidence from Australian Documentary Sources,” Bulletin of the 
American Meteorological Society 69, no. 1 (1988): 4-6; Richard Grove, “Revolutionary Weather: The 
Climatic and Economic Crisis of 1788-1795 and the Discovery of El Nino,” In A Change in the 
Weather: Climate and Culture in Australia, edited by Tim Sherratt, Tom Griffiths and Libby Robin 
(Canberra: National Museum of Australia Press, 2005).  
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This chapter consolidates existing rainfall chronologies for south-eastern Australia 

(SEA) over the 1788–1860 period using a range of secondary historical sources. In 

doing so it fills a gap in SEA’s climate record by compiling historical qualitative data 

from the time of first European settlement in 1788 to 1860. By 1860, weather 

observatories were established in each Australian colony, marking the beginning of a 

continuous numerical record of climate in all regions in SEA (New South Wales, 

Tasmania, Queensland, Victoria and South Australia).2  

The recently compiled global record of El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) 

events developed by Joëlle Gergis and Anthony Fowler in 2009 allows for the 

comparison of El Niño and La Niña years with the qualitative record of south-eastern 

Australian below-average and above-average rainfall years.3 The rainfall variation 

chronologies presented in Tables 2.3 and 2.5 of this chapter are also compared to 

yearly south-eastern Australian rainfall values derived from a palaeoclimate 

reconstruction by Gergis et. al.  (2012).4 These comparisons are tabulated at the 

beginning of each chapter in the body of this thesis and provide a framework for 

comparing historic climate variations derived from palaeoclimate and qualitative 

records. 

2.2. Data  

2.2.1. Qualitative Sources 

Over time, European settlers developed a folk-knowledge of climate and weather. 

As settlement spread and agricultural and pastoral pursuits expanded, the need to 

understand climate variations grew. Qualitative climate data was recorded in 

newspapers and by individuals but this information was not collated or condensed in a 

systematic way until William Stanley Jevons’ 1859 publication Some Data 

Concerning The Climate of Australia and New Zealand.5 Jevons used qualitative data 

                                                
2 David Day, The Weather Watchers (Carlton: Melbourne University Publishing, 2007). 
3 Joëlle L. Gergis and Anthony M. Fowler, “A History of ENSO Events since A.D. 1525: Implications 
for Future Climate Change,” Climatic Change 92 (2009): 343-87. Hereafter referred to in the text as 
Gergis and Fowler (2009). 
4 Joëlle Gergis, Ailie Jane Eyre Gallant, Karl Braganza, David John Karoly, Kathryn Allen, Louise 
Cullen, Rosanne D’Arrigo, Ian Goodwin, Pauline Grierson and Shayne McGregor, “On the Long-Term 
Context of the 1997–2009 ‘Big Dry’ in South-Eastern Australia: Insights from a 206-year multi-proxy 
rainfall reconstruction,” Climatic Change (2012) 111: 932–944. Joëlle Gergis provided the yearly 
reconstructed rainfall values presented in Tables 3.1, 4.1, 5.1 and 6.1.  
5 William Stanley Jevons, “Some Data Concerning the Climate of Australia and New Zealand,” in 
Waugh’s Australian Almanac for 1859 (Sydney: James W. Waugh, 1859). 
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collected from newspaper sources like the Sydney Gazette and New South Wales 

Advertiser to create a chronology of climate events (e.g. drought, flood and bushfire) 

in Australia.  

 
Table 2.1. List of sources used to construct rainfall variation chronologies for SEA (Tables 
2.3 and 2.5). 
 

Source Geographical region  Time period  
Jevons (1859)  Australia 1788–1858 
Russell (1877) New South Wales 1788–1860 
Russell (1887) Western NSW 1818–1886 
Hunt (1911)  Victoria 1839–1910 
Hunt (1914)  Queensland 1841–1913 
Hunt (1918)  South Australia 1837–1917 
Watt (1936)  Tasmania 1809–1934 
Warren (1948)  New South Wales 1788–1945 
Foley (1957)  Australia 1788–1955 
McAfee (1981)  South-Eastern Australia 1788–1860 
Keating (1992)  Victoria 1834–1983 
Callaghan and Helman (2008)  East Coast Australia 1770–2008 

 
 

In 1877 Henry Chamberlain Russell, government astronomer for New South 

Wales, published Climate of New South Wales: Descriptive, Historical and Tabular, 

adding to SEA’s climate record. Russell wanted to create a reference book of climate 

in New South Wales (NSW) and felt that this publication would help answer ‘the 

important question of periodicity in our climatic changes.’6 Both Jevons’ and 

Russell’s compilations are limited in that they focus mainly on NSW and sometimes 

use similar news sources. Although a number of subsequent drought, flood and storm 

chronologies have been compiled (Table 2.1), there has been no systematic attempt to 

consolidate and compare them to examine climate patterns over time.  

The Bureau of Meteorology Results of Rainfall Observations series, published 

between 1911 and 1948, comprises qualitative and quantitative climate data for each 

region in SEA.7 The qualitative data was derived from newspapers, observatory 

                                                                                                                                       
 
6 H. C. Russell, Climate of New South Wales: Descriptive, Historical and Tabular (Sydney: Charles 
Potter, Acting Government Printer, 1877), 1. 
7 H. A. Hunt, Results of Rainfall Observations Made in Victoria During 1840-1910. Including All 
Available Annual Rainfall Totals from 1,114 Stations; Together with Maps and Diagrams (Melbourne: 
Bureau of Meteorology, 1911); H. A. Hunt, Results of Rainfall Observations Made in Queensland 
Including All Available Annual Rainfall Totals from 1040 Stations for All Years of Record up to 1913; 
Together with Maps and Diagrams (Melbourne: Bureau of Meteorology, 1914); H. A. Hunt, Results of 
Rainfall Observations Made in South Australia and the Northern Territory, Including All Available 
Annual Rainfall Totals from 829 Stations for All Years of Record up to 1917, with Maps and 
Diagrams; Also, Appendices, Presenting Monthly and Yearly Meteorological Elements for Adelaide 
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records, government records, almanacs, local histories and the recollections of 

individuals. Notable meteorological events are well reported for New South Wales 

and Victoria. Meteorological events for Tasmania, South Australia and Queensland 

are not covered as comprehensively. The Tasmanian volume, published in 1936, only 

contains information on floods and above–average rainfall and despite European 

settlement of Queensland from 1824, this volume only contains reports of flooding 

from 1841 and drought from 1858. While South Australia’s record seems complete, 

the drought chronology does not provide adequate information regarding event 

location and duration, making it difficult to delineate dry periods in this region. 

The Victorian climate chronology published by the Bureau of Meteorology is 

complemented by Jenny Keating’s single-region source. Keating presents a drought 

chronology for Victoria, remarking that ‘there has been surprisingly little analysis of 

[drought’s] historical impact on the nation or its states,’ apart from Foley’s 1957 

work.8 

J. C. Foley’s Droughts in Australia: Review of Records from First Settlement to 

1955 contains qualitative and quantitative data relating to drought in each Australian 

state and is one of four sources used in this study that focus on multiple regions in 

SEA. All droughts for which records are available have been studied in terms of their 

duration, intensity and effect on primary production. Other multi-regional sources 

used in this study include McAfee, whose work presented ‘a diagrammatic display of 

the temporal extent of drought for Southeastern Australia’9 and Callaghan and 

Helman, who present a chronology of severe storms on the east coast of Australia.10 

While the latter is predominantly a chronology of storm activity and coastline change 

Callaghan and Helman also include information about coastal droughts and floods.  

                                                                                                                                       
and Darwin (Melbourne: Bureau of Meteorology, 1918); W.  S. Watt, Results of Rainfall Observations 
Made in Tasmania Including All Available Annual Rainfall Totals from 356 Stations for All Years of 
Record up to 1934, with Maps and Diagrams; and Record of Severe Floods (Melbourne: Bureau of 
Meteorology, 1936); H. N. Warren, Results of Rainfall Observations Made in New South Wales, 
Sections I - Vi, Districts 46 - 75, Including Rainfall Tables (Monthly and Annual), Discussion of 
Rainfall and It's Relation to Primary Industries, Also Temperature and Humidity Tables, Records of 
Floods, Cyclones, and Local Storms, Etc. (Canberra: Bureau of Meteorology, 1948). 
8 Jenny Keating, The Drought Walked Through: A History of Water Shortage in Victoria (Melbourne: 
Department of Water Resources, 1992), xi. 
9 Robert J. McAfee, “The Fires of Summer and the Floods of Winter,” (PhD Thesis, Sydney, 
Macquarie University Library, 1981), 170. 
10 Jeff Callaghan and Peter Helman, Severe Storms on the East Coast of Australia, 1770-2008 (Griffith 
University, Griffith Centre for Coastal Management, 2008). 



 37 

When using historical documents to create a chronology of rainfall variations there 

is the potential for initial reports of an event to be duplicated in more than one source, 

increasing the risk that an event may be perceived as widespread or extreme. Where 

replication is easily identified, these sources are not included in the final collation of 

data. For example, Peter Helman’s Droughts in the Murray-Darling Basin since 

European Settlement draws strongly on Russell’s Notes Upon the History of Floods in 

the River Darling. For this reason, Helman’s work is excluded from the event 

chronology.  

These climate chronologies have been scoured for evidence of wet and dry periods 

in SEA and provide a useful starting point for studying rainfall variations before 1860, 

when reliable rainfall data is not readily available. A rainfall variation chronology for 

SEA from 1788–1860 has been developed from this data and is presented in Tables 

2.3 and 2.5. ENSO has a particularly strong affect on eastern Australia during winter 

and spring.11 For this reason, incidences of drought and above-average rainfall have 

been plotted from May–April and not a calendar year. This ensures that periods of 

below-average and above-average rainfall coincides with the time of year when 

ENSO is at its strongest.  

To independently verify dry and wet periods in SEA from 1788–1860, the results 

from Tables 2.3 and 2.5 were compared to an historical record of water level 

fluctuation of Lake George, NSW. This record, available from 1816, was derived 

from land and lake surveys, written accounts and personal recollections.12 Lake 

George is a closed lake system and fluctuations in its water level are primarily 

‘sensitive to seasonal and long-term variations in rainfall, evaporation and inflow of 

streams.’13 Because of this sensitivity to precipitation, Lake George acts as a ‘natural 

rain gauge,’ reflecting regional variations in rainfall in SEA. Russell’s record of water 

levels in Lake George is therefore a useful dataset for comparison with the 

chronologies of below-average and above-average rainfall in Tables 2.3 and 2.5.  

                                                
11 James S. Risbey, Michael J. Pook, Peter C. McIntosh, Matthew C. Wheeler, and Harry H. Hendon, 
“On the Remote Drivers of Rainfall Variability in Australia,” Monthly Weather Review 137, no. 10 
(2009): 3236. 
12 H. C. Russell, Notes Upon Floods in Lake George (Sydney: Charles Potter Government Printer, 
1887). 
13 G. Jacobson, J. Jankowski and R.S. Abell, “Groundwater and surface water interaction at Lake 
George, New South Wales,” Journal of Australian Geology & Geophysics 12 (1991): 167. 
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Figure 2.1: Map of South-Eastern Australia, showing the five colonies (New South Wales, 
Victoria, Tasmania, Queensland and South Australia), the capital cities, Lake George and the 
Hawkesbury River region. 
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2.3. Methodology 

2.3.1. Defining Drought 

Aside from quantitative rainfall deficiencies, drought can be broadly defined as a 

prolonged period of very dry conditions when there is not enough water available to 

meet communities’ needs. However, the Australian Bureau of Meteorology 

acknowledges that drought does not have a universal definition. They identify:  

• Meteorological drought: defined by rainfall deficiency 

• Agricultural drought: defined by the impact of water shortage on primary 

industries 

• Hydrological drought: defined by ground water levels, and 

• Sociological drought: defined by social expectations and perceptions of 

rainfall.14  

Quantitatively, the Australian Bureau of Meteorology defines drought as three 

consecutive months of low rainfall that has interrupted normal water usage.15 For the 

purposes of this chapter, however, a year is declared dominated by drought if six 

months or more indicate below average rainfall (Table 2.3) and at least 40% of 

sources in Table 2.1 indicate below-average rainfall for at least six months in a May–

April ‘ENSO’ year.16 By doubling the quantitative definition of drought provided by 

the Bureau of Meteorology, seasonal dryness is less likely to be misidentified as 

drought.  

Historical sources often refer to the impact of water shortage on agriculture, 

ground water, flora and fauna and social responses. For example, explorer Charles 

Sturt detailed the devastating effects of the 1826–1829 drought in New South Wales, 

stating: ‘Culinary herbs were raised with difficulty, and crops failed even in the most 

favourable situations. The settlers drove their flocks and herds to distant tracts for 

pasture and water, neither remaining for them in the located districts…Men at length 

began to despond under so alarming a visitation.’17 Sturt’s account describes 

                                                
14 Bureau of Meteorology, Living with Drought, Bureau of Meteorology, Commonwealth of Australia, 
Canberra, viewed 20 March 2010, <http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/drought/livedrought.shtml> 
15 Bureau of Meteorology, Climate Glossary - Drought. Bureau of Meteorology, Canberra, viewed 20 
March 2010, <http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/glossary/drought.shtml> 
R Risbey et. al., “On the Remote Drivers of Rainfall Variability in Australia,” 3233–3253.  
17 Jevons, “Some Data Concerning the Climate of Australia and New Zealand,” 67. 
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meteorological, agricultural, hydrological and sociological drought and is an example 

of the climate information that historical accounts can provide.   

The severity of a drought is difficult to determine using qualitative data sourced 

from disparate regions. In this study, a drought is considered severe if at least six 

months are characterised by rainfall deficiencies that negatively impacted agriculture, 

ground water and was perceived by society as severe. An indication of the number of 

sources and regions in agreement is also given in Table 2.3. This is represented as a 

fraction of the total number of sources available for that region (or regions, if drought 

occurred in more than one area).  

As it is difficult to identify the beginning and end of a drought from qualitative 

historical accounts, assessing the exact duration of a drought from qualitative records 

is problematic. In this study, when one source states that very dry conditions were felt 

during an entire year, and another claims that only the months of May through to 

December were very dry, the shorter period was plotted. Because of disagreement 

between sources, and the difficulty associated with judging the onset of drought 

without the use of quantitative meteorological data, it is likely that the onset and end 

of the drought periods are only an approximation. Nevertheless, Table 2.3 is likely to 

give a good indication of dry periods in SEA.  

2.3.2. Defining periods of above-average rainfall 

The above-average rainfall chronology presented in Table 2.5 is compiled quite 

differently from the drought chronology in Table 2.3. Unlike the drought chronology 

presented in Table 2.3, only Russell’s Climate of New South Wales was used to 

identify months of good rainfall and floods. Unfortunately, Russell only amassed 

detailed rainfall information for the years 1788–1840 meaning that the chronology of 

wet periods in New South Wales is not as lengthy as the drought chronology 

presented in Table 2.3. Other sources in Table 2.1 only contained information about 

flood events or a few severe storms, which are too episodic to denote a lengthy period 

of above-average rainfall. These patchy rainfall records made it impossible to identify 

any pattern in rainfall variations outside New South Wales. As such, the information 

presented in Table 2.5 relates to the single region of New South Wales from 1788–

1840, and it is not possible to compare conditions across colonies like the drought 

conditions listed in Table 2.3. 
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Of the studies listed in Table 1, Russell’s Climate of New South Wales was the 

only source that contained detailed yearly reports of rainfall and weather in New 

South Wales, identifying where rain fell and whether European settlers perceived it as 

adequate for their needs. Unfortunately, Russell did not continue to collate detailed 

records of weather beyond 1840 in this publication noting that ‘it has not been thought 

necessary at present to carry these notes beyond 1840, as in that year meteorological 

observations were begun [at South Head Observatory in Sydney].’18 While it is 

regrettable in the context of the current study, his compilation represents a milestone 

in 19th century Australian meteorology.  

Table 2.5 shows months when good rainfall was reported in coastal New South 

Wales between 1788 and 1840. A year was classified as an above-average rainfall 

year when at least six months of good rainfall was reported within the May–April 

‘ENSO year’. References to thunderstorms, lightning storms and hailstorms were 

included in the monthly classification process because although these events may be 

short lived, substantial rainfall is possible during these episodes.  

An example of a report describing good rainfall is given by the following passage 

written by Colonel David Collins in March 1790: ‘the weather had been very wet 

during this month; torrents of rain again laid every place under water; many little 

habitations which had withstood the inundations of last month now suffered 

considerably.’19 Identifying months of good rainfall was chosen in preference to 

counting individual reports of rain because the number of reports increased as 

European settlement expanded and population grew. Tallying each report of rain 

resulted in later years appearing as wetter years simply because of an increase in the 

availability of historic sources. Since newspapers often published instances of fleeting 

rain during predominantly dry conditions, it was necessary to exclude these reports of 

inadequate or poor rainfall from the analysis. Rainfall reports from western NSW 

were also excluded because weather updates from this region were too inconsistent 

between 1788 and 1840 to provide adequate information for inland NSW. 

Aside from reports of good rainfall, the monthly classifications of Table 2.5 also 

indicate the occurrence of flood events, insect plagues, reports of ‘abundant’ harvests, 

‘abundant’ or ‘luxuriant’ pasture, and reports of healthy, fat stock. Table 2.5 indicates 

                                                
18 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 54. 
19 Ibid, 56. 
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reports of flood (F), abundant crops (C), excellent pasture (P) and insect plagues (I) in 

the historical record from 1788 to 1840. Initially, phenological information and flood 

events were also used to classify above-average rainfall years. However, the inclusion 

of this material was too stringent in the early years of European settlement in New 

South Wales. From 1788–1794 the population was confined to the region around 

Sydney Harbour, far from major waterways like the flood-prone Hawkesbury River 

(Figure 2.1), reducing the settlers’ vulnerability to inundations. In addition, the 

Sydney region was known for its poor sandy coastal soils, a factor that would have 

influenced crop yields until agricultural production expanded into the richer alluvial 

plains of the Hawkesbury River. It also became apparent that agricultural success was 

not guaranteed in years of above-average rainfall. In fact, years of very heavy rainfall 

and severe flooding often caused widespread damage to crops, rather than a lack of 

water availability.   

2.4. Results 

2.4.1. Evidence of drought in south-eastern Australia,  
1788–1860 

Table 2.2 shows that 27 drought years were experienced in SEA over the 1788–

1860 period. Of the droughts identified by this analysis, 1837–1841 was the longest 

and most widespread event. Between 1837 and 1841, New South Wales, Queensland, 

Tasmania and Victoria were all affected by severe drought. Drought periods for 

1788–1860 are plotted in more detail in Table 2.3, overleaf. 

 
Table 2.2. Years of below average rainfall in south-eastern Australia, 1788–1860. See Table 
2.3 for more detailed information. 
 

Years of Drought, 1788–1860 

1790s 1800s 1810s 1820s 1830s 1840s 1850s 

1790–1791 
1791–1792 
1798–1799 

1802–1803 
1803–1804 
1809–1810 

1810–1811 
1811–1812 
1813–1814 
1814–1815 
1815–1816 

1824–1825 
1826–1827 
1827–1828 
1828–1829 
1829–1830 

1835–1836 
1837–1838 
1838–1839 
1839–1840 

1841–1842 
1842–1843 
1845–1846 
1849–1850 

1857–1858 
1858–1859 
1859–1860 
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Table 2.3. Drought Chronology for SEA, 1788–1860. Drought has been plotted for all 
subregions in SEA between 1788 and 1860 using qualitative data derived from 12 sources 
(Table 2.1). Column S.F. shows the number of sources that report drought for each year. A 
drought year was not declared if less then three sources agreed. Column R. shows the number 
of regions affected by drought as a fraction of the number of regions settled by Europeans. 
Column M. shows the number of months in a year that drought was reported.  
 

Regional Distribution of Drought Number of Sources 

 New South Wales  < 3 

 Victoria  3–5 

  Queensland  6–9 

 Tasmania R.  Region 

 South Australia M.  Months 

 
Below-Average Rainfall 

Year Month S.F. R. M. M J J A S O N D J F M A 
1787–1788              0 0 
1788–1789              0 0 
1789–1790              1/1 3 
1790–1791              1/1 10 
1791–1792              1/1 8 
1792–1793              1/1 12 
1793–1794              1/1 12 
1794–1795              1/1 9 
1795–1796              0/1 0 
1796–1797              0/1 0 
1797–1798              1/1 N/A 
1798–1799              1/1 6 
1799–1800              0/1 0 
1800–1801              0/1 0 
1801–1802              0/1 0 
1802–1803              1/1 11 
1803–1804              1/2 8 
1804–1805              0/2 0 
1805–1806              0/2 0 
1806–1807              1/2 1 
1807–1808              0/2 0 
1808–1809              1/2 4 
1809–1810              1/2 12 
1810–1811              1/2 12 
1811–1812              1/2 8 
1812–1813              1/2 4 
1813–1814              1/2 12 
1814–1815              1/2 12 
1815–1816              1/2 8 
1816–1817              0/2 0 
1817–1818              0/2 0 
1818–1819              0/2 0 
1819–1820              1/2 3 
1820–1821              0/2 0 
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Below-Average Rainfall 

Year Month S.F. R. M. M J J A S O N D J F M A 
1821–1822              1/2 5 
1822–1823              0/2 0 
1823–1824              1/3 4 
1824–1825              1/3 6 
1825–1826              1/3 4 

1826–1827              2/3 11+             

1827–1828              2/3 12             

1828–1829              2/3 12             

1829–1830              2/3 8             
1830–1831              1/3 12 
1831–1832              0/3 0 
1832–1833              1/3 N/A 
1833–1834              1/3 8 
1834–1835              1/4 4 
1835–1836              1/5 8 

1836–1837              2/5 4             

1837–1838 
             

3/5 12             
            

1838–1839 
            

 3/5 8+             
            

1839–1840              2/5 6+             
1840–1841              1/5 4 
1841–1842              1/5 8 
1842–1843              1/5 6 
1843–1844              0/5 0 
1844–1845              1/5 4 
1845–1846              1/5 11 
1846–1847              1/5 4 
1847–1848              2/5 4 
1848–1849              0/5 0 
1849–1850              1/5 8 
1850–1851              1/5 3 
1851–1852              1/5 1 
1852–1853              0/5 0 
1853–1854              0/5 0 
1854–1855              1/5 4 
1855–1856              0/5 0 
1856–1857              0/5 0 

1857–1858              2/5 4–6             

1858–1859              2/5 8             
1859–1860              1/5 7 
1860–1861              0/5 0 
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2.4.2. 1790–1791, New South Wales  

According to historical sources, European settlers experienced drought only two 

years after arriving in Australia. Settlers in New South Wales first noticed periods of 

dry weather in 1789 but it was not until June 1790 that drought was declared, 

continuing until December 1791.20 Crop failures occurred in 1790, before the onset of 

a hot and dry summer.21 By June 1791, ‘the ground was so dry, hard and literally 

burnt up, that it was almost impossible to break it with a hoe.’22 In a study of First 

Fleet weather journals, 1788–1791, Gergis et al (2009) found that minimum 

temperatures for the summer (December–February) of 1790–1791 were 1.96 standard 

deviations warmer than average. These results suggest that reports of stifling heat 

could be true, rather than an overstatement made by settlers unfamiliar with 

Australian climate.23 

2.4.3. 1798–1799, New South Wales 

A six-month drought period is reported in New South Wales from September 1798 

to February 1799, accompanied by reports of bushfires between December 1798 and 

February 1799. In a journal entry written in February 1799, David Collins remarked 

that ‘the great drought and excessive heat had affected the water; such ponds as still 

retained any were reduced so very low that most of them became brackish and 

scarcely drinkable; and the bush from Sydney to Parramatta was completely on fire, 

the trees being burnt to their tops.’24 Relief came to the settlers at Sydney with good 

rainfall in March 1799.25 No further information is available regarding the area 

affected by dry weather or its social impact. It is particularly difficult to find further 

information regarding the spatial spread of drought, because European settlement on 

mainland Australia was limited to Sydney Harbour and its surrounds at this time.  

                                                
20 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 55–57. 
21 Ibid.  
22 Ibid. 
23 Joëlle Gergis, David Karoly, and Rob Allan, “A Climate Reconstruction of Sydney Cove, New South 
Wales, Using Weather Journal and Documentary Data, 1788–1791,” Australian Meteorological and 
Oceanographic Journal 58, no. 2 (2009): 83-98. 
24 Russell, Climate History of New South Wales, 63. 
25 Ibid, 64. 
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2.4.4. 1802–1803, New South Wales  

A longer drought was evident to the settlers from July 1802–May 1803 in New 

South Wales. Despite a reported lack of water this drought does not seem to be as 

severe as those in 1790–1791 and 1798–1799. On March 5 1803, the Sydney Gazette 

stated that ‘the long drought has deprived many of the settlers of their late crop of 

maize,’ but went on to report the success of other crops on March 19 1803, and even 

reported that granaries were full.26 Reports show that the 1802–1803 drought did not 

have a strong impact on agriculture, pastoral pursuits or indigenous vegetation.27  

2.4.5. 1809–1815, New South Wales 

Dry weather was reported in New South Wales from 1809, culminating in serious 

drought in 1811. Foley remarked that crops failed (maize in particular) and that by 

March 1811 there was a shortage of water.28 The water storage basins of Sydney 

Cove’s Tank Stream were empty for the first time since they were constructed during 

the 1790–1791 drought.29 Fine weather was reported in 1812 but drought set in again 

in 1813. By October 1813, approximately 5000 cattle and 3000 sheep had died 

because of pasture and water loss caused by a lack of rain.30 Gregory Blaxland, 

William Lawson and William Wentworth, the explorers who first crossed the Blue 

Mountains in NSW in 1813, observed that signs of the drought that afflicted the 

coastal regions were also visible on the western side of the mountain range ‘because 

of the dead and brown appearance of the grass’31 

2.4.6. 1824–1830, New South Wales and Queensland 

Jevons identified a drought of ‘great intensity’ in New South Wales in 1824.32 

Russell verified this, and added that the turnip crop failed because of low rainfall.33 

There was a reprieve from dry weather in 1825 before reports of drought occur again 

in 1826. Sir William Macarthur, a landowner at Camden and Taralga, southwest of 

                                                
26 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 66. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Foley, Droughts in Australia, 53. 
29 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 76. 
30 Foley, Droughts in Australia, 54. 
31 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 78. 
32 Jevons, “Some Data Concerning the Climate of Australia and New Zealand,” 65. 
33 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 36. 
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Sydney remarked that the winter of 1826 was very dry, broken only by substantial 

rainfall in July and September, and then followed again by dry, hot weather from the 

end of spring and throughout summer.34 Callaghan and Helman note that except for 

early 1825 and late 1826, recurring drought continued along the east coast of 

Australia during the 1824–1830 period.35 Russell reported that the drought in 1828 

was so bad that stock was removed from 30,000 acres at Camden, south of Sydney, 

due to water shortages.36  

In 1829, Russell reported drought again, quoting inland Australian explorer 

Charles Sturt who ‘saw rivers cease to flow and sheets of water disappear’ in his 

expedition north of Sydney.37 The Brisbane Distillery at Parramatta ceased operations 

because their water supply from the Black Wattle Swamp dried up.38 In response to 

the drought, the government laid down piping along the South Head Road to Sydney 

to supply the town with much-needed water.39 In rural areas of New South Wales, 

cattle were perishing at an alarming rate.40 On November 12, 1829 a public 

thanksgiving mass was called to beg God for relief from the continuing drought.41 

Drought was reported not only along the coast of New South Wales but also in 

southern Queensland.42  

2.4.7. 1835–1843, New South Wales, Tasmania, Queensland, 

Victoria, South Australia 

The 1835–1843 period is the first time drought was reported across all five regions 

of SEA (New South Wales, Tasmania, Queensland, South Australia and Victoria). 

Jevons states that, with the exception of a few short periods of favourable rain, the 

period from 1835–1839 can be considered a drought.43 The water shortage caused a 

‘general failure of agricultural crops’ and failure of pasturage in the Bathurst and 

Hunter districts of inland New South Wales.44 During his explorations of inland 

                                                
34 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 95. 
35 Callaghan and Helman, Severe Storms on the East Coast of Australia, 1770-2008, 15.  
36 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 100. 
37 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 104. 
38 Ibid, 97. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Jevons, “Some Data Concerning the Climate of Australia and New Zealand,” 67. 
41 Ibid, 103. 
42 Callaghan and Helman, Severe Storms on the East Coast of Australia, 1770-2008, 15. 
43 Jevons, “Some Data Concerning the Climate of Australia and New Zealand,” 68. 
44 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 140.  
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Australia, Major Thomas Mitchell reported that regions near the Bogan and Darling 

Rivers in central New South Wales were influenced by drought.45 He also recounted 

that many creeks and waterholes in western New South Wales were dry and river 

levels were low.46 In April 1835 Mitchell remarked that ‘it was now evident that no 

rain had fallen in these interior regions since the summer heat had parched the 

earth.’47  

Russell collected weather reports from The Monitor newspaper that noted in 

September 1835: ‘the drought has been dreadfully fatal to the stock of this country. At 

the Cowpastures one gentleman lost ten working bullocks in one day. Everything 

bears a most unfavourable aspect, and if we are much longer without rain the want of 

grass will destroy cattle in every direction.’48 Russell went on to state that a 

‘beneficial fall of rain’ had occurred across central and western New South Wales. 

Rain fell in each month from March to December (except May 1835), but only 

amounted to showers and light rain.49 Bourn Russell, a store owner in West Maitland, 

New South Wales, reported that ‘about the end of 1835 stock about Maitland had to 

be driven up country for feed, owing to the extreme drought then prevailing in the 

Lower Hunter.’50 According to Jevons, water shortages were not as severe in 1836 

and 1837, with the weather in the latter half of 1836 being ‘temperate and 

favourable.’51 He goes on to write that despite sufficient rainfall during this time ‘the 

whole period from 1835 to 1839 was with small exception a drought’ in New South 

Wales.52 

The widespread nature of the 1835–1841 drought is further evident from a number 

of sources listed in Table 2.1. On an overland journey from Southern New South 

Wales to Lake Alexandrina in South Australia, Charles Bonney observed that the 

River Murray was very low in January 1837, and that the River Darling was nearly 

dry at the junction of the two rivers.53 January 1838 saw the onset of drought in 

                                                
45 Thomas Mitchell, Three Expeditions Into the Interior of Eastern Australia: with Descriptions of the 
Recently Explored Region of Australia Felix and of the Present Colony of New South Wales, Vol. 1 
(London: T. & W. Boone, 1839), 196, 197, 202, 208-9, 220.  
46 Ibid.  
47 Ibid, 168. 
48 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 130. 
49 Ibid, 130–131. 
50 Ibid, 131. 
51 Jevons, “Some Data Concerning the Climate of Australia and New Zealand,” 68. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 136. 
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Victoria and Queensland, and drought continued in New South Wales. Very dry 

weather is also reported in South Australia but it has been difficult to establish the 

duration or area affected.  

Jenny Keating collected evidence of drought in Victoria between 1838 and 1840. 

The newly established township of Melbourne was affected as ‘the water level of the 

Yarra River declined and was contaminated by more salt water from the Bay.’54 At 

this time, the Yarra was the main source of water for Melbourne and the brackishness 

of the water caused problems with water supply to the town. While exploring the 

northern districts of Victoria in 1838, Captain Sturt remarked that the ground was 

cracked and dry and that ‘the rivers had become a series of waterholes.’55 Settlers, 

reacting to reports of fertile land fit for farming, moved to the Colac area, south-west 

of Melbourne, in the late 1830s. In 1841, Alfred Taddy Thomson recalled that ‘a 

series of dry seasons had altered the face of the country, and the fertile region which 

had presented itself to his delighted view had been converted into an arid waste, 

destitute of either grass or water.’56  

Callaghan and Helman also classify 1838 as a severe drought in south-eastern 

Queensland, noting that a severe rainfall deficiency was experienced on the east coast 

of Australia between 1837 and 1839.57 Jevons tracked the progress of east coast 

drought using newspaper articles, periodicals and explorers records. Jevons included 

remarks from the Asiatic Journal which determined that ‘the present year [1839] must 

be looked upon as the most calamitous the Colony [New South Wales] has ever 

experienced, occasioned by the long-continued drought.’58 In New South Wales, the 

drought ended in October 1839 with the onset of heavy rains. The Sydney Gazette 

reported that ‘by the end of the year vegetation was luxuriant.’59  

According to the analysis presented here, drought was only reported once in 

Tasmania between 1788 and 1860. Table 2.3 shows that dry weather occurred 

between January and September 1841. With regard to the state of the climate of New 

South Wales in 1841, Jevons wrote that ‘minor vegetation had ceased, and crops 

nearly destroyed from drought, which was felt also as far south as Van Diemen's 

                                                
54 Keating, The Drought Walked Through, 26. 
55 Ibid, 26–27. 
56 Ibid, 27. 
57 Callaghan and Helman, Severe Storms on the East Coast of Australia, 1770-2008, 23. 
58 Jevons, “Some Data Concerning the Climate of Australia and New Zealand,” 69. 
59 Ibid, 70. 
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Land.’60 It is likely that the lack of dry years noted from this region of SEA reflects 

the availability of fewer consolidated sources of historical information for the region 

than true climate conditions experienced over the study period. 

The Australian Bureau of Meteorology’s Results of Rainfall Observations made in 

Tasmania is the only publication that includes a chronology of climate and weather 

events focused solely on Tasmania. However, the Bureau of Meteorology’s 

chronology does not indicate drought periods for this region. The only reference to 

rainfall deficiency in this publication is a section written by Tasmanian divisional 

meteorologist J.C. Foley, who tabulated periods of low rainfall derived from 

observations recorded at Hobart. A period of six months’ low rainfall is reported from 

April to September 1841.61 The Tasmanian source material does not go into further 

detail about the social, ecological or economic effects of the 1841 drought.  

2.4.8. 1845–1850, New South Wales  

The period 1845–1850 is characterised by a number of short periods of drought in 

New South Wales. Table 2.3 shows rainfall deficiencies in New South Wales from 

January–December 1845, February–August 1846 and from August 1849–March 1850. 

The 1845 drought was reported in New South Wales in both the eastern and western 

districts. Louis Piesse, a member of Captain Sturt’s expedition to the central districts 

of Australia, remarked that the Darling River in western New South Wales was quite 

low and had less water in 1845 than in 1844.62 Russell described the year 1845 has 

having ‘droughty weather’ but did not go into any more detail while Foley remarked 

that during this period the Hunter River at Singleton closer to the east coast of New 

South Wales was reduced to a chain of ponds.63  

From August 1849–March 1850, drought was again declared in New South Wales. 

A settler, referred to as E. Morley, remarked that during the early part of 1850 he and 

two others ‘went up the Darling looking for new country…The whole course of the 

river for 60 miles above Menindie [western NSW] was only a chain of water holes, in 

some places miles apart, and good feed in the river bed.’64 Another settler, referred to 

                                                
60 Jevons, “Some Data Concerning the Climate of Australia and New Zealand,” 70. 
61 Watt, Results of Rainfall Observations made in Tasmania, 97. 
62 Russell, Notes Upon the History of Floods in the River Darling, 5. 
63 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 37; Foley, Droughts in Australia, 56. 
64 Russell, Notes Upon the History of Floods in the River Darling, 5. 
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as B. Dickinson, reported that there was ‘drought all the year, no grass, no salt bush. 

Cattle bogged in waterholes.’65  

2.4.9. 1857–1858, New South Wales and Queensland 

The year 1858 is classified as a drought in south-east Queensland and New South 

Wales by 40% of the sources (Table 2.3). Reports of drought from the Barcoo River 

region, the Richmond region and Rockhampton indicate drought in Queensland but 

these areas are slightly outside the study area.66 News reports indicate that stock was 

severely suffering as the drought desiccated pasture in southern Queensland.67 A 

correspondent from Moreton Bay (Brisbane) noted that the drought had been ‘almost 

ruinous to the settlers.’68 During 1858, Robert Copeland Lethbridge inspected a 

station near Coonamble in northwest New South Wales. Writing in 1910, he recalled:  

‘In May 1858, I went from Sydney out to the Castlereagh 

River to inspect a station near where Coonamble now 

stands. A little rain had fallen by the time I reached there, 

but before that there had been a terrible drought. I rode for 

two days over the run, which I went to inspect, and saw no 

grass at all, and only about 50 head of cattle. The stock had 

all been taken out to the Warrumbungle Mountains to save 

their lives. My horse had nothing to eat during the three 

days I was there, except sprouts of saltbush; and evidently 

it was a drought of unusual severity, and covered a large 

area of country. I experienced none like it again until 

1902.’69  

This drought could have been quite localised, given that the references located so far 

only refer to the impact of dry weather in north-east New South Wales and south-east 

Queensland. 

                                                
65  Russell, Notes Upon the History of Floods in the River Darling, 5 
66 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 38; Hunt, Results of Rainfall Observations Made in 
Queensland, 50; Foley, Droughts in Australia, 94. 
67 Sydney Morning Herald, 13 May 1858, 5 
68 “Moreton Bay,” Empire, 12 April 1858, 4. 
69 Hunt, Results of Rainfall Observations Made in Queensland, 50. 
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2.4.10. 1859–1860, South Australia 

Results of Rainfall Observations Made in South Australia and J.C. Foley both 

report drought in SA from September 1859 to March 1860.70 The drought was 

described as ‘general’ (widespread) and the weather described as ‘very dry.’71 It is 

difficult to pinpoint the duration of this drought and it may be a continuation of dry 

weather reported in South Australia in 1858. In April 1858 rain was ‘badly wanted; 

hardly a blade of grass was to be seen, and horses, sheep, and cattle almost starved’ 

but no further information is available regarding the length of this drought.72  

In January and February 1859 severe bushfires in South Australia heralded a very 

dry summer in the region. Along with two deaths, it was estimated that ‘10,000 

bushels of wheat were destroyed’ during the blazes, with damage to houses, fences, 

crops and property also reported.73 Recovery from these bushfires may have been 

hampered by the onset of dry weather and drought later in 1859.  Wheat yield 

statistics were first recorded in South Australia in 1859, ‘when the average yield was 

9.6 bushels per acres as against 11 to 14 bushels for the four following years.’74 A 

lower wheat yield may indicate crop failure caused by rainfall deficiency or the result 

of widespread bushfires.  

 
2.5. Wet Years in coastal New South Wales, 1788–1840 

Table 2.4 shows 14 years of above-average rainfall experienced in coastal New 

South Wales between 1788 and 1840. Table 2.5 shows the months in which good 

rainfall was reported in coastal New South Wales between 1788 and 1840. The 1793–

1809 period was particularly wet, with periods of above-average rainfall often 

resulting in devastating floods. Notably severe floods occurred on the Hawkesbury 

River in 1806 and 1809. Given that wet conditions are not as well described as 

drought conditions, only a decadal overview is provided in the descriptions below.  

 

                                                
70 Hunt, Results of Rainfall Observations Made in South Australia, 145; Foley, Droughts in Australia, 
159. 
71 Hunt, Results of Rainfall Observations Made in South Australia, 145.  
72 Ibid, 145. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Foley, Droughts in Australia, 159. 
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Table 2.4. Years of above average rainfall in coastal New South Wales, 1788–1840.  
 

Years of High Rainfall, coastal New South Wales, 1788–1840 

1780s 1790s 1800s 1810s 1820s 1830s 1840s 

1788–1789 
1793–1794 
1796–1797 
1797–1798 

1804–1805 
1805–1806 
1808–1809 

1816–1817 1829–1830 

1830–1831 
1831–1832 
1836–1837 
1839–1840 

1840–1841 

 

2.5.1. 1780s and 1790s: Sydney Cove 

The Europeans’ arrival in New South Wales in 1788 was characterised by high 

rainfall that sometimes hampered efforts to establish infrastructure in the new penal 

colony.75 Colonel David Collins remarked in August 1788 that ‘such heavy rain fell 

this month that it prevented out-door labour, destroyed a great number of bricks, and 

the brick-kiln fell in more than once, much damage was done to the settlement and the 

roads made impassable.’76 Damage to infrastructure also accompanied the wet 

weather that coincided with the 1793–1794 La Niña,77 particularly during summer.78 

In December 1793 a violent storm caused a boat to run aground on the wharf, 

endangering its cargo of corn. In January 1794, heavy summer rains at Government 

House in Parramatta levelled fences and caused substantial crop damage.79 Years of 

above-average rainfall in the late 18th century were not always accompanied by crop 

losses and the destruction of roads, buildings and fences. Heavy rain resulted in an 

abundant harvest in January 1799, but unfortunately the accompanying thunder and 

lightning ignited large bushfires around Sydney.80 Thankfully, heavy summer rain at 

the beginning and end of February helped to dampen the blazes. The settlers were 

lucky to be spared crop losses by fire or excessive wet weather, and by April 1799 the 

colony’s three public granaries were reportedly full.81 

 

                                                
75 Joëlle Gergis, Don Garden and Claire Fenby, “The Influence of Climate on the First European 
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76 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 55. 
77 Gergis and Fowler, “A History of ENSO events since A.D. 1525,” 374. 
78 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 59. 
79 Ibid, 58–59. 
80 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 63. 
81 Ibid, 63–64. 
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Table 2.5. Above-Average Rainfall Chronology for coastal New South Wales, 1788–1840. 
Table 2.5 shows months of good rainfall in coastal New South Wales, 1788–1840, derived 
from qualitative data published in Russell (1877). An ‘x’ in Column F indicates the 
occurrence of flood(s). Column C shows years in which an abundant harvest was reported, 
Column P indicates years where pasture levels were described as abundant or stock described 
as very healthy and Column I denotes years in which insect plagues were reported. These 
factors are often indicative of above-average rainfall.  
 
 

Above-Average Rainfall in Coastal New South Wales 

Year Month F C P I M J J A S O N D J F M A 
1787–1788                 
1788–1789                 
1789–1790                 
1790–1791                 
1791–1792                 
1792–1793                 
1793–1794                 
1794–1795             x    
1795–1796             x    
1796–1797              x   
1797–1798              x   
1798–1799              x   x 
1799–1800             x   x 
1800–1801             x    
1801–1802             x    
1802–1803                 
1803–1804                 
1804–1805             x x  x 
1805–1806             x    
1806–1807             x x  x 
1807–1808                 
1808–1809             x x   
1809–1810              x    
1810–1811             x x  x 
1811–1812             x x  x 
1812–1813             x    
1813–1814                x 
1814–1815                x 
1815–1816             x    
1816–1817              x    
1817–1818             x x  x 
1818–1819             x   x 
1819–1820             x    
1820–1821             x x x  
1821–1822             x    
1822–1823                x 
1823–1824              x   
1824–1825             x   x 
1825–1826              x x   
1826–1827              x    
1827–1828                 
1828–1829              x x x 
1829–1830              x x x  
1830–1831              x x x  
1831–1832              x   x 
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Above-Average Rainfall in Coastal New South Wales 

Year Month F C P I M J J A S O N D J F M A 
1832–1833              x   x 
1833–1834              x    
1834–1835              x   x 
1835–1836                  
1836–1837              x  x  
1837–1838              x    
1838–1839              x   x 
1839–1840              x  x x 
1840–1841              x x   

 

2.5.2. The Early 1800s: High rainfall and severe flooding of the 

Hawkesbury River, New South Wales  

The above-average rainfall years in the early 1800s were often accompanied by 

severe flooding on the Hawkesbury River (Figure 2.1), causing widespread distress 

amongst the farmers who had settled on the river’s floodplains. Months of above-

average rainfall in 1804 caused an enormous surplus of grain. Wealthy landowner, 

William Wentworth, noted that ‘the harvest of the year 1804 was so abundant, and the 

surplus grain so extensive that on sale could be had for more than half the crop.’82  

The continuation of heavy rainfall into 1805, however, posed considerable risk for 

floodplain settlements. In March 1805, the rain was described as ‘incessant’ and the 

settlers at the Hawkesbury had narrowly escaped flood the month before.83 By April 

1805 ‘deluges’ of rain submerged low-lying farms.84  

While above-average rainfall ensured the agricultural success of the young colony, 

it also had the potential to be highly destructive. The year 1806 is iconic in New 

South Wales’ colonial history, owing to the ‘Great Flood’ on the Hawkesbury River 

in March 1806.85 It was the most destructive flood the Europeans had experienced 

since their arrival in New South Wales in 1788. The enormous inundation resulted in 

the loss of lives, crops and stock, and caused damage to houses, farming equipment 

and other infrastructure. In their assessment of the flood damage, the government 

estimated that the ‘Great Flood’ had swept away £35,000 worth of goods, and caused 
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84 Ibid, 69. 
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crop losses in the colony’s ‘food bowl’ that brought them to the brink of famine.86 In 

1809 and 1816 further flood events of a comparable magnitude occurred on the 

Hawkesbury River, with similar societal impacts.87  

By 1816, Hawkesbury settlers could read the signs of flood and were acutely aware 

of the widespread damage that flooding could reap on low-lying farms. As the river 

rose on 2 June 1816, following days of heavy rain, ‘the settlers, with their families, 

had from necessity abandoned such of the houses and farms as were likely to be 

inundated.’88 The wet weather continued into the summer of 1816–1817, with 

‘incessant rains’ damaging wheat before farmers had a chance to store it in their 

barns. Despite the sometimes-destructive nature of high rainfall, the Gazette noted in 

December 1817 that ‘with infinite satisfaction we congratulate the public on the 

abundant and luxuriant harvest, with which, under Providence, we are likely to be 

favoured.’89 

2.5.3. The 1829–1841 drought-breaking rains  

The periods of high rainfall that occurred between 1829 and 1841 can be classified 

as ‘drought-breaking rains’ as they mark the termination of prolonged periods of dry 

conditions. For example, the years 1829 and 1839 are identified as years of high 

rainfall in Table 2.5 but are also defined as drought years in Table 2.3. While this may 

appear contradictory, these results represent years that contained a dry spell followed 

by enough rainfall to relieve drought conditions. The evidence reveals some overlap 

between periods of drought and high rainfall, suggesting that it took longer for the 

drought to break in some areas, or reflect geographical biases in the availability 

historical sources. In May 1829, settlers despaired that good rain at Sydney had not 

extended to the Cowpastures district further south, and that some regions were still 

exhibiting signs of drought.90 However, ten days later The Sydney Gazette announced 

that steady rain had fallen in all districts, easing the settlers’ worries.91  

Good rainfall returned to New South Wales following the 1835 drought. In 

October 1836, farmers described the most recent harvest as ‘one of the most plentiful 
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seasons ever remembered in the Colony.’92 The summer of 1836–1837 was wet, with 

heavy rain in January 1837 having a ‘beneficial effect’ throughout the settled districts 

of New South Wales, a far cry from the brown pastures of a hot Australian summer.93 

By March 1837 there was ‘plenty of pasturage for the sheep and cattle’ and settlers 

looked forward to a good harvest.94 

In June 1839, newspaper reports described as ‘beautiful’ the land along the River 

Murray, the district of Mannus (120 km southwest of Canberra) and Camden Forest 

(50 km southwest of Sydney).95 A report stated that ‘although the quantity of rain 

fallen lately is limited, the grass is good. About Kyamba [Kyeamba, near Wagga 

Wagga, inland NSW] and Billy Bong Ranges the rains have been very heavy, and the 

creeks and flats are flooded. On the Murrumbidgee River, from the lowest down 

stations to Yass [60 km northwest of Canberra], the country is in a most deplorable 

condition—not a blade of grass to be seen—and in passing along the road you may 

travel 20 miles before you can get a drink of water for either horse or bullock, or even 

as much as would make a quart of tea’.96 By July 1839 the situation had changed—

rivers were running and water was plentiful.97 This passage shows the spatial 

variation in rainfall throughout New South Wales—drought conditions could persist 

in some regions while others experienced plentiful rain and flooding.  

 

2.6. Verification of New South Wales rainfall chronology with Lake 
George water levels  

To independently verify the rainfall chronology, below-average rainfall calendar 

years (Table 2.3) and above-average rainfall calendar years (Table 2.5) for New South 

Wales were compared with estimates of Lake George water levels between 1816 and 

1860.98 Fluctuations in the level of Lake George are known to occur in response to 

seasonal and long-term variations in rainfall, evaporation and stream inflows.99 Since 

Lake George has no subterranean discharge, water fluctuations are caused primarily 
                                                
92 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 133. 
93 Ibid, 134. 
94 Ibid. 
95 Ibid, 141. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Ibid. 
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by evaporation and rainfall.100 Table 2.6 shows the strong association between low 

water levels in Lake George and the occurrence of drought in New South Wales, but 

does not show a similar result for years of above-average rainfall. Unfortunately, 

droughts in New South Wales cannot be compared to the Lake George record during 

1788–1815 as the record only begins in 1816. Nonetheless, those droughts that do 

occur in the period of overlap between the two records (1816–1860) all coincide with 

drops in lake levels.  

Table 2.6 (overleaf) shows that all 12 calendar-year droughts in NSW coincide 

with a decrease in the level of Lake George. In two years of below-average rainfall 

the lake maintained a steady level (1839 and 1846) and in both these years the lake 

was completely empty. These results indicate that in all calendar years identified as 

drought using qualitative records, in-flow of water to the lake was low and 

evaporation was high. 

                                                
100 Singh and Geissler, “Late Cainozoic History of Vegetation, Fire, Lake Levels and Climate at Lake 
George, New South Wales, Australia,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, 
Series B, Biological Sciences: 379–477. 
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Table 2.6. A comparison between the levels of Lake George and calendar years of below-
average and above-average rainfall in New South Wales. This comparison spans 1816–1860, 
the period of lake level measurements recorded in Russell’s Notes Upon Floods in Lake 
George. Above-average rainfall years are only provided for the 1788–1840 period (see 
section 2.6). ‘Change’ represents increase or decrease relative to the previous year: positive 
values indicate a water level increase, negative values a decrease and a zero represents stable 
water levels. ‘NSW rainfall chronology classification’ dry (wet) years are listed in Table 2.3 
(Table 2.5); BA indicates below-average rainfall and AA indicates above-average rainfall. 
 

Year Depth (m) Change  Change 
NSW rainfall 
chronology 
classification 

1816 5.2 N/A N/A  
1817 5.8 +0.6  Increase  
1818 6.1 +0.3 Increase  
1819 6.4 +0.3 Increase  
1820 7.0 +0.6 Increase  
1821 7.0 0 Stable  
1822 7.3 +0.3 Increase  
1823 7.3 0 Stable  
1824 6.7 -0.6 Decrease BA  
1825 5.2 -1.5 Decrease  
1826 4.3 -0.9 Decrease BA  
1827 3.4 -0.9 Decrease BA  
1828 2.7 -0.7 Decrease BA  
1829 2.4 -0.3 Decrease BA / AA 
1830 2.4 0 Decrease AA 
1831 2.4 0 Decrease AA 
1832 2.7 +0.3 Increase  
1833 2.4 -0.3 Decrease  
1834 2.1 -0.3 Decrease  
1835 1.8 -0.3 Decrease BA  
1836 1.5 -0.3 Decrease AA 
1837 0.6 -0.9 Decrease BA  
1838 0 -0.6 Decrease BA 
1839 0 0 Stable BA / AA 
1840 1.2 +1.2 Increase AA 
1841 1.2 0 Stable  
1842 1.2 0 Stable  
1843 0.9 -0.3 Decrease  
1844 0.3 -0.6 Decrease  
1845 0 -0.3 Decrease BA 
1846 0 0 Stable BA 
1847 0 0 Stable  
1848 0 0 Stable  
1849 0 0 Stable  
1850 0.6 +0.6 Increase  
1851 0.9 +0.3 Increase  
1852 3.4 +2.5 Increase  
1853 2.7 -0.7 Decrease  
1854 2.1 -0.6 Decrease  
1855 1.8 -0.3 Decrease  
1856 1.5 -0.3 Decrease  
1857 1.2 -0.3 Decrease  
1858 0.6 -0.6 Decrease BA 
1859 0.3 -0.3 Decrease  
1860 1.2 -0.9 Decrease  
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Interestingly, Table 2.6 shows that of the six calendar years classified as having 

above-average rainfall in the 1816–1860 period of overlap, only one year coincides 

with an increase in the amount of water in the lake (1840). Two years coincide with 

years of below-average rainfall (1829 and 1839) and the remaining three years 

correspond with a decrease in the level of the lake (1830, 1831 and 1836). The poor 

association between the above-average rainfall chronology and high water levels in 

Lake George may reflect lags in surface water level increases due to groundwater 

recharging. Alternatively, this association may be weaker because Lake George is 

located west of the Great Dividing Range while the above-average rainfall chronology 

was derived from reports received in the coastal area east of the range. In addition, the 

Great Dividing Range blocks easterly rain-bearing clouds and this may be reflected in 

these results.101 

 
2.7. Discussion  

A number of problems are apparent in Tables 2.3 and 2.5 due to limitations in the 

source material and limitations associated with the short span of settlement in some 

parts of SEA. New South Wales was the only colony until 1803, when Europeans 

arrived in Tasmania. Queensland was colonised in 1824, Victoria in 1834 and South 

Australia in 1836. As such, our understanding of historical climate in SEA is limited 

because settlement was confined to small areas in the Sydney region of New South 

Wales and there were long periods between European settlement expansions. This 

results in fewer qualitative records for some colonies (Queensland, Victoria and South 

Australia) compared to others (New South Wales and Tasmania). Additionally, 

problems such as report duplication and limited focus in the source material can cause 

misleading results.  

Problems associated with population expansion may never be overcome. From first 

colonial settlement in 1788 until as late as the 1830s, explorers report drought and 

flooding in regions without permanent European settlement and it is nearly impossible 

to extend our knowledge of these events. For example, in January 1798, explorers 

George Bass and Matthew Flinders arrived at Western Port in Victoria and noted 

‘unmistakeable signs of drought’ in the area.102 Waterholes were dry and the streams 

                                                
101 Jacobson et. al., “Groundwater and surface water interaction at Lake George, New South Wales,” 
161–190. 
102 Jevons, “Some Data Concerning the Climate of Australia and New Zealand,” 61–62. 
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they came across were brackish. Flinders wrote that ‘[N]o more than four natives 

were seen, and their shyness prevented communication; the borders of the port, 

however, bore marks of having been much frequented, but the want of water seemed 

to have occasioned a migration to the higher lands.’103 Because Bass and Flinders 

were only in Western Port from 4–14 January 1798 it is impossible to tell whether the 

drought they report was merely summer dryness or the result of long-term rainfall 

deficiency. 

Some early explorers recorded comments on rainfall variations as they moved 

throughout SEA. For example, periods of South Australian drought are reported for 

1839, 1845 and 1846 in the exploration records of Charles Sturt, Edward John Eyre 

and John Tennant.104 In these cases, it is difficult to get a clear picture of drought 

duration as explorers moved from one area to another. Their qualitative accounts of 

the climate cannot be compared to previous seasons, which makes it difficult to 

establish whether rainfall in the area was average, above average or below average 

using written accounts.  

The previous example also highlights a problem with solely relying on qualitative 

records to reconstruct drought. Since droughts in South Australia have not been well 

reported by Jevons, Foley, Results of Rainfall Observations Made in South Australia 

or McAfee the ability to discern rainfall variations in this region has been hampered. 

Although the Results of Rainfall Observations Made in South Australia provides some 

information about drought occurrence, the beginning and end of drought conditions 

are often not mentioned. Instead, reference is made to when the drought reached its 

peak and some of the social impacts. 

Gaps in the Tasmanian source material are also noted in this analysis. Apart from 

Jevons, whose chronology touches on the climate of Tasmania, the only other 

significant secondary historical material for the region is provided by the Bureau of 

Meteorology’s Results of Rainfall Observations in Tasmania, which only focuses on 

flood events and storms. Even then, an exact date for the flood event is not always 

recorded. Further research using qualitative material is needed to clarify pre-

instrumental weather and climate conditions in Tasmania.   

                                                
103 Jevons, “Some Data Concerning the Climate of Australia and New Zealand,” 61–62. 
104 Hunt, Rainfall Observations Made in South Australia, 145. 
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One of the shortcomings apparent in the above-average rainfall chronology 

presented in Table 2.5 is the limited availability of data from inland areas. While 

detailed rainfall information is readily available for coastal New South Wales, 

information from regions west of the Great Dividing Range are too limited to 

determine rainfall conditions from these areas over time. A compilation of flood 

information available for each colony of SEA during the study period was attempted 

but the episodic nature of flood and inconsistencies in the reports provided in the 

secondary source material meant that it was not possible to identify any coherency in 

the results. More qualitative material is needed to compile detailed local above-

average rainfall histories for each subregion of SEA, and is recommended as a focus 

of future research. 

It is also possible that source duplication may affect the results shown in the 

drought chronology presented in Table 2.3. This is particularly a problem with 

Jevons’ work and Russell’s Climate of New South Wales as they use similar news 

sources and both focus on the same colony. Duplication may also be a problem when 

using data from the Australian Bureau of Meteorology Results of Rainfall almanacs 

listed in Table 2.1 as the original source material is rarely referenced, making it 

difficult to identify whether or not a record has been duplicated. This issue would 

mainly be a problem for NSW as it is likely that Results of Rainfall Observations 

Made in New South Wales has drawn upon both Jevons’ Some Data Concerning 

Australia and New Zealand and Russell’s Climate of New South Wales. Duplication 

will be less of a problem for other regions in SEA as they are less comprehensively 

documented. As such, the Australian Bureau of Meteorology publications for areas 

outside of NSW are probably the most thorough compilation of historical material 

compiled for these regions 

 
2.8. Conclusion 

Despite the problematic nature of this approach, the historical records give a good 

indication of rainfall variations in SEA. This approach also highlights the gaps in the 

record that could be filled with further research. The results in Tables 2.3 and 2.5 are 

an important addition to our knowledge of SEA climate variability because, currently, 

other records are not available or well-developed in this region (for example, 

meteorological observations). This approach has condensed the information available 
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in a broad range of sources and resulted in a comprehensive overview of historic 

climate. 

In part, this chapter aimed to determine rainfall variations in SEA from 1788–1860 

using historical records. The research shows that substantial gaps still remain in both 

the qualitative and quantitative records of SEA, which hampers comparison to 

historical meteorological data and palaeoclimate data. At this point in time, further 

research would need to be undertaken to augment the qualitative record of climate in 

many regions in SEA before the results can be quantified and compared to 

quantitative records.  

It is difficult to quantify the chronology (Tables 2.3 and 2.5) using historical 

meteorological data primarily because of a lack of continuous observations and also 

because of problems with the above-average rainfall chronology in particular. The 

results show that this method cannot adequately report above–average rainfall, 

meaning that rainfall which occurs during a drought year is essentially equal to rain 

that falls in a year of above-average rainfall. The stringent factors used to identify wet 

periods also greatly reduced the number of regions that could be researched, limiting 

the usefulness of the results in Table 2.5.  

Initially, Table 2.5 was simply a flood chronology and did not take into account the 

other rainfall and phenological data. This approach was also problematic, as there was 

no discernable pattern of rainfall variability visible in the initial results. Floods are 

‘instant’ events, unlike drought, which has a slow onset and can last for many years. 

While qualitative records can give insight into the progress of a flood event, detailing 

when a river began to rise, when flood waters subsided, and the damage it caused, it is 

difficult to tabulate this data and present it in such a way that above–average rainfall 

can be identified.  

One way in which rainfall variations identified in qualitative data sources could be 

verified was through a comparison of the results in Tables 2.3 and 2.5 to the record of 

water levels in Lake George. Variations in climate influence the level of Lake George 

enormously because there is no underground discharge. A comparison shows that for 

all of the severe droughts in NSW identified in Table 2.3, a fall was recorded in Lake 

George.  This result indicates that this particular proxy record correlates well with the 

experience of droughts recorded in independent qualitative sources.  
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The study shows further research needs to be done to complete drought records as 

best as possible for all regions in SEA. By doing this, better regional comparisons can 

be made to meteorological and palaeoclimate records. Even for New South Wales, 

work can still be done to improve our knowledge of the duration of drought.  It does 

not seem to be advantageous, however, to continue adding to the results in Table 2.5 

at this time. While Table 2.3 adequately indicates periods of rainfall deficiency, the 

opposite is not necessarily true for Table 2.5.  

Despite these shortcomings, the compilation of qualitative information in Table 

2.3, in particular, was very useful in identifying climatically interesting periods for 

further analysis. This ensured that climate events shaped the research in the following 

case studies, rather than identifying major historical events and determining climate’s 

influence. Additionally, Gergis and Ashcroft (2012) used the results presented in 

Tables 2.3 and 2.5 to create a yearly rainfall index from 1788–2008 in Eastern New 

South Wales (Figure 2.2, below).  

 

 
 
Figure 2.2: Eastern New South Wales rainfall variations, 1788–2008. The results from Tables 2.3 and 
2.5 are represented by the grey bars. From 1841 onwards, the qualitative record of above-average and 
below-average rainfall is extended with instrumental observations. These sources of climate 
information are compared to the Gergis et. al. (2011) palaeoclimate rainfall reconstruction, represented 
by the black line. The relationship between the qualitative record of 18th and 19th century climate and 
the palaeoclimate reconstruction is further analysed in Chapters 3–6. Figure reproduced from Joëlle 
Gergis and Linden Ashcroft, “A Rainfall History of South-Eastern Australia Part 2: A Comparison of 
Documentary, Early Instrumental and Palaeoclimate Records, 1788–2008,” International Journal of 
Climatology (in press).  
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Gergis and Ashcroft (2012) also compared the rainfall signal from Eastern New 

South Wales in Tables 2.3 and 2.5 with ENSO indices to gain further insight into the 

relationship between ENSO and rainfall in south-eastern Australia. This comparison 

revealed a weak relationship between ENSO and the occurrence of below-average and 

above-average rainfall periods,105 accurately reflecting the weak ENSO signal in 

coastal New South Wales.106 Gergis and Ashcroft’s finding may also reflect ‘local 

orographic rainfall effects associated with the mountains of the Great Dividing 

Range’ and possibly reflect the limitations present in the above-average rainfall 

chronology (Table 2.5).107  

This study highlights that further research is needed to improve our record of 

below-average and above-average rainfall for all regions in SEA. Even for the well-

described region of New South Wales, further work can still be done to improve our 

knowledge of the duration and severity of pre-1860 droughts. For example, Russell 

noted that material had grown so voluminous after the 1840s he had not been able to 

continue compiling weather reports. Subsequently, he turned to instrumental 

meteorological observations kept at Sydney’s South Head Observatory to understand 

variations in historical climate. It would be more prudent, however, to improve the 

record of historic rainfall variations outside eastern New South Wales. 

The National Library of Australia’s digital newspaper archive Trove indicates that 

17 newspapers not considered by Russell in his seminal publication were established 

in the 1840s and 1850s in New South Wales alone. Newspapers like The Hawkesbury 

Courier and Agricultural and General Advertiser, published between 1844 and 1846, 

and the Bathurst Advocate, published between 1848 and 1849, gave voice to the 

experience of settlers in regional areas. Previously, correspondents conveyed 

information from remote districts to newspapers published in Sydney. Rural 

newspapers like these remain untapped for qualitative climate data and represent the 

wealth of information that still lies within Australia’s newspaper archives. The 

research presented shows an advance in our understanding of historical rainfall 

                                                
105Joëlle Gergis and Linden Ashcroft, “A rainfall history of south-eastern Australia Part 2: a 
comparison of documentary, early instrumental and palaeoclimate records, 1788–2008,” International 
Journal of Climatology 2012 (in review), 23. 
106 Gergis, et. al., “A climate reconstruction of Sydney Cove, New South Wales, using weather journal 
and documentary data, 1788–1791,” 95. 
107 Gergis and Ashcroft, “A rainfall history of south-eastern Australia Part 2,” 23. 
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variations in SEA using twelve secondary sources. It also highlights the fact that 

future improvements are possible using Australian archival material. 
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Chapter 3 
 

‘The usual weather in New South Wales is uncommonly 
bright and clear…equal to the finest summer’s day in 

England’: Attempting to Understand Climate and Weather 
in New South Wales, 1788–1815 

 
 
 

‘The climate, he apprehended, was similar to that of 

Toulouse, in the South of France…the Grass was long and 

luxuriant, and there were some eatable Vegetables, 

particularly a sort of wild Spinage [sic]; the Country was 

well supplied with Water; there was an abundance of 

Timber and Fuel.’1 

      Joseph Banks, 1779 

 

 

When Europeans settled Australia they brought with them a range of 

preconceptions about the climate. In his testimony to the Select Committee of the 

House of Commons in 1779, Joseph Banks favourably recalled the climate of 

Australia, experienced during his exploration aboard the Endeavour. During the 

committee hearing, Banks compared the climate of Australia to that of southern 

France. His reference to Toulouse perhaps would have brought to mind a region with 

a relatively mild climate, evoking images of a modern French city, acting as a point of 

reference for the educated British minority who had visited the country.2 The 

environmental advantages of a fine climate were clear—abundant water, good pasture 

and expansive forest could sustain a penal colony. The continent’s climate was largely 

                                                
1 Joseph Banks, “Testimony to the Select Committee of the House of Commons, 1779,” in Documents 
That Shaped Australia: Records of a Nation’s Heritage, ed. John Thompson (Sydney: Pier 9, 2010), 
18. 
2 Geoffrey Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers: Australians Make Their Environment, 1788-1980 (Sydney: 
George Allen & Unwin, 1981), 26. 
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unknown, but the Europeans believed that the state of the landscape, as described by 

Banks, was indicative of a good climate.3  

‘Climate optimism’ was a feature of discussion surrounding the new settlement. 

This optimism was based on the extremely limited experience of the Europeans in 

Australia and yet the climate and its effects defined the new colony’s place in the 

world. It was proposed that the ‘Southern Continent’ would not only solve the 

problem of overcrowded gaols and hulks, but also provide Britain with an economic 

and naval advantage on the world stage. In 1783 James Matra, also on board the 

Endeavour’s voyage to Australia, reiterated the economic advantages of the 

continent’s anticipated climate:  

‘The climate and soil are so happily adapted to produce 

every various and valuable production of Europe, and of 

both the Indies, that with good management, and a few 

settlers, in twenty or thirty years they might cause a 

revolution in the whole system of European commerce, 

and secure to England a monopoly of some part of it, and a 

very large share in the whole.’4  

This statement indicates that Australia’s anticipated climate could be the key to 

realising Britain’s future economic strength.5 Matra also argued that because the 

continent ‘lies in a climate parallel to the Spice Islands,’ it could easily supply the 

world with commodities like silk, tea, coffee, cotton and sugar cane.6 Affirmations 

about the climate were tenuous, especially considering that they were attributing 

characteristics and hopes of future wealth to a continent the size of Europe. 

Declarations like these sowed the seeds of climate optimism in Australian settlers. 

                                                
3 Another example of this type of judgment of Australian climate based on the state of the landscape 
can be found in J. M. R. Cameron, Ambition's Fire: The Agricultural Colonisation of Pre-Convict 
Western Australia (Nedlands: University of Western Australia Press, 1981). In this study, Cameron 
shows that ideas about climate were still being derived from short-term superficial observations as late 
as 1827. Captain James Stirling, on an exploration of the Western Australian coast, reported on ‘the 
attractiveness of Swan River's climate, which was completely unknown but which could be derived by 
analogy, and the fertility of the soil, which could be expected to be a concomitant aspect of the healthy 
and productive climate.’ 
4 James Matra in Thompson, Documents That Shaped Australia, 21. 
5 In spite of Matra’s and Banks’ affirmations, Ged Martin argues that while it was hoped the region 
‘might produce flax and naval timber, and possibly spices and even mineral wealth…the government’s 
initial aim seems to have been simple self-sufficiency [for the penal colony].’ (See Ged Martin, The 
Founding of Australia: The Argument About Australia's Origins (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1978). 
6 James Matra in Thompson, Documents That Shaped Australia, 21. 
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Despite Matra’s predictions, Australia’s climate and environmental advantages did 

not incite a revolution in European commerce. In the first twenty years of settlement 

the colony had certainly not become a powerful exporter of the exotic commodities 

that he had imagined. Between 1788 and 1815, weather and climate had impacted on 

agricultural and pastoral expansion in ways unimagined by those in the House of 

Commons. 

This chapter analyses a clear learning phase in Australia’s colonial climate history. 

Between 1788 and 1815, European settlers attempted to establish themselves in a 

continent that they had no long-term understanding of—there were no written records 

to guide them and they could not adequately communicate with Indigenous people 

about the land and the climate. The British brought with them a sense of ecological 

superiority, confident in their ability to tame and dominate the environment,7 and 

Australia’s imagined climate could support their subjugation of the land. This chapter 

also demonstrates that the new arrivals were confronted with a land whose climate 

proved to be far less benign than first imagined. It argues that there was a 

longstanding inability and unwillingness to understand climate extremes like flood 

and drought.  

The new arrivals faced a steep learning curve because they had no knowledge of 

the way climate influenced the Australian landscape or how European agriculture 

would fare in this region. New South Wales historian Beverley Kingston remarked 

that ‘much of the farming was experimental…[and it was] necessary to learn the 

lessons of the climate, what crops did best, and which varieties were least prone to 

pests and diseases.’8 Although learning to understand Australian climate was essential 

to the success of the colony, its impact on agriculture in the fledgling settlement has 

been little studied. This chapter explains how the early settlers, particularly in the 

fertile Hawkesbury River region, did not always learn the lessons of climate for a 

variety of social, economic and political reasons. 

As time went on, the settlers feared climatic disasters, not only because of the 

damage caused to agriculture, stock and infrastructure, but also because emergency 

relief was often far from reach. Between 1788 and 1815, the ‘tyranny of distance’ was 

                                                
7 Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers, 11. 
8 Beverley Kingston, A History of New South Wales (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 
13. 
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often felt sharply by the isolated colony, which was at least six months’ sail from 

England.9 However, despite the devastating impact that climate often had on the 

settlement, this chapter will show that the Europeans did not readily adapt to the 

challenges imposed by the Australian climate. Strangely, their perception of the 

climate remained fairly optimistic, though somewhat tempered since Banks’ 1779 

report. Although faced with repeated setbacks following severe flooding and periods 

of drought and dry weather from 1788–1815, opinion of Australia’s climate remained 

high. 

                                                
9 Geoffrey Blainey, The Tyranny of Distance: How Distance Shaped Australia's History, 21st Century 
ed. (Sydney: Pan Macmillan Australia, 2001), 43. 
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Table 3.1: Climate Overview, 1788–1815. Shows a yearly comparison of qualitative and 
palaeoclimate reconstructions of south-eastern Australian rainfall and ENSO phases. The rainfall 
reconstruction column shows yearly above and below-average rainfall in millimetres identified by 
Gergis et. al. (2012), the ENSO column shows ENSO phases derived from Gergis and Fowler (2009) 
and the Rainfall Chronology column shows above-average (+) and below-average (–) rainfall results 
from Tables 2.3 and 2.5 in Chapter 2. Light grey shading indicates years in which severe flooding 
occurred in the Hawkesbury River.  
 

Year Rainfall 
Reconstruction (mm) ENSO Rainfall 

Chronology 
1788 58 La Niña (VS) + 
1789 -57 La Niña (W)  
1790 -30 La Niña (S) – 
1791 -32 El Niño (VS) – 
1792 -4 El Niño (W) – 
1793 -9 El Niño (M)  
1794 50 El Niño (M)  
1795 176 La Niña (W)  
1796 113   
1797 -24 La Niña (M) + 
1798 -16 Both (W) – / + 
1799 -87 El Niño (S) – 
1800 2   
1801 -25 La Niña (VS)  
1802 21 La Niña (VS) – 
1803 34 El Niño (S) – 
1804 82 El Niño (W)  
1805 199 La Niña (VS) + 
1806 78 El Niño (VS) + 
1807 94 El Niño (S)  
1808 122 La Niña (VS) + 
1809 -22 La Niña (S) – / + 
1810 -153 La Niña (S) – 
1811 -71 La Niña (S) – 
1812 -118 El Niño (S) + 
1813 -13 La Niña (M) – 
1814 53 El Niño (W) – 
1815 -29 El Niño (W) – 
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3.1. Early Experiences of Australian Climate Variability 

European settlers in New South Wales became aware of the serious impact drought 

could have on the Australian environment only two years after their arrival. Cool and 

wet conditions prevailed at Sydney Cove during the establishment of the penal colony 

in 1788 until spring 1790 when conditions changed.10 Between 1790 and 1793, the 

colony was gripped by drought, with the most severe effects of water shortage 

experienced in 1791.11 Research by Gergis et. al. (2010) shows that as early as 

November 1790, agriculture was at a standstill and, according to marine officer 

Watkin Tench, farms were in a ‘wretched condition.’12 Their analysis of early weather 

records kept by officers William Dawes and William Bradley reveals high 

temperatures during the summer of 1790–1791. The palaeoclimate rainfall 

reconstruction also indicates a rainfall deficiency in these years (Table 3.1). The 

excessive heat affected crops, pasture and native plants and indigenous wildlife—

settlers reported that fruit bats and parakeets died from heat stress. By February 1791, 

the colony’s water supply was running low.13 Matthew Everingham, an ex-convict 

farmer at The Ponds area near Parramatta, was granted 50 acres at the height of 

drought. His crop failed and he remarked that the colony was on the brink of famine 

after emergency grain supplies were late in arriving.14  

Water was so scarce around Sydney Cove during the 1790–1793 drought that 

Governor Arthur Phillip cut tanks into the rocky banks of the stream flowing through 

the small settlement.15 Available water would fill the tanks instead of flowing into the 

harbour, making it easier for settlers to take water from the stream. The tanks not only 

provided immediate relief but were utilised in future droughts as well. The same 

drought prompted the colony’s next governor, John Hunter to consider the availability 

of water outside the Sydney Cove settlement in ‘dry seasons’ and hot summer weather 
                                                
10 Joëlle Gergis, David J. Karoly and Rob J. Allen, “A climate reconstruction of Sydney Cove, New 
South Wales, using weather journal and documentary data, 1788–1791,” Australian Meteorological 
and Oceanographic Journal 58 (2009), 96. 
11 Joëlle Gergis, Don Garden and Claire Fenby, “The Influence of Climate on the First European 
Settlement of Australia: A Comparison of Weather Journals, Documentary Data and Palaeoclimate 
Records, 1788–1793,” Environmental History (2010) 15 (3): 485–507. 
12 Ibid, 497. 
13 David Collins, as cited in H. C. Russell, Climate of New South Wales: Descriptive, Historical and 
Tabular (Sydney: Charles Potter, Acting Government Printer, 1877), 56. 
14 Matthew Everingham, Letter to Samuel Shepherd, Esqr., 12 October 1792, in The Everingham 
Letterbook: Letters of a First Fleet Convict, ed. Valerie Ross, (Wamberal, N.S.W.: Anvil Press, 1985), 
35–36. 
15 Gergis et. al, “A Climate Reconstruction of Sydney Cove,” 95. 
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(he did not use the term drought). Hunter acknowledged that at Parramatta there was 

very little water in dry seasons and there was even less water in the landscape further 

west. He reported that ‘you may walk many miles, particularly in hot dry summer 

weather, without meeting with as much as you may want for drinking.’16 He proposed 

a long-term solution to provide future settlers and travellers with water in hot, dry 

periods—sinking wells at every half-mile would allow the new European arrivals to 

spread through the Australian landscape without worrying about water scarcity.17 It 

does not appear, however, that this plan was implemented. This drought caused the 

founders of the colony ‘to speculate upon the limitations of cycles of drought, water 

availability and poor soils.’18 Despite their early exposure to the variable nature of 

Australian climate and their initial willingness to make changes to the landscape to 

lessen the severity of drought, the colonists were not as adaptive in the years that 

followed. 

3.2. Flooding in the Hawkesbury River, the ‘Nile of New South 
Wales’, 1794–1809 

Aside from the 1790–1793 drought, below-average rainfall did not impact 

agriculture and society significantly in the first 20 years of settlement, but repeated 

floods in the Hawkesbury River district of New South Wales from 1794–1809 limited 

the colony’s resources in the short-term, sometimes severely. Agricultural and 

pastoral efforts in this district were curtailed over a period of 15 years. Following a 

flood, rations were reduced and ordinarily self-supporting settlers resorted to living 

off government stores, compounding food scarcity. After severe floods Governors 

would often send a ship to Bengal, Madras or Tahiti to purchase extra supplies to 

avoid a famine. Before 1809, adverse climate did not place an absolute limit on the 

expansion of settlement—the amount of cultivated farmland continued to increase, as 

did stock numbers. It was the small landholders, who were repeatedly thrown into 

debt following each flood, who mainly felt the adverse effects of flood. Flooding 

greatly impeded smallholders’ attempts at agriculture and pastoralism. For them, the 

detrimental effects of flood were compounded by social factors like their limited 
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farming experience, social marginalisation and growing despondency with the quality 

of the soil.  

Table 3.2: List of Severe Floods in the Hawkesbury, 1795–1809. From H. C. Russell, Climate of New 
South Wales: Descriptive, Historical and Tabular (Sydney: Charles Potter, Acting Government Printer, 
1877). 
 

List of Severe Floods in the Hawkesbury, 1795–1809 

1795  
1799  
1800  
1801  
1805  
1806  
1809  

January and August 
March 
March 
March 
October 
March and October 
May and August 

 

The settlers struggled to understand Australian climate but at the same time they 

soon realised how climate hazards could affect the colony. Settlers ignored repeated 

floods during the first 15 years of settlement on the Hawkesbury and continued living 

in the region despite frequent inundation. They also ignored past flood marks, like 

clumps of weeds stuck in tree branches thirty feet high that were visible to the first 

European explorers in 1789.19 It was easy for settlers and governors alike to ignore 

the risk posed by settling on a floodplain when they had not yet experienced a flood in 

the Hawkesbury River and had no first-hand knowledge of the destruction it could 

cause. Europeans regarded ‘the characteristic lush greenness of their farmlands [in 

Britain] as the mark of a desirable landscape,’20 a characteristic that some settlers felt 

that the Hawkesbury region shared. Once the settlement was established, the aesthetic 

of the landscape and its agricultural potential overrode the risk of flooding. 

The sections of this chapter that focus on flooding analyse whether or not the 

climate forced the new arrivals to adapt their patterns of settlement and shows that 

adaptation measures were not immediately adopted. While the response of 

Government officers and settlers to flooding did become more refined over time, they 

did not mitigate the effects of future flooding until 1809. Many settlers defined 

                                                
19 Arthur Phillip to Lord Sydney, 13 February 1790, in Historical Records of Australia. Series 1, 
Volume 1, Governors' Despatches to and from England (Canberra: W. G. Murray, Govt. Printer, 
Commonwealth of Australia, 1971), 155-6. (Hereafter, HRA Ser. 1, Vol. 1) 
20 Bolton, Spoils and Spoilers, 13. 
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disastrous flood as an act of God or Divine Providence that could not be predicted or 

planned for. Land was still settled and granted along the Hawkesbury, and even 

government-built produce stores remained within easy reach of rising water for many 

years. This occurred despite calls from England to adapt land use in the region 

following floods as early as 1801. Despite unpredictable and damaging floods, the 

fledgling settlement on the Hawkesbury was not easily removed from the region. The 

settlers’ resistance to adaptation—moving settlement to higher ground, for example—

was dictated by the hope that heavy rainfall would not always result in floods that 

threatened the colony’s food supply. 

3.2.1. The Geographical and Climatic Context of the   
Hawkesbury River 

In 1794, Europeans marked out farms along the Hawkesbury River for the first 

time. These farms, roughly 50 kilometres from the original settlement at Sydney 

Cove, significantly expanded private arable land holdings following the 1790–1793 

drought. Although this settlement was isolated and ‘entirely dependent upon river 

transport to bring food and other supplies from Port Jackson’21 the move 

circumvented ‘the limitations of cycles of drought, water availability and poor soils’22 

that had been experienced in the formative years of the colony.  

The Hawkesbury River region is a warm, temperate floodplain with a maritime 

influence, subject to severe flood events.23 The mean annual maximum temperature at 

Richmond, one of the earliest settlements in the region, is 23ºC.24 The mean annual 

minimum temperature is 10.5ºC.25 While New South Wales is subject to the effects of 

the El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO), research has shown that there is a weak 

relationship between ENSO and rainfall along the New South Wales coast.26 For this 

reason, it is unlikely that El Niño or La Niña events influenced the rainfall 

experienced by European settlers at the Hawkesbury or Sydney Cove. This region 

                                                
21 Jean Purtell, “Shopping on the River,” in Cross Currents: Historical Studies of the Hawkesbury, ed. 
J. P. Powell (Berowra Heights: Deerubbin Press, 1997), 65. 
22 Gergis et. al., “The Influence of Climate on the First European Settlement of Australia,” 502. 
23 Adrian G. Johnson, “Fine Resolution Palaeoecology Confirms Anthropogenic Impact During the 
Late Holocene in the Lower Hawkesbury Valley, NSW,” Australian Geographer 31, no. 2 (2000): 210. 
24 Bureau of Meteorology, Climate Statistics for Australian Locations – Summary Statistics for 
Richmond – UWS Hawkesbury. Available [Online]: 
http://reg.bom.gov.au/climate/averages/tables/cw_067021.shtml [27 July 2010]. 
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26 Gergis et. al., “A climate reconstruction of Sydney Cove, New South Wales,” 95. 
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does, however, experience the effects of east coast lows, an intense low pressure 

system that occurs along the eastern Australian coast.27 East coast lows cause gale or 

storm force winds, generating heavy rainfall that can result in major flooding.28 The 

shape of the Hawkesbury–Nepean River valley exacerbates the impact of heavy rain 

because ‘the flow of water is restricted by the narrow gorges downstream of 

Wilberforce which act like a bottle neck and result in backing up of floodwater 

producing flooding much deeper than on a typical coastal river in NSW.’29 The early 

settlements along the Hawkesbury River were upstream from present-day 

Wilberforce, putting them at great risk of being inundated by deep floods.  

Despite the region’s vulnerability to flood, the average annual rainfall at inland 

Richmond on the Hawkesbury River is only two thirds that of coastal Sydney: 800.8 

mm per year, compared to 1212.8 mm recorded at Sydney’s Observatory Hill.30 

However, the dramatic difference in rainfall may not have been obvious to the 

settlers. The Hawkesbury region was, to the settler’s unfamiliar eye, a fertile contrast 

to the area surrounding Sydney Cove—Aboriginal people, prior to European 

settlement, used the flat and arable land along the banks of the Hawkesbury 

extensively.31 The region’s soil was thought to be capable of supporting British 

agriculture and gave them a glimpse of what they felt was the true productivity of the 

Australian landscape. The early settlement at Sydney Cove was settled upon ‘acidic, 

low-nutrient, sandy soils’, whereas the Hawkesbury River flats comprised a ‘young 

loamy alluvial soil’.32 The settlers had no personal experience of the region to truly 

understand the way climate had shaped the fertile soil on the valley floor. The new 

                                                
27 Graham A. Mills, Rob Webb, Noel E. Davidson, Jeffrey Kepert, Alan Seed and Deborah Abbs, The 
Pasha Bulker East Coast Low of 8 June 2007, CAWCR Technical Report No. 023 (Melbourne: Centre 
for Australian Weather and Climate Research, 2010), 3. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Catherine Gillespie, Paul Grech and Drew Bewsher, “Reconciling development with flood risks: the 
Hawkesbury-Nepean dilemma,” Australian Journal of Emergency Management 17:2 (2002): 27. 
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(Observatory Hill – 066062). Available [Online]: 
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arrivals would find that use of the fine Hawkesbury soil would come at a price in the 

form of frequent and devastating floods. 

3.2.2. A New Settlement Emerges at the Hawkesbury River 

The settlement of the Hawkesbury River valley in 1794 coincided with a period of 

mild weather that encouraged prosperity and reinforced the decision to settle the 

region. The year 1795 looked promising to the residents of Sydney—a mild, 

somewhat wet summer had an excellent effect on crops and the Indian corn had begun 

to ripen.33 The rain had finally put an end to the drought that had affected Sydney 

during the previous four years, which had limited the colony’s expansion, agriculture 

and induced famine.34 When ex-convict settlers arrived at the Hawkesbury in 1794, it 

was the first time a river valley had been settled by Europeans in Australia. Their 

knowledge of the catchment was limited to a few exploratory trips in 1789, 

undertaken by Governor Arthur Phillip and government officers.  

It is not clear whether the flood-prone nature of the Hawkesbury region was 

initially apparent to the ex-convict settlers, but it was obvious to Governor Phillip and 

his exploration party in 1789. Phillip and other members of the party deduced that the 

Hawkesbury River was subject to severe flooding from the debris wedged high in tree 

branches. John Hunter wrote in July 1789 that the party found ‘evident marks of the 

vast torrents which must pour down from the mountains, after heavy rains.’35 They 

saw trees bent downwards by the force of the water, ‘like a field of corn after a 

storm.’36 Grass, reeds and weeds were stuck in tree branches, thirty to forty feet above 

the general level of the river.37 The Hawkesbury’s flood-prone location and the 

difficulty of supervising convicts so far from Sydney Cove meant Phillip was 

reluctant to settle the region.38 In a letter to Lord Sydney in 1790, Phillip reiterated the 

party’s discovery and remarked that ‘the water near the head of the river sometimes 

                                                
33 David Collins, cited in Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 59. 
34 Gergis et. al., “The Influence of Climate on the First European Settlement of Australia,” 485-507.  
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36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
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Hawkesbury Historical Society, 1990), 30; Grace Karskens, The Colony: A History of Early Sydney 
(Crows Nest, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, 2009), 118.  



 78 

rises, after heavy rains, thirty feet above its common level.’39 He also emphasised that 

‘the great advantages of so noble a river, when a settlement can be made on its banks, 

will be obvious to Your Lordship.’40 It is clear that even Phillip, who did not wish to 

risk a settlement on the Hawkesbury River while he was governor, could see the 

benefits of establishing farms on its banks.  

It was only one year after the initial settlement at the floodplain before the newly 

established farms on the Hawkesbury were inundated. The flood of January 1795 was 

the first major flood reported in New South Wales, seven years after the arrival of the 

First Fleet (Table 3.2). David Collins and Richard Atkins both reported the deluge in 

the Hawkesbury River, and the effect of heavy rains on the more established towns. 

Collins wrote:  

‘In consequence of the heavy rains [from 10 January 

1795], the river at the Hawkesbury rose many feet higher 

than it had ever been known to do; by which several 

settlers suffered very much. At Toongabbe [sic] the wheat 

belonging to Government was considerably injured. At 

Parramatta the damage was extensive: the bridge over the 

creek, which had been well constructed, was entirely 

swept away, and the boats with their moorings carried 

down the river.’41  

Atkins added that the rain was the heaviest he had seen since arriving in the colony in 

1792 and also confirmed that the bridge at Parramatta was washed away on 14 

January 1795.42 The dry weather that had marked the earlier years of settlement was 

finally broken by heavy rain that soon came to be associated with the Hawkesbury 

district.   
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40 Ibid. 
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The damage caused by the January 1795 flood was not enough to deter the new 

settlers, so land was still granted in the area to meet demand. In February, a 

storehouse was built at the Hawkesbury to accommodate the anticipated increase in 

produce. In the same month government officers visited the region to judge the 

development of the new community, with plans to establish their own farms.43 On 

their return to Sydney, the officers spoke highly of the corn they saw growing there 

and the ‘picturesque appearance of many of the settler farms.’44 At this time, the new 

farms were producing 30–36 bushels of wheat per acre, and the farmers had found 

that only one bushel was needed to plant an acre.45 In early 1793, a crop of wheat 

harvested in the other Sydney districts like Parramatta and Toongabbie averaged 17–

18 bushels an acre.46 In 1794, ground at Toongabbie yielded a paltry 6–7 bushels an 

acre, which was attributed to soil degradation caused by constant overcropping.47 The 

Hawkesbury farmers were so confident in the fecundity of the soil that they believed 

seeds sown ‘as early as the month of April or May…would produce a second crop, 

and the season be not too far advanced to ripen it.’48 Compared to harvests in previous 

years and in other agricultural regions, the productivity of the Hawkesbury was 

exciting for a colony working towards self-sufficiency in remote Australia. It marked 

a turning point in the development of the colony. 

In late 1795, flooding and heavy rains again visited Sydney and its outlying towns, 

but the small size of the settlement at the Hawkesbury in this year meant that little 

relative damage was recorded. Collins wrote that ‘accounts were received from the 

Hawkesbury that several farms on the creeks were under water,’ and commented that 

fence paling could not withstand the force of the storm.49 Before 1810, farms were 

unfenced in the Hawkesbury region,50 indicating that this level of destruction 

probably occurred at Sydney Cove or Parramatta. Other casualties of the storm 

included a large barn and threshing floor at Toongabbie and a beacon at South Head. 

The inclement weather prevented communication between the shore and the ships in 
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Sydney Harbour and delayed the schooner transporting goods between Sydney Cove 

and the Hawkesbury settlement.51 

Despite this minor damage, the impact of multiple floods on the newly settled 

Hawkesbury floodplain raised doubts about the long-term viability of the settlement. 

The severe weather and flooding prompted a sage remark from Major William 

Paterson, in a letter to Lord Dundas in London: 

‘I much fear that it would be the utmost imprudence to 

place any dependence on that settlement as a resource. The 

soil certainly is uncommonly fertile, and no doubt 

considerably aided by those occasional overflowings of the 

river, but the settlers are at present alarmed, and many 

have offered their grants again to the Crown. It would be a 

work of more labour and expence [sic] than we can at 

present command to throw up banks capable of resisting 

the force of the torrent, but without some such expedient 

the settlers never will be perfectly secure.’52  

Despite Paterson’s comments, it is difficult to identify the quantity of land grants 

offered to the Crown as a direct result of flooding in the Hawkesbury River. Only four 

grants allocated between 1794 and 1795 were cancelled with no given reason.53 

Where a reason was given, none identified flood as the factor that pushed them to 

leave the land. Grants were still made after the floods of 1795, even exceeding the 

number of those cancelled.54 If we are to take Paterson’s word, some settlers had 

learnt that the risks associated with farming on the floodplain outweighed the benefits. 

Nonetheless, because of the potential agricultural value of the area, abandoning the 

settlement entirely was not an option and flood mitigation measures like building 

flood barriers were unaffordable. For the time being, settlers remained on the land and 

simply endured future floods. 

Despite what the settlers were learning about life on the Hawkesbury River, the 

district continued to grow, coinciding with stretches of favourable weather and the 
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lure of the region’s fertile and productive soil.55 In September 1795, on his 

appointment to governor, John Hunter wrote that ‘the state of agriculture and the 

breeding of livestock wears the most favourable experience; it far exceeds any 

expectation I could have had on those heads.’56 Thomas Fyshe Palmer, the 

Cambridge-educated convict and minister,57 wrote to a friend a week later describing 

the climate as ‘delicious’ and ‘salubrious’.58 Fyshe Palmer also mentioned that ‘there 

is a very great proportion of most excellent ground, some of it producing with most 

wretched farmers 40 bushels of wheat per acre.’59 This appears to be one of the first 

instances in which climate, agricultural productivity and class difference are linked, 

only two years after the Hawkesbury district was first settled. If even ‘wretched’ 

farmers could be so successful, the experience of two small floods was certainly not 

enough to deter people from the region.  

Although floods occurred in January and August 1795, the harvest sowed in 1795 

and reaped in 1796 was described as one of the best the colony had ever seen. In a 

letter to the Duke of Portland, Hunter boasted that ‘we have got our harvest in, and 

that it is upon the whole, in point of quantity as well as quality, very superior to 

anything which this country has before experienced, although a few blights and other 

accidents had disappointed the expectations of some very industrious settlers.’60 The 

‘blights’ and climatic ‘accidents’ which Hunter referred to included the infestation of 

the wheat crop by a weed the settlers called drake,61 floods and storms of the previous 

year, and a destructive hailstorm in early 1796, that damaged the wheat crop of three 

settlers.62  

By the end of the 1790s, the negative influence of climate was not considered to be 

the only impediment to agricultural success. David Collins assessed the Hawkesbury 

area in 1796, stating: ‘the farms upon the fertile banks of that river were superior, in 
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point of soil, to any near the principal settlement.’63 Nevertheless, his praise for the 

region was tempered by his remarks about the ‘profligate wretches’ settled in the area. 

It was Collins’ opinion that their crops would be more abundant if the settlers were 

more hard-working. He then made reference to the region’s susceptibility to flooding, 

noting that ‘these farms as were situated on the low grounds were often overflowed 

after very heavy falls of rain; but this circumstance was in no way injurious to the 

farmer, unless it happened when the grain was ripening.’64  

Collins was aware of the observations of Hunter and Phillip and the supposed 

height that floods could reach, having reiterated their findings himself.65 However, the 

floods that had been experienced since the arrival of Europeans in the Hawkesbury 

region in 1794 were not widely devastating. So far, the impact of heavy flooding was 

small due to the sparse settlement of the region, in contrast to Parramatta and 

Toongabbie where the destruction of infrastructure was more severely felt. As time 

went on, the governing class were becoming aware of the general climatic and 

geological advantages of the Hawkesbury floodplain. Some were unimpressed that the 

‘lower order’ setters at the Hawkesbury were not worthy of the land they lived on, 

and this opinion was integral to the way government officers and the upper class 

viewed flood-induced suffering and recovery. 

The idyllic rural scenes on the Hawkesbury were seemingly marred by the actions 

of some of the new settlers. Atkins reported in April 1795 that already ‘the new 

settlement at the Hawkesbury is one continued scene of drunkenness, the settlers are 

selling their crops for liquor.’66 Collins again lambasted the allegedly wasteful 

inhabitants: 

‘The farmers now everywhere began putting their wheat 

into the ground, except at the River, where they had 

scarcely made any preparations, consuming their time and 

substance in drinking and rioting; and trusting to the 

extreme fertility of the soil, which they declared would 

produce an ample crop at any time without much labour. 

So silly and thoughtless were these people who were thus 
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unworthily placed on the banks of a river, which from its 

fertility and the effects of its inundations, might not 

improperly be termed the Nile of New South Wales.’67 

In a diary entry marked 9 May 1795, Atkins reported that within the previous six days 

‘one man fell into the River and was drowned. A woman drowned herself, a man 

kill’d his wife; and a poor inoffensive settler, because he would not join in the 

debaucheries of his neighbours, had his stack of corn and house set on fire and burnt. 

These are the effects of liquor.’68 At this point, the majority of settlers on the 

Hawkesbury were portrayed as irresponsible drunken louts, whose work ethic left 

much to be desired amongst the educated inhabitants of Sydney.  

The views of the upper class ignored the social and economic challenges of those 

settlers, leaving us with an incomplete picture of life along the river. Stuart Macintyre 

takes a more nuanced view of the ‘debauched’ and lazy farmers: 

‘[The settlers] were mostly ex-convicts on small blocks, 

who tilled the soil by hand, grew wheat and maize, 

perhaps ran poultry or a few pigs, lived in wattle-and-daub 

huts on earthen floors, and cooked their evening meals in 

the smoky gloom over a fire beneath a sod and bark 

chimney. Lacking capital, they were locked into small-

scale farming and always vulnerable to the merchants’ 

control of prices and credit. There was a high turnover of 

such farmers.’69 

A re-examination of Hawkesbury history shows that settlers were disadvantaged from 

the outset in this region. Before leaving for Australia, Governor Phillip was instructed 

by the Crown that ex-convicts could be granted an initial 30 acres, an additional 20 

acres if married and a further 10 acres for each child in his family at the time the grant 

was made.70 Historian Jan Barkley-Jack found that, following Phillip’s return to 

England, the newly-appointed Lieutenant-Governor Francis Grose made it common 

practice for all ex-convicts to receive only 30 acres, regardless of marital or family 
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status, further disadvantaging ex-convicts.71 Barkley-Jack asserts that the reduction of 

farm sizes at the Hawkesbury was not linked to the increased fertility of the soil 

because the same policy was also applied to land in Sydney and Parramatta.72 The 

settlers who were given only 30 acres were economically vulnerable compared with 

other farmers who received land under the administration of Arthur Phillip. The 

periodic effects of damaging floods compounded the difficulties of the marginalised 

community in the Hawkesbury region. 

3.3. 1798–1799: A Short, Sharp Drought 

The wet years that coincided with the first years of European settlement at the 

Hawkesbury River were soon followed by a short, sharp drought. The following 

analysis explores how fear and an inadequate understanding of Australian rainfall 

regimes meant that drought was not always correctly identified. To the colonists, a 

month without rain could be classified as a drought—a definition inappropriately 

imported from England.73 In the United Kingdom, an ‘absolute drought’ was defined 

as a period of at least fifteen consecutive days where rainfall does not exceed .01 

inches on any one day.74 A ‘partial drought’ was defined as a period of at least 

twenty-nine days where the mean rainfall does not exceed .01 inches.75 

For the purposes of this study, severe drought is defined as a period of low rainfall, 

resulting in serious social and economic impacts lasting six months or more. This 

research also shows that the term ‘drought’ was a catch-all phrase for most periods of 

dry weather, regardless of length or its impact on water, pasture and plants. 

Sometimes it is difficult to identify whether sources were referring to a long period of 

drought or incorrectly labelling normal summer dryness as a drought. An example of 

the way drought was inadequately defined during the early years of settlement 

occurred in 1806. The evidence shows that no rain fell from 19 January to 19 

February 1806.76 Although the weather was wet in the previous month, this short 

period without rain during the height of summer created a fear of impending drought. 
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The lack of rain meant that the maize crop ‘began to wear a parched appearance.’77 

Despite this, Governor King was confident that the harvest would be sufficient for the 

colony’s needs.78 This period of dry weather and fears of drought were short-lived but 

are illustrative of the way drought was viewed by Europeans in the Australian 

landscape during the early nineteenth century. 

Following the drought of 1790–1793, it was five years before Sydney experienced 

prolonged dry conditions again. By 1797, European ‘improvement’ of the land in the 

form of clearing and cultivation had continued in leaps and bounds following the 

settlement of the Hawkesbury region. Gardens and farms flourished, and even the 

cultivation of familiar English fruit trees like apples, pears, peaches, apricots and 

plums was successful.79 The harvest sown in 1797 and reaped in 1798 was described 

as one of the best that New South Wales had ever had.80 However, by September 

1798 the colony’s hopes of another excellent harvest were ruined. Aside from the 

maize crops, all farms were ‘in a very precarious state from an uncommon and tedious 

drought, attended with very sultry weather.’81 Dry conditions continued throughout 

spring and the beginning of summer 1798 when streams and springs were reduced to 

a trickle.82 Reports of dysentery were common, attributed to the poor quality of the 

low and stagnant water.83 The water storage basins that had been cut into the rocks 

below the Tank Stream in 1791 had proved of ‘infinite utility’ to the inhabitants of 

Sydney as water supplies ran low.84  

The low rainfall of September 1798 to February 1799 could be described as an 

example of a short, sharp drought, and a close inspection shows that it was not severe 

compared to the event of 1790–1793. Table 2.3 in Chapter 2 shows that low rainfall in 

1798 and 1799 lasted only six months, stretching over summer. Nonetheless, it is 

possible that a short period of dry weather can have very negative impacts on 
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agriculture, pastoralism and water availability.85 The Gergis et. al. 2011 rainfall 

reconstruction indicates that a precipitation deficit occurred in 1798 and 1799. The 

palaeoclimate record indicates these years were 16 mm and 87 mm below-average, 

respectively.  

The short length of the 1798–1799 drought meant that the impact of low rainfall 

was not felt too severely and there are conflicting reports about the state of the 

landscape during this time. As presented above, Hunter’s report to England drew 

attention to the precarious state of the crops in September 1798. In the same month, 

Elizabeth Macarthur, wife of pastoralist John Macarthur who had set up a farm at 

Parramatta, wrote a letter informing the recipient that ‘it is now spring, and the eye is 

delighted with the most beautiful variegated landscape. Almonds, apricots, pear, and 

apple trees are in full bloom; the native shrubs are also in flower and the whole 

country gives a grateful perfume.’86 James Thomson, a surgeon, also wrote in 

September 1798 that his farm was ‘very comfortable, abounding in peace and 

plenty.’87 The experience of the weather in late 1798 did not always reflect a dry 

period, further undermining the classification of widespread drought. 

As the summer of 1798–1799 progressed, so too did the dire reports of agricultural 

losses and the effects of low rainfall in line with the sharp drop in rainfall identified in 

the palaeoclimate record. The summer maize harvest ‘completely failed,’ which 

resulted in less food availability for livestock, particularly pigs.88 Hunter reported that 

‘the wheat harvest has not turn’d [sic] out more than one-third of what, from the 

quantity of ground sown with that grain, we had a right to have expected.’89 Collins 

reiterated that dryness had badly affected agriculture in the colony, where the ‘wheat 

proved little better than straw or chaff, and the maize was burnt up in the ground for 

want of rain.’90 Hot north winds quickly evaporated the scant available water, and the 

settlement was surrounded by bushfire.91 Despite these crop failures, Hunter did not 

                                                
85 For example, the short-term 1982–1983 droughts. For an overview of these droughts see the Bureau 
of Meteorology, Short but Sharp - The 1982-83 Droughts, available online, 
<http://www.bom.gov.au/lam/climate/levelthree/c20thc/drought4.htm> Accessed 3 August 2010. 
86 Elizabeth Macarthur in Cobley, Sydney Cove, Vol. 5 1795–1800, 257. 
87 James Thomson in Cobley, Sydney Cove, Vol. 5 1795–1800, 258. 
88 Governor Hunter to the Duke of Portland, “Despatch No. 39,” 1 May 1799, HRA Ser. 1 Vol. 2, 351. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Collins, cited in Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 63.  
91 Ibid.  



 87 

appeal to England for extra grain stores, nor did he mention reducing rations to cope 

with the agricultural shortfall, as had occurred during the 1790–1793 drought.  

The societal impact of low rainfall may have been minimised by two factors: 

firstly, the success of the 1797 harvest and secondly, the expansion of settlement 

which increased agricultural production. By 1798, Europeans expanded their 

settlement to include the Hawkesbury region, which provided a buffer against 

drought-induced famine. They no longer had to rely on the poor soil and unreliable 

water surrounding Sydney Cove. In April 1798, stores at the Hawkesbury were filled 

with 1500 bushels of wheat from only four farmers—a result of the crop planted in 

1797.92 Wheat was also harvested and stored in December 1798.93 No mention was 

made of the quality or quantity of the December harvest but the government stores 

appeared to be sufficiently stocked with grain and famine was avoided. Relief from 

dry conditions came in March 1799 in the form of three days’ soaking rain that 

refreshed the gardens and ‘revived the perishing vegetation.’94 Winter was described 

as ‘moderate and temperate’95 and by November 1799, Collins reported that ‘the 

wheat crop…wore the most promising appearance; the stalks everywhere, particularly 

at the Hawkesbury, bending beneath the weight of the richest ears ever beheld in this, 

or indeed in any country.’96 The drought of 1798–1799 was short-lived and did not 

have a serious impact on Sydney society.  

One effect of the 1798–1799 drought, evident in the literature, is the way a 

memory of a climate event can change over time. David Collins made an assessment 

of the dry period, comparing the event to others in the short known climatic history of 

New South Wales. He stated that ‘from the establishment of the settlement, so much 

continued drought and suffocating heat had not been experienced.’97 Collins’ 

comment is interesting because he had lived through the 1790–1793 drought. Of the 

earlier drought he wrote that ‘extreme dry weather [ensured that] the gardens and the 
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corn grounds were…parching for want of moisture.’98 He stated that the soil in 

Sydney had become so dry and parched during the first drought ‘that it was almost 

impossible to break it with a hoe.’99 There is no question that Collins had indeed 

experienced drought greater than the 1798–1799 summer. Why, then, would he say 

that such an event had never been experienced before since it is clear from the above 

evidence that the two events did not match each other in severity? Collins’ 

recollection reveals the subjectivity of memory and shows the way that the memory of 

a climatic event can become distorted even after a lapse of only five years. It is 

statements like these that reinforce the need to reanalyse historical climate and 

compare the records with available scientific data. 

3.4. Damaged Hope: The Floods of 1799–1801 

As settlement of the Hawkesbury region increased, the harmful effects of flooding 

became more serious. In March 1799 and March 1800 there were further damaging 

floods on the river (Table 3.2). In 1799, the government store and the grain it 

contained was destroyed.100 Livestock were killed, crops were flattened by the torrent 

and one person drowned.101 In 1800, ripened maize, still in the ground and awaiting 

harvest, was battered by strong winds and heavy rain, which soon resulted in a rise in 

the Hawkesbury and Georges Rivers. The water swept over the banks of the 

Hawkesbury, ‘laying all the adjacent flat country, with the corn on it, under water.’102 

An unconfirmed number of people drowned in the flood.103 Interestingly, these floods 

did not occur in years of above-average rainfall. As mentioned earlier, a rainfall 

deficit of 82 mm was experienced in 1799—this flood may have been the result of 

hydrophobic soil, hardened in the 1798–1799 drought.104 Unlike 1799, average 

rainfall was a feature of the weather in 1800. 
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The flood damage that resulted from the 1799 and 1800 floods again prompted a 

re-evaluation of the settlement along the Hawkesbury. Following the March 1800 

flood, Hunter wrote:  

‘It is much to be lamented that in establishing themselves 

on the banks of the Hawkesbury, the settlers had not with 

more attention considered the manifest signs of the floods 

to which the river appeared to the first discoverers to be 

liable, and erected their dwellings upon the higher 

grounds; or that the inundations which had lately happened 

had not occurred at an earlier period, when there were but 

few settlers. These, indeed, had been such as formerly no 

one had any conception of and exceeded in horror and 

destruction anything that could have been imagined.’105  

Hunter’s comment raises a few interesting points. Firstly, he identified that it was the 

ex-convict settlers themselves who initiated settlement in the Hawkesbury region, not 

the government. Secondly, his letter highlighted the emerging trend in early Sydney 

society of government and officers shifting blame for flood losses onto the settlers. 

This letter indicates that settlers knew about the flood hazard (as Hunter did) or that 

they were able to read the landscape well enough to know the signs of flood. Thirdly, 

Hunter indicated a hint of regret that the most recent major floods had not occurred 

when only a few people lived in the region so that they could witness the 

destructiveness of flooding and settle elsewhere. Hunter’s letter shows that by 1800, 

settlement at the Hawkesbury was too advanced and Sydney’s dependence on the 

region too entrenched for it to be abandoned altogether. Settlers would have to 

continue to endure flooding and its effects to sustain the colony’s agricultural needs.   

The first point raised by Hunter—that ex-convicts initiated settlement on the 

floodplain—can be debated. In The Colony: A History of Early Sydney, Grace 

Karskens challenges the idea that settlement was planned by the government in the 

Hawkesbury region, remarking that ‘the settlement of the Hawkesbury was the result 

of ex-convict initiative and journeys, not deliberate government policy.’106 New 

research by Jan Barkley–Jack, however, partly disputes Karskens’ assessment. 
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Barkley–Jack asserts that ‘British Instructions did not preclude settlers choosing their 

own allotments by reconnoitre, which seems to have been common practice.’107 

During Governor Francis Grose’s period in office from 1792–1974, ex-convicts were 

allowed to settle on unregistered land at the Hawkesbury, a practice that was rectified 

in part by Hunter who gave land deeds to the formerly unregistered settlers.108 So, 

while settlement along the Hawkesbury could indeed be construed as ‘settler driven’ 

it was also government-sanctioned, not just by Grose but also by the governors that 

followed him. The potential profit of the land, the increase in settler numbers, and 

Sydney’s growing dependency on its food production motivated the actions of both 

the initial settlers and the Governors. 

Unhappy with the development of the Hawkesbury settlement, the government 

continued to deflect responsibility for the slow agricultural recovery following 

flooding. In 1800, Hunter complained that ‘the settlers are of such a description, 

particularly in that quarter, their various distresses for want of supplys [sic] (and 

which I fear your Grace is tired of hearing of) has brought about so great an 

indifference to the cultivation of their farms that little or no stress or dependence can 

be plac’d upon them.’109 It is clear that having to replant and rebuild as a consequence 

of flood three times in five years caused malaise amongst the Hawkesbury farmers. 

Hunter, who used the settlers’ lack of motivation to excuse his high expenditure 

following devastating flood, ignored this point of view. He stated that ‘having been 

blamed for expences [sic] which were wholly unavoidable on my part, it becomes 

necessary that the cause [of our expenditure] should be plainly and circumstantially 

stated.’110 It is clear that culpability for flood damage and loss was divided between 

the weather (‘an uncommonly wet season’111) and the inaction of the settlers. 

Government policy was not held accountable, even though it allowed riverside 

development of easily inundated land.  

Slowly, the colony was learning that periodic flooding was to be expected in the 

region but some hoped that the flooding of the last five years was uncharacteristic. In 

March 1800, weeks of wet weather and two subsequent floods occurred in the 
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Hawkesbury and Georges Rivers. It was Hunter’s hope that these events were ‘an 

effect of Providence, which we have no reason to believe may be so very frequently 

liable to as we have of late.’112 To placate the Duke of Portland in England, Hunter 

stressed that these floods would ‘have the advantage of putting us more upon our 

guard in the future, and shew [sic] the necessity of a more rigid attention to the public 

regulations so often given out for the general good.’113 It is unclear whether Hunter 

actually had any solution to preventing flood damage and there is no evidence of what 

‘public regulations’ relating to flood were. By 1800, floods were considered an 

unpredictable act of God that they hoped would not be a regular feature of the 

climate.  

The flooding of March 1801 challenged the idea that the 1799–1800 floods were 

an aberration, but they were still viewed as an unpredictable act of ‘Providence’. The 

new Acting Governor, Phillip Gidley King, reported that ‘owing to the most unheard 

of Weather in this Country, we have had three inundations at the Hawkesbury within 

the last four months which has deprived us of a sufficiency of grain for this year.’114 

In this statement, King placed the flood events in the society’s collective climatic 

memory. The wet weather was still seen as an ‘unusual’ feature of the New South 

Wales climate despite the prevalence of flood in their recent past. Furthermore, the 

event itself was ‘one of those calamities with which it pleases God sometimes to 

afflict mankind, and which no human foresight can avoid.’115 King’s statement 

reiterated the thoughts expressed by others – that floods were an abnormal natural 

disaster, controlled by God or ‘Providence’.  

The reason for remaining on the Hawkesbury floodplain is clearly stated by King 

(he mentions the excellent soil), noting that ‘almost the whole of private industry has 

been centred there, which has produced a great dependence on that quarter for 

supplying grain to the other parts of the colony... this unfortunate accident has 

deprived us nearly of half the grain there was in the colony’116 While their 

understanding of climate and its effects on certain landscapes was limited by the short 
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period of settlement, there was little chance of risk aversion while they relied so 

heavily on the Hawkesbury district for survival and when they were unwilling to 

acknowledge the persistent weather risks of the region.  

Flood relief continued to be reactionary during Phillip Gidley King’s governorship, 

which extended from 1800 to 1806. There is no evidence that he instigated measures 

to protect settlers from future floods. The March 1801 flood destroyed crops and 

property, this time to the value of up to £23,000.117 Once again supplies were short 

and King, who had replaced John Hunter as governor in 1800, sent the HMS Porpoise 

to fetch supplies to avert a famine.118 King also ordered that rations remain fixed until 

the latest harvest was in the stores and the ground replanted, at which time rations 

would be reduced. This would encourage workers to give their physical best during 

this crucial time of year.119 His letter also recorded the private redistribution of labour 

that followed a further flood in July 1801, when some settlers went ‘to labour for 

others who are more persevering, and who, I hope, will prove more fortunate.’120 

King’s comment provides us with an example of people abandoning their farms 

following the devastation of a flood and implies that perhaps grants were not 

relinquished to the Crown when these types of events occurred. Rather, the farm was 

left fallow and the settlers on them were provided with food from the government 

store. At this time, both the private and public response to flooding was short-lived 

and reactionary.  

The frequent devastation of the Hawkesbury settlements by flooding did not go 

unnoticed in England and suggestions were made to reduce expenses and the colony’s 

vulnerability. Lord Hobart raised his concern and offered advice that would allow the 

settlers to remain on the river and reap the rewards in spite of flooding. In 1802 he 

wrote to King:  

‘It is perfectly well known that rice will only succeed in 

ground that is occasionally inundated; and as the plant 

                                                
117 Roderick Flanagan, cited in Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 65. 
118 Flanagan, cited in Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 65; Eliza Marsden to Mrs. Stokes, 22 
August 1801, Letters from the Marsden family to Mary and John Stokes, 1794–1824, with related 
documents, 1885, 1962, MSS 719, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney (Hereafter, SLNSW). 
Acting Governor King mentions sending the Porpoise to either the Cape or Madras (Despatch No. 3, 
HRA, Ser. 1, Vol. 3, 10) and to Madras upon its return from Norfolk Island (HRA, Ser. 1, Vol. 3, 76) but 
not to Otaheiti [Tahiti], as Flanagan and Marsden do. 
119 Acting Governor King to the Duke of Portland, 8 July 1801, HRA, Ser. 1, Vol. 3, 112–113. 
120 Ibid. 



 93 

rises in proportion as the water rises, without suffering 

material injury, it would seem to be better adapted for the 

banks of the Hawkesbury than any other corn. By 

removing the buildings to the higher grounds, and 

selecting for cultivation such parts as appear to be less 

exposed to the rapidity of the water, I should apprehend 

that a very beneficial change might be effected in that 

district. But without more accurate knowledge than I at 

present possess of the particular nature and properties of 

the soil, I can only offer the above suggestion for your 

considerations.’121 

King responded, stating that:  

‘Altho’ [sic] the banks of the Hawkesbury are inundated 

twice or thrice in some years, yet in others the river and 

creeks seldom rise above the ordinary level, which is at 

least twenty feet from the top of its lowest 

banks…consequently, irrigating the grounds could not be 

done without more expense and labor than our settlers can 

at present command or attain, and in case of a dry season, 

or even moderately wet, the rice would fail from the 

opposite cause to the failure of the wheat and maize; a 

crop of each being got in a year has the advantage  if one 

fails the other may succeed.’122  

His reply demonstrated that the settlers were slowly gaining an understanding of the 

type of crops that the Australian climate and the land could support. He also wrote 

that ‘Your Lordship's remark respecting the floods has been fully anticipated in every 

situation that admits of it. The dwellings of the first occupiers of those farms were 

miserable huts [and they could not afford to build barns] and since then they have 

been so involved in debt, thro' the rapacity that existed here, and their losses by 

floods, that they have neither had the means or encouragement to build more 

comfortable dwellings and convenient offices.’123 In this section of his October 1802 
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letter, King again placed blame on the settlers for the repeated devastation on the 

Hawkesbury, diverting attention away from the fact that the government had not 

developed flood mitigation infrastructure or built additional government stores on 

high ground despite the agricultural importance of the region to the colony’s survival.  

Lord Hobart’s comment referring to the removal of buildings to higher ground 

foreshadowed the proactive measures taken against flood seven years later in 1809 

but were ignored on this occasion.  

The governor was reluctant to make any changes to the Hawkesbury settlement, 

perhaps influenced by a reprieve from flood in 1802. Only two despatches from King 

remarked on climate during this time and he was relieved at the prospect of an 

uneventful year, despite the niggling concern that their good fortune could easily be 

swept away by another flood.124 The sceptre of flood loomed large but the 

government still saw no reason to abandon the Hawkesbury settlement. In October 

1802, King reported that an unoccupied farm at the Hawkesbury was to be rented by 

the government, from which he hoped to produce 5,500 bushels of wheat for the price 

of 800 bushels.125 In doing so, King was risking crop losses by flood in order to take 

advantage of the fertile floodplain soil—exactly what the Hawkesbury settlers were 

chastised for. Private settlers remained on the land partly because ‘the hope of 

escaping floods (which ensures a plentiful return) encourages them to persevere.’126 It 

is very likely that private settlers were motivated to stay because a good return would 

help repay their rising debts incurred as a result of each flood. 

3.5. 1802–1804: The Difficulty of Understanding Australian 
Drought Continues 

It had been five years since drought was experienced in Sydney, the intervening 

years characterised by massive damaging floods. In May 1803, the Sydney Gazette 

reported that no rain, except for a few small showers, had fallen since July 1802.127 

Governor Phillip Gidley King reported that all of 1803 and the beginning of 1804 

were marked by drought, reducing the quantity of crops under harvest.128 The 
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landscape was altered by the lack of rain—drought not only ‘dried up all the native 

grasses, but also most of the streams and ponds in the neighbourhood.’129 The Sydney 

Gazette, reporting the agricultural returns brought from Kissing Point to Sydney 

wharf in February 1804, were ‘chiefly laden with poultry and potatoes; [but] 

vegetables [were] scarce owing to the uninterrupted series of dry weather.’130 

According to the Gazette, the only reason the November 1802 harvest and the first 

crops of maize reaped in 1803 grew well was because of the beneficial effect of 

‘heavy and fertilizing dews.’131 Agriculture recovered after winter rains but was 

hampered again by hot winds and blight in October.132 

Few meteorological records from 1788–1815 have been identified by researchers, 

but there are some data that can be compared to the written experience of drought.  

The principal records available were kept at Sydney Cove by William Dawes from 

September 1788 to December 1791 and by William Bradley from January to 

September 1788.133 Unfortunately there is little instrumental weather data with which 

to compare the social experience of the climate from 1793–1815. The only other 

available weather data during this period was published in the Sydney Gazette from 

March 1803 to May 1805, with some gaps (an example of these data tables is shown 

below). The observations, taken at Government House in Sydney, record temperature, 

barometric pressure, wind direction and weather remarks. 

 
 
Figure 3.1: “State of the Barometer and Thermometer for the Month of April, 1803, at Sydney…” 
Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, 1 May 1803, 4.  
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Unfortunately, rainfall measurements were not published in the Sydney Gazette so 

it is difficult to identify periods of rainfall deficiency. However, the number of days 

on which rain fell was recorded in the ‘weather remarks’ section of the meteorological 

tables. Monthly rain day data published in the Gazette between March 1803 and May 

1805 were compared to the average number of rain days per month recorded at 

Observatory Hill, Sydney, from 1859–2011 (Figure 3.2, overleaf). The record shows 

that a below-average number of rain days were reported in March, April, June, 

August, September and December 1803. Below-average rain days occurred in 

January, February, March, June, August, September and November 1804. The rain 

day data indicates at least six months of below-average rainfall in both 1803 and 

1804, contradicting some of the qualitative and palaeoclimate evidence of weather in 

these years. Issues arising from the use of historic rain day data may explain the 

contradictory nature of these records. Rain day data cannot give an idea of the 

magnitude of an event. In monthly records of rain day data, five days of intermittent 

low rainfall is represented no differently than five days of consecutive heavy rain. The 

lack of complete rainfall measurements in this period means that our understanding of 

rainfall variations during this period is incomplete.  
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Figure 3.2: Rain Days at Sydney, 1803–1805, published in the Sydney Gazette. The historical 
meteorological data (light blue columns) are compared to the mean number of days of rain ! 1 mm, 
recorded at Observatory Hill, Sydney (Station 066062) from 1961–1990 (dark blue columns).  

 

In addition to meteorological observations, the societal record can also be 

compared to palaeoclimate data. Interestingly, the rainfall reconstruction data 

indicates that the 1802–1804 period comprised years of above-average rainfall, each 

receiving 21 mm, 34 mm and 82 mm of rain above-average, respectively (Table 3.1). 

The palaeoclimate record reflects rainfall patterns across the broader region of south-

eastern Australia. While south-eastern Australia may have been predominantly wet or 

dry, this may not have been the case in coastal New South Wales.  

In the absence of quantitative records, memory was used to create a chronology of 

climate in the early colony. The memories of the ‘oldest colonist’ were often all that 
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was available to settlers who wished to contextualise aberrant weather and climate. 

The Sydney Gazette invoked the memories of the ‘oldest colonist’ in July 1804, 

reporting that ‘the extreme mildness of the present season excites the surprise of the 

oldest colonist. The grain at Hawkesbury was scarcely ever known to be in so forward 

a state at this time of year.’134 This is the first instance in which the memory of ‘the 

oldest colonist’ has been brought to the reader’s attention. Nearly 15 years had 

passed, long enough for long-term residents to become accustomed to natural 

variations in Australian climate and situate them in the context of other seasons. 

Some evidence suggests that dry weather did not affect Sydney society severely 

between 1802 and 1804. In April 1803, Reverend Samuel Marsden wrote that ‘I am 

making great progress in my orchard and garden [at Parramatta]. I have got many 

hundred of different fruit trees and great abundance of some kinds of fruit.’135 Marine 

officer George Johnston’s foremost worry was an abundance of water not a lack of it. 

In August 1803 he wrote that ‘our crops this year look remarkably well and if there is 

no accident by floods there is every reason to expect a most plentiful harvest.’136 In 

March 1804, Governor King remarked that despite his report of drought ‘there is not 

the most distant appearance of any real want’ with the exception being that the 

colony’s stock of pigs would suffer some loss due to a partial failure of the maize 

crop.137 In response to this loss, King offered settlers the chance to sell live sows to 

pay some of their Government debts, rather than letting them fall victim to the poor 

output of maize.138 The sows were not, however, going to be slaughtered, salted, or 

put in store but were to be supplied to David Collins, who had just been appointed 

Lieutenant-Governor of Van Diemen’s Land.139 Obviously only a sub-section of the 

community would suffer from the poor maize returns—wealthier landholders like 

Collins could still afford to feed livestock. Additionally, throughout 1803 the 

granaries at Sydney, Parramatta and Hawkesbury were reported to be full140 and the 
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Sydney Cove tanks were holding water.141 These factors suggest that low rainfall may 

not have been a significant social issue during this period.  

Dry conditions were quite localised, a theory that is supported by descriptions of 

the unsettled Cowpastures district, explored in early 1804.142 Attempts to survey the 

wet, coastal Cowpastures region south of Sydney yielded reports of a large herd of 

wild cattle, which had escaped Sydney in 1788. By 1804, the herd had grown, which, 

to the Sydney Gazette, ‘strongly indicated the more than ordinary luxuriance of the 

soil in those beautiful Valleys and far extended Plains, to whose uncultivated verdure 

they were indebted for support.’143 This article made no report of dry grass, 

oppressive heat or lack of water found on this exploratory trip. On 13 March 1804, 

Samuel Marsden wrote a letter to England describing the Cowpastures region: ‘Where 

the wild cattle feed it is the finest country the imagination can conceive. The hills and 

vales are so beautiful.’144 Again, there was no mention of drought, and he did not 

mention any lack of water or agricultural difficulties in that or earlier letters. The 

impact of low rainfall was by no means widespread in the Colony and highlights the 

subjectivity of historical accounts.145  

By mid-1804 New South Wales recovered, and the settlers worked to restore the 

losses caused by periods of dry weather. Contrary to the rain day data in Figure 3.2, 

mild weather and good rains throughout most of 1804 resulted in ‘[a] surplus grain so 

extensive, that no sale could be had for more than one half of the crop,’ ensuring that 

there was ample produce to supply the market and to feed livestock.146 The Gazette 

went on to report that the winter rain ‘will not only remove the cattle’s present 

inconvenience, but also encourage the settlers in sowing a greater quantity of wheat 

than the want of these rains would have enabled them to do.’147 This is interesting 

because it implies that settlers were not simply blindly planting seed and hoping for 

the best, but reacted to seasonal variation and rainfall cycles, indicating that they had 

an increasing understanding of Australian seasonality. 
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Despite this, the British still had difficulty understanding and defining drought, 

which is clear in the summer of 1805. Although the colony recorded surplus 

agricultural returns throughout 1804, ‘long-prevailing’ drought was reported in 

January 1805. On 13 January 1805, the Sydney Gazette reported that ‘We are sorry to 

hear that the droughts that have long prevailed at Hawkesbury are severely felt, the 

stubble corn being at this time much in want of rain.’148 In this case it seems the 

editors of the Gazette were perpetuating an English view of drought by 

misinterpreting normal summer dryness. The article stated that some heavy showers 

had fallen at Parramatta and its surrounds but ‘in all the other settlements the field and 

garden are so much in want of rain that vegetation seems almost at a stand.’149 Rain 

fell on 20 January 1805, refreshing the crops and pasture that had wilted in the 

summer heat.  

Vacillating between reports of agricultural success and accounts of drought, the 

article does not make a convincing argument in favour of widespread drought. There 

are no ongoing reports of water scarcity, general food scarcity or desiccated native 

flora, and the January report in the Gazette was the only proclamation of ‘long-

prevailing drought’ in that year. It is clear that the settlers still had a limited 

understanding of Australia’s climate, particularly summer heat and dryness, which 

they were quick to label ‘drought’.  

Although some residents of New South Wales found it difficult to understand 

south-eastern Australian climate phenomena, some settlers were thinking about 

human-induced climatic changes as early as the 1790s. Despite his short residence in 

Australia, Judge Richard Atkins seemed particularly attuned to changes in the land 

and climate and was ready to attribute those changes to the arrival of the Europeans. 

Following a hard frost during the night of 16 July 1795 he wrote that ‘the temperature 

of the air is certainly changed since the country has been opened. The frost has been 

considerably more severe than before.’150 Previously, on 12 February 1795, Atkins 

had stated: ‘every year before this we had hot weather but the seasons have changed, 

perhaps in consequence of the country opening so fast.’151 This idea—that bush 

clearing had changed the weather—was not restricted to an upper class judge. 
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Margaret Catchpole, an ex-convict farmer at the Hawkesbury River, described the 

climate of Australia in December 1804, stating: ‘It is a grat deel Coulder than it youst 

to be for the Country is a grat deel opened to what it youst to be for it was a very 

woodey places and so it now onely in sum places.’152 Whether or not these landscape 

changes had any substantial effect on the way weather was experienced in a local 

region, it is obvious that negative human-induced changes in the environment and 

climate was a concept understood even at this early point in Australian colonial 

history. This concept is also an attempt to understand a new land—long-term climate 

variations could not be understood with quantitative data, so settlers like Atkins and 

Catchpole were uncertain whether the changes they had observed were cyclical or 

induced by their actions.153 

3.6. 1805–1809: Severe flooding finally prompts action 

The 1805–1806 summer season was characterised by heavy rain and 

thunderstorms, following a flood in spring 1805 that caused minor damage. At the 

beginning of December 1805, the Sydney Gazette reported disappointment with the 

wheat crop, most of which was lost to the fungal disease ‘smut’. This was added to 

the losses incurred from the flood of November 1805. Water had risen in South Creek 

forcing people to evacuate their homes to escape the deluge. Damage was done not 

only to flooded homes but also to kitchen gardens, farms and the bridges in 

Parramatta, Sydney Cove and the Hawkesbury.154 
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The wet weather of late 1805 and early 1806 was soon eclipsed by the most 

destructive flood experienced to that date—subsequently described as the ‘Great 

Flood’. In the first week of March 1806, the Sydney Gazette reported a minor flood in 

the Hawkesbury River and South Creek. Saturday 1 March saw steady rain cause a 

rise in the river, and by Sunday morning the Hawkesbury had broken its banks, 

inundating the low-lying farms. It was reported that the ‘loss sustained on the low 

grounds from those floods is estimated to be at least 6000 bushels of maize; which 

can be but ill spared, owing to the bad success of the last wheat harvest, and other 

casualties the grain has met with during the last year, from the uncommon weather, 

floods, & vermin.’155 However, the worst was yet to come.  

Heavy, steady rain fell again on 22 March 1806, causing a much higher rise in the 

river. Two accounts, one by Jennett Evans and the other by Margaret Catchpole, 

conveyed the height of the flood and the rapidity of its onset. These accounts offer a 

rare insight into the personal way the Hawkesbury settlers themselves were affected 

by flood:  

‘Mr Evans got the bed with myself and Children up in the 

loft, before day light the water was in the loft when we 

again moved in the heavy Rain to the Ridge of the House 

and thro repeated fireing of Guns a man the name of Pat 

Partland came over the River bank with a Boat and took us 

off the House to Bakers.’156  

Margaret Catchpole had also sought refuge in her loft, before moving to the roof of 

the house and being rescued by boat. Catchpole stated that ‘the weater was a Bout 

five feet deep in the howes at that time it was that depth in a Bout 2 ouers...Great 

Provedances turned up a Boat to sav us from a wattery Grav.’157 In her letter to 

Governor King, Jennett Evans stated that, ‘[w]e think it our duty to inform you of our 

distress as we have lost everything - Pigs, Goats, Wheat, Corn and other valuables are 

all gone and have not yet found any thing.’158After the water subsided, King also 
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described the scene on the Hawkesbury: ‘In their paths, the floods swept growing 

crops, the wheaten stacks of the year before, stock, tools, buildings, and the hopes of 

the industrious, leaving behind in their wake silt, weeds, destruction and even sand, 

which sometimes turned a good farm into a useless field.’159 By morning the rain had 

eased, but destruction was evident everywhere. While waiting for the waters to 

subside, the Green Hills school had become a shelter for the displaced and 

homeless.160  

 
 
Figure 3.3: Baker’s Farm by William Lowry, 1798, State Library of Victoria, accession no.  
30328102131629/9. Jennett Evans and her family were rescued from the 1806 flood and brought to 
higher ground at Baker’s Farm. 

 
The March 1806 inundation was the first major flood reported by a newspaper in 

the colony, giving us an in-depth account of the effects of the unprecedented flood 

and the response that followed. Immediately after the event, Governor King appointed 

Reverend Samuel Marsden, Thomas Arndell, and Nicholas Bayly to calculate the 

damage to the district and report its losses.161 By July 1806, the measurable losses 

sustained by the flood was tallied and published in the Sydney Gazette and New South 
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Wales Advertiser.162 It was estimated that 36,000 acres of land had been covered by 

the floodwaters, 14,000 of which was cultivated farmland.163 In many places, the 

water was estimated to be between 12 and 18 feet deep.164 Together, the crop and 

livestock losses were calculated to cost approximately £35,000. To give an idea of 

relative impact, the yearly wage for agricultural labourers in Britain in 1805 was 

£40.165 Solicitors and barristers could earn around £340 per year.166 The damage costs 

associated with the ‘Great Flood’ were equal to the yearly wages of 875 British farm 

labourers or 103 legal professionals. In addition to economic losses, seven people 

died during this flood event.167 This combination of factors suggests that the March 

1806 flood was a very severe event. 

The loss of the growing crops and wheat stacks was detrimental for farm owners 

and Sydney society at large. Following the flood, the government made immediate 

changes to alleviate the stress placed on the food stores. Rations were reduced for the 

military and convicts alike,168 and Governor’s Orders were issued on the use of wheat. 

King directed a Bench of Magistrates to consider ‘the most equitable method of 

restricting the consumption of bread’ to stretch out the wheat provisions in store. 

Bakers were advised to only deliver as much bread to those ‘off the Store’ as would 

be received by those ‘on the Store’. They were not allowed to sell bread to a person 

who was not a regular customer, unless they had been authorised by an official to do 

so. Bakers were instructed ‘not to bake any cakes, biscuit, nor any kind of pastry 

whatever.’ To break these emergency regulations would risk a penalty of £5 for each 

offence, to have their ovens taken down and their licence and securities forfeited.169 

Steps were immediately taken to ensure that the agricultural losses were not too 

severe. Those who were not affected by flood were asked to give a proportion of any 

reserved wheat seed to those who had lost everything, in the hope that the seed would 

be planted, ‘at which the labour of women and children can be usefully employed.’170 

It is difficult to tell whether people complied but the tone of the editorial implies that 
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the settlers were not as forthcoming as Governor King would have liked.171 King also 

hoped, due to the scarcity of grain and the subsequent rations imposed on the colony, 

that those who owned a kitchen garden would plant turnips, carrots and cabbages, ‘for 

which the present season is most favourable.’172 If vegetables could be grown quickly 

this would mitigate some of the food shortages imposed by rationing.  

The ‘Great Flood’ of 1806 affected many facets of life in New South Wales, 

including agriculture, the economy and infrastructure. Margaret Catchpole recalled 

the longer term effects of the flood. Writing in October 1806, she noted that ‘now this 

place is in great distress for wheat. Last Saturday, Oct 5th it sold at the market for 3 

pounds, five shillings a bushel and Indian corn at 3 pounds 10 shillings per bushel.’173 

In February wheat had sold at 9 shillings 3 pence per bushel.174 George Johnston, a 

commanding officer in the Colony’s marine corps, remarked in September 1806 that 

reduced rations were still in place, despondently adding: ‘I cannot say that our present 

crop has a very flattering appearance.’175  

Environmental historian Sue Rosen noted that later in 1806, as a result of the crop 

shortages Catchpole refers to, settlers let swine into the woods to forage—an added 

impact on the fragile native vegetation.176 People selling their farms in late 1806 were 

careful to note the land’s susceptibility to inundation, with most assuring potential 

buyers that the land was safe from flood or, in the very least, the land was ‘mostly 

safe from the very highest flood.’177 The wet weather and heavy rain that continued 

after the ‘Great Flood’ ensured that roads remained difficult to pass or, in the worst 

cases, entirely impassable.178 Hailstorms and thunderstorms punctuated the rest of the 

year—no mention is made of dry periods—with crop output being marred by vermin, 

excess rain or hailstones.179 Yet another flood was reported in October, breaking the 

banks of South Creek and raising the level of the Hawkesbury River. On South Creek, 
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300 acres of wheat and barley were inundated.180 The colony struggled through the 

aftermath of the flood, and despite many attempts to mitigate its effects, the 

Hawkesbury way of life continued on as usual. 

Following the 1806 floods, Governor Bligh, who had followed Phillip Gidley King 

in that post in the same year, appointed Andrew Thompson to oversee model farms on 

high land at the Hawkesbury, to show the settlers how successful cultivation in New 

South Wales could be.181 The farms were a success, and Thompson estimated that in 

1808 they were to make a profit of £1,065, but he also observed that ‘a common 

farmer who has to pay for everything would by no means have such profits.’182 It is 

not surprising that the farmers on the Hawkesbury continued to struggle, given the 

combination of widespread financial difficulty and the adverse effect of flooding.  

As the colony made a slow recovery with a succession of good crops, discussion 

amongst the ruling elite about flood protection became more serious while fear of 

flood increased. The ‘Great Flood’ of 1806 gave the government pause to reconsider 

the position of settlements along riverbanks in the greater Sydney region. Government 

administrator Joseph Foveaux remarked that ‘no precautions can be taken which will 

effectually secure the crops on the farms of the Hawkesbury from the consequences of 

the periodical floods.’183 Anxiety was widely felt if days and weeks of rain set in at 

the Hawkesbury. Floods were ‘universally expected and the consternation [that the 

heavy rain] excited was everywhere visible.’184 Fear was the only plausible reaction 

for settlers who had nowhere safe to store produce or stock and no way to protect 

homes and land against floods. Despite rising fears, no steps were taken to protect the 

settlers against inundation and it seemed that they could only put their hope in ‘an 

indulgent Providence’ to ‘graciously and miraculously’ avert disaster.185  
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The Colony was spared from severe flood for two years, from 1807–1808, in 

which time farming and ‘improvement’ activities carried on as usual. In May 1809, 

the settlers’ flood fear returned when weeks of heavy rain set in. They were relieved, 

however, when little rain was felt at the Hawkesbury compared with Sydney and 

Parramatta.186 In the latter districts, relentless rain tore at the settlers’ slightly-

constructed homes; roads became so impassable that even those on foot could not 

travel along them.187 Confusion reigned when the Hawkesbury began to rise on 25 

May 1809. The Sydney Gazette described the scene on the river: ‘From the Green 

Hills, over the South Creek as far as Tuckwell’s Lagoon near the Red House was a 

sheet of water, across which Mr. Thompson’s accommodation boat conveyed persons 

to and fro’; and all the lower situations down the River were laid entirely under 

water.’ 188 At Richmond, many of the farms were flooded and the corn in the ground 

was spoilt.189  

Joseph Foveaux and his secretary James Finucane, sent to assess the damage, 

reported that 1,769 bushels of wheat, 785 of maize and 212 of barley were washed 

away. They also found that 233 acres of maize were covered by floodwaters and 264 

pigs were killed in the torrent, along with some sheep and goats.190 Everyone in the 

district was unprepared for the disaster, as the recent storms had only damaged 

settlements closer to Sydney harbour. By now, though, settlers in the Hawkesbury 

region were finally learning the many causes of flood in the river and word had spread 

that ‘many experienced Settlers attribute [the event] to the bursting of a cloud upon 

the mountains, which overflowing the gulph, occasioned the very sudden rise in the 

River.’191 At this time the mountainous region and the land beyond was unsettled, 

leaving the Hawkesbury farmers unaware of flooding rains in the surrounding 

districts. 

Following the May 1809 inundation, relief efforts were immediately organised by 

the government in an attempt to prevent famine and to ensure that the season for 

replanting was not wasted. William Paterson, appointed Governor of New South 

Wales only five months earlier, was aware that ‘this disaster happen[ed] at a time 
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when most of the Settlers had cropped their grounds, immediately ordered every 

assistance from the other Settlements, to facilitate the clearing and sowing the ground 

anew.’192 While he also made arrangements for 200 tonnes of wheat to be imported 

from Bengal,193 Colonel Foveaux and James Finucane again assessed the damage and 

helped organise relief operations for the affected settlers. To help the replanting effort 

they brought with them ‘150 convicts, 50 draught bullock and their drivers, a number 

of ploughs, harrows and harness, a quantity of cloaths [sic], bedding, tents etc etc and 

a large supply of wheat for seed from the public magazines.’194 Swift action by the 

government meant that the crops that the colony relied on would not fail in 1809 due 

to flood or by inaction of the settlers. 

With each successive flood, the colonists found ways to ensure crop and stock 

losses were kept to a minimum. This is particularly evident in the reaction to the May 

1809 flood. Archibald Bell, a resident magistrate, immediately gave orders regarding 

travel to and from the district and the slaughter of livestock in order to circumvent any 

unlawful stock loss. Bell’s temporary regulation prohibited the slaughtering of any 

livestock without his permission. A penalty of £10 would be ordered for the first 

animal and £20 for each offence thereafter. All loose and unclaimed stock was to be 

kept at Green Hills where their owners could identify them. Boats were permitted to 

only use the government wharf during daylight hours. If this regulation was flouted, 

the offender’s boat could be seized. Officers were also given greater powers to inspect 

boats in the district. These regulations ensured that stock, misplaced by flood and yet 

to be identified by its owner, were not stolen.195 By 24 June, Finucane found that ‘the 

quantity of land actually sown with wheat in consequence of the aid afforded by 

Government exceeds by two thousand acres that which was in cultivation before the 

inundation.’196 After 15 years’ experience, rescue and relief operations were quickly 

and efficiently organised and addressed problems caused by earlier floods, averting 

the rations and famine that followed the disastrous events of 1806. 

                                                
192 Sydney Gazette, 21 May 1809, 2. 
193 Lieutenant-Governor Paterson to Viscount Castlereagh, 9 July 1809, Historical Records of 
Australia, Series 1, Volume 7 (Canberra: W. G. Murray, Government Printer, Commonwealth of 
Australia, 1971), 167. (Hereafter, HRA, Ser. 1, Vol. 7). 
194 James Finucane, Distracted settlement: New South Wales after Bligh – from the journal of 
Lieutenant James Finucane 1808 -1810 / edited and introduced by Ann-Maree Whitaker (Carlton, Vic.: 
Miegunyah Press, Melbourne University Press, 1998), 82. 
195 Sydney Gazette, 13 August 1809, 2. 
196 Finucane, Distracted Settlement, 84. 



 109 

Unfortunately, the hard work of the relief gangs was futile when yet another flood 

filled the valley on 1 August 1809. Foveaux and Finucane returned to the district but 

found it difficult to make the overland journey because heavy rain had destroyed the 

roads around Parramatta.197 They had also received reports of the loss of grain and 

cattle on the banks of George’s River and that Colonel George Johnston had lost 500 

head of sheep in the most recent event.198  A settler named Mr. Benn reportedly lost 

‘300 head of swine, 100 sheep, about 1000 bushels of wheat threshed or in stock, and 

a stack of barley, besides a valuable property contained in his dwelling-house and 

barn, among which were two chests of tea and a ton of sugar but a few days prior 

received from Sydney.’199 Dejected, Finucane wrote that ‘the little grain there was 

saved from the former flood, as well as that which was afterwards sown, has been 

totally destroyed.’200 Despite the rescue operations again accomplished by the 

magistrates, using boats to reach people stranded on rooftops, the Gazette reported 

that ‘some lives’ were lost.201 Margaret Catchpole wrote of her distress in a detailed 

letter to England in 1809: 

‘It is to me the gratest of plesher if I can but onces moor 

hav my libety restored to me to return to my owen native 

land for I am all most broken hearted fust with the flodes 

and with fiear…[The flood] went over the topes of the 

houses and many poar crature crying out for marcey, 

crying out for botes… at the time the flood was at the 

haight wee all was in grat fear wee shold be stearved when 

the wheat stackes barnes and houses went many thousen 

buchelles of indey corn was washed away. We make bread 

of that instead of wheat.’202  

Catchpole’s letter gives us a view of the flood not conveyed in official reports to 

England, or in reports published in the Sydney Gazette. Catchpole’s spirits were 

finally broken by Hawkesbury floods and she expressed a strong desire to go home to 

England. Flood was now a persistent fear thanks to the experiences of 1806 and 1809. 
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Accepting flood as a fact of life on the riverbanks was becoming less of an option for 

settlers and government alike.  

Fear of flood was motivated by the settlers’ helplessness. They had no protection 

from rising water, and each time the land was inundated agricultural progress stalled, 

and income was lost. The voice of the ex-convict smallholders is also available to us 

in Patrick Hynes’ petition to Governor Macquarie, who was appointed in January 

1810. Hynes detailed ex-convict life in the Hawkesbury valley and his letter 

highlighted ‘his industriousness and feelings of despair [and outlined] his own 

assessment of the cause of his debts.’203 Hynes’ petition also gives us a unique picture 

of the long-term culture of flooding. Like Catchpole, Patrick Hynes revealed the long-

term emotional toll of fourteen years of regular flooding. Hynes remarked that, over 

the years, his ‘labour and industry proved fruitless and useless to him, he being so 

often distressed of all his rewards.’ He asserted that ‘after every flood [he] had to go 

in Debt to seed and crop his ground to pay for Labour,’ but shortly afterwards, and 

before he could pay this debt, ‘all he would be possessed of in the world would be 

sweepted away from him his grain pigs fowls his furniture beds beding and wearing 

aperal.’204 Without government assistance, settlers like Hynes had no way to pay their 

debts, limiting agricultural success in the region.  

Frequent floods were demoralising and we can see this in the negative language 

used by Hynes—words like ‘fruitless’, ‘useless’, ‘danger, desolation, dismay’, 

‘hunger, distress, [and] misery.’ The experience of flood-induced famine is also 

revealed by Hynes’ petition when he mentions that his small ration of pork was 

supplemented with native ‘Cockatoo’s greens’. This response is similar to the one 

resorted to during the famine which marked the first few years at Sydney Cove, 

highlighting the dire need of the settlers.205 Hynes’ petition also shows that after 

struggling through regular floods over the course of 15 years, Lieutenant-Governor 

Paterson granted him sixty acres of land on higher ground.206 Finally, steps were 

being taken to ensure that farming could continue in the region, safe from frequent 

and destructive inundation.  
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Natural disasters were not the only source of stress for New South Wales in 1809. 

The colony was still reeling from the events surrounding Governor Bligh’s 

government and the subsequent Rum Rebellion of January 1808, when the New South 

Wales Corps carried out a coup, overthrowing the governor.207 Bligh’s government 

was removed and New South Wales was controlled by the military until the arrival of 

Governor Lachlan Macquarie in January 1810.208 Samuel Marsden, on his return to 

the Colony after three years overseas, noted that ‘the Colony at large has been much 

injured and its prosperity checked. It will require some time to recover from so very 

severe a shock… Money is very scarce in the settlement, the Revolution has checked 

agriculture so much that there is not sufficient grain grown for the support of the 

inhabitants so that we are compelled to send to India for wheat.’209 In a letter to 

Viscount Castlereagh written just after the May 1809 flood, William Bligh disclosed 

that the settlers only had enough in store to last until December of the same year. He 

anxiously remarked that ‘the floods at the Hawkesbury have done much injury, there 

will be a considerable scarcity before the next season.’210 The floods of May, August 

and September 1809 seriously jeopardised the colony’s six months’ grain supply.  

Before the floods in August and September 1809, Bligh was mostly critical of the 

settlers and continued to shift the blame for the Colony’s losses. In May 1809, he 

remarked that ‘the Settlers and Landholders had sown but little grain; and under all 

circumstances there would certainly have been a considerable degree of want [in] the 

ensuing summer, but which, no doubt, will be placed entirely to the account of the 

flood.’211 However, political upheaval, isolation, a depressed workforce and flooding 

combined to make life very difficult in the colony towards the end of 1809. In 

December, New South Wales was ‘much distressed for grain; for four months past the 

persons victualled by Government have been on half the usual allowance of wheat, 

and now the public granaries are completely exhausted…[T]he produce of the present 

harvest is likely to afford but very inadequate relief.’212 The scarcity of food would 
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become further pronounced with the arrival of the new Governor, Lachlan Macquarie, 

and more settlers. 

On his arrival in 1810, Governor Macquarie found that the flood had ‘left the 

public stores without a single bushel of wheat or any other grain…the stores were also 

on my arrival totally unprovided with salt provisions, or clothing, and had been 

completely emptied by the usurped Government of all other useful and necessary 

articles.’213 He reiterated that he did not arrive in the Colony on his own, but brought 

with him ‘a regiment of nearly 800 men, accompanied by an unusually great 

proportion of women and children (in number nearly 500)’ who were all reliant on the 

stores for survival.214 To support both the suffering inhabitants of the Colony and the 

new arrivals, Macquarie was forced to purchase grain and salted provisions at high 

prices from ships that happened to arrive in the Colony from India and America.215 In 

this way, his actions were reminiscent of previous Governors importing food when 

faced with famine and dwindling stores following a severe flood. However, the 

government’s further handling of the flood response was unique. Rather than 

shrugging off the experience as a malign act of ‘Providence’ and hoping for better 

luck in the following year, direct action was taken.216 !

It was William Paterson, Lieutenant-Governor of New South Wales in 1809, who 

finally came to a decision about how to tackle the problem of flooding, 14 years after 

his initial, negative assessment of the Hawkesbury region. Governor Macquarie 

officially endorsed Paterson’s plan with some changes when he arrived in the colony 

in 1810.217 Paterson wrote: 
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 ‘I have thought it my duty to give every possible 

encouragement to the cultivation of the forest lands, and 

have, therefore, made a considerable number of grants to 

such persons as, from their good characters and habits of 

industry, I judged deserving of such indulgences, and to 

those settlers who expressed a desire of relinquishing their 

farms on the rivers in exchange for others not liable to the 

same destructive accident, and I make no doubt but that 

the motives that have induced me to adopt this measure 

will meet your Lordship's entire approbation.’218  

Finally, one of the largest governmental responses to flooding in the Hawkesbury 

basin was to offer settlers the chance to relocate to the ‘forest lands’, close to the river 

but out of reach of flood. The new settlement incorporated the safety of higher ground 

and the fertility of the alluvial soil along the riverbanks, which could not be 

abandoned altogether. Following on from Paterson’s suggestion, Macquarie marked 

out five new townships—Windsor, Richmond, Pitt Town, Wilberforce and 

Castlereagh. Macquarie’s official Government Orders included more detail than was 

put forward by Paterson and offered two types of settlement in the hill-top towns. 

People could still keep their farms along the river but would be able to build new 

houses and outbuildings on land that would not be flooded. 219  

In addition to provisions for established settlers, cultivation of the ‘Forest Lands’ 

was an added bonus that accompanied the establishment of the new towns. The 

situation of the new farms could afford the farmer ‘the cheerful prospect of good and 

plentiful harvests, secure from the Calamity of the Floods,…add to the Internal 

Resources of the Colony, and at all times Insure a sufficiency of grain to meet the 

entire consumption of the inhabitants.’220 The natural advantages that the uncultivated 

forests would give the Colony needed to be managed so Macquarie ‘deemed it a 

measure of the greatest importance to give grants of land in the various parts of the 

Colony out of the reach of these calamitous inundations to such free people, or well 

behaved convicts…whose habits of industry gave fair promise for their improving the 
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internal resources of the Colony.’221 By April 1810, at the request of Viscount 

Castlereagh, Secretary of State for War and the Colonies in England, the construction 

of a new public granary on the hills was also underway.222 

A change in political leadership saw a change in the government’s flood response. 

Macquarie was still a recent arrival in the colony, settling after the flood of 1809. He 

had not yet witnessed the devastation wrought by repeated floods first hand, nor was 

he intimately acquainted with the persistent negative views of the ex-convict settlers 

in the Hawkesbury river district. Paterson and Macquarie’s flood response eclipsed 

the reactionary measures that were often resorted to when floods occurred between 

1795 and early 1809. Grace Karskens states that ‘For governors…the lessons of the 

rivers finally sank in [and] in the end the waters forced new official settlement into 

the higher, drier forest ground away from the rivers.’223 This is true, but for many 

leaders of the colony the lessons of flood were ignored in the face of financial 

constraints, social prejudices and a tendency to view severe weather events as a rarity 

of Australia’s ‘fine’ climate. Within a year of his arrival Macquarie had instigated 

proactive flood-damage mitigation measures in a way that had not been raised by any 

of the governors that came before him. 

3.7. The Droughts of 1809–1811 and 1813–1815: Changing the 
Face of the Colony 

Early Australian colonial historians often describe drought as a ‘push’ factor for 

exploration of the western plains from the year 1810 without really describing the 

influence or extent of drought during this time. Geoffrey Bolton argues that ‘the 

colonial experience of two early droughts in Australian history, 1810–1812 and 1819–

1820, prompted exploration and settlement of land beyond the Blue Mountains and 

land to the south of Sydney Cove.’224 Historian Chris Cunningham also argues that 

drought between 1810 and 1813 was a factor that forced settlement beyond the coastal 
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plain.225 This thesis assesses these claims by exploring accounts of climate between 

1809 and 1815. 

In January 1809, the Gazette announced that a stretch of several hot days in 

December 1808 had damaged the hop plantation and noted that ‘the continued 

drought’ still affected the crop.226 It was also reported that, ‘owing to the 

drought…the whole of the early maize at and about Kissing Point and grounds 

adjacent is totally parched.’227 Rain in late January sparked renewed growth in the 

kitchen gardens and farms and prevented the total loss of the maize crop.228 However, 

crops and gardens were again parched until refreshed by rains in late February.229 The 

dry summer of 1809, referred to as a drought by the Sydney Gazette, caused little 

damage in comparison to the devastating floods on the Hawkesbury River in May and 

August 1809. The weather systems that brought flooding rains to New South Wales in 

1809 may not have brought enough consistent rainfall throughout the year to classify 

it as a year of above-average rainfall. 

The term ‘drought’ appears again in 1810 but the reported lack of rain did not 

seem to have a severe impact on the colony in terms of agriculture, pastoralism or 

water supply. Although ‘long-prevailing drought’ was reported in February 1810,230 

by April there was ‘every appearance of a very abundant harvest of maize.’231 Dry 

weather was not mentioned again until late September 1810, when the Gazette 

reported that commercial and private crops were affected by drought. The wheat crop 

was growing slowly and vegetable supplies were low.232 The crop deficit was short-

lived, however. In October 1810, Governor Macquarie was happy with the progress of 

the colony and reported that there ‘is at present a fair prospect of a good and plentiful 

harvest. The horned cattle and sheep are fast increasing, and the general state of the 

Colony is prosperous and improving.’233 It appears that vegetable crops were most 

affected by the periods of dry weather of 1809–1810. The rainfall deficiency detected 
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in the palaeoclimate record of 1809 and 1810 does not seem to have had a strong 

social impact. 

In Sydney, the effects of a dry summer were compounded because of a lack of 

fresh water in the Tank Stream. Inflows were not only reduced by hot and dry 

weather, but sand had been washed into the tanks following the heavy downpours of 

autumn and winter 1809.234 People washing clothes in the stream, ignoring 

government orders to keep the water clean, polluted what little water was left.235 

References to drought in 1810 do not accompany examples of sustained water 

shortage, livestock and pasture loss, or major harvest failure. Rather, they coincide 

with short-term periods of little or no rain, which were not ideal, but hardly 

devastating. 

The effects of low rainfall are more evident in early 1811 than in the 1809–1810 

period. While ‘Bountiful Providence’ had blessed the colony with a good harvest in 

January,236 by March 1811, the water tanks at Sydney were nearly empty. The maize 

crop did not recover from a chronic lack of water.237 People were collecting water 

from ‘small cavities in the spring course above the Tanks, which has afterwards been 

sold at from four-pence to six-pence per pail.238 The colonists hoped that the winter 

rains would soon relieve water shortages but were also anxious about the rain that 

would fall. In their minds, the winter rains were ‘expected to fall very heavy after so 

long a drought.’239 Weather improved in mid July 1811 ensuring a good supply of 

vegetables and abundant poultry.240 The wheat crop was promising but fears 

surrounding future drought resulted in Governor Macquarie ordering a precautionary 

supply of wheat from Bengal.241 The extra provisions in store could offset any 

problems caused by drought or dry weather.  

By October 1811, the Sydney Gazette was comparing the weather they were 

experiencing to the colony’s earliest dry period. According to the Gazette, the last 
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shower of rain in the colony was on 27 August and only lasted about a day.242 

Worriedly, they remembered that ‘the new colonists suffered a parching thirst for 

several months [in 1789], the springs from which they had been before supplied either 

failing totally, or yielding scarcely a sufficiency to support nature: numbers of flying 

foxes and squirrels, parrots, and birds of all the various species, flocked from the 

interior to the sea-coast, and perished as they flew.’243 They were comparing their 

present situation to the dry winter of 1789, recalling the very worst effects of the 

major 1790–1793 drought that followed and predicting that the situation in 1811 

would only get worse.  People were asked to pray against the return of severe drought, 

and were advised that ‘a cautious use of what we have remaining of the last year’s 

produce from the field must at the present period of uncertainty be esteemed a moral 

duty.’244 Luckily, the weather turned around with the onset of summer 1811–1812, 

ensuring the crops’ health.245 The Gazette’s assessment of the weather highlights the 

long-term psychological impact of the 1790–1793 drought and the way that fear of a 

similar event lingered nearly 20 years on.  

The palaeoclimate records indicate a severe rainfall deficiency in south-eastern 

Australia in 1812, coinciding with a strong El Niño (Table 3.1). The historic record 

from coastal New South Wales, however, paints a very different picture. The Sydney 

Gazette was pleased that the ‘incessant rains’ of March 1812 had not led to a flood in 

the Hawkesbury River.246 The abundance of water, however, had encouraged 

caterpillars to breed in plague proportions.247 In July, Governor Macquarie wrote to 

the Earl of Liverpool reporting that New South Wales was ‘in a flourishing and 

improving state’248 while continuous rains in winter were deemed to be ‘very 

uncommon.’249 Crops were successful, with wheat and other grain crops produced in 

quantities ‘greater than was ever known before.’250 Governor Macquarie may be 

guilty of a little hyperbole regarding his statement on crops but it does indicate that 

agricultural activities were successful in 1812. It is possible that while rainfall was 
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average in the greater Sydney area during this year, drought was occurring in other 

regions of south-eastern Australia.  

In August 1813, the Sydney Gazette reported a ‘long prevailing drought’ that 

continued until 1815, and the evidence suggests that the use of the term was 

warranted.251 This time, the lack of water was so severe that the pasture withered and 

livestock numbers dropped dramatically.252 Ewes could not feed their lambs, and 

cattle ‘perished in the mud on the exhausted borders of their usual watering places.’253 

The cattle that did survive were described as ‘generally poor’ in condition and sold 

for a low price. Sheep and pigs fared a little better, described as being in ‘fair 

condition.’254 Between 1813 and 1815, sales at the markets and yearly fairs 

diminished, and poor attendance was blamed squarely on the drought.255 Governor 

Macquarie described the drought as extraordinary and was surprised by the effect on 

the water supply. He remarked that ‘the ponds and even the rivers, which in other 

seasons have supplied water enough for the use of the cattle, totally failed on this 

occasion … an alarming mortality has taken place, not only in the herds belonging to 

the Crown, but also among those of the Settlers at large.’256 There was now no doubt 

that the colony was in the grip of a serious drought, as cattle continued to die from 

thirst and hunger into June 1815, and rainfall remained poor until August 1815.257  

The drought not only had a dramatic impact on water supplies, pasture and 

livestock but also on crop yields. In fact, farmers reported disappointing harvests in 

the years 1813, 1814 and 1815. While the first harvest of 1813 was adequate, crops 

reaped in December were ‘much less productive than was hoped for and expected.’258 

The impact of low rainfall on crops was exacerbated by the hot winds of summer, 

which damaged the maize in January 1814.259 Vegetation struggled to grow in the 

poor soil, robbed of moisture by the drought and compacted by cattle and sheep.260 
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The first harvest of 1815 was again disappointing: a combination of the drought and 

hailstorms in December 1814 and January 1815.261 Crops did not recover in 1815 and 

it was reported that ‘the best lands are not expected to yield 20 bushels of wheat per 

acre, while others will be scarcely worth the reaping.’262 It is easy to see the steady 

decline in the quality of crops during this prolonged drought.  

Although crop returns faltered, social consequences of drought like famine were 

not strongly felt because of government policy. Governor Macquarie’s initial reaction 

was to encourage settlers to submit as much grain as possible to the government 

stores. To do this, he issued a Government Public Notice, raising the price at which 

crops would be paid for by the government (10s. per bushel at Sydney and 

Parramatta, 9s. per bushel at Windsor).263 The extra income would alleviate the 

distress felt by the ‘middling and lower classes’264 and would ensure that the colony 

still had adequate food supplies. Initially, this notice was to expire in January 1814, 

but it appears that settlers were reluctant to come forward with their produce. Instead, 

they withheld their tenders ‘to give them an opportunity of exacting a most exorbitant 

price for their grain, knowing that it must be submitted from the necessities of the 

times.’265 Macquarie then increased the price of wheat to 15s. a bushel and the price 

of maize to 9s. per bushel to induce farmers to sell. This measure meant that the 

government received six months’ worth of grain, averting the immediate threat of 

famine.266 This was supplemented by a shipment of 250 tonnes of wheat, which 

arrived from Bengal in October 1814.267  

Grain was not the only commodity imported from overseas to meet the needs of 

the domestic market. Because of the poor quality and declining numbers of livestock, 

preserved meat was being imported to the colony.268 This practice sparked comment 

from a reader of the Sydney Gazette, who remarked that meat now cost eighteen to 

twenty pence per pound, up from ten pence only a few months earlier. The high price 
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of meat was not his only concern—the poor quality imported meat cost more than the 

colony’s best meat did six or seven months previously. He then suggested that the 

colonists should make it a habit to kill and salt some of their meat when the stock was 

in the best condition, rather than watch the quality of the herd decline alongside the 

quality of pasture and availability of water.269 The severe drought was causing some 

people to re-evaluate farming practices and the government’s reactionary approach to 

drought relief. 

There is evidence to suggest that the 1813–1815 drought caused hardship amongst 

indigenous people. In The Colony, Grace Karskens reports on the eruption of violence 

between settlers and indigenous people near present-day Appin, south-west of 

Sydney. A group of Aborigines were caught raiding a maize field in May 1814 and 

confronted by soldiers, resulting in the shooting death of an Aboriginal boy. Karskens 

asks, ‘Had the violence really flared suddenly from nothing, out of years of peace and 

good relations?’ and goes on to suggest that ‘the oncoming drought had caused food 

shortages,’ while acknowledging Governor Macquarie’s remark that the farm raids 

‘had not been carried on to an “alarming extent, or even in serious Prejudice to any 

one individual settler.”270 The possible impact of drought is only mentioned once, but 

it bears repeating. As we will see in Chapter 5, frontier violence accompanied the 

spread of settlement and the marginalisation of the Aboriginal people intensified with 

the onset of drought. Indigenous people, who may have previously avoided raiding 

crops, were enticed by settlers’ farms during periods of acute water scarcity. 

During this time colonists struggled to understand Australia’s climate variations. 

Governor Macquarie remarked that ‘the seasons appear to have undergone a complete 

change in this climate within the last three years,’271 and even went so far as to say 

that the dry weather experienced from 1813–1815 was a ‘total inversion of the natural 

order of the seasons.’272 An article in the Gazette even put forth the opinion that ‘the 

length of the droughts that have been so disastrous in their consequences is 

unprecedented, as we cannot recollect so totally uninterrupted a succession of dry 

weather.’273 They struggled to understand the position of the 1813–1815 drought from 
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their short experience of Australian climate, but did not offer any opinion as to 

whether such a drought would recur. It was simply a hurdle to overcome as expansion 

of the colony progressed. 

Drastic action was required from the government, as the coastal plain was rapidly 

becoming inadequate for the expanding population. By 1813, the population in New 

South Wales numbered 13,000 people, an increase of 10,000 people since 1812274 

Livestock also increased, and in 1812 ‘horned cattle numbers rose by 9000 to about 

26,000 and sheep by about 15,000 to nearly 75,000.’275 The growth in livestock 

numbers was seen as a particular problem. It was argued that earlier droughts were 

not as keenly felt by the settlement because, although the state of the pasturage was 

quite bad, cattle and sheep numbers were much lower.276 Additionally, ‘the poverty of 

the flocks and herds is perhaps owing in a great measure to the numbers herded 

together, which if divided into smaller flocks would do much better.’277 The small 

size of the colony was rapidly becoming inadequate for supporting increasing 

agricultural pursuits.  

Mid-way through the 1813–1815 drought, Governor Macquarie proposed a 

solution to the combined problems of drought and an exploding population. His 

secretary state in a government order dated February 1814: 

‘It having been long deemed an object of great importance, 

by His Excellency the Governor, to ascertain what 

resources this colony might possess in the interior, beyond 

its present known and circumscribed limits, with a view to 

meet the necessary demands of its rapidly increasing 

population; and the great importance of the discovery of 

new tracks of good soil, being much enhanced by the 

consideration of the long-continued droughts of the present 
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season, so injurious in their effects to every class of the 

community in the colony.’278 

In addition to solving the problem of over-crowding in the settlements, Macquarie 

specifically mentioned that ‘the drought and the consequent deficiency in grass and 

water for the cattle’279 was the prime motivation for sending surveyor and explorer 

George Evans and his party across the Blue Mountains in the Great Dividing Range. 

In April and May 1815, Macquarie inspected the western plains region, noting that 

‘the new country fully equalled my expectations in point of extent and fertility of soil 

for cultivation and pasturage, being extremely well-watered throughout, and 

possessing many other requisite capabilities and advantages for settlers.’280 He did not 

directly mention that the new land would provide relief from the drought. However, 

its position in the letter directly follows an exposition on the problems accompanying 

drought in Sydney, implying that Macquarie hoped that the problems of a dry climate 

would reduce once farming had expanded beyond the mountain ranges.  

Exploration of the Great Dividing Range in 1813 was not driven by the experience 

of prolonged drought in Sydney and its surrounding regions. Gregory Blaxland, 

William Wentworth and William Lawson, did not mention drought or dry weather in 

1813 or earlier as the motivation for undertaking earlier explorations of the ranges. In 

his exploration journal, Blaxland remarked that the purpose of the May 1813 trip was 

‘to effect a passage over the Blue Mountains, between the western river and the River 

Grose.’281 Wentworth declared that ‘we have at all events proved that [the Blue 

Mountains] are traversable, and that too by cattle – a circumstance [that]…has been 

hitherto deemed impossible.’282 The discovery, he noted, was invaluable for people 

with large herds of cattle. The Sydney Gazette also reported on the momentous 

exploration, noting that the party was attempting to ‘make every possible exertion in 

their power towards exploring the interior of this extensive country…productive of 
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advantage to the Colony.’283 While settlement expansion was the primary push factor 

for this trip, climate was not mentioned at all. 

 
 
Figure 3.4: The Plains, Bathurst, ca. 1815–1816, attributed to J. W. Lewin, State Library of New 
South Wales, a128133. 
 
 

Geographer T.M. Perry argues that land along the eastern seaboard was plentiful 

and that settlement of the western plains was not a necessary reaction to drought.284 

However, it appears that the cumulative effects of low rainfall towards the end of 

1813 pushed the settlers to seek new land. Despite the availability of land to the 

southward or even further north, drought was a reason for the westward exploration 

that followed the initial expedition undertaken by Blaxland, Wentworth and Lawson. 

Severe drought from 1813 until 1815 forced a serious exploration of the west in 1815, 

with an eye to permanent settlement, which had not been a feature of previous trips to 

the area. The town of Bathurst would act as a central point on the western plains for 

settlement expansion (Figure 3.4). The land along the banks of the Macquarie River 

                                                
283 Sydney Gazette, 22 May 1813, 2.  
284 T. M. Perry, “Climate, Caterpillars and Terrain: A Study of the Grazing Expansion in New South 
Wales, 1813-1826,” The Australian Geographer 7:1, 3-14. 
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was surveyed and the exploration notes reveal an element of caution, instilled by the 

experiences of the Hawkesbury River settlers. The government despatch revealed: 

‘The situation of Bathurst is elevated sufficiently beyond the reach of any floods 

which may occur, and it is at the same time so near to the river on its south bank, as to 

derive all the advantages of its clear and beautiful stream.’285 Out of reach of flood, 

advantageously situated on expansive plains, the establishment of pastoral runs in the 

newly-annexed region could provide relief for the coastal regions stressed by climatic 

extremes. 

3.8. Conclusion 

The Australian climate was not as fine or stable as Joseph Banks on the HMS 

Endeavour had portrayed it to be.286 The optimism the British settlers brought with 

them to New South Wales in 1788 was swiftly challenged by south-eastern 

Australia’s highly variable climate. Severe flood events in the Hawkesbury River 

district were initially described as ‘unheard of’ or ‘unusual’. There was a persistent 

hope that floods were an aberration, an unlucky act of ‘Providence’ and settlers often 

felt that it was unlikely another destructive flood would happen soon after. The 

settlers’ need for a self-sustained agricultural industry and unwillingness to accept the 

true nature of the Australian climate prevented the colony learning from and adapting 

to climatic challenges during the early years of settlement. Frequent flooding meant 

that the settlers amassed debts, which a successful crop the following year would help 

reduce. Abandoning the land was often not an option for settlers beleaguered by large 

debts. For these reasons long-term adaptation to flood was limited in the early 

decades of settlement. Financial and social factors ensured that the new settlers 

reacted rather than adapted to major climate events like flood. This research shows 

that floods were more likely to be endured rather than devising preventative responses 

to safeguard against future events. 

It is clear that intermittent periods of drought between 1788 and 1815 encouraged 

major changes in the expansion of settlement in New South Wales. Even though the 

settlers still had difficulty understanding and defining Australian drought, it was the 

extreme dry events that shaped society. During the 1813–1815 period, drought had a 

                                                
285 Enclosure no. 3 to “Despatch No. 7 of 1815,” 24 June 1815, HRA Ser. 1 Vol. 7, 574. 
286 Joseph Banks, cited in Thompson, Documents That Shaped Australia, 18; James Matra, cited in 
Thompson, Documents That Shaped Australia, 21. 
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strong influence on the development of New South Wales, dramatically changing the 

face of the colony. This chapter shows that while most dry periods were not severe 

enough to impede settlement in New South Wales there was a persistent fear of water 

shortage instilled by the devastating 1790–1793 drought. Geoffrey Blainey argued 

that ‘the penalties imposed by a very dry continent were at first barely noticed,’ 

because nearly ‘all the early towns were built near the mouths of freshwater rivers.’287 

Conversely, this chapter argues that despite the early towns’ proximity to fresh water 

it was drought that made the settlers realise the limits of the land around Sydney Cove 

and, in later years, of the small coastal strip surrounded by the Great Dividing Range. 

However, while drought irrevocably shaped settlement in south-eastern Australia, the 

settlers’ cultural practices did not change profoundly. The effects of drought were 

mitigated by settlement expansion but traditional European agricultural and pastoral 

methods were still imposed on the landscape despite the possibility of future drought. 

 

 

                                                
287 Geoffrey Blainey, Black Kettle and Full Moon: Daily Life in a Vanished Australia (Camberwell: 
Penguin Books Australia, 2003), 36. 
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Chapter 4 
 

No Longer a Barren Desert: 
Climate and Settlement Expansion in New South Wales and 

Tasmania, 1824–1835 
 
 

 

‘The present position of Australasia is interesting in the 

extreme. Little more than forty years ago, New South 

Wales was a barren desert; it is now one of the most 

valuable possessions of the British crown.’1 

Emigrant’s Guide, 1832 

 

This chapter shows that settlers were still compiling weather and climate memories 

as part of a clear learning phase. Memory was the main source of weather and climate 

knowledge from 1824–1835, as long-term meteorological observations did not exist at 

this time. However, European Australians were coming to realise that frequent 

periods of drought and above-average rainfall were a strong feature of the climate in 

New South Wales and wanted to predict future variations. Although the fallibility of 

weather memories is recognised in the 20th and 21st centuries, the ‘memories of the 

oldest inhabitant’ were often relied on to make sense of Australian climate in the 

1820s and 1830s in the absence of quantitative data. During this learning phase, 

mitigation and adaptation plans for future severe weather and climate events were 

limited.  

The Commissioners for Emigration were not necessarily writing about the state of 

the weather or the land when they referred to New South Wales as a ‘barren desert.’ 

The European population of Australia had grown from 3000 in 1788 to 27,000 in 

1824.2 While there are no land use and stock statistics available for 1824, by 1825 

                                                
1 Prepared for Distribution by His Majesty’s Commissioners for Emigration, The Emigrants guide to 
New South Wales, Van Diemen's Land, Lower Canada, Upper Canada, and New Brunswick (London, 
W. Pearson, 1832), 509. 
2 Table 1.1 Population(a)(b) by sex. states and territories, 31 December, 1788 onwards, 3105.0.65.001 
Australian Historical Population Statistics, 2008, Australian Bureau of Statistics.  
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45,514 acres of land was cultivated, with 26,170 acres planted with wheat.3 At the end 

of 1835, New South Wales housed 60,794 European immigrants who had planted 

47,051 acres of wheat alone, higher than the total amount of cultivated land only 11 

years earlier.4 These statistics show a marked increase in land utilised for agricultural 

purposes during a period that was often marked by drought. To the Europeans, this 

increase in agricultural activities showed the transformation of land previously seen as 

an uncultivated ‘desert’. Although the settlers consistently transplanted British 

farming practices to far-flung Australia, they still had an enormous amount to learn 

about weather and climate variations in the arid continent. 

Settlers reported droughts in 1824, from mid-1826 to mid-1829, and in 1835. 

These periods were interspersed with years of moderate and above-average rainfall. 

Despite the recurrence of below-average rainfall, periods of dry weather and drought 

from 1824–1835 were not as pivotal in shaping society or forcing settlers to adapt to 

climate variations in the way that future severe drought would, which is discussed in 

Chapter 5. The wet and dry periods of the 1820s and early 1830s prompted settlers to 

think more about climate variations and variability and question what was ‘normal’ 

weather in Australia. Fluctuations between wet and dry phases motivated some to 

think about the profitability of a wider range of crops and different ways to manage 

livestock but often this way of thinking was still quite embryonic. The settlers were 

only just beginning to make sense of 40 years worth of climate experience in New 

South Wales, and the need for quantitative records of weather was becoming 

obvious.5  

Table 4.1, shown overleaf, gives an overview of climate between 1824 and 1835. 

The 1824–1826 period is illustrative of the sometimes quick transition between wet 

and dry phases, with a short drought in 1824 and wet weather in 1825 succeeded by a 

quick phase flip to drought in 1826. One of the nineteenth century’s longest droughts 

lasted from mid-1826 to mid-1829 and impacted on many areas of life in the colony 

of New South Wales. There were, however, a number of issues that compounded the 

                                                
3 Colonial Secretary: Returns of the Colony (Blue Books), 1825 (4/253), Fiche 2, Archives Office of 
New South Wales. SLV GMF 118 / Box 1. 
4 Colonial Secretary: Returns of the Colony (Blue Books), 1835 (4/266A), Fiche 2, Archives Office of 
New South Wales. SLV GMF 118 / Box 1. This figure is likely to be higher because statistical reports 
were not received from Yass, Mount Elrington (southeast of Canberra), Invermein, north of Newcastle 
(now named Scone) and Inverary Homestead near Goulburn. 
5 David Day, The Weather Watchers (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Publishing, 2007), 4.  
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negative effects of drought during this time. A series of average years in the early 

1830s eventually gave way to drought again in 1835. This decade, oscillating between 

wet and dry periods, challenged and changed ideas about meteorology in Australia.  

Table 4.1: Climate Overview, 1824–1835. Shows a yearly comparison of qualitative and 
palaeoclimate reconstructions of south-eastern Australian rainfall and ENSO phases. The rainfall 
reconstruction column shows yearly above and below-average rainfall in millimetres identified by 
Gergis et. al. (2012), the ENSO column shows ENSO phases derived from Gergis and Fowler (2009) 
and the Rainfall Chronology column shows above-average (+) and below-average (–) rainfall results 
from Tables 2.3 and 2.5 in Chapter 2. 

Year Rainfall 
Reconstruction (mm) ENSO Rainfall 

Chronology 

1824 -38 El Niño (M) – / + 
1825 200 La Niña (M)  
1826 201  – 
1827 9  – 
1828 221  – 
1829 207 El Niño (W) – / + 
1830 131  + 
1831 19  + 
1832 53 El Niño (W)  
1833 -102 El Niño (S)  
1834 -97   
1835 -9  – 

 

Gergis and Fowler’s 2009 research reveals ENSO phases during the 1820s and 

1830s.6 Between 1824 and 1835 only one year was influenced by La Niña (1825—

identified as wet in Table 2.5 in Chapter 2.) and four years were influenced by El 

Niño—1824, 1829, 1832 and 1833. Only two of these El Niño  years, 1824 and 1829, 

were classified as a drought from evidence available in the written record. It is also 

interesting to note that three drought years (1826, 1827 and 1835) coincide with no 

ENSO phase.  

Two El Niño years, 1832 and 1833, occur in years where no below-average or 

above-average rainfall years were identified in the qualitative evidence. Rainfall data 

for Sydney is available from 1832 onwards, giving us a fuller picture of the climate in 

                                                
6 J. L. Gergis and A. M. Fowler, “A History of ENSO Events Since A.D. 1525: Implications for Future 
Climate Change,” Climatic Change 92 (2009): 369. 
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the 1830s. While figures for January and February 1832 were not recorded, 1216 mm 

of rain reportedly fell at South Head during the remaining 10 months of the year. 

Sydney’s Observatory Hill data, the longest-running meteorological record for the 

region, indicates that long-term yearly average rainfall in the city amounts to 1302 

mm. Rainfall in Sydney in 1832 was 85 mm below average. In 1833, rainfall was 100 

mm less than average—1205 mm—and a more notable decline in rainfall is evident in 

1834 and 1835 with falls of 1010 mm and 911 mm respectively.7 

Some of the palaeoclimate evidence, however, does not paint a picture of climate 

similar to that found in the qualitative evidence. The Gergis et. al. 2012 rainfall 

reconstruction identifies a wet period from 1819–1832 and a dry period that followed 

extending from 1833–1845.8 The dry period closely matches the experience of climate 

recorded in written documents, although drought does not seem to have had a strong 

social impact until 1835. The impact of severe drought between 1835 and 1845 is 

further discussed in Chapter 5. The nature of the wet period identified in the rainfall 

reconstruction is not so certain and years in which drought had severe repercussion 

for Europeans (1826–1829) are classified as above-average. It is possible that a 

climate driver like the Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD) was more strongly influencing 

rainfall in SEA during this period. Additionally, the reconstruction identifies rainfall 

across the broad region of south-eastern Australia—sub-regional rainfall may differ 

from the south-eastern Australian average. 

A comparison of weather in Tasmania and New South Wales in 1828 hints at the 

possibility of the influence of a negative IOD phase. Gergis and Fowler (2009) show 

that no ENSO phase was present in 1828. The below-average rainfall chronology 

presented in Table 2.5 in Chapter 2 indicates the presence of drought in 1828, and the 

additional evidence presented in this chapter shows that this drought was severe. 

While drought is evident in qualitative sources, the palaeoclimate reconstruction 

shows that rainfall in south-eastern Australia in 1828 was above-average. At first 

glance this appears incongruous, but the pattern of rainfall appears similar to the 

                                                
7 D. J. Williams, “Sydney’s Climate Since 1788: a preliminary investigation,” (B. Sc. Hons. Thesis, 
School of Earth Sciences, Macquarie University, June 1984), Appendix A7. 
8 J. Gergis, A. J. E. Gallant, K. Braganza, D. J. Karoly, K. Allen, L. Cullen, R. D’Arrigo, I. Goodwin, 
P. Grierson, and S. McGregor, “On the Long-Term Context of the 1997–2009 ‘Big Dry’ in South-
Eastern Australia: Insights from a 206-year multi-proxy rainfall reconstruction,” Climatic Change 
(2012) 111: 932–944. 
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average impact of a negative IOD phase with no ENSO phase present, identified by 

Risbey et. al. 2009. When a negative IOD occurs and there is no ENSO phase evident 

in the Pacific, rainfall is usually low in parts of New South Wales but high in the 

southern areas of south-eastern Australia like Tasmania and Victoria. It is possible 

that rainfall in SEA was both low and high in these different regions at the same time.  

Aside from palaeoclimate reconstruction and qualitative evidence, historians and 

scientists have another way to gauge rainfall in south-eastern Australia during this 

period. In 1816, European explorers first laid eyes on Lake George, a 25 km long 

body of water in south-eastern New South Wales. Future explorers and settlers noted 

changes in the size of the lake during subsequent years. As outlined in Chapter 2, 

Lake George is essentially a large natural rain gauge. In 1824, Lake George was 

estimated to be 6.7 m deep—its deepest point is 7.3 m and the lake is classified as full 

when it reaches a depth of 4.6 m.9 The level of the lake had begun to drop after 1823, 

with the exception of 1832 during which a minor increase was seen. By 1835, Lake 

George was reduced to a paltry depth of 1.5 m—a stark contrast to the 1822–1823 

period when the depth was estimated to be 7.3 m.10 On a tour of New South Wales in 

1836, George Pulteney Malcolm remarked that it was ‘formerly a large lake…but it is 

now nearly dried up.’11 We can see from this evidence that despite receiving some 

years of average and above-average rainfall, inflows to Lake George did not exceed 

the rate of evaporation during the 1824–1835 period.  

4.1.  1824–1825: A Short-Lived Drought Gives Way to Flood 
Fears 

In mid-1824, Governor Thomas Brisbane wrote to Earl Bathurst informing him of 

the agricultural situation in the colony. Wheat had risen to 12 shillings a bushel by 

August due to ‘a most unusual drought.’12 Brisbane was worried that if rain did not 

fall soon, the crops due to be harvested towards the end of 1824 would also be in 

                                                
9 See Table 2.6 in Chapter 2; Kathryn E. Fitzsimmons and Timothy T. Barrows, “Holocene hydrologic 
variability in temperate southeastern Australia: An example from Lake George, New South Wales,” 
The Holocene 20 (4): 586. 
10 See Table 2.6 in Chapter 2; H. C. Russell, Notes Upon Floods in Lake George (Sydney: Charles 
Potter Government Printer, 1887). 
11 George Pulteney Malcolm, 12 July 1836, Lieutenant George Pulteney Malcolm Journal, ML MSS 
5312, SLNSW. 
12 Sir Thomas Brisbane to Earl Bathurst, 12 August 1824, Historical Records of Australia. Series 1: 
Governors' Despatches to and from England. Vol. XI: January, 1823 - November, 1825 (Canberra: W. 
G. Murray, Govt. Printer, Commonwealth of Australia, 1917), 339. 



 131 

danger of failing.13 An agricultural report for New South Wales, written in December 

1824 advised that the wheat, barley and oats planted early in the year had suffered 

from the effects of low rainfall.14 The turnip crop had also failed due to the ‘extreme 

drought of the [growing] season.’15 Farmer and writer James Atkinson reported that 

his pastures withered during winter 1824 and he resorted to feeding his cows hay, 

oats, barley and pea straw.16 The ground in the western districts was hard and 

parched.17 Even farmers in Van Diemen’s Land experienced crop losses due to dry 

weather in 1824.18 Robert Murray wrote to D’Arcy Wentworth, a prominent land-

owner and public servant in Van Diemen’s Land, in January 1825: 

‘The crops here have generally failed and the Island will 

now be unable to feed its own population during the next 

year. The drought has been most surprising. I did not 

imagine that vegetation could go on even at all with the 

little moisture which we have had in the last 8 months. My 

sheep are doing tolerably well but my cattle have fallen off 

lately and I have lost a considerable number at least 50. 

Other persons have also lost in proportion. If we have not 

rain soon I fear the want of it will be most calamitous.’19 

Long-term drying was also evident on the Australian mainland outside the well-

settled eastern districts of New South Wales. In 1824, explorers Hamilton Hume and 

William Hovell made a trip from Sydney to the Port Phillip district, which would later 

become the southern colony of Victoria. Camped near present-day Wallan on 14 

December, 45 km north of the future site of Melbourne, the effects of low rainfall on 

the environment could be seen: 

‘The whole country…had evidently suffered from drought.  

The earth, even in places the most likely to be supplied 

with moisture and to retain it, was parched and cracked, 

                                                
13 Ibid. 
14 “Agricultural Report for December 1824,” The Australian, 6 January 1825, 3; Crop failures were 
reported again at the start of autumn - The Sydney Gazette, 3 March 1825, 2.  
15 J. Atkinson, An Account of the State of Agriculture and Grazing in New South Wales (London: J. 
Cross, 1826), 46. 
16 Ibid.  
17 “Agricultural Report for December 1824,” The Australian, 6 January 1825, 3. 
18 R. L. Murray, “Letter, R. L. Murray to D. Wentworth,” in Wentworth Papers, 1825, A 754, SLNSW. 
19 Ibid.  
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and presented frequent chasms, wide and deep, and 

consequently dangerous for travelling.’20 

The evidence shows severe dry weather had occurred across a large area of south-

eastern Australia in 1824, possibly influenced by the presence of a moderate El Niño, 

resulting in a rainfall deficit evident in palaeoclimate and qualitative archives. 

Although there were widespread water shortages in south-eastern Australia the 

drought of 1824 was not uniformly severe, and there was relief from drought towards 

the end of the year. The harvest reaped in New South Wales was described as ‘not 

good, yet neither is it bad, but may fairly be considered as indifferent.’21 While the 

crop return was average, native grass had ‘grown and seeded with luxuriance,’ cattle 

and horses were in ‘beautiful condition’ and sheep were described as ‘excellent’ in 

December 1824.22 Government reports also attributed the health of the sheep flocks to 

drought,23 as low rainfall protected livestock from the scourge of wet weather diseases 

like catarrh and footrot but was not severe enough to cause death by malnutrition or 

thirst. The governor and directors of the Australian Agricultural Company were 

informed that their livestock continued to thrive during the summer of 1824–1825.24  

The editors of The Australian appeared unconcerned that drought might continue 

for longer, perhaps because rain had fallen in December, reviving vegetation. In fact, 

they were more worried about possible flood damage in the Hawkesbury River, which 

at this time was of greater concern than ongoing drought.25 Destructive flood events 

were at the forefront of settler Christiana Brooks’ mind during the wet summer of 

1825–1826, coinciding with the onset of a moderate La Niña phase and above-

average rainfall in the palaeoclimate rainfall reconstruction. She was fearful that ‘two 

circumstances to be dreaded from much rain in this (and the two following months) is 

the grub and the flood. God keep us from both as either would be about equally 

                                                
20 William Bland, Journey of Discovery to Port Phillip, New South Wales by Messrs. W. H. Hovell and 
Hamilton Hume in 1824 and 1825 (Adelaide: Libraries Board of South Australia, 1965), 66. 
21 The Australian, 3 March 1825, 2. 
22 “Agricultural Report for December 1824,” The Australian, 6 January 1825, 3. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Committee (Australia) to the Governor & Directors of the Australian Agricultural Company, 4 
February 1825, Australian Agricultural Company Papers, Canberra, Noel Butlin Archive, 135. 
Hereafter, AAC. 
25 “Agricultural Report for December 1824,” The Australian, 6 January 1825, 3. 
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destructive.’26 The wet, destructive weather of the early 1800s described in Chapter 3 

was still fresh in the minds of many. 

In 1825, New South Wales experienced average rainfall and periods of unusually 

cold weather. Bathurst was affected by severe weather in winter 1825, snowing 

‘incessantly’ for a fortnight in July.27 The Bureau of Meteorology advises that 

snowfall in low areas like Bathurst is rare, and that ‘in most cases the low level snow 

[is] gone within a day.’28 In July 1825, Christiana Brooks gushed that ‘there never has 

been known a finer season than the present…the seasonable showers (not too heavy) 

which has fallen during all this month have been of infinite service to the grass.’29 In 

November, however, the Brooks’ crops at Denham Court were described as 

‘indifferent’ because they had been damaged by hot winds towards the end of spring 

1825.  

Robert Dawson, writing from the Australian Agricultural Company’s Retreat Farm 

near Camden, 25 km south of Denham Court, was disappointed by the landscape in 

November 1825 despite the year’s good rainfall.30 He remarked that ‘the season has 

been a remarkably dry one and the Country…appears in the most unfavourable state 

to the eye of a stranger.’31 Dawson felt it was useful to view the land in this state 

because it allowed him to see how others kept their stock alive on dryer pastures, and 

to see the way low rainfall affected the soil and vegetation. He referred to the climate 

experienced at Camden as severe drought, and was surprised to find that his stock 

looked well. He had expected that ‘the cattle & sheep should in general be lean, small 

& ill-shaped – I find the contrary to be the case.’32 In fact, the animals he saw on John 

Macarthur’s farm in the same district were large and in good condition. Dawson 

concluded that ‘these facts prove…the capabilities of the Country to support stock of 

                                                
26 Christiana Brooks, 20 January 1826, Diary of Mrs Christiana Brooks, 1825-1830, Canberra: 
National Library of Australia, 1825-1830, NLA MS 1559/24 Folder 3. Christiana Brooks’ husband, 
Richard Brooks, had been charged with withholding stock during the 1813–1815 drought and profiting 
when the prices rose following widespread livestock death (Vivienne Parsons, ‘Brooks, Richard (1765–
1833)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National 
University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/brooks-richard-1830/text2103, accessed 3 January 2012). 
27 Hobart Town Gazette, 17 September 1825, 4.  
28 Low-Level Snow, Bureau of Meteorology, Commonwealth of Australia, 2011, 
http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/environ/snow.shtml. 
29 Christiana Brooks, 1 July 1825, NLA MS 1559/24 Folder 3..  
30 Robert Dawson, Retreat Farm to Court, 27 November 1825, AAC, 78/1/1, 125–127. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
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all kinds in its natural state in the most unfavourable seasons.’33 However, there is 

little evidence to support Dawson’s view that a drought occurred in New South Wales 

in 1825, or that dry weather had a severe impact on livestock during this time. 

Dawson was writing in November 1825, but only a month earlier the Sydney 

Gazette’s Agricultural Report had poetically described the ample pasture and healthy 

animals: ‘The native grass ushers in the verdant blade and mantles the bare and 

sequestered wild with nutritious herbage for the roaming herds and fleecy flocks.’34 It 

is clear that some settlers were still having difficulty defining drought and appraising 

the state of the landscape. 

Settlers in New South Wales experienced a swift change from dry weather to wet 

from early 1826. Flooding in New South Wales’ South Creek, the Hawkesbury River 

and the Hunter River at Newcastle was reported in January 1826.35 The heavy rain 

flooded farming districts and also wrought havoc on urban areas. An enormous storm 

in late January ‘ploughed up’ the streets of Sydney, flooding the Tank Stream and 

giving it the ‘appearance of a river.’ The town of Parramatta also felt the effects of 

torrential rain that had caused the river to rise dramatically. The recollections of the 

‘oldest inhabitant’ was brought into play in January 1826, with the unnamed man 

stating that ‘he never saw any thing in Parramatta like this flood before.’36 Christiana 

Brooks remarked that ‘there has been more rain during the last week than has fallen in 

this part of the world in the same space of time for the last three years.’37  

According to a correspondent from Bathurst, it had rained torrents in the district in 

late January resulting in a flooding of the Macquarie River. The wild weather also 

destroyed wheat crops and killed livestock. The Bathurst Plain was described as ‘one 

vast sheet of water; and I am given to understand by some of the old hands, that there 

has not been known so great a flood for many years.’ The correspondent also noted 

that the crops, up until that point, were very promising but had been damaged by the 

above-average rainfall. Pastures were described as abundant and the native grass was 

‘amazingly’ high.38 The evidence indicates that the weather was very wet in summer 

                                                
33 Robert Dawson, Retreat Farm to Court, 27 November 1825, AAC, 78/1/1, 125–127. 
34 “Agricultural Report,” The Sydney Gazette, 3 October 1825, 3.  
35 Russell, Climate of New South Wales, 93. 
36 The Sydney Gazette, 26 January 1826, 3. 
37 Christiana Brooks, 20 January 1826. 
38 “From a Correspondent at Bathurst Plains, January 31, 1826,” The Sydney Gazette, 22 February 
1826, 3. 



 135 

1825–1826 but we can see that settlers were struggling to contextualise the abundant 

rainfall. The flawed memories of individuals were relied on to construct a history of 

wet weather in the absence of long-term observational records. 

The wet weather continued throughout February 1826. During that month, the 

sheep at the Australian Agricultural Company’s Bringelly farm had suffered from the 

continuous rain that had fallen after shearing, resulting in the death of ewes on the 

farm.39 Thomas Arndell Jr.—the son of the First Fleet surgeon and influential 

Hawkesbury landowner Thomas Arndell—wrote that he and his family had recently 

experienced four floods at Cattai Creek, a waterway which flows into the Hawkesbury 

River. He also remarked that they had not yet had a chance to plough any of their land 

as the previous ten weeks were too wet.40 Arndell did not, however, seem concerned 

that this very wet period heralded a return of the frequent devastating floods 

experienced at the Hawkesbury in the early 1800s.41 Farm overseer Michael 

Hindmarsh, in a letter written to his cousin in February 1826, noted that the crops of 

1825 and early 1826 were ‘pretty good’ but had been greatly damaged by wet weather 

that coincided with harvest time.42 This is further corroborated by news from The 

Sydney Gazette stating that the heavy rain had caused flooding in the Hunter River at 

Newcastle, destroying 100 acres of maize.43  Hindmarsh observed that ‘with the 

exception of two or three days we have had continued rain since Christmas which 

terminated in flooding the low lands of the Hawkesbury,’44 corroborating the account 

of Arndell. Here we may be able to see the effects of a La Niña event lingering over 

summer. This is not unusual, as ENSO events often straddle two calendar years.45  

The heavy rain of early 1826 encouraged plant growth and rainfall appeared to be 

steady until the spring. Van Diemonians also reported a wet spring, noting that ‘the 

weather has been singularly wet and inclement.’46 This meant that the recently sown 

                                                
39 Robert Dawson to Directors, 4 February 1826, AAC, 78/1/1, 152.  
40 Thomas Arndell Jnr to Lancelot Edward Threlkeld, 20 February 1826, Lancelot Edward Threlkeld - 
Letters from Thomas Arndell and Other Papers, 1824-40, 1902, SLNSW, 1824-40, 1902, ML MSS 
7527. Thomas Arndell Jr. was the son of Thomas Arndell Sr., who played an important role in rescue 
and relief efforts following the early Hawkesbury River floods. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Michael Hindmarsh, 12 February 1826, Michael Hindmarsh Papers, 1824-61, Sydney, SLNSW, ML 
MSS A 3164, CY 1678. 
43 “Australasian Politics,” The Sydney Gazette, 4 February 1826, 2.  
44 Michael Hindmarsh, 12 February 1826. 
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wheat crops on the Island were looking healthy and ‘covering the ground.’47 In 

November 1826, Christiana Brooks remarked that ‘harvest has commenced in most 

parts of the colony and promises to be abundant.’48 The Monitor confirmed her 

statement and showed that the benefits of rain were felt in other agricultural districts 

of New South Wales as well, reporting that ‘the harvest has commenced on the banks 

of Upper Hunter’s River some weeks past; wheat is heavy in ear, and good crops it is 

reported will be the settler’s portion this year in that district.’49  

Unfortunately, the heavy rainfall had a detrimental effect on some sheep flocks, 

which can become very susceptible to foot diseases during periods of wet weather.50 

Wealthy landowner William Macarthur gave an account of the effect of wet and cold 

weather on sheep raising operations near Bathurst in September 1826:  

‘Altho’ the winter has been unprecedentedly severe and 

cold it has produced no ill effects amongst our flocks, or 

any other except those of the inexperienced persons, who 

injudiciously depastured their flocks in a cold wet season 

on low marshy ground when they became infected with the 

rot.’51  

Macarthur wrote that Phillip Parker King had lost 2,000 sheep because they were kept 

on ‘low wet pastures’ but the Hassall brothers, Samuel, Jonathan, James and Thomas, 

who kept sheep in the same district as King, did not suffer any great flock losses in 

1826. Their mother, Elizabeth Hassall, however, kept her sheep on pastures similar to 

the ones used by King and her sheep were also severely affected by footrot.52  

The winter of 1826 was reportedly ‘cold beyond anything ever felt’ in New South 

Wales before.53 A farm overseer, Robert Lowe, had watched many of his lambs die 

during the bitter cold:  
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‘The winter is very severe and allowed by the old hands to 

be the most intense of any yet experienced…not a blade of 

grass to be seen and the old nearly all burnt up by 

thoughtless shepherds…I am doubtful about being able to 

get over Abercrombie River [south of Bathurst] as it is 

reported a deal of snow and rain have fallen in those 

parts.’54  

The Abercrombie River has its headwaters in the Blue Mountains, eventually joining 

the Lachlan River west of the Dividing Range. Christiana Brooks also remarked on 

the unusual cold weather experienced to the east of the mountains in July 1826, 

stating that ‘we have frequently had ice of ! an inch thickness at twelve o’clock in 

the day.’55 In Van Diemen’s Land, ‘the frost and snow have been more prevalent in 

the interior than usual.’56 It is possible that these conditions were a result of the La 

Niña event bringing cooler temperatures to south-eastern Australia.  

Later in 1826, spring rains bolstered the flow of water in creeks around greater 

Sydney, with water in the South Creek reportedly rising level with the bridge at 

Windsor in September 1826.57 Some farms along the South Creek were inundated, 

resulting in the total loss of their wheat crops.58 Flooding rains in October caused the 

Cowpasture [Nepean] River to rise fifty feet (15 metres). Settlers looked on with 

interest, expecting the bridge that spanned the river to be swept away by the heavy 

flood. The Monitor stated that river floods never uprooted trees until the water rose 

above the banks. The architect of the Cowpasture Bridge, a convict named 

Wainwright, built the span below the top of the banks so that when the water rose 

above the banks debris was expected to flow over the top of the bridge. It was hoped 

that debris would be washed down the river as the flood waters receded. As the bridge 

survived the flood, The Monitor wrote ‘too much praise cannot be given to those who 

have had the planning and execution of this new Cowpasture Bridge. The problem of 

building a bridge ‘which could resist floods,’ is now solved.59 It is clear that 
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mitigation of flood damage was a priority over drought concerns for settlers during 

the mid-1820s, with floods featuring strongly in the climate memory of settlers in 

New South Wales. 

Interestingly, by November 1826 a scarcity of vegetables was reported in the 

Sydney Gazette. Other produce did not appear to be in short supply—in fact, 

‘luxuriant fruit’ was described as abundant.60 The dry weather was affecting some 

crops more than others, which had benefited from the good rainfall throughout the 

year.61 The explorer Charles Sturt noted that ‘the year 1826 was remarkable for the 

commencement of one of those fearful droughts to which we have reason to believe 

the climate of New South Wales is periodically subject.’62 Similar to today, good 

rainfall was not uniform throughout New South Wales. In December 1826, while the 

grain supply to the Sydney market was described as ‘rather considerable’, settlers ‘in 

the interior’ had reported a crop failure.63 By December low water and pasture 

availability were affecting cattle, conflicting with reports of rain from the 

Cowpastures district.64  

4.2. Excess Growth and Dry Weather: A Recipe for Bushfire  

Following wet conditions in 1825–1826 the descent into drought was quick, 

ushered in by an enormous bushfire that surrounded Sydney in November 1826. The 

very good rainfall along the coast of New South Wales in 1825 encouraged abundant 

vegetation growth. As the rains gave way to drier weather towards the end of 1826, 

bushfires became a problem. This combination of heavy rainfall and subsequent heat 

was blamed for the blazes that enveloped Sydney in November 1826:  

‘[This weather] occasioned such increased growth of the 

indigenous grass and herbage, which became so dry and 

parched by the long drought we have since suffered from, 

as to form a most destructive conductor of accidental fires 

over a great part of the pasturage on this side of the 
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mountains…The occasional high winds, during the two 

last months, spread these fires far and wide, with no trivial 

loss and danger to some of our rural population.’65  

On 24 November 1826 fires ignited around Sydney and its satellite towns. These fires 

were notable ‘from their magnitude, and the unusual range of land through which they 

extended.’ Woolloomooloo was ablaze,66 and Sydney Harbour’s north shore was also 

alight. Fires were reported in the western towns (now suburbs) of Liverpool and 

Parramatta, and to the south in Petersham and Kingsgrove. Bushfires even sprang up 

as far north as Wilberforce—60km from Sydney on the Hawkesbury River. It must 

have seemed as if the town was completely surrounded by fire. Private property was 

damaged, livestock killed, and crops burnt. Public utilities like bridges were also 

destroyed. The Australian alleged that ‘it is calculated that the loss of property by the 

fire is greater than ever known before in the Colony, by a similar event.’67  

 

Figure 4.1: Wolomoloo [sic] [Springfield House], by Charles Rodius, 1832, DL Pd 258, State Library 
of New South Wales. Although Woolloomooloo is now an inner-city suburb of Sydney, in the early 
1800s colonial properties were shared with emus and kangaroos. 
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The 1826 fires were whipped up by hot north winds and high temperatures, which 

some stated ‘excelled all that we ever experienced in the Colony.’68 On board the 

Volage (presumably anchored in Sydney Harbour) the thermometer was 106ºF (41ºC) 

in the shade. Onshore reports ranged between 98ºF and 104ºF (37ºC and 40ºC), 

indicating that the weather was very hot but also suggesting problems with 

thermometer exposure.69 The Sydney Gazette pronounced that ‘Sydney was more like 

the mouth of Vesuvius than any thing else.’70 Without 20th century refrigeration, 

plentiful running water or electricity to power fans and air conditioners the heat 

certainly would have been unbearable. The Gazette echoed the sentiments of The 

Australian, remarking that ‘never before was any thing equal to the devastation which 

the fire has effected; the grass is destroyed for miles upon miles, and the trees are 

continually falling.’71 The spread of the fire was enormous, and the appearance of the 

scorched land surrounding Sydney Harbour quite shocking: ‘At a distance of a mile 

from the Heads [of Sydney Harbour, along South Head Road], the spectator comes to 

a spot from which he can behold nothing but rock blackened with the effects of fire.’72  

Classified advertisements show that bushfires were problematic during the 1826–

1827 summer season in greater New South Wales. One resident of Bathurst was 

offering cattle agistment for people suffering from a ‘scarcity of grass occasioned by 

the late destructive fires in the bush.’73 The combination of bushfire and dry weather 

had destroyed pastures on the western plains. In areas that were still stocked with 

cattle, the animals ‘have been put to the severest trials, and can scarcely be kept from 

starvation.’74 Cattle were moved throughout the countryside to relieve them of 

hunger, indicating climate-induced stock migration beginning in December 1826:  

‘Several herds from mere necessity, have been sent up 

Country, to prevent the fatality which has attended nearly 

all the herds within the distance of thirty and forty miles of 

Sydney. It is confidently stated, by the oldest settlers, that 

vegetation and pasturage were never known to be so 

                                                
68 “Shipping Intelligence,” The Sydney Gazette, 29 November 1826, 2.  
69 Ibid.  
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid.  
72 The Australian, 9 December 1826, 3. 
73 “Classified Advertising,” The Sydney Gazette, 6 January 1827, 3.  
74 The Australian, 9 December 1826, 3. 



 141 

scanty, and the face of the Country never in such a 

deplorable plight.’75  

Again we can see that the memories of the ‘oldest settlers’ were invoked, this time to 

create a history of drought and landscape degradation because long-term 

meteorological records were not available. Towards the end of January 1827, a hot 

day and a strong wind sparked fires in the bush around Newcastle and along the banks 

of Lake Macquarie, which ‘presented hills covered with flames, [and] being reflected 

on the lake, are said to have formed a truly magnificent scene.’76 The bushfires of 

summer 1826–1827 heralded a dramatic start to a long period of drought in New 

South Wales that lasted until 1829.   

James Milson, a resident of Sydney, was greatly affected by the fire.77  His 

property was located on land along Sydney Harbour’s north shore, which still bears 

his name. Today, the northern pylon of the Sydney Harbour Bridge stands at Milsons 

Point. He and his family settled at the area in 1824 with a ‘ticket of occupation’. 

Milson was initially granted 50 acres, followed 18 months later by an additional grant 

of 300 acres. Milson stated that these grants were given ‘expressly for the purpose of 

enabling [him] to carry on his business as Surveyor to the shipping in Sydney 

Cove.’78 On 24 November, the day of the bushfire, ‘Mr. M[ilson] was from home at 

the time, and his wife and five children were on the spot … the [residents], especially 

Mrs. Milsom [sic], with difficulty escaped with their lives, though Mrs. M. was much 

burnt.’79 Two years later, James Milson wrote a memorial of the event, saying that he 

was ‘so unfortunate as to have his first house, together with all his papers, furniture, 

clothing and also a considerable sum of money destroyed by fire.’80  

The personal impact of the large bushfire was still felt by Milson years afterwards. 

By 1828, the government had put a claim on Milson’s land. He was unable to 

substantiate his ownership because the paperwork relating to the grant had been 

destroyed in the fire.81 In September 1828, the government decided that Milson would 

only be re-granted a ‘small portion’ of the land he resided on ‘because it appears the 
                                                
75 The Australian, 9 December 1826, 3. 
76 The Sydney Gazette, 4 February 1827, 2.  
77 The Australian, 29 November 1826, 3.  
78 Milson Family, 4 August 1828, “Business Letters, 1826-1881,” in Milson Family Papers, SLNSW, 
ML MSS 6011/1.  
79 “Shipping Intelligence,” The Sydney Gazette, 29 November 1826, 2.  
80 Milson Family, 4 August 1828. 
81 Ibid. 



 142 

Land in that situation has now become valuable from its vicinity to Sydney…which at 

the time it was granted to Milson was considered to be of comparatively small 

value.’82 The tussle continued until 1830, when finally Government Surveyor Thomas 

Mitchell wrote that ‘I have to inform you that it is the Governor’s pleasure that (with 

the exception of the 50 acres [re-granted to you]) you are not to be allowed your grant 

on the North Shore. It will therefore be necessary that you should select in another 

situation.’83 It is difficult to say whether the matter would have resolved differently if 

Milson had not lost his deeds of ownership, but it appears that the government used 

Milson’s loss to their advantage.  

Despite the immensity of the fire and the widespread damage that it caused, there 

is little evidence that adaptive bushfire prevention measures were considered in its 

aftermath. In fact, the only evidence found that suggested people take care when using 

fire in the bush was published in Tasmania’s The Hobart Town Gazette in December 

1826:  

‘We cannot deprecate sufficiently the cruel carelessness of 

persons who heedlessly set fire to the grass and woods at 

this dry season. The soil is thus impoverished – the grass is 

consumed – the cattle and sheep are starved, and 

afterwards wasted by the detersive quality of the young 

grass – the timber is spoiled – and the crops and property 

of the settlers generally endangered.’84  

There was no rebuke or government-issued advice on ways to prevent fire during a 

dry season or summer, at least in New South Wales. Even forty years after the arrival 

of European settlers it appears that disasters like bushfire were relegated to an 

unavoidable act of ‘Providence’. This can be seen in the comment published in The 

Australian, which remarked that ‘great fires in the bush are things of such common 

occurrence, that it seldom happens to be worthwhile making particular mention of 

them.’85 Summer fires were useful to the settlers for clearing bush and undergrowth 

and subsequently reduced their personal clearing efforts. Isaac Roy, a farmer at 

Appin, 50 km south of Sydney, remarked that ‘people get a very good living for 
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burning the woods down to clear for fields to cultivate.’86 Fire was an agricultural tool 

for the settlers and had not yet entered the consciousness as a dangerous natural 

disaster similar to drought and flood. 

4.3. The ‘Fearful’ 1826–1829 Drought in New South Wales 

  

‘During the year 1826, and three following years, the 

agriculture of New South Wales had to contend against 

one of the most fearful droughts with which the earth was 

ever visited since the days of Pharaoh; and it speaks 

volumes for the strength of its natural resources, that an 

infantine community has not only survived the storm, but 

at this moment possesses, in rich abundance, all the 

necessaries, and most of the luxuries of life.’87  

Emigrant’s Guide, 1832 

 

The negative effects of prolonged drought were swift and observed as early as 

January 1827. The summer of 1826–1827 was described as a ‘season of extreme 

drought,’ producing average and stunted crops.88 The summer growing season was 

described as disappointing: ‘the long drought…materially affected the successive [sic] 

growth of the esculent and green crops we have been accustomed to in more 

favourable seasons.’89 The term ‘the long drought’ was used to describe the weather 

as early as January 1827 when New South Wales orchardists reported poor fruit 

crops.90 From the information presented in Chapter 3 it was common for Europeans to 

refer to an average summer season as a drought, but in this instance there is a hint of 

awareness that this particular summer season was unusually dry. 

By the end of 1827, reports of harvest failures had become more common, 

heralding the beginning of a long succession of failed crops. Lieutenant William 
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Henry Breton, author of Excursions in New South Wales, Western Australia and Van 

Diemen’s Land in 1830, stated that Australia’s long droughts were the main drawback 

of the continent’s climate. They were ruinous to European enterprise, with Breton 

using the experience of one farmer who had lost five consecutive crops as an example 

of drought’s stifling influence.91 Throughout 1827, Christiana Brooks wrote of her 

delight whenever it rained at her property. When March was ushered in with nearly a 

week of rain, ‘the most striking improvement was visible – the grass [was] looking 

green, the trees refreshed, and the whole face of the country beautiful.’92 Brief periods 

of rainfall, however, were inadequate for agricultural purposes on the Brooks’ farm, 

which meant that the December harvest was quickly completed in a week, and was 

described as ‘a harvest of straw rather than grain.’93 Their crop return was reduced to 

four bushels an acre.94  

Good rainfall was welcomed in Sydney in April 1828 but drought persisted 

elsewhere, particularly in the western districts where The Monitor reported that 

‘drought extends all the way from Bathurst to Wellington Valley, and eighty miles 

beyond.’95 The mid-1828 harvest ‘produced scarcely grain enough for the internal 

wants of the people.’96 The hopes of the Agricultural and Horticultural Society had 

been buoyed by rainfall towards the end of 1828, which broke up the soil enough to 

allow ploughing and cultivation to go ahead. The same happened with the 

unsubstantial rain of spring 1829 when ‘considerable crops were got into the 

ground…[but] the hoped-for rain vanished, the earth dried up so that the wheat, 

barley, rye, and oat crops sown were deprived of moisture, sufficient to cause more 

than one-half to vegetate.’97 By October 1829 ‘every mind was filled with the dreaded 

alarm of famine’ as empty barns and granaries were common features in New South 

Wales.98 

The impact of drought on plant life was not all-encompassing and many non-staple 

crops were described as ‘more productive than could have been expected during such 
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a scorching drought.’99 While cherries, gooseberries and plums withered, walnuts, 

chestnuts, apricots and nectarines were smaller in size but not as bountiful as they had 

been in previous seasons.100 Other plants grew surprisingly well—peaches, pears, 

apples, figs and quinces were described as plentiful and of excellent quality.101 The 

olive trees that were planted in Sydney’s botanic and private gardens were ‘thriving’ 

and had even begun to bear fruit earlier than expected.102 The Agricultural and 

Horticultural Society remarked that ‘the vineyard appears to have suffered but little 

from the length of drought,’ and added that ‘our climate and soil seem peculiarly 

calculated for the luxuriant growth of the vine.’103 Vineyards were seen now as a 

profitable crop for a region prone to long droughts, and the failure to cultivate it to a 

large extent was ‘seriously to be regretted as a public loss.’104 

4.3.1. The Negative Impact of the 1826–1829 Drought on 
Livestock 

As early as October 1827 stock losses were directly attributed to drought. The 

Sydney Gazette wrote that ‘the drought has been so great in the country that at Bong 

Bong [south-west of Wollongong] one Gentleman alone has lost about 40 head of 

horned cattle.’105 Farm overseer Robert Dawson reported only three months later that 

the Australian Agricultural Company was not suffering too badly from the effects of 

drought. In May 1828, however, he too declared that the company’s cattle were 

‘greatly reduced in condition lately owing to the continued drought.’106 Only two 

months earlier, James Macarthur, a member of the company’s local committee, was 

‘surprised to find the Durham cattle in high condition, notwithstanding the drought 

and the short pastures. The Highland cattle were also in fine order, as were the whole 

of the herds generally speaking.’107 At the end of 1828, Dawson reported that shearing 

was underway at Stroud and that a shearing and wool storage shed had been built next 

to the Karuah River, north of Newcastle, ‘whose ample stream of fine water for 

                                                
99 “Agricultural & Horticultural Society of New South Wales,” The Sydney Gazette, 7 April 1828, 2. 
100 Ibid. 
101 Ibid. 
102 Ibid. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Ibid. 
105 The Sydney Gazette, 26 October 1827, 2.   
106 Robert Dawson, Bowman’s Report to the Committee of Management, No. 2, 17 May 1828, 78/1/6, 
AAC, 195. 
107 James Macarthur, Parramatta to the Colonial Committee, 13 March 1828, 78/1/3, AAC, 67-112. 



 146 

washing leaves nothing to wish for in that respect.’108 Evidently the river was still 

flowing well enough in that district to wash sheep. He did note, however, that ‘the 

failure in the wheat crop in the Colony this year, from excessive drought, is too 

notorious to need any remark from me here.’109 

A planned sale of government stock in July and August 1828 was fruitless and ‘the 

loss of [government] cattle since that period has been great in consequence of the long 

and severe drought.’110 Ralph Darling, governor of New South Wales between 1825 

and 1831, concluded: 

‘It would be in vain to attempt any further sale under 

present circumstances as the distress occasioned by the 

failure of the last crop has been general and has left the 

people without means to purchase.’111 

George Blaxland, a farmer stationed at the Hunter River of New South Wales and son 

of Blue Mountains explorer Gregory Blaxland, kept a tally of the lambs bred on his 

property in 1829. He calculated that 222 lambs were born in 1829 and stated: 

‘I cannot from a casual observation form an opinion from 

what circumstances so small a crop of lambs have 

originated but consider it results in a great measure from 

the scarcity of grass in the lambing season, the effects of 

severe drought and having a number of old ewes in the 

flock.’112 

It appears, though, that the effect of drought on pasture and water availability had not 

been excessively destructive to Blaxland’s sheep-raising prospects. The greatest 

impact in New South Wales was on washing wool rather than increasing stock 

numbers, with The Sydney Gazette remarking that the herds of the colony had 
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increased by ‘tens and hundreds of thousands’ of animals and although their flocks 

could be shorn, the fleeces were not washed well due to low stream flows.113  

Between 1826 and 1829, low pasture levels and landscape degradation caused by 

drought and overstocking were not severe enough to cause stock numbers to fall 

dramatically. Karl Butzer and David Helgren, in the article Land Cover and 

Environmental History, argue that land cover change in rural New South Wales was 

not substantial on the Tablelands or in the Ravine Country from the 1820s.114 In 

Butzer and Helgren’s study, the Tablelands stretch from south-eastern Queensland to 

the Delegate River in northern Victoria and encompass major towns and cities like 

Tamworth, Bathurst and Canberra—prime grazing land from the 1820s onwards. The 

authors admit that the landscape is no longer swathed in six foot tall grasses as it was 

prior to the permanent arrival of European people and animals, but argue that ground 

cover in the present day is ‘remarkably good’ and not indicative of ‘degraded 

landscape.’115  

Despite this, during the drought of the late 1820s settlers noticed a marked 

difference between regions settled by European herds and flocks and those areas that 

remained out of reach of the majority of settlement expansion. In October 1829, 

around the time that the drought began to break in New South Wales, the less-

populated regions adjoining Wollongong’s County Cumberland and the larger stock 

runs in the ‘interior’ were said to contain a ‘greater scope of pasturage.’116 It was from 

these districts that the market was ‘plentifully supplied’ with butter and cheese. The 

agricultural report from Sydney’s Nepean River settlements in May 1829 noted that 

pastureland was unusually bare, greatly reducing dairy operations.117 Drought is and 

was a large determinant of ground cover levels, and qualitative evidence indicates that 

less-populated areas with fewer or no hoofed animals present were far more likely to 

retain ground cover in the late 1820s.  

                                                
113 “Exports,” The Sydney Gazette, 28 May 1829, 2; “Address of the President of the Horticultural and 
Agricultural Society (Signed by Samuel Marsden),” The Sydney Gazette, 8 October 1829, 4. 
114 Karl W. Butzer and David M. Helgren, “Land Cover and Environmental History: The Tablelands of 
New South Wales, Australia, 1820-1920,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 95, no. 
1 (2005): 102. 
115 Butzer and Helgren, “Land Cover and Environmental History,” 102. 
116 “Address of the President of the Horticultural and Agricultural Society (Signed by Samuel 
Marsden),” The Sydney Gazette, 8 October 1829, 4. 
117 “Agricultural Report for May – Nepean,” The Sydney Gazette, 2 June 1829, 2.  



 148 

The Sydney Monitor made a direct link between the migration of livestock and the 

ongoing drought in 1828. Although the lengthy period of low rainfall had caused 

distress amongst graziers and crop-based farmers in New South Wales, The Sydney 

Monitor reported that cattle had increased during this year.118 By moving herds of 

cattle into ‘the virgin pastures of the interior, untrodden and uneaten…affected but 

little by the drought,’ a fall in stock numbers was avoided.119 The Sydney Gazette 

called for the colony’s boundaries to be extended, using regional rainfall variation as 

the basis for their argument. The migration of livestock represented an immediate 

drought mitigation response, rather than an example of long-term adaptation to the 

threat of future drought.  

Good rain had fallen in the counties of Cumberland and Argyle (Figure 4.2), 

comprising the towns Sydney and Goulburn respectively, causing the crops and 

pastures to flourish.120 However, the Hunter River district remained dry (Figure 

4.2).121 Because of the failure of grass in established settlements, it was deemed ‘high 

time indeed that the Colonial boundary was extended, for the settlement of future 

emigrants, there being now confessedly a total insufficiency of good land within the 

old limits, available for the numerous emigrants who have crowded in upon us of 

late.’122 The Land Board of New South Wales recognised that these extensive tracts of 

land outside the Limits of Location were suitable for raising livestock. They were still 

hesitant, however, to grant land outside and even within the Limits of Location until 

the area had been surveyed and the ‘various qualities of the soil were better 

known.’123 Despite the drought and the growing knowledge of Australia’s variability, 

climate was viewed as a seemingly stable factor in supporting extensive sheep and 

cattle growing operations beyond the Limits of Location or in unsurveyed land within 

the limits. The effect of drought on these areas, or the fact that people were expanding 

into these surrounding areas as a result of drought—squatting—was not mentioned.124  
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Figure 4.2: New South Wales’ 
County Cumberland (Sydney) and 
County Argyle (Goulburn) are 
highlighted in green. The Hunter 
River formed the northern boundary 
of Counties Hunter and 
Northumberland and the southern 
boundary of County Durham 
(highlighted in red). The thick grey 
line marks the Limits of Location. 

 
Individuals, rather than government, were taking the initiative to enter into new 

areas for settlement and business, without waiting for government to undertake 

surveys of the region’s suitability. In an analysis of the pastoral squatting movement 

in Australia, historian John Weaver stated that ‘by 1830, squatting within the Limits 

was constricted and vulnerable. Consequently, graziers fanned out beyond the 

nineteen counties and initiated a monumental outbreak of pastoral squatting.’125 The 

role of drought is not mentioned in this article. Weaver concludes that ‘squatters’ 

struggles for interests in the land defeated government schemes. Personal ambition 

and greed trampled over the rules of allocation.’126 Nowhere does Weaver mention 

the combined pressures of drought, overstocking and subsequent land degradation on 

the need to expand beyond the county boundaries during the late 1820s and early 

1830s. Periods of drought during this time had not curtailed stock numbers. Edward 

Deas Thomson remarked in 1836 that ‘flocks of sheep now annually increase to such 

an enormous amount, that large tracts of land are required for their depasture.’127 The 

large areas of ungranted and unsurveyed land available to the colonists reduced the 

impact of drought on the pastoral industry and represented a short-term solution to the 

pressures of drought. 
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4.4. The Economic Impacts of Drought 

Prolonged drought between 1826 and 1829, which led to multiple, successive crop 

failures and livestock death, adversely affected the economy. New arrivals to 

Australia and poorer settlers in particular were quite negatively affected during this 

time. A letter to the editor of the Sydney Gazette in October 1828 revealed the 

economic difficulties that the drought had inflicted on this section of society. The 

author wrote he was unable to pay for his land grants after purchasing sheep and cattle 

for his run. He was faced with the ‘extraordinary’ costs imposed by the drought and 

argued that the Australian Agricultural Company pushed up stock prices.128 When 

assessing the revenue of the Colony in 1829, Governor Darling found that the returns 

were not as high as previously hoped. Many people had not been able to pay the 

Government land and stock debts because of the drought.129 The price of meat fell to 

as low as 2 pence per pound, flour was 20 shillings per 100 pounds and wheat was 10 

shillings a bushel.130 Edward Deas Thomson, a newly arrived public servant, 

confirmed the price of wheat, also noting that by early 1829 stock could not be sold 

because there was nothing to feed them with.131 

In response to the food shortage, the colony called on Van Diemen’s Land to boost 

grain supplies. Governor Darling requested 10,000 bushels of wheat to supply the 

needs of the penal settlements at Emu Plains, Wellington Valley, Moreton Bay and 

Port Macquarie on mainland Australia, and at Norfolk Island, a Pacific Ocean island 

1600km from Sydney. Some settlements, Moreton Bay and Norfolk Island in 

particular, had experienced complete crop failures and were in dire need of 

Government assistance.132 Surprisingly, it was not the government that initially acted 

to import wheat but rather the merchants of Sydney. In early 1828 traders sent four 

chartered ships to Valparaiso in Chile and two to the Cape of Good Hope in South 

Africa to supplement the grain shortage.133 In fact, Governor Darling stated that he 
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was ‘unwilling for some time to take any step on the part of Government to obtain a 

supply of grain’ because he was satisfied that Sydney’s traders could purchase any 

surplus available from Van Diemen’s Land. It is possible that Governor Darling was 

reluctant to interfere too much with imports because of his attitude towards settlers. 

Darling was unimpressed and stated that the ‘improvidence of the lower class of 

settlers, who never make provision for a season of scarcity when they are so fortunate 

as to have an abundant harvest, have exposed this class in particular to very serious 

inconvenience on the present occasion.’134 Here we can see elements of elitism 

marking the need for government support during a climate crisis. 

The poorer settlers and newer arrivals in New South Wales faced much difficulty 

during the prolonged drought of 1826–1829. One concerned settler wrote to The 

Sydney Monitor to bring attention to the impact of drought on the poor. The author 

pointed out that settlers who had very little to keep themselves alive and even less to 

sell at market to make a living were still required to pay road, market and bridge tolls. 

The response to the dry months of 1827 was compared to the many floods 

experienced at the Hawkesbury River over 12 years earlier: 

‘I remember when a trifling flood happened at 

Hawkesbury once or twice a year, they would not allow a 

creditor to sue a poor man until after the ensuing harvest, 

and by that means prevented poor people from being 

ruined. Now, Mr. Editor, this drought is worse than seven 

floods, as it affects every thing, and let what rain will 

come now, there will not be one-third of a crop of wheat in 

any forest land in the country. If our present Government 

was disposed or inclined to take notice of the poor, it 

would never think of collecting rents till after harvest, 

when really people have no means of paying or even to 

procure necessaries their poor children stand in need of. I 

do not mean to say that it is not lawful for Government to 

collect them but it should be done at a proper time, when 
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poor people would have some means within their reach, to 

meet it.’135 

As we have seen, this call for clemency was not met for similar reasons given by 

earlier Governors during the devastating flood years in the Hawkesbury from 1794–

1809.  

4.5. The Wine Industry – Adapting to a Variable Climate 
 

During the 1820s and 1830s, settlers considered establishing vineyards in New 

South Wales in order to make full use of south-eastern Australia’s mild climate. 

Eventually, vineyards would be seen as a long-term solution to the repeated impact of 

drought on vulnerable crops. Despite coming from a culture in which wine production 

was not strong, the possibility of creating a successful wine industry in Australia was 

acknowledged as early as 1788 and the perception of climate played a large part of 

this assessment. Arthur Phillip, who governed the colony of New South Wales from 

1788 to 1795, was of the opinion that  ‘in a climate so favourable, the cultivation of 

the vine may doubtless be carried to any degree of perfection.’136 These observations 

of climate were made very shortly after the arrival of the First Fleet and published in 

1789, when the settlement was only a year old. During this time, Sydney Cove 

benefited from above-average rainfall and the new arrivals had not yet experienced 

their first Australian drought, which would last from 1790–1793.137  

From 1788 onwards, attempts at grape growing and wine production were made in 

Australia’s eastern colonies. Settler and explorer Gregory Blaxland planted a vineyard 

in 1815 and sent wine produced from this vineyard to London in 1822. Pastoralist 

John Macarthur planted a vineyard at Camden Park in 1820 ‘from cuttings gathered in 

Europe several years earlier…Seven years later, Macarthur’s 1827 vintage produced 
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some 19,800 gallons of wine.’138 James Busby, a viticulturalist, recommended 

immigration to New South Wales in favour of Van Diemen’s Land because the wool 

was finer, staple crops like wheat and maize could be grown and settlers could ‘raise 

tobacco & wine here when there is very little chance of them succeeding in Van 

Diemen’s Land.’139 Busby made these remarks in mid-1824, prior to the lengthy 

1826–1829 drought and when above-average rainfall was prominent in the climate 

memory of New South Wales settlers. At this stage, viticulture was not seen as an 

adaptive technique to the problem of frequent drought periods. Rather, it was an 

agricultural option in a mild climate. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.3: Vineyards at George Wyndham’s Dalwood property, 1886. H. B. Ballard, Photographs of 
the Dalwood Vineyards near Branxton, New South Wales, Australia, 1886, Plate 6, State Library of 
New South Wales, PXD 740. 

James Busby’s published work, A Treatise on the Culture of the Vine and the Art 

of Making Wine, written in 1825, re-stated the idea that similar latitudes in the 

northern and southern hemispheres had identical climates and therefore the same 

farming enterprises could be undertaken in both. James Matra first posed this idea 

prior to the establishment of the colony of New South Wales.140 Busby declared that 

the ‘climates which are favourable for the culture of the vine in the northern 
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hemisphere, are found to lie between the 50th and 35th degree of latitude,’ and this 

was where ‘the most famous wines’ were produced. He noted that a large part of New 

South Wales was located within the 35th degree south, but that its climate 

corresponded more with ‘those countries which are in the middle of the vinous 

latitudes of the north.’ These facts were used to encourage the idea that good grapes 

and good wine could be produced in New South Wales.141 Busby published his 

Treatise in 1825, when no long-term records of weather existed in New South Wales. 

He could not, therefore, directly compare Australian records of weather and climate 

with those of Europe. At this point in time, conjecture about similarities between the 

hemispheres and knowledge of good vine growing conditions was all the settlers 

could rely on for guidance. At this time, Busby proposed that the main impediment to 

wine growing in Australia was cultural because the inhabitants of the colony did not 

come from wine-growing societies.142 Severe drought had not yet pushed this cultural 

change. 

An increase in cultivation of vines is evident following the 1826–1829 drought, 

particularly in the Hunter River region of New South Wales where settlers were 

inspired by the knowledge that grape vines were a hardy, drought-proof crop. In April 

1828, the Agricultural and Horticultural Society of New South Wales noted that ‘the 

vineyard appears to have suffered but little from the length of drought, either in its 

productiveness, or in the quality of the grapes.’ The Society went on to report that: 

‘[The] climate and soil [of New South Wales] seem 

peculiarly calculated for the luxuriant growth of the vine, 

and when we consider that proper attention to this 

profitable branch of domestic economy might by this time 

have supplied us with as much, and perhaps better wine, 

than we commonly import from the Cape of Good Hope, 

our neglect, in the cultivation of the vine, is seriously to be 

regretted as a public loss.’143  

Viticulture was one way for new settlers to diversify their crops and could possibly 

ensure agricultural success in a dry season. It is also evident that grape-growing was 
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occurring in response to drought, and indicates a level of early adaptation to periods 

of below-average rainfall.  

On a tour of the Hunter River District in 1835, George Pulteney Malcolm, a 

lieutenant in the military, remarked that ‘almost all the settlers have vineyards and are 

attempting to make wine but as yet not very successfully.’144 One of these settlers was 

George Wyndham of Dalwood, who began planting vines along the fertile banks of 

the Hunter River in 1830 (Figure 4.3). Although many of the first plants failed 

because they were damaged during importation, the good rain of 1831 and 1832 

helped establish his grape crop.145 Unfortunately, by the time the 1835 drought 

occurred, vineyard outputs were lower than expected. However, there was still a 

larger supply of wine than previously because more settlers had established vineyards 

by that time.146  

4.6. “The verdure is truly beautiful” – Flooding in Van Diemen’s 
Land  (Tasmania), 1828 

Newspaper reports indicate that drought was not widespread across south-eastern 

Australia in the late 1820s. In Van Diemen’s Land, summer 1827–1828 was described 

as dry, resulting in an unimpressive harvest further strained by the demand for grain 

from drought-ridden New South Wales.147 The Hobart Town Courier declared that the 

crop reaped during summer was ‘deficient’148 but the newspaper received feedback 

from readers who disagreed—it was apparent that not every farmer had experienced a 

disappointing season. One reader wrote that ‘the crops are by no means so deficient as 

was expected where the sowing was early and in good ground.’149 Although the 

season was reportedly dry, William Kimberly’s farm at Bagdad successfully produced 

25 bushels of wheat per acre, ‘on account of superior management.’150 Good farm 

management had ensured that some farmers avoided the negative impacts of dry 

weather while others suffered. Seasonable rains heralded the arrival of autumn and the 

Courier announced that ‘the native grass has sprung up and affords an overflow of 
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pasture…the verdure is truly beautiful.’151 The ample pasture ensured that stock was 

in good condition and the butchers were well supplied.152 Although settlers in Van 

Diemen’s Land expressed concern that summer 1827–1828 had been dry, there were 

no reports consistent with widespread or severe drought. 

As the fear of famine escalated in New South Wales, bumper crops were reaped in 

Van Diemen’s Land. In July 1828, The Australian reported that George Arthur, the 

Lieutenant-Governor of Van Diemen’s Land, had assured them that ‘ample supplies 

of grain’ were available to supply the needs of both Van Diemen’s Land and New 

South Wales.153 The Australian even declared that so much wheat was harvested in 

the island colony in 1828 that shipments of grain were made to South America, as 

well as supplying the needs of the Australian colonies.154 One of the newspaper’s 

correspondents remarked that more wheat had been sown at the farms around 

Launceston than ever before155 and across the island, ‘a finer season has never before 

been experienced than the present.’156  

This stretch of fine weather was broken in September 1828 when Van Diemen’s 

Land experienced its worst flooding in 17 years.157 In this month, many of the 

colony’s large rivers broke their banks including the Derwent, the Clyde, the 

Macquarie, the Jordan and the Coal River.158 An unnamed farmer near the modern-

day township of Hamilton, 75 km north-west of Hobart, recounted the events that led 

to destructive flooding in his district in September 1828. Heavy and incessant rain 
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began to fall on 15 September, saturating marshes and fields. At noon on 16 

September the River Clyde was running quickly and began to rise rapidly.159 A report 

from Richmond, 20 km north of Hobart, indicates that there had been flooding in the 

Coal River earlier in the year, stating that ‘after a few days of fine weather which led 

us to hope that the floods were over, and spring set in,’ heavy rain began again on 15 

September.160 

The flooding caused widespread damage, particularly in the central districts where 

infrastructure was greater. Some farmers had recently tilled and cropped their land 

and the rushing water easily washed away the aerated soil. 10 acres of William 

Kimberly’s farm were described as ‘a barren waste.’ At John Espie’s property at 

Bagdad, 30 km north of Hobart, large pebbles washed down the stream and covered 

four acres of land. Farms that abutted the Jordan River were severely affected—

Samuel Lanceter, ‘who used to boast that the floods [on the Jordan] had never reached 

the height of his cultivated land and houses since the creation, has had both swept 

away.’161 Those whose farms were inundated carried soil back to their fields to cover 

the exposed roots of their crops and uncovered crops that had been buried with 

debris.162 The Coal River had risen 15 feet higher than its usual level, washing away 

low-lying gardens, tearing up trees by the roots and inundating the Mill Dam.163 The 

overflowing water washed away trees, fences and post rails. Five acres of the Clyde 

River correspondent’s wheat was destroyed and he estimated it would cost £100 to 

repair the damage. He remarked that he would not be able to replant the lower portion 

of his garden until the following year.164 The island’s main town of Hobart did not 

escape damage, with a heavy flood in the Hobart Rivulet washing away a bridge on 

Barrack Street.165 

The flooding lasted only a few days but damage remained unrepaired as late as 

October 1829.166 It had taken over a year—with more time needed—to repair the 

storm and flood damaged roads between Hobart towards the south and Launceston, on 
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the northern edge of the island.167 The bridge over the Coal River at Richmond had 

also sustained damage that was fixed by April 1829.168 The Hobart Town Courier 

published reports of tradesmen charging exorbitant fees to repair walls and roofs 

damaged by the wet weather, taking advantage of people who had no choice to repair 

their dwellings.169 

 
 

Figure 4.4: Richmond Bridge, December 2009. The bridge spans the Coal River and was built in 1823. 
It is the oldest bridge still in use in Australia. Photo: Claire Fenby. 
 

Van Diemonians quickly realised the destructive potential of spring floods, with 

warnings published shortly after the event. In October 1828 the Courier stated that 

‘experience will now teach many that it will be advisable to keep several tracts of low 

land which are liable to suffer from floods, always in meadow land and pasture.’170 In 

the following year, the Hobart Town Courier remarked on the lessons learnt from the 

previous spring floods. Farmers were expected to ‘harrow the seed well into the 

ground, or even plough it into light soils,’ to prevent it from being washed away in a 

similar event.171  
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The Gergis and Fowler (2009) ENSO chronology indicates that no ENSO phase 

was detected in the palaeoclimate record for 1828.172 El Niño did not influence the 

drought in New South Wales during this year and La Niña did not influence the high 

rainfall in Van Diemen’s Land (Table 4.1). The Gergis et. al. 2011 palaeoclimate 

reconstruction shows that rainfall in southeastern Australia in 1828 was 221 mm 

above-average, conflicting with the qualitative evidence from New South Wales 

(Table 4.1). The experience of climate in Van Diemen’s Land and in New South 

Wales during 1828 was quite different and the presence of a negative Indian Ocean 

dipole may be one possible explanation for the divergent climate in south-eastern 

Australia during this time.  

 

 

Figure 4.5: Mean rainfall anomaly (mm) in June–October for ENSO–IOD year types spanning 1889–
1998. The pattern of rainfall that accompanies a negative IOD with no corresponding ENSO phase can 
be seen in the first image of the first column. Reproduced from Risbey et. al. (2009), 3241. 
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As outlined in the introductory chapter, the Indian Ocean dipole (IOD) is an ocean-

atmosphere phenomenon observed in the equatorial Indian Ocean from May to 

November, with the peak IOD period occurring between June and October.173 Risbey 

et. al. 2009 shows that when no ENSO phase is evident in the Pacific, a negative IOD 

phase can cause heavy rainfall in southern southeastern Australia and low rainfall in 

northern southeastern Australia (Figure 4.5). Unfortunately, there are no 

palaeoclimate reconstructions of the Indian Ocean Dipole that include the 1820s, so at 

the moment it is impossible to verify this hypothesis using scientific data. However, 

the newspaper evidence supports this hypothesis and could be a possible explanation 

for the wet and dry extremes apparent in southeastern Australia during 1828. 

4.7. The Drought Breaks in New South Wales: Wet Weather in 
1830 and 1831 

Heavy rain and flooding in 1830 destroyed infrastructure, leading to requests for an 

increase in road gangs. Assistant Colonial Secretary Thomas Harington wrote to 

Surveyor General Thomas Mitchell requesting more workmen to repair flood and rain 

damaged bridges in County Cumberland, an area that includes Sydney, Parramatta 

and the Hawkesbury settlements.174 In May 1830, one of the repair teams was called 

back to Sydney to fix damage caused to the town’s streets by heavy rain.175 Although 

the damage was unfortunate it does not appear to be devastating in the same way that 

the earlier floods on the Hawkesbury were, and was dealt with swiftly and without 

hassle. 

The colony’s bridges and roads bore the brunt of the destructive weather while 

crops flourished under the increased rainfall. New South Wales newspapers, The 

Australian, The Sydney Monitor and The Sydney Gazette, published reports of a 

‘super-abundant’ bountiful harvest in spring and summer 1830.176 The district along 
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the Hunter River, was ‘likely to fill twenty-five bushels per acre.’177 At the 

Hawkesbury, the early food-bowl of the colony, ‘there never yet was known to have 

been such extensive crops.’178 There was concern, however, that the abundant harvest 

would cause a glut in the market. A letter to the editor, penned under the pseudonym 

‘Agricola’, asked: ‘How is a crop of this kind to be saved at the present low price of 

wheat and high price of labour! … How is the surplus grain to be disposed of so as to 

produce anything like an approach to remuneration?’179 

Hunter Valley settler George Wyndham was surprised by the heavy rain in 

November 1830. On November 6 he wrote that ‘a millstream runs from the Lagoon to 

the river. I never saw water in the channel before.’180 Wyndham’s wheat had been 

affected by rust so his December harvest was poor, reaping only 10 acres out of 70 

planted. His other crops were prolific—during 1830 he had raised 300 peach trees, 

390 lemons, two loquats and one olive tree from seed and 80 figs, 40 quince, 

pomegranate, lemon and mulberry plants from cuttings. Unfortunately very few of his 

grapevines were successful but Wyndham stated that the vines were dead before they 

arrived in Australia.181 January 1831 was reportedly wet and in April and May of the 

same year the wet weather caused flooding, with Wyndham’s flat land ‘covered 

nearly up to the maize cobs’ and rotting the bottom of the stems. A lake had formed at 

the bottom of a hill on his property.182 The break in the drought is reflected in the 

palaeoclimate rainfall reconstruction (Table 4.1), with rainfall in south-eastern 

Australia reaching 113 mm above-average in 1830 and 19 mm above-average in 

1831. 

4.8. Explorers Impressions of Climate Variability in 1820s New 
South Wales  

The 1820s and 1830s represent a learning phase for Europeans in Australia’s 

climate history and exploratory expeditions were used to gain a broader understanding 

of climate in New South Wales. In April 1827, botanist Allan Cunningham set off to 
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explore the land between the Liverpool Plains in north-western New South Wales and 

Queensland’s Moreton Bay, where modern-day Brisbane is now located. At the 

beginning of his travels, when stationed near Segenhoe, 250 km north of Sydney, ‘it 

was a subject of surprise to us to find the country at this part of Hunter’s River 

contiguous to mountainous lands so exceedingly dry.’183 They had departed as 

drenching rains reached Sydney, extending to Newcastle and 50 miles inland. This 

rain, Cunningham supposed:  

‘Should seem however to be simply what might be 

denominated a coast rain, since from the languishing 

condition of vegetation, distant from the immediate verge 

of the rivers, and the dusty nature of some recently 

ploughed ground, it appeared evident no showers in 

sufficient quantities to penetrate the surface had fallen for 

many weeks.’184  

This passage indicates regional variation in Australian rainfall. For Cunningham, this 

local dryness around Segenhoe had reduced waterways to chains of ponds. Luckily, 

the explorers were still able to source water from these channels and the dry weather 

made it easier for them to move throughout the landscape, unimpeded by swamps or 

fast-flowing creeks and rivers.185 To the explorers it seemed that inland drought had 

continued for a long time, noticing ‘extensive rents…effected in the ground by the 

sun.’186 Some waterways were completely empty: ‘[which] from their shaded 

situation afford in seasons of ordinary humidity an ample supply.’187 Cunningham 

traveled 100km north of his starting point at Segenhoe, to an area that featured good 

grass and healthy vegetation. The explorers decided that these seemingly unaffected 

places were the result of a rich soil, fertilised with alluvial deposits as there were signs 

of previous floods in the landscape.188 
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Charles Sturt’s 1828 expedition also revealed the effects of drought in the western 

areas of New South Wales that remained unsettled by Europeans. Sturt and his group 

left Sydney in November 1828 with a mission to trace western New South Wales’ 

Macquarie River, reaching the Darling River in far western New South Wales in 

1829.189 This inland region of New South Wales is markedly different to the coastal 

areas where settlement was principally located at this time. On 17 December 1828, 

Sturt commented that the ‘land we passed over was very fair but the drought has 

fearfully affected the vegetation, and the ground is full of cracks and fissures.’190 The 

Macquarie River, however, was still flowing but the water was low and slow-

moving.191 Only two days later, Sturt declared that ‘the effects of the drought are 

melancholy … The earth literally yearns for moisture, and the minor vegetation has 

almost ceased.’192 In January 1829, in the district slightly north of the now-dry 

Macquarie Marshes, ‘young saplings were now rising in [creek] beds…the largest 

forest trees were drooping and many were dead. The emus, with outstretched necks, 

gasping for breath, searched the channels of the rivers for water, in vain; and the 

native dog, so thin that it could hardly walk.’193 It is difficult to categorise this as 

simple summer dryness and Sturt’s description of the flora and fauna in western New 

South Wales points toward a long drought.  

Writing some years after the expedition, Sturt proposed that the drought had been 

useful for the explorers. Despite the very dry years that preceded the trip, ‘it was 

borne in mind…that the wet and swampy state of the interior had alone prevented Mr. 

Oxley from penetrating further into it in 1818.’194 Climate variations had dried the 

Macquarie Marshes making it easier for explorers to traverse the landscape. It was 

during the time of Sturt’s explorations that climate variations were beginning to be 

better understood. In fact, explorations were often relied on to enhance settlers’ 

knowledge of climate outside populated regions. Colonial Secretary Alexander 

McLeay specifically instructed Sturt and his party to make note of temperature, 
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humidity, wind and rain on their journey.195 In the preface to a published account of 

the expedition, Sturt remarked that drought appears ‘from the observations of former 

writers, to occur every ten or twelve years; and it is somewhat singular that no cause 

has been assigned for such periodical visitations.’196 Thomas Mitchell, undertaking an 

exploratory trip of western New South Wales in 1831, was also mindful of the way 

climate variations were expressed in the landscape. He noted that ‘the non-existence 

of any swamp under Oxley’s Tableland furnished another proof of the extreme 

vicissitudes of climate to which that part of Australia is subject.’197 Explorations like 

these were crucial in expanding the settlers’ knowledge of climate variations in 

southeastern Australia in the 1820s and early 1830s. 

4.9. Septennial Theory and Understanding Climate Variation 

By the end of the 1820s, nearly 40 years of European settlement had allowed long-

term residents of Australia to notice and propose theories about climatic patterns, 

drawing on their memories of weather and climate events, rather than quantitative 

data to do so. Settlers were developing a more nuanced understanding of southern 

hemisphere meteorology and climate variation. One of the most persistent climate 

theories in Australia during the early 1800s was the ‘septennial’ theory of climate 

variation. This theory proposed that Australian climate followed a seven-year cycle. 

That is, settlers could expect seven wet years, followed by a seven-year period of 

drought or below-average rainfall. Evidence of this theory appears in newspaper print 

as early as 1822, in The Sydney Gazette, as part of a letter to the Editor from ‘A 

Resident’. The author noted that ‘the oldest inhabitants of this Colony have observed 

an alternate succession of septennial drought and moisture’ and believed that the latest 

‘period of moisture’ was coming to an end. The ‘Resident’ also remarked that ‘the 

years of moisture commenced with the flood of 1805, and continued to 1811.198 In 

private letters written in 1824, farm overseer Michael Hindmarsh explained:  
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‘I have been informed by people that have been in the 

Colony for many years that the droughts and wet seasons 

prevail for 6 or 7 years in succession and I am inclined to 

believe it as I have experienced two years of very dry 

weather in the dry seasons. If it was not for the heavy dews 

which generally lasts til about eight in the morning, 

vegetation would be completely at a stand.’199  

This material indicates that the theory was possibly widespread and popular in New 

South Wales society, appearing across a range of mediums and over a number of 

years.  

The septennial theory was widespread and also evident in 19th century sea-lore. 

For example, when ships were delayed, The Monitor expressed fears the vessels had 

struck icebergs. It was noted in the report that sailors familiar with the south seas 

alleged that icebergs were more numerous in the lower latitudes ‘every seventh year, 

than during the other six.’200 The article remarked that ‘there appears to us some 

affinity between this fact and the drought and rainy seasons of New South Wales 

which are also sexennial or septennial.’201 Periods of climate variation even tempered 

New South Wales’ hopes of becoming a prosperous agricultural region:  

‘The crop of wheat in England varies from 20 to 40 

bushels…The average crop of New South Wales during 

the rainy septennial, may be estimated at 20 bushels – 

during the periodical four years of droughty weather, about 

ten…Thus, England is a populous and great Country. New 

South Wales can never by farming, be either.’202 

We can see that the initial optimism attached to Australia’s perceived climate was 

beginning to wane in the face of prolonged drought that reduced the effect of wet 

seasons. 

A flurry of reports about the ‘septennial’ phenomenon surfaced in 1828 and 1829, 

inspired by the long and difficult drought. The Monitor was hoping that the current 
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‘droughty sextennial/septennial’ would be coming to an end, that with ‘every new 

moon, it will, by a fall of rain sufficient to flood the Hawkesbury once more.’203 The 

beginning of the next rainy seven-year period was highly anticipated and used as a 

cue for when farm work could resume. A report in The Sydney Monitor from the 

Australian Agricultural Company at Stroud, north of Newcastle in New South Wales, 

detailed the problems the station experienced due to drought. By October 1828, an 

estimated 200 acres of unfenced wheat was killed by cattle, kangaroos and the effects 

of drought. Subsequently, it was thought unwise to ‘plow and sow any more, until the 

rainy septennial sets in’204 and to not do so would be a ‘useless investment of capital 

and labour.’205 Although the anticipated wet season could potentially have a negative 

effect on sheep that had survived the drought, it could also greatly benefit agriculture 

and the cattle and horses owned by the station.206 The Monitor was a strong proponent 

of this theory, often mentioning the seven-year cycle as one of the environmental 

disappointments that one could expect from Australia. According to this publication, 

‘besides a poor arid soil, it is afflicted with extremes of drought and flood every seven 

years.’ 207  

This theory reached an international audience, not only through letters like Michael 

Hindmarsh’s, but also in published works about the southern continent. In an 1830 

publication, Edward Smith Hall disseminated his theories about the meteorology of 

New South Wales. Smith Hall was also the editor of The Monitor. The climate theory 

that he so often expounded in the local New South Wales press was now available to 

potential immigrants and the interested British public. Despite his argument in favour 

of the ‘septennial’ theory and the support given in The Monitor, Smith Hall 

downplayed the severity of the seven-year rainfall cycle. He argued that, in the 19 

years he had lived in New South Wales, the drought had ‘never yet been extreme.’208 

It is obvious that Smith Hall had experienced a severe drought, and that his newspaper 

remarked often on the septennial theory while fervently hoping that a wet cycle would 

bring an end to that drought. Smith Hall may have been reluctant to depict accurately 
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the severity of Australian drought, as negative reports of severe drought could deter 

potential immigrants.  

People struggled to ascribe a pattern to nineteenth century climate variations and 

eventually the seven-year theory was competing with other attempts to explain 

Australia’s climate variability.209 In 1896, H. C. Russell had proposed another theory 

of wet and dry periodicity, this time in a nineteen-year cycle.210 Russell compiled 

some of the theories of ‘periodicity’, as he termed climate variation, in his 1877 

publication Climate of New South Wales: Descriptive, Historical and Tabular. 

Different regions were subject to different patterns of variation: ‘the shortest is that 

which for many years pleased meteorological observers in Tasmania, viz., two years – 

a wet and a dry one alternately…but after some twenty or five-and-twenty years of 

regular recurrence, during which observers naturally thought it was fully proved and 

established, a change came.’211 In 1874, astronomer John Tebbutt suggested a cycle of 

three years.212 Russell remarked that ‘a period, however, of between six and seven 

years may be traced in our dry years a long way back; thus: 1872, 1865, 1858, 1852, 

1845, 1838, 1832, 1826, 1820, 1814, 1808.’213 Interestingly, he neglected to include 

some of the very dry years of the nineteenth century214 and includes years that were 

not particularly dry like 1820 and 1832. Russell, however, was sceptical of the 

septennial theory and stated that ‘no period has found such general favour as that 

known as the sun-spots, or eleven-years period. Its advocates assert that 

meteorological phenomena vary as the area of spots on the sun’s surface.’215 Russell’s 

work built on the first hand weather knowledge accrued by the first European settlers 

through their struggle to ascribe patterns to an erratic climate. 

The septennial and other theories of rainfall variation were formalised versions of 

the folk knowledge of climate and weather, experienced, remembered and passed on 

by the colony’s ‘oldest settlers.’ In October 1829, The Sydney Monitor heralded the 
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end of drought noting: ‘We trust that as the droughty septennial expires at Christmas, 

according to forty years experience which old settlers have had of the climate, this fall 

of rain is only the prelude to a thorough breaking-up of the drought; which, with more 

or less severity, the Colony has now been visited with three years.’216 After the 

drought broke towards the end of 1829, The Monitor expected that the wet phase 

would be long-lasting: ‘The coming harvest, and the abundance which may now be 

expected for ten years to come, causes us to begin to think of recommending the 

Colony to emigrants…we can and shall recommend it strongly to emigrants for the 

next seven years.’217 The drought had broken not long after The Monitor predicted it 

would, vindicating their folk theory and offered hope that future immigrants could 

achieve agricultural and pastoral success.  

4.10. Changing Perceptions of Australian Climate 

The British opinion of Australia’s climate and environment remained high during 

the 1820s. The mother of New South Wales farmer George Wyndham, Letitia, 

addressed the mythological status that the colony of New South Wales had attained in 

Britain stating: ‘it would be difficult to persuade anyone in this country that there was 

a foot of bad land in New South Wales, they suppose it to be a fine rich alluvial soil 

producing almost without labour all that is necessary to the comfort and enjoyment of 

Man.’218 While Letitia Wyndham did not directly mention climate, her statement is 

indicative of the way Australia’s environment was portrayed in the United Kingdom. 

Letitia Wyndham penned the letter in October 1829, ample time for her and others in 

Britain to have received news of New South Wales’ long-standing drought, which 

began in 1826.  

For many, Australia’s climate was still understood through their experience of 

temperate European countries like Italy or Spain. Ann Bourke, the daughter of the 

newly appointed governor Richard Bourke, had arrived in Sydney with her family in 

1831. Shortly after their arrival they experienced ‘the only disagreeable part of this 

climate which is the hot northwest wind…The next day was like a beautiful summer’s 
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day in England. They say that these winds occur perhaps twice in the summer.’219 

Public servant Edward Deas Thomson, in a letter to his father written not long after 

his arrival in New South Wales, wrote that ‘the climate is certainly very fine’ and was 

adamant that there was ‘nothing oppressive in the heat’ experienced in Australia.220 

To him the ‘nights are always cool and the air so pure and elastic that one’s dreams of 

the Italian climate are more than realized in a fine moonlight evening such as we are 

now enjoying.’221 Earlier in the same letter he had acknowledged Australia’s 

infamous droughts, stating that they were ‘the greatest drawback to its 

advancement’.222 It was lamented in New South Wales that the colony would 

‘produce a great deal more food clothing and commodities, than it does, if its seasons 

were as regular as those in England.’223 This is a stark contrast to James Matra’s 1783 

pronouncement that headed Chapter 3,224 in which it was thought the Australian 

climate could support the ample production of traditional English goods as well as 

exotic tropical crops. One aspect of climate that was not and could not be 

acknowledged during Matra’s lifetime—marked climate variability—was beginning 

to be regarded as a major drawback.  

The idea that Australia’s climate was not entirely suitable for British agricultural 

practices was reaching England. In August 1825, farmer Michael Hindmarsh wrote to 

his cousin stating: ‘this is a very precarious climate for agriculture.’225 Henry 

Carmichael’s 1834 publication Hints Relating to Emigrants and Emigration 

acknowledged that ‘long continued droughts’ occurred in Australia, with calamitous 

results but attempted to couch these significant problems in positive terms. Periods of 

drought would act as a learning curve, with ‘every succeeding year…adding to the 

experience which enables the settler to counteract more effectually so serious a 

calamity, and extending the cultivation so as to lessen, every succeeding season, the 
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probability of their general or very extensive recurrence.’226 Here Carmichael 

acknowledges the climatic difficulties that the settlers faced but at the same time was 

aware that the new arrivals were still adapting to new circumstances. 

Simple comparisons were no longer enough to deduce what the climate or weather 

of Australia was like and could not be relied on in the future. European Australians 

were starting to learn that similar rainfall in northern hemispheric countries would not 

have the same effect on livestock and agriculture if the rate of evaporation in the 

southern hemisphere was much higher.227 The Sydney Gazette drew on its readers’ 

knowledge of British landscape and climate to drive home their theory, noting: ‘we 

understand, that in the year 1823 fell 35 inches of rain [in Sydney]…about the 

medium of the West Coast of Scotland and Ireland.’228 They were not far off—

according to Met Éireann, the Irish Meteorological Service, average yearly rainfall in 

eastern Ireland is between 750–1000 mm, equivalent to 29–39 inches.229 In western 

Ireland, the value is higher—yearly rainfall is between 1000–1400 mm (39–59 

inches).230 Despite this similarity with damp and foggy Ireland, The Gazette declared, 

‘how inadequate this quantity of moisture is for the useful wants of nature’ in 

Australia.231 The Gazette hoped that their published ‘observations of these phenomena 

may determine some periodicity of season’ to help them deal better with the periods 

of drought.232 Observations like these acknowledge that comparisons between 

Australian and British weather was inappropriate.  This approach, however, was not 

universal and many continued to assess Australia’s climate through direct 

comparisons with Europe. 

Optimism about Australia’s climate was still entrenched in British minds in the late 

1820s. A review of naval surgeon Peter Cunningham’s Two Years in New South 

Wales concluded that this publication showed ‘the climate agrees with the productions 

of almost every country.’233 Cunningham’s book was very popular, reprinted in three 
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English editions (twice in 1827 and again in 1828) and once in German (1829).234 

However, Cunningham’s own experience of agriculture in Australia undermined the 

book’s message—the 1826–1829 drought ruined his attempts to establish a farm at the 

Hunter River and he returned to England in 1830. 235 Robert Dawson, the former 

company agent for the Australian Agricultural Company, also published an account of 

his experience in New South Wales. He noted that ‘the failure of the last two harvests 

in succession, from drought and blights, with a similar prospect for the third…are 

well known to every one connected with the colony.’236 Dawson alleged that few 

farmers were guaranteed agricultural success—those who settled along riverbanks and 

those who were granted only the best forest and lowlands.237 The long drought and 

multiple crop failures had shaken British confidence in Australia’s ‘fine’ climate. 

 

 

Figure 4.6: Excerpt from the surveying diary of Felton Mathew, National Library of Australia, MS 15. 

The precariousness of agriculture in Australia could be forgotten when good rain 

set in again. Surveyor Felton Mathew, working in the Hunter River region near 

George Wyndham’s Dalwood farm in January 1830, remarked:  

‘The scenery is everywhere of the same magnificent 

description  - immense ranges and rocky hills 4 or 500 feet 

in height, enclosing level vallies, partly swamp, but still of 
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the richest and most luxuriant alluvial soil and wanting 

only English capital and English industry to render them 

productive in the highest degree.’238  

With climatic difficulties out of sight, colonisation alone could transform the 

Australian landscape.  

Drought adaptation measures were not broadly discussed during the 1820s and the 

early 1830s. Edward Smith Hall argued that a solution to social and economic 

weakness in the face of drought could be alleviated by the introduction of irrigation 

systems such as those used in Spain, Italy and Portugal.239 He disappointedly 

remarked that ‘irrigation by this simple means is not practised in New South Wales in 

a single instance.’240 However, Smith Hall’s publication was annotated by an 

anonymous writer and his drought mitigation ideas were disputed. The writer of the 

additional remarks argued that ‘one or two men cannot make an aqueduct or a tank, 

nor sink a well’—the implementation of widespread irrigation works was curtailed by 

labour shortages experienced in the colony at the time.241  

With the onset of a year-long drought in 1835, The Sydney Gazette reminded its 

readers of the benefits of irrigation:  

‘We have frequently directed the attention of settlers who 

reside contiguous to rivers, to the advantages that might be 

derived from adopting the process of irrigation, which is 

found to be attended with such complete success in other 

parts of the world. In a country so subject as this is to the 

periodical visitation of so disastrous a calamity as drought, 

it might surely be expected that every precaution would be 

taken even partially to avert its consequences.’242 

In August 1835, George Pulteney Malcolm, a soldier travelling around New South 

Wales, recorded his views of the landscape. He wrote:  
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‘The country [is] in a terrible state for want of rain, as 

there has been very little inland for the last year; large 

fields planted with grain which ought to have been green 

two months ago do not as yet show the slightest 

appearance of vegetation. Hay 14 £ per ton, cattle dying, 

with the other accompaniments of a long drought. There 

has been plenty of rain at Sydney and on the sea coast but 

the showers have hardly ever extended 20 miles inland.’243  

There was not enough food or water to feed cattle and sheep on the journey from 

inland farming areas to the markets in Sydney.244 Crop failures245 necessitated the 

importation of wheat and flour from India, the United States and England.246 It is clear 

from The Gazette’s statement that there was discussion in the colony about drought 

mitigation and adaptation measures. However, the article also shows that even six 

years after the end of the previous drought, adaptive techniques like irrigation were 

not widely implemented. 

4.11. Understanding Climate through Religion 

One way to understand the colonists’ reticence to adapt to drought is through the 

prism of religion. For many, climate extremes were a punishment from God, 

unavoidable if large portions of society deviated from their faith. Conversely, the 

church was also seen as a place for the public to receive guidance and relief from the 

stresses of drought. The Monitor alleged that the New South Wales’ Anglican 

archdeacon Thomas Hobbes Scott had failed to mention the drought or speak the 

church’s prayer for rain in 1828. The editorial exclaimed: 

‘The present distressing drought has existed a long time. 

When the Archdeacon was at Hobart Town, the Rev. Mr. 

Hill at St. James’s used the church prayer for rain; but 
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presently he [Scott] omitted it. The Archdeacon returned 

shortly afterwards. He preached at St. James’s. He never 

once alluded to the present drought. His sermon of fifteen 

or twenty minutes was quite foreign to the present public 

distress. Neither was the prayer for rain used in the service 

before sermon.’247 

Interestingly, Edward Smith Hall, the editor of The Monitor from 1826–1838, was a 

vocal opponent of Archdeacon Scott. Hall’s newspaper was used to criticise the 

Church and School Corporation of which Scott was in charge, with Hall condemning 

the Archdeacon as a ‘supporter of Darling, for holding shares in the Australian 

Agricultural Co., for opposing the establishment of a theatre, for having been a 

merchant, for receiving so large a salary. Many of the attacks were mere abuse and 

innuendo.’248 Whether or not Hall’s repeated public denunciation of the Archdeacon 

was legitimate, one thing becomes clear—the Church’s role of providing religious 

guidance during drought was serious business. The Sydney Gazette, a supporter of 

Scott retaliated at Hall, stating that ‘the allusion to the non-reading of ‘the prayer for 

rain’ is just as wicked and uncalled for, in our opinion, as to suppose that the 

ARCHDEACON intentionally failed to allude to the late drought.’249 The Gazette’s 

statement, while not implicitly mentioning drought, does imply the offence that The 

Monitor’s accusation could cause.  

When the drought of 1826–1829 broke, a day of thanksgiving was marked for 12 

November 1829. On the advice of the new Archdeacon, William Broughton, 

Governor Ralph Darling instructed the colony’s religious leaders to ‘give warning to 

his Parishioners publicly, in the Church, at Morning and Evening Prayer the Sunday 

before, for the due observance of this Day of Thanksgiving.’250 The Sydney Gazette 

described the day as a festival, designed to show ‘gratitude to the merciful Hand 

                                                
247 The Monitor, 5 July 1828, 4. 
248 Ross Border, ‘Scott, Thomas Hobbes (1783-1860)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National 
Centre of Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/scott-thomas-
hobbes-2645/text3685, accessed 14 September 2011. 
249 The Sydney Gazette, 9 July 1828, 2.  
250 N/A, A Form of Prayer with Thanksgiving, to Be Used One Thursday, November 12, 1829 in All 
Churches and Chapels of the Establishment Throughout New South Wales in Acknowledgement of the 
Mercy of Almighty God, in Putting an End to the Late Severe Drought, and in Averting His Threatened 
Judgments from This Colony. By Special Command of His Excellency the Governor. (Sydney: R. 
Mansfield, 1829); The Sydney Monitor, 14 November 1829, 2; The Sydney Monitor, 16 November 
1829, 2.  
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which so seasonably interposed to save us from the most dreadful of calamities.’251 In 

this way, 12 November 1829 could be viewed as a celebration of the return of 

drought-breaking rains.252  

Despite the Gazette’s celebratory tone, Archdeacon Broughton used the occasion 

to deliver a warning to his parishioners. Unlike 1828’s state-sanctioned prayers for 

rain, Broughton’s sermon was delivered after the drought had broken. He urged his 

followers to understand the message God imparted by withholding much-needed rain 

for three years. Broughton quoted passage 14:21 from the Bible’s book of Ezekiel, in 

which four ‘judgments’—war, famine, wild beasts and plague—were brought forth by 

God to kill humans and their animals if the drought warning was not heeded. The 

Book of Ezekiel stated: 

‘If a country sins against me by being unfaithful and I 

stretch out my hand against it to cut off its food supply and 

send famine upon it and kill its men and their 

animals…they could save only themselves by their 

righteousness. 

… 

How much worse will it be when I send against Jerusalem 

my four dreadful judgments – sword and famine and wild 

beasts and plague. 

… 

You will know that I have done nothing in it without 

cause.’253 

The Archdeacon told his congregation that they were spared from three of these 

four judgments. One of them, famine, was ‘terrifically impending.’254 However, ‘in 

                                                
251 “The General Thanksgiving,” Sydney Gazette, 12 November 1829, 2. 
252 Coincidentally, 12 November 1829 was a very wet day. The Sydney Monitor stated that ‘Although 
we by no means insinuate the rain of Thursday was sent specially in answer to the public national 
acknowledgements of Divine Providence…yet still it is man’s nature to feel pleasure when such 
religious coincidences transpire.’ (The Sydney Monitor, 14 November 1829, 2.) 
253 Ezekiel 14:12, 21, 23, New International Version Bible (Zondervan Publishing House: Grand 
Rapids, MI, 1984), 594. 
254 William Grant Broughton, A Sermon, Preached in the Church of St. James, Sydney, on Thursday, 
November 12, 1829, Being the Day Appointed for a General Thanksgiving to Almighty God, in 
Acknowledgment of His Mercy in Putting an End to the Late Severe Drought, and in Averting His 
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His wrath he remembered mercy, and turned away from us those evils which we most 

justly deserved.’255 This reprieve, Broughton argued, was granted because ‘the 

inhabitants of this country drank sufficiently of the cup of his displeasure.’256 

Broughton preached that it was no accident that Europeans had arrived in 

Australia, but that it was ‘the evident design of Almighty God that this vast tract of 

country should be, in his own season, replenished with a race of men to whom it is 

granted to ‘sanctify the Lord God in their hearts.’257 This section of the sermon drew 

on the idea that Europeans had an absolute and God-given right to settle Australia—

the colonisers were not being punished for taking the land. However, the dominion of 

Australia did not come free; their dominion was guaranteed as long as they remained 

a Christian nation. In this instance, drought was punishment for the settlers’ failure to 

live according to Christian tenets. The drought was a reminder, used to ‘awaken 

among us those Christian dispositions in which we are too manifestly wanting.’258 It 

was the ‘counsel and pleasure of God, I repeat, to raise up here a Christian nation; and 

if by our distresses we are so turned from our former vain conversation as to become 

indeed doers of the word and not hearers only, then will he bless us in turning away 

from us the punishment due to our iniquities.’259 The newly arrived Christian 

Australians had neglected their religious duties and were subsequently being 

punished.260  

4.12. Conclusion 

The 1826–1829 drought predominantly affected the agricultural sector, with some 

settlers losing up to five crops in succession. The traders and, eventually, the Colonial 

government, responded by importing grain from Van Diemen’s Land and 

international ports. These were simple short-term relief measures and do not mark a 

move towards long-term adaptation. Irrigation, as a means of relief from recurrent 
                                                                                                                                       
Threatened Judgments from This Colony. By Special Command of His Excellency the Governor. 
(Sydney: R. Mansfield, 1829), 17. The Sydney Gazette published a short remark on the reasons for the 
publication of the sermon, noting that ‘His Excellency has done well to call upon the Archdeacon to 
publish the Thanksgiving Sermon. The festival was novel and important, deserving of being 
permanently commemorated, which could not be more appropriately done than by putting upon record 
this interesting discourse.’ (The Sydney Gazette, 26 November 1829, 2.) 
255 Ibid. 
256 Broughton, A Sermon, 17.  
257 Ibid, 11-12. 
258 Ibid, 17. 
259 Ibid. 
260 Ibid.  
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periods of drought, was discussed in the colony but not implemented because of 

economic impediments and labour shortages. Flood mitigation in New South Wales 

was a priority after decades of damaging wet weather. Settlers themselves recognised 

that the government appeared reticent to assist poorer farmers hit hard by the drought. 

It was argued that government assistance would have been swift following a flood, 

but the same could not be said for the long-standing drought. 

During the 1824–1835 period, livestock survived primarily because there was so 

much land available—relief from burnt up pastures and low water levels could be had 

by moving stock throughout the landscape and sometimes beyond the boundaries of 

the colony set by Government. Despite the relief that these new pastures brought, the 

limits of New South Wales’ nineteen counties were more rigorously enforced. It 

appears that during this period, social control was seen as more important for the 

colonial government.  

It is apparent that long-term adaptation to Australian climate variation was not a 

large concern at this time as settlers were still coming to terms with weather and 

climate extremes. The 1824–1835 period was predominantly a learning phase during 

which settlers in Australia drew on forty years of first-hand experience of the climate 

in order to understand what climate may be like in the future. Explorers were charged 

with not only discovering the natural features of the landscape but with understanding 

regional climate variations as well, filling gaps in the settlers’ knowledge of weather 

and climate in south-eastern Australia. While some settlers had begun to propose 

theories about climate variation many were still describing climate extremes as acts of 

God rather than a condition to be planned for or mitigated. 
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Chapter 5 
 

‘When drought prevails, and summer reigns,’1:  
Coming to Terms with Aridity, 1835–1845 

 
 

‘The roots of the natural grasses decrease every year 

through drought. It will be good for New South Wales 

when the old Hawkesbury floods shall return.’2 

– The Sydney Monitor, January 1837 

 

Towards the middle of the nineteenth-century, the colonists began to examine 

Australia’s climate in new ways. Australia’s aridity was slowly revealing itself 

through years of personal experience rather than the analysis of long-term 

meteorological records. The severe drought conditions of 1837–1839 challenged the 

idea Australia’s ‘fine’ climate could support a powerful agricultural industry on the 

continent. This chapter will show that the arid nature of Australia’s climate finally 

forced settlers to question the sustainability of pastoral practices, the practicality of 

European-style agriculture and the future of the colonies themselves. The 1835–1845 

period was also a time of intense social and economic upheaval, set to a backdrop of 

Australia’s dramatic climate variability.  

The year 1835 marked the beginning of a major settlement expansion in Australia. 

It was in this year that John Batman and John Fawkner arrived in present-day Victoria 

with a group of Van Diemonians in a quest to establish large sheep runs.3 By the 

following year the town of Melbourne had been proclaimed and there were over 

50,000 sheep in the Port Phillip district of the New South Wales colony.4 In 1834, 

shortly before the arrival of Batman and Fawkner, the Henty family established a 

sheep run in the far-western coastal region of Portland, having previously attempted 

                                                
1 “The Famished Traveller,” The Argus, 31 May 1851, 4. 
2 The Sydney Monitor, 23 January 1837, 4.  
3 Richard Broome, The Colonial Experience: The Port Phillip District/Victoria 1834-1860 (Bundoora: 
La Trobe University History Program, 2009), viii. 
4 Ibid. 
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farming in Western Australia and Van Diemen’s Land.5 South Australia was 

established in 1836, a colony whose genesis was unique in Australia. The settlement 

was the result of writer Edward Wakefield’s ‘concept of systematic colonisation,’ 

which proposed a balance between the influx of labourers and capital investors.6 

Unlike the New South Wales and Van Diemen's Land, South Australia would not be a 

penal colony.  

In fact, the system of transporting criminals to the antipodes was increasingly 

criticised during the 1830s. The Molesworth Committee on Transportation report of 

1838 recognised that the process did not encourage criminal reform. It was findings 

like these that led to the abolition of transportation to New South Wales and the 

dismantlement of the Moreton Bay penal settlement, which then became the colony of 

Queensland in 1859.7 Initially the New South Wales government had restricted 

settlement within 50 miles of the convict settlement at Moreton Bay. As the last 

convicts left in 1839, the squatters moved in, with forty-five stations established by 

the end of 1842.8 It was during this time that long-term residents of Australia and new 

arrivals were establishing themselves across the eastern seaboard on land previously 

unsettled by European people. Both new arrivals and long-term settlers had 

preconceived ideas of Australian climate that were challenged during the expansion 

into new territory in the 1835–1845 period.  

There are a number of ways that the climate during this period can be understood 

but gaps in the meteorological record make it difficult to use observational data to 

show the extent of drought in the late 1830s and to identify when the 1837–1839 

drought ended. While Sydney’s South Head record begins in 1833 there are missing 

data during the years 1839 and 1840. A steady reduction in yearly rainfall in 1837 and 

1838 can be seen in Figure 5.1 (overleaf).  

                                                
5 Richard Broome, The Colonial Experience, 2. 
6 Susan Marsden “South Australia” The Oxford Companion to Australian History. Ed. Graeme 
Davison, John Hirst and Stuart Macintyre. Oxford University Press, 2001. Oxford Reference Online. 
Oxford University Press.  Australian National University.  28 January 2011  
http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY.html?subview=Main&entry=t127.e1354 
7 Ross Fitzgerald, Lyndon Megarrity and David Symons, Made in Queensland: A New History (St. 
Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 2009), 13. 
8 Ibid. 
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Figure 5.1: Rainfall at Sydney, 1833–1845. South Head Observatory data (from David J. Williams, 
“Sydney’s Climate Since 1788: A Preliminary Investigation,” (B. Sc. Hons. Thesis, Macquarie 
University, Sydney, 1984) is compared to the mean yearly rainfall at Sydney’s Observatory Hill 
station, 1961–1990. 
 
 

The Gergis et. al. 2012 rainfall reconstruction indicates that 9 out of 10 years 

between 1835 and 1845 received below-average rainfall. The only year in which 

above-average rainfall was identified in the palaeoclimate archive was 1840—only 

5mm above-average (Table 5.1, overleaf). The Gergis and Fowler (2009) 

palaeoclimate reconstruction of ENSO phases is also available to give us an idea of 

what the large-scale climate conditions were like when meteorological data is 

unavailable. Gergis and Fowler identified four El Niño years during this study 

period—1837, 1838, 1844 and 1845; three La Niña years—1840, 1841 and 1843; and 

four years in which neither phase was evident—1835, 1836, 1839 and 1842. The 

major drought in this decade occurred between 1837 and 1839, the peak of which 

coincided with El Niño phases and evidence of below-average rainfall in the 

palaeoclimate archives. 
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Table 5.1: Climate Overview, 1835–1845. Shows a yearly comparison of qualitative and palaeoclimate 
reconstructions of south-eastern Australian rainfall and ENSO phases. The rainfall reconstruction 
column shows yearly above and below-average rainfall in millimetres identified by Gergis et. al. 
(2012), the ENSO column shows ENSO phases derived from Gergis and Fowler (2009) and the 
Rainfall Chronology column shows above-average (+) and below-average (–) rainfall results from 
Tables 2.3 and 2.5 in Chapter 2. 

Year Rainfall 
Reconstruction (mm) ENSO Rainfall 

Chronology 
1835 -8  – 
1836 -30   
1837 -137 El Niño (S) – 
1838 -83 El Niño (W) – 
1839 -31  – / + 
1840 5 La Niña (W) + 
1841 -51 La Niña (W) –  
1842 -107  –  
1843 -20 La Niña (W) –  
1844 -48 El Niño (M)  
1845 -53 El Niño (VS) – 

 

In Chapter 2, seven years of below-average rainfall were identified between 1835 

and 1845. Of these seven drought years, the widespread 1837–1839 drought was the 

most severe and had the greatest impact on south-eastern Australia, both immediately 

and for years afterwards. Long dry spells set in during 1837, culminating in severe 

drought throughout 1838 and 1839, possibly influenced by a strong El Niño event in 

1837–1838.9 New South Wales was the most acutely affected, with drought also 

observed in Port Phillip, South Australia and Van Diemen’s Land. This event 

negatively affected all of the south-eastern Australian colonies directly and indirectly. 

As settlement expanded and more people established themselves across the continent, 

New South Wales no longer experienced drought as an isolated outpost of empire as 

they did during the drought of 1790–1793. The overwhelmingly arid nature of this 

decade also influenced the way settlers thought about agriculture, water availability, 

the place of humans in the landscape and climate variations in Australia. 

                                                
9 Joëlle L. Gergis, and Anthony M. Fowler, “A History of ENSO Events since A.D. 1525: Implications 
for Future Climate Change,” Climatic Change 92 (2009): 343-87. 
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5.1. The 1837–1839 Drought: Immediate and Long-Term 
Impacts 

In 1837 native vegetation and crops began to die as a result of low rainfall across a 

large part of south-eastern Australia. On pastoralist George Russell’s station in the 

vicinity of Geelong, Port Phillip, the kangaroo grass on the ‘hard plains’ nearby was 

initially reduced by bushfire and regrowth was further hampered by low rainfall 

throughout 1837, only recovering for a short period in spring.10 Louisa Meredith 

described some of the most vivid impacts of the drought on native vegetation. 

Meredith, who had arrived in Sydney in 1838, visited the young town of Bathurst on 

the western plains of New South Wales. She recorded her shock upon seeing the 

effect drought made in the area:  

‘On a nearer approach [I] beheld a wide extent of brown 

earth, with occasional flurries of dust passing across it; and 

this was all that remained of the so-vaunted Bathurst 

Plains! Every blade of grass and every green herb had 

disappeared during the drought, and a dry desert usurped 

their place.’11 

The maize and wheat crops planted in 1838 failed and ‘every vegetation looks 

extremely bad…even the turnip crop, which afforded such nutritious support to the 

dairy cattle in the severity of winter, has totally failed in every situation.’12 The failure 

of the crops meant that what was left in storage was quickly depleted. The Australian 

newspaper remarked that ‘the wheat in stack is fast disappearing, and the moth is 

observed in its destructive havock [sic] in what still remains.’13 Food for both people 

and animals in south-eastern Australia was severely reduced by long-lasting 

inadequate rainfall.  

                                                
10 George Russell’s Summary of the Weather, 1837, in P.L. Brown, ed. Clyde Company Papers Volume 
II - 1836-40 (London: Oxford University Press, 1952), 124. 
11 Mrs. Charles Meredith, Notes and Sketches of New South Wales, during a residence in that Colony 
from 1839 to 1844 (London: John Murray, 1844), 83. 
12 “Agricultural Report for May,” The Australian, 18 May 1838, 2.  
13 Ibid. 
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Figure 5.2: Joseph Backler, [Bathurst] ca. 1847–1857, State Library of New South Wales, ML 973. 
 

The impact on sheep and cattle was enormous and hydrological drought pushed 

shepherds and drovers to move their herds throughout New South Wales. In January 

1838, as James Coutts Crawford moved his stock past Gundagai he noticed that the 

area had ‘good feed but [was] badly watered. Coolooc Creek which passes Minny 

Minny was nearly dry.’14 In the same month the Murrumbidgee River was described 

as ‘very low and easily waded.’15 One could argue that this was just a response to 

normal summer dryness, but low water levels in rivers and waterholes had persisted 

for sometime and remained low throughout 1838. While travelling across northern 

Victoria in July 1838, merchant Robert Wrede remarked that the Broken River, part 

of the Murray–Darling Basin, was ‘no more than a chain of large ponds.’16 New South 

Wales’ Lachlan River was dry in places in early 1839 and Lake Cargelligo—fed by 

the Lachlan—was described as a bog.17 On an overland journey to South Australia, 

Charles Bonney remarked that the River Murray was quite low and that the junction 

of the Murray and Darling Rivers was nearly dry when he passed in March 1838.18 

Gallant and Gergis’ recent River Murray streamflow reconstruction indicates that 

                                                
14 James Coutts Crawford, 22 January 1838, Diary 1838-1839, Papers [Microform]: [M600, M687-
M688] 1837-1880, NLA. 
15 James Coutts, Crawford, 30 January 1838. 
16 Robert Wrede, Journal of Robert Wrede, 1837-1841 [Manuscript], MS 9929, NLA. 
17 “Original Correspondence,” The Sydney Herald, 17 April 1839, 2.  
18 H. C. Russell, Climate of New South Wales: Descriptive, Historical and Tabular (Sydney: Charles 
Potter, Acting Government Printer, 1877), 136. 
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1838 and 1839 were low streamflow years in the river, corroborating the settlers’ 

accounts.19  

The drought was so severe that very large bodies of water dried completely. 

Thomas Walker, a merchant riding overland from Sydney to the infant town of 

Melbourne, passed New South Wales’ Lake George on 21 April 1837. He was 

shocked at what he saw:  

‘There emerging from the bush, we suddenly came upon 

the plain of Lake George…As far as the eye could reach I 

beheld a level plain, as even as a bowling green, not a rise 

nor a tree nor an object of any kind to interrupt the view, 

with the exception of ‘mobs’ of cattle scattered over the 

surface, like flies resting on a billiard table. This was the 

bed of what was recently a lake, fifteen or sixteen miles 

long, and from three to six wide, but instead of water there 

was grass on it, and instead of fishes horned cattle; there is 

now not a drop of water in the whole of it, nor a hollow in 

which water could remain in one part more than in 

another.’20  

It appears that the lake had begun to dry following the 1835 drought. In April 1836, 

explorer Thomas Mitchell had described Lake George, stating that he and his party 

had ‘found the “noble lake”…now, for the most part a plain, covered with luxuriant 

grass; some water, it is true, lodged on the most eastern extremity, but nowhere to a 

greater depth than a foot.’21 By the following year, the lake was empty and remained 

so until 1839, when flooding brought water into the basin.22 In 1840, settlers in the 

vicinity of the lake indicated that its level had risen to three or four feet.23 

                                                
19 A. J. E. Gallant and J. Gergis, “An experimental streamflow reconstruction for the River Murray, 
Australia, 1783–1988,” Water Resour. Res. 47 (2011), W00G04, doi:10.1029/2010WR009832. 
20 Thomas Walker, A Month in the Bush of Australia. Journal of one of a Party of Gentlemen who 
recently travelled from Sydney to Port Phillip; with some remarks on the present state of the farming 
establishments and society in the settled parts of the Argyle Country (London: J. Cross, 1838), 8. 
21 Thomas Mitchell, “Expedition to the Rivers Darling and Murray in the Year 1836,” in Three 
Expeditions in the Interior of Eastern Australia. With Descriptions of the Recently Explored Region of 
Australia Felix and of the Present Colony of New South Wales (London: T. and W. Boone, 1839), 34. 
22 H. C. Russell, Notes Upon Floods in Lake George (Sydney: Charles Potter, Government Printer, 
1887), 8. 
23 Ibid. 
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Figure 5.3: Joseph Lycett, View of Lake George, New South Wales, from the North East, Published by 
J. Souter, 1 March 1825, State Library of Victoria, Accession No. 30328102131561/20. 

 

 

 

Figure 5.4: Lake George in February 2011. After 12 years of drought, Lake George is slowly refilling. 
Water can be seen in the far distance but much of the lakebed is still visible; low clouds and light rain 
shroud the distant hills. Photo: Claire Fenby, 2011. 
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Shepherds and drovers relied on rivers and waterholes to support their livestock 

but drought killed off the native grass and reduced surface water availability, 

wreaking havoc on the European animals. Working bullocks died of thirst on the road 

as they carted provisions to isolated inland settlements.24 Travellers ripped open their 

straw-filled beds and used the contents to feed their starving horses.25 During Louisa 

Meredith’s 1838 journey to Bathurst, she witnessed the ‘white skeletons’ of bullocks 

left by the roadside, while ‘farther on we saw other carcasses still covered with hide; 

then bones again; and so on, continually meeting these terrible proofs of the poor 

brutes’ sufferings and death.’26 Stock in general was described as being ‘low in 

condition.’27 The prolonged period of low water availability had severe consequences 

for stock28 and it is clear that the impact of hydrological drought between 1837 and 

1839 was extreme.  

While drought was most severe in central New South Wales there were also reports 

of periods of dry weather in Van Diemen’s Land, South Australia and the Port Phillip 

region. In early 1838, residents of Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania) expressed their 

concern that ‘the interior, on the Launceston side especially, is much parched, and 

there is a great want of rain; herbage is becoming quite dried up, and many losses will 

be incurred by the long drought.’29 In the following year, drought was again referred 

to in Van Diemen’s Land, which was said to have predominantly affected the east of 

the island around Launceston.30 South Australians were also shocked by the signs of 

drought seen in the Torrens River, stagnated and running at a trickle, something they 

had not experienced since their arrival in 1836. An account stated that:  

‘The river at present is perfectly disgusting, and the people 

should recollect that in drinking its waters just now, they 

drink in the essence of all sorts of nastiness and filth, 

                                                
24 Thomas Tourle, Letter 4 – 8 October 1839, Letter Books, 1839-1845 [Manuscript], Folder 1, MS 18, 
NLA. 
25 “Original Correspondence,” The Sydney Herald, 17 April 1839, 2.  
26 Mrs. Charles Meredith, Notes and Sketches of New South Wales, 71. 
27 Mary Jane Docker, “Journal of Mary Jane Docker of an Overland Journey from Botany Bay to Port 
Phillip in 1838,” Docker Family Papers, 1815-1978 [manuscript], MS Box 1341/1, SLV. 
28 The Australian, 2 October 1838, 2; The Australian, 6 November 1838, 2; Immigrants advised that 
drought made it impractical to travel with cattle because there was no food or water for them: “The 
Emigrants and the Drought,” The Sydney Monitor and Commercial Advertiser, 14 November 1838, 2; 
“Drought in New South Wales,” The Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 15 December 
1838, 200.  
29 Sydney Gazette, 17 March 1838, 2.  
30 Sydney Gazette, 23 March 1839, 3.  
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which, stagnating in the pools of the river, engender 

insects and vermin abominable to think of.’31  

John Hart, droving cattle from Portland to Adelaide in November 1837, recalled that 

‘it was a season of extraordinary drought. Many waterholes were dry, in the bottoms 

of which we found the large monster mussels lying putrid.’32 When inspecting the 

new settlement at Melbourne in 1837, New South Wales’ Governor George Gipps 

remarked that there was an ‘entire absence of verdure,’ but couched the dry weather 

in terms of a ‘seasonal drought’—that is, normal summer dryness.33  References to 

drought in these areas are by no means as common as for New South Wales, 

indicating that the impact of dry weather was perhaps not felt as strongly. However, in 

the case of South Australia and Port Phillip this may simply be a product of the low 

numbers of European settlement in these regions at the time. The demands placed on 

the landscape by colonists and their livestock were lower, and drought may have 

occurred in areas still unsettled by Europeans. 

In South Australia, it was acknowledged that the ‘drought’ they had been 

experiencing was only felt during the 1838–1839 summer season.34 All crops were 

regarded as excellent, apart from maize, which failed in some cases.35 John Reynell, 

an early settler in South Australia, wrote to his relative Sir Thomas Reynell in 

October 1838: ‘I have today ridden 40 miles through the most beautiful country and 

have passed over as fine land as I have ever seen – there is the richest pasturage.’36 It 

is possible from the timing of these accounts of drought from South Australia that 

they were experiencing a run of particularly dry summers. Unfortunately no rainfall 

statistics were kept in Adelaide between 1836 and 1838. In 1839, total yearly rainfall 

at Adelaide was 504 mm.37 Average yearly rainfall at Adelaide, 1961–1990, is 522 

mm,38 indicating that rainfall in 1839 was close to average. The impact of the drought 

                                                
31 Sydney Gazette, 19 March 1839, 2.  
32 Letter from John Hart, 24 April 1854, in Letters from Victorian Pioneers, T. F. Bride (ed.) 
(Melbourne: Robert S. Brian Government Printer, 1898), 55-56. 
33 The Sydney Monitor, 21 April 1837, 3; also The Australian, 21 April 1837, 2 and The Colonist, 27 
April 1837, 2. 
34 Sydney Gazette, 25 May 1839, 3.  
35 Sydney Gazette, 25 May 1839, 3.  
36 John Reynell to Sir Thomas Reynell, Letter, 25 October 1838, Reynell Family Letters, 1841-1845 
[manuscript], MS 4167, NLA. 
37 George Strickland Kingston, Register of the Rainfall kept in Grote Street, Adelaide, from January 1, 
1839, to December 16, 1879, both inclusive (Adelaide: Government Printer, 1879), 7. 
38 Bureau of Meteorology, Monthly Rainfall – North Adelaide – 023011, IDCJAC0001 reference: 
06501193. 
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varied by region and season, with New South Wales the hardest hit. The New South 

Wales experience was definitely exacerbated by the larger numbers of stock and 

people that were living in the area compared to the lightly-settled areas of South 

Australia and Port Phillip that were yet to feel the full brunt of the European 

settlement.  

So-called drought was not strong enough to cause widespread agricultural failure 

in Van Diemen’s Land. This was a godsend as the colony would play a part in 

allaying famine in New South Wales in 1839. At the second meeting of the newly-

formed Launceston Horticultural Society in March 1839, the specimens of fruit and 

vegetables were described as having ‘great variety and abundance’ and were ‘of a 

very superior description.’39 John Allen’s property “Milton,” situated on the Cygnet 

River on the east coast of Van Diemen’s Land, furnished him with 560 stacks of 

wheat in the March 1838 harvest and 3 tonnes of potatoes from ! of an acre in July 

1838.40  

5.1.1. Impending Famine 

As with previous droughts discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, the settlers in New South 

Wales were again faced with failed harvests and impending famine. To rebuild the 

colony’s dwindling supplies, short-term relief efforts were put in place by the 

government and the public. In April 1839, New South Wales Governor George Gipps 

wrote to Lord Glenelg in Britain, informing him that both the wheat and maize crops 

had failed.41 In response to the harvest failure, and to avoid a famine, the government 

arranged to import 100,000 bushels of rice from India and corn from South 

America.42 Historian Thomas Bader estimates that ‘in the three years ending in 1842, 

more than 370,000 bushels of wheat were accepted in New South Wales from Chile’43 

showing the continued importance of international trade to the distant colony. In 1839 

                                                
39 Sydney Gazette, 23 March 1839, 3.  
40 John Allen, Day Book and Memorandum Book [manuscript], MS 3226, NLA.  
41 Sir George Gipps to Lord Glenelg, 8 April 1839, HRA Ser. 1, Vol. 20, 109. 
42 Ibid, 108. 
43 Thomas M. Bader, “Before the Gold Fleets: Trade and Relations between Chile and Australia, 1830-
1848,” Journal of Latin American Studies 6, no. 1 (1974): 43-44. 
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a bill was passed in New South Wales to make ‘grain of all descriptions’ exempt from 

wharf dues and duty44 making it easier to import extra supplies.  

In response to the shortage of traditional staples like wheat and flour, rice was 

substituted for bread in the convicts’ rations.45 A voluntary association was also 

established in Sydney in 1839 to provide the poor, who were not on rations from the 

government store, ‘bread of a wholesome quality’ and rice at cheap rates.46 Isolation 

was less severely felt than it was in 1791, when the first Australian drought was 

experienced by the early European arrivals. By 1838, the government was in a better 

position to cope with climatic challenges. New South Wales had put in place such 

effective coping strategies to deal with drought that although the colony experienced 

subsistence crises when grain production fell below the settlers’ nutritional 

requirements (1839 and 1841) they did not experience a famine.47  

New South Wales need not have relied solely on external partners for support. By 

now, as other Australian colonies were established and had the potential to make up 

the shortfall in grain supplies. In addition to overseas relief, the New South Wales 

government contacted Sir John Franklin, governor of Van Diemen’s Land, in 1839 

requesting 2000 bushels of wheat seed to supply settlers who had lost their crops. 

Unlike New South Wales, there had been an abundant harvest in Van Diemen’s Land 

in that year and meteorological records indicate good rainfall (Figure 5.5), and the 

suffering mainland looked to the island for support.48 Franklin obliged this request, 

writing in May 1839 that the wheat would be shipped immediately.49 Franklin was 

worried, however, that in supplying New South Wales, Van Diemen’s Land settlers 

would not be able to support themselves. To ensure that the island would not suffer as 

a result of their charity, Franklin ordered Commissariat Officers and Police 

Magistrates to survey the farmers, ascertain how much wheat they had and requested 

that 5000 bushels be placed in the government store.50 As a result of these inquiries, 
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190 

Franklin was not concerned about supplying New South Wales with grain during their 

shortage, and granted Gipps’ request. 

 
 

Figure 5.5: Shows rainfall (millimetres) recorded at Hampshire Hills in Van Diemen’s Land between 
1835 and 1839. Hampshire Hills was located near the north-western tip of the island. The historic 
rainfall data (light blue) has been compared to 1960–1991 average rainfall data from the Yolla (Sea 
View) Station—the closest available modern-day weather station. Between 1835 and 1839, rainfall at 
Hampshire Hills was above-average (1836, 1837 and 1838) and average (1835 and 1839). Data from 
W. S. Watts, Results of Rainfall Observations in Tasmania (Melbourne: Bureau of Meteorology, 1936), 
45. 

5.1.2. Drought Mitigation Strategies 

The importation of grain was a short-term reaction that allowed the colonists to 

cope with drought but did not prepare them for future droughts in the way that more 

permanent adaptive techniques like irrigation and crop diversification could. In 1839, 

in direct response to the drought,51 underground grain silos were constructed on 

Cockatoo Island in Sydney Harbour. These silos were ‘excavations in the solid 

(sandstone) rock, shaped like a large bottle, and capable of holding from 3,000 to 
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5,000 bushels each; being hermetically sealed, grain of any kind may be preserved in 

them for years.’52 By 1840, these silos held 20,000 bushels of wheat and more were 

being constructed.53 Late in 1841, however, Governor Gipps was instructed by the 

Colonial Government in London that ‘government undertakings of this nature...lead to 

waste, miscalculation and mismanagement...you will on receipt of this 

despatch...cause the whole of the Corn in store to be sold by Public Auction.’54 

However, the creation of the silos had been lauded by the New South Wales 

Legislative Council, as it would reduce the colony’s reliance on the importation of 

grain when faced with shortage, and making use of surplus grain yielded in times of 

abundance. New South Wales councillor Berry stated his opinion that ‘no country 

could be deemed secure, which could not grow sufficient corn for its own 

consumption’55 and that this method of storage would safeguard the colony from 

Australia’s erratic climate and grain production.  

The Legislative Council recognised that developing rock silos would be more 

expensive, but argued that the benefit of hermetically sealed sandstone outweighed 

the cost.56 Historian Geoff Raby asserts that the British Colonial Office’s economic 

liberalist approach—that is, advocating for minimal interference of government in the 

market economy—stymied the first attempt by Australian colonial government to 

employ long-term coping strategies for agricultural security.57 The response from 

London was disappointing, and highlights the deficiency of their understanding of 

Australian drought and the need for the colonists to take direct measures to protect the 

colony from future drought-induced famine.  
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Figure 5.6: One of the grain silos on Cockatoo Island. The image on the left shows the interior of one 
of the Cockatoo Island grain silos, exposed by quarrying (Photo: Claire Fenby, 2011). The image on 
the right shows the plans used to construct the silos. 
 
 

Individuals also adjusted their farming practices for Australia’s aridity and in some 

cases these changes were long-term. Bathurst sheep-farmer George Ranken looked for 

a way to continue making a profit from his land following the devastating effects of 

the 1837–1839 drought. After a substantial loss of sheep, Ranken established a 20-

acre vineyard on his Saltram property near Bathurst.58 This would not have been an 

unusual response as grapevines were viewed at this time as a crop ‘capable of 

enduring drought,’59 suitable for Australia’s arid climate.60 Parallels were often drawn 

between the climate of France and Australia, and the establishment of a vineyard was 

seen as practical in a drought-prone land. It was alleged that ‘the best wines of France 

are produced on the highlands; it has been proved that the vine grows well in this 

country, notwithstanding its frequent droughts.’61 However, it was also argued that 

without proper irrigation or soil preparation vines could easily be damaged by a long 
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drought.62 Ranken’s approach was indicative how farming practices were adapted to 

drought-proof agriculture, and was made with an understanding of Australia as an 

arid, drought-prone country. 

Changes in land use were also evident in the way pastoral farmers reacted to 

drought. One way farmers endeavoured to keep their stock alive was by moving their 

stock around New South Wales, and even into relatively unsettled districts in the Port 

Phillip region. The drought forced Governor Gipps to question the way settlers moved 

around the colony and beyond the Limits of Location, a boundary drawn up by New 

South Wales’ Governor Darling in 1825, past which settlement could not proceed.63 

Gipps was of the opinion that restricting settlers’ movement would be disastrous, 

stating: 

‘I should not perhaps very much err, if I were to say that 

nearly half the cattle and sheep of the colony are thus 

depastured beyond what are called the Limits of Location; 

and any attempt to reduce the number of these Licences 

would be considered fatal to the prosperity of the 

Colony.’64  

A correspondent from Yass in western New South Wales reported that ‘many persons 

have been compelled to leave their homes for want of water; in fact, in this part of the 

country, starvation is staring every one in the face; I do not know how soon I shall 

have to “flee into the wilderness” in search of pasturage and water for our sheep and 

cattle.’65 Graziers in the Bathurst area ‘were compelled to remove their flocks and 

herds to the Lachlan [River region]’ after grass and water dried up—a desperate 

measure as it appears the Lachlan was not exempt from drought.66  

Expeditions throughout New South Wales allowed settlers to move beyond regions 

familiar to them. For example, Major James Nunn’s movement throughout the colony 

as part of the mounted police opened up areas to stockholders, allowing them to move 
                                                
62 “On the Culture of the Vine. No. 1. Climate, site, aspect, meteorological influences,” The Australian, 
14 November 1842, 2.  
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65 Sydney Gazette, 25 April 1839, 2.  
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northwards to the Barwon and Macintyre Rivers near the modern-day New South 

Wales–Queensland border.67 They did not stay long, and were eventually forced from 

the region due to drought and the economic difficulties of the 1840s.68 As population 

numbers grew it was obvious that simply expanding grazing areas to include the 

Western Plains was not enough to drought-proof the grazing industry, so settlers 

continued to push the boundaries of settlement to cope with episodic drought. 

During the mid to late 1830s there was a push by cramped New South Wales 

pastoralists to move their stock south to Port Phillip, named ‘Australia Felix’ by 

Major Mitchell and described as a landscape blessed by a ‘bounteous Providence.’69 It 

is alleged that the ‘overlanders,’ as they were called, ‘were pushed by drought and 

catarrh’ into Port Phillip.70 Drought was not the only reason for the migration, and 

many moved to Port Phillip before the drought had escalated. As the 1837–1839 

drought progressed, overland expeditions released pressure on the cramped plains 

north of the Murray River. Recollecting the journey, pastoralist George Faithfull 

remarked that he first decided to move his stock from New South Wales in February 

1838, and that ‘it was known for years prior to this time that much fine land lay in this 

neighbourhood and extended from the Murrumbidgee to the Bay of Port Phillip.71 

Unfortunately, only a year after his arrival at Wangaratta (only 35km south of the 

River Murray), Faithfull’s property was described as ‘burnt up’ by drought.72 Mary 

Jane Docker recalled that the main impetus for her father’s decision to move from 

Windsor to Port Phillip was because his servants had stolen grain from his silos and 

acted dishonestly. In fact, Joseph Docker bought sheep in the Monaro district before 

beginning the overland journey.73  

Drought did push some to move beyond central New South Wales. Pastoralist 

Charles Hutton recalled that ‘it was only by having my marching establishment 
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complete, and thus constantly shifting my ground, that I was enabled to keep the stock 

alive.’74 When he arrived at the Campaspe Plains in the Port Phillip district in 1838 he 

remarked that ‘the ground was exceedingly dry, the grass apparently dead (although 

after the first rain it grew again most luxuriantly), the water-holes very low, and for 

nine months there was not even a moderate shower to freshen the herbage.’75J. M. 

Powell argues that ‘the drought of 1838–1839 in New South Wales brought more 

overlanders, and led directly to a traverse of the eastern interior.’76 The word ‘more’ is 

important, as drought was not the only reason for overland journeys, but the region 

did provide relief for excess stock on the ruined stations of New South Wales.  

5.1.3. Drought and Land Degradation 

In Chapter 3, we saw the impact that rapidly increasing stock numbers had on the 

coastal plains of New South Wales prior to expansion across the Great Dividing 

Range in 1815. Research presented in Chapter 4 also showed the way drought was 

exacerbated by landscape degradation. It is clear that the 1837–1839 drought was also 

exacerbated by the impact of livestock on pasture and water supplies. As people 

moved overland, ‘grass along the principal stock trails was despoiled’77 and generally 

degraded.78 Some settlers’ movement throughout New South Wales was restricted by 

fears that their stock would be taken from them by Aboriginal resistance fighters, 

meaning that grass in some stations was entirely exhausted by sheep confined to small 

runs.79 More generally, ‘sheep concentrated around water sources, devoured the best 

grasses, and ate plants close to the soil…Their large numbers and sharp hooves 

compacted the soil.’80 In 1839, James Coutts Crawford—one of the first to overland 

cattle from Sydney to Adelaide—alleged that the state of the Murrumbidgee River 

was bad because the sheep had destroyed the ‘herbage’ along its banks, confirming 

the degradation of the landscape. Crawford’s recollection corroborates comments 
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made in an anonymously-written exploration journal, which stated that as early as 

May 1837 ‘tis true there is at present very little grass, and all is brown, owing to the 

want of rain, and to the quantity of stock feeding over it.’81 Crawford also noted that 

feed was worn out at a cattle station nearby, and that the animals had churned the mud 

along the banks of the ‘watering places’ and greatly reduced their quality.82 It appears 

that the impact of drought was exacerbated in New South Wales in particular because 

of the effects of livestock on the landscape.  

5.1.4. Regional Rainfall Differences 

During 1837–1839, the severity of the drought not only varied throughout south-

eastern Australia, but also within New South Wales, which is why pastoralists did not 

necessarily need to move beyond the River Murray region to survive. In 

correspondence with Britain, Governor Gipps reported that ‘in the interior, the 

drought has been far more oppressive even than on the sea coast.’83 The recollections 

of Margaret Menzies, who arrived in Australia in 1838 with her husband Robert, 

supports Gipps’ assertion. After leaving Liverpool, New South Wales, Margaret wrote 

that the Illawarra region in which they settled exhibited ‘a richness of soil and perhaps 

of verdure which was a most pleasing contrast to that tract of the country I had lived 

in the last 2 months’84 She continued, gushing that ‘there could not be a more 

romantic country – you may lose yourself amidst the vines and creepers of our 

interminable forest.’85 There is no mention of dry vegetation in these passages. Robert 

Menzies named his property after the rivulet by which it was bounded—

‘Minnamurra’.86 This implies that the rivulet was still running, despite the prevalence 

of drought elsewhere drying up larger bodies of water, and Margaret Menzies’ 

statement indicates that the drought was not consistent across the entire colony. 

Menzies was glad, however, when heavy rain arrived in April 1838, stating: ‘it is truly 

wonderful the change that has taken place. I could imagine I saw the grass growing 
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and although we have had some very dry days since what before was a field of black 

earth is now covered with green grass.’87  

Primary source material like Margaret Menzies’ is a good way for historians to 

move beyond broad-brush district-wide reports of drought that feature so heavily in 

newspaper reports. In letters home to Great Britain, it appears that drought did not 

seem to affect George Curlewis’ farm at Bungonia, south-east of Goulburn. In early 

1839 he wrote to his wife Tilly: ‘the weather is really against us, I cannot say when 

we shall complete the muster it is such a cold drizzling rain.’ In spite of the gloomy 

weather, his news was not all bad: his trees presented a ‘great show of fruit,’88 

contradicting the frequent reports of food shortage. J. A. Maxwell, also writing to 

relatives in Britain, proudly reported that his land at the Vale of Clwyd, New South 

Wales, was ‘a beautiful place with a neverfailing stream of fine water…it was running 

quite strong during all the great drought.’89 These first-hand reports give us an insight 

into the way climate does not have a uniform impact across a region. 

5.1.5. ‘Rain! Again rain!’90: The 1837–1839 Drought Breaks  

Drought-breaking rains were reported in New South Wales in April 1839—the face 

of the landscape changed from brown to green ‘as by a miracle,’ as rain ‘descended in 

copious showers.’91 A correspondent from the Hawkesbury River region was 

delighted by the ‘glorious rain’ that had penetrated the soil by to a depth of one foot.92 

Good rainfall was not uniform across New South Wales at this time. The coastal town 

of Wollongong and its surrounds, the inland county Argyle, coastal Maitland and 

Yass received good rainfall. Settlers in King County, east of Yass, had only received a 

little rain and were still feeling the effects of drought, the Monaro district and Murray 

county (containing Canberra and Lake George) had not received significant rain 

either.93  

Good weather extended below the River Murray to the Port Phillip district, still 

sometimes referred to as Australia Felix. The effect of drought in this region was 
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downplayed: ‘the country has experienced rapid changes, from heavy and continued 

rain to the most clear, sunny and enjoyable weather… The leaves and grass assume a 

greener… [Australia Felix] is visited by all the rains that rising in the Pacific Ocean 

sweep across Van Diemen’s Land…[it] is secure from the appalling ravages which 

drought at times brings down upon the interior provinces.’94 

Good rainfall persisted for the rest of the year. By September 1839, vegetation was 

‘advancing fast’ and cattle were thriving in the district between the Murrumbidgee 

and Murray rivers, west of the Great Dividing Range.95 A newspaper correspondent 

from Cabramatta, now a western suburb of Sydney, wrote that the ‘hay crop promises 

abundantly; barley looks well and there is every prospect of a good season.’96 In the 

Hunter River region, sheep and cattle looked well and the cornfields ‘promise 

abundance’. Graziers were described as ‘more than content.’97 Agricultural and 

pastoral activities in the Hunter region, the Liverpool Plains and New England region 

of northern New South Wales were all described favourably.98 

In November 1839, Surveyor Charles Tyers avoided Lake Linlithgow and its 

swampy surrounds as he made his way to John Wedge’s Grange Burn station (now 

known as Hamilton). Tyers and his team made his way through ‘thick forest 

intersected by numerous swamps’ on the journey from Wedge’s station to the Henty 

property at Portland.99 By 29 June 1841, Protector of Aborigines George Robinson 

described Lakes Linlithgow and Bullrush as dry, ‘covered with thick and fine grass 

and I saw upwards of 100 turkeys feeding on it.’100 

There is evidence to suggest that Port Phillip was not as severely afflicted by 

rainfall deficit as New South Wales was. In 1839, Port Phillip was described as a 

‘province blessed with abundance of rains’101 whose settlers led a better life than the 

‘half-famished inhabitants of Sydney,’ referring to the scarcity that resulted from the 
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drought.102 At a small encampment on Darebin Creek, which runs through modern 

metropolitan Melbourne, pastoralist Colin Campbell remarked that he and his 

companions were ‘assailed by a succession of floods [during winter 1839], which 

continued at intervals until Christmas, on which day I saw a flock of sheep and half a 

dozen men nearly drowned in the Yarra.’103  

5.2. Drought: A Catalyst for Economic Depression 

Despite the reprieve that farmers Curlewis, Maxwell and the Menzies’ had from 

the environmental impact of drought, there is no doubt they would have been affected 

by its long-term economic repercussions. Australian society had grown more complex 

by the 1830s and 1840s, and subsequently, the impact of climate events like drought 

were more far-reaching. The 1837–1839 drought is listed by historians as one of the 

causes of Australia’s 1841 economic depression. Brian Fitzpatrick, an economic 

historian, recognised that the 1841 depression was a combination of both internal and 

external factors. The fall of English wholesale commodity prices, the drop in the 

average price of New South Wales wool and the English economic crisis of 1839 

were identified as the most prominent causes of Australia’s economic woes.104 The 

drought in New South Wales was identified as a less-prominent factor, followed by 

the withdrawal of large amounts of money by the colonial government to meet 

immigration payments.105 Fitzpatrick remarked that in 1839, following the failure of 

crops due to drought the New South Wales government was required to import, on 

three occasions, ‘more than four times the value of breadstuffs imported in 1837 or 

1838.’106 The colony had relied too heavily on wool, the value of which was falling, 

and the agricultural sector was under-developed and unable to meet local 

requirements.107 While the drought may have played a less-important part in creating 

a depressed economy, this does not negate the fact that its impact was felt for years 

after adequate rain returned in 1839.   

                                                
102 Sydney Gazette, 30 April 1839, 3. 
103 Letter from Colin Campbell, undated, Letters from Victorian Pioneers, 315. 
104 Brian Fitzpatrick, The British Empire in Australia: An Economic History, 1834-1939 (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1941), 109-110. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Brian Fitzpatrick, The British Empire in Australia: An Economic History, 1834-1939, 111. 
107 Ibid. 



 

 

200 

News reports linked drought to economic depression as early as 1839, preceding 

the major economic crisis by two years.108 However, there was debate about the role 

of drought in influencing the economic situation as early as 1839. The editors of The 

Sydney Gazette were of the opinion that New South Wales’ economic crisis was 

primarily driven by ‘the successive extortions’ of the Whig political party in Britain, 

whose actions had allegedly ‘worked to destroy the prosperity of the colonies.’109 The 

Sydney Monitor had earlier slammed this opinion, mockingly stating that ‘The ‘Whig 

Ministry’ has had no more to do in bringing down on the Colony its present distressed 

state than the man in the moon.’110 The Monitor ascribed the depression to two major 

forces: the ‘American Panic’ of 1837, which reduced the price of wool by 30 per cent, 

and the drought111 and asked ‘What has “the Whig Ministry” had to do with these two 

causes?’112 While the editors of The Sydney Gazette conceded that the ‘Great Panic of 

1837’ and the drought in Australia contributed a little to a depression in Australia’s 

economy, they remarked that an alternative, more paternal Government would have 

dealt with these problems more satisfactorily.113 Even in 1839, the perceived impact 

of climate was influenced by politics. 

Hindsight reveals that the drought did indeed influence the Australian economy 

both during and after the protracted dry period. The rise in the cost of staple goods 

was enormous, spreading hardship from remote settlements to the urban centres. In 

April 1839, Governor George Gipps reported that wheat had risen to 20 shillings per 

bushel in Sydney and that ‘fresh butter and vegetables [were] almost unknown.’114 In 

the same letter, Gipps described the landscape as being without ‘either a blade of 

grass or a drop of water; and, amongst the cattle at least, famine may be said to have 

existed in all its horrors.’115  On his arrival in Sydney in September 1839, prospective 

farmer Thomas Tourle was shocked to learn the cost of living in the colony, with 
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wheat costing 30 shillings a bushel at the time.116 Flour had risen to ‘70 to 80 £ per 

ton and the difficulty of conveying it up the country is so great owing to the late and 

present crisis that  £25 was offered the other day to convey a few bags of flour 150 

miles up.’117  The arrival of emigrants like Tourle also contributed to the price 

increases, as the new arrivals ‘remain in our Streets, without employment, [adding] 

materially to the number of mouths to be fed by Government.’118 External forces like 

immigration played a part in exacerbating local problems caused by drought, 

heightening the impact of low rainfall on the colony’s economy. 

By 1841, a strong link was drawn by settlers between long-term economic 

difficulty in the colonies and the drought.119 Throughout the year, the New South 

Wales Legislative Council received a number of petitions from settlers requesting that 

they rethink their approach to importing grain commodities. Landholders at Windsor 

wrote to the Council, stating that they were suffering greatly ‘owing to the scarcity 

and high price of labour, and chiefly to the importation from foreign countries of 

grain and flour at so low a rate that your petitioners cannot compete with the 

importers.’120 The Council facetiously responded by stating that ‘the arguments 

adduced in support of the restricted duty did not hold good nor apply, unless they 

could make an Act of Council to prevent droughts, or file a Bill of Pains and Penalties 

against Providence for not sending us a due supply of rains.’121 Sir John Jamison, 

wealthy landowner and politician, was of the opinion that the landholders ‘would 

obtain ampler protection were they to erect siloes [sic] for the preservation of their 

grain,’122 implying that the farmers themselves should set up their own means of 

protection from drought to avoid ongoing financial stress.123 At this time, the New 

South Wales government had no choice but to recommend this course of settler-

driven adaptation as a drought relief measure had recently been stymied by the 

Colonial Office. While government expenditure in the face of drought was better than 
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expected, the economic ramifications of the 1837–1839 event were still being felt in 

the early 1840s.  

The way settlers had reacted to Australia’s variable climate prior to the 1830s and 

1840s also increased their economic risk, making the colonies vulnerable to 

depression in the early 1840s. Andrew Wells argues that the depression was the result 

of ‘a complex chain of colonial credit relations [that] was built upon the price of 

future wool clips, the appreciated market values of livestock and of real estate 

extended from the wool producer to the British capital and commodity markets.’124 

The colonies were then severely affected when the price of wool began to tumble in 

Britain following reduced demand.125 During this time, settlers in Australia had come 

to rely on livestock, rather than agriculture, for their livelihood as it was easier to 

make a profit from sheep in an arid country. In fact, the wool trade was the primary 

industry of the colonies between 1834 and 1851—with the 1820s to the 1850s dubbed 

‘the pastoral age’126—surpassing previous avenues of profit like whaling, sealing, 

fisheries and agriculture which dominated the 1820s and 1830s.127 Sheep thrived in 

arid Australia and met a demand in Britain. Europeans in Australia were still learning 

about what the climate of this new land would support, and sheep appeared to be one 

of the best options in the dry colony. This may have allowed the settlers to establish 

themselves in the landscape but also left them vulnerable to economic pressures 

beyond their control. 

5.3.  Drought and Frontier Violence between Indigenous 
Australians and European Settlers 

The effect of drought on New South Wales’ non-indigenous population during the 

late 1830s is well-documented. However, the potential impact of drought on 

indigenous people is not well-researched. The drought in 1838 coincided with an 

escalation of frontier violence between the traditional Aboriginal land-owners and the 

white squatters who sought to expand their pastoral pursuits. On 2 November 1838, a 

day set aside by government as one of fasting and humiliation in response to the 
                                                
124 Andrew Wells, Constructing Capitalism: An Economic History of Eastern Australia, 1788-1901 
(North Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1989), 59. 
125 R. V. Jackson, Australian Economic Development in the Nineteenth Century (Canberra: Australian 
National University Press, 1977), 6. 
126 Ibid, 4. 
127 Sylvia Morrissey, “The Pastoral Economy, 1821-1850,” in Essays in Economic History of Australia, 
James Griffin (Ed.) (Milton, Qld.: The Jacaranda Press, 1967), 54–55. 



 

 

203 

drought, John Dunmore Lang gave a sermon. In this sermon, Lang identified the sins 

he believed were responsible for bringing drought to Australia. Amongst the usual 

suspects like not observing the Sabbath and mistreating the poor, there was a more 

interesting cause: the violent and murderous actions of white men against Aboriginal 

people who Lang described as ‘bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh – formed 

originally after the image of God, like ourselves.’128 Drawing a parallel with the 

genocide of the Gibeonites in early Israel, he accused his parishioners of ‘blood-

guiltiness’. 129  Lang reprimanded those present, stating: 

‘We despoiled [the Aborigines] of their land, and given 

them in exchange European vice and European disease in 

every foul and fatal form, but the blood of hundreds, nay 

of thousands, of their number who have fallen from time to 

time in their native forests, when waging unequal warfare 

with their civilized aggressors, still stains the hands of 

many of the inhabitants of the land!’130  

The sermon struck a chord with the editors of The Colonist, who stated that ‘[Lang’s] 

remarks on the sin of blood-guiltiness are so forcible, and so strictly applicable to the 

heart-sickening events which have recently branded us as a community with a deeper 

infamy than ever belonged to us before, even in our primitive days of Botany Bay 

prostration.’131 These words are a compelling insight into the way white Australians 

apportioned blame for climate events but it also hints at something more, begging the 

question: could the drought of 1837–1839, and the overwhelming aridity of the 1830s 

be linked to an escalation of frontier violence? 

Explorers and settlers had regularly used Aboriginal people as guides to negotiate 

the arid landscape of Australia. When moving into unmapped territory, ‘settlers made 

extensive use of networks of paths, associated waterholes and man-made dams’132 to 

sustain themselves in the unfamiliar landscape. Historian Henry Reynolds asserted 
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that ‘Aboriginal knowledge of waterholes, soaks and wells was even more important 

for inland exploration than information about topography’133 and this is easy for us to 

understand, being aware of the nature of this arid continent and the uncertain 

availability of water. By travelling along these paths, following watercourses and 

settling on them throughout south-eastern Australia ‘the newcomers impinged on 

accustomed patterns of life, occupying the flat, open land and monopolizing surface 

water.’134 These actions marked the beginning of the white settlers’ control of water 

supplies, which intensified with the onset of drought. 

Historical studies of frontier expansion and violence show the impact the squatters’ 

had upon the landscape. Following the discovery of a route across the Blue 

Mountains, thousands of sheep and cattle were herded from the overstocked coastal 

runs to the expansive western plains from 1815.135 It is alleged that by 1836, north-

western New South Wales alone was parcelled out between twenty cattle and sheep 

runs. This marginalised an estimated 4000 Aboriginal inhabitants and forcing them to 

retaliate and defend their land.136 Bruce Elder’s history of massacre in Australia, 

Blood on the Wattle, described the difficulties Aboriginal people experienced after 

squatters moved on to their land. Elder wrote that station managers in western New 

South Wales were ‘at the mercy of erratic food deliveries. If the bullock team did not 

arrive with supplies of flour and tea the Aboriginal people, unable to survive on the 

ever diminishing native fauna and dependent upon the station owner’s generosity, 

simply starved.’137 This quote highlights a number of things: it indicates that the 

impact of European pastoral practices on the Australian landscape was enormous; that 

during the burgeoning pastoral take-over both white people and Aboriginal people 

could not sustain themselves on the available land, and lastly, Aboriginal people were 

so disenfranchised by these changes that they were liable to starvation even during 

periods of seemingly good water availability.  
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The impact that Europeans and their stock had on water supplies and its subsequent 

effect on Aboriginal society was significant. In 1861, a squatter named William 

Ridley recollected the impact colonisation had on Aboriginal people in the Balonne 

River region in southern Queensland:  

‘Not only did the cattle drive away the kangaroos, but 

those who had charge of the cattle found it necessary to 

keep the aborigines away from the river … After some 

fatal conflicts, in which some colonists and many 

Aborigines have been slain, the blacks have been awed 

into submission to the orders which forbid their access to 

the river. And what is the consequence? Black fellows 

coming in from the west report that last summer very large 

numbers, afraid to visit the river, were crowded round a 

few scanty waterholes, within a day’s walk of which it was 

impossible to get sufficient food … that owing to these 

combined hardships many died.’138  

Ridley’s recollection highlights the effect of reduced rainfall in summer following the 

systematic exclusion of Aboriginal people from water that, ordinarily, would have 

sustained them throughout the dry season. If this was the case in a normal summer 

season, it is plausible that the impact of water restrictions on Aboriginal life was even 

more severe during a drought.  

Historian Henry Reynolds argues that the everyday monopolisation of land and 

water resources resulted in confrontation, writing that ‘attacks on sheep and cattle, 

made frequently in desperation, proved violent retaliation [from the squatters]: 

reprisal and revenge spiralled viciously.’139 The motivation for clashes between 

Aboriginal people and squatters has been recorded in some cases. Killings of settlers 

in Port Phillip’s Western District by Aboriginal people in the late 1830s were 

identified as traditional revenge attacks, and John Connor reports that the Dantgurt 

group of the Wathaurong people took sheep as part of food gathering activities and as 

an attempt to push squatters off their land.140 Historian Heather Goodall argued that 
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violent Aboriginal resistance escalated in response to the ‘scale and pace of the 

invasion’ and that this resistance was most prominent on the Western Plains 

grasslands.141 Here it is argued that it was more than just a reaction to the ‘scale and 

pace’ of change, but that the encroachment into Aboriginal land was made all the 

more serious and devastating when it was coincident with drought, resulting in a 

prominent escalation of violence. 

No Aboriginal voices are present in the historical record that give us insight into 

the impact of the 1837–1839 drought on their lives. However, there are hints in the 

recollections written by squatters. In a passage describing the events leading up to the 

1838 Myall Creek Massacre, Historian Bruce Elder mentions that the drovers from 

the Myall Creek run were moving their cattle to a new area because the dry weather 

and grazing animals had depleted all that was available at their usual station. During 

the process of moving their cattle Andrew Burrows and Charles Reid were confronted 

by men attempting to track down a group of Aboriginal people who had attacked 

cattle in the area.142 There is no mention of the impact of drought on the indigenous 

people of the area but drought, combined with the increased domination of viable land 

and water by pastoralists, likely pushed Aboriginal people to escalate violence, as 

they had done in the Western District, resulting in the shocking retaliation in the form 

of a massacre.  

One race relations analyst noted that during the 1830s frontier violence occurred 

‘against a background of heightened anxiety levels and political struggle, ratcheted up 

by severe drought, an increasingly precarious financial situation and a fear of loss of 

land and property.’143 This remark positions drought as a problem and source of 

anxiety for the European newcomers, but does not argue that drought could have been 

especially stressful for Aboriginal people. By 1838, reports of violent clashes between 

Aboriginal people and squatters were increasing greatly.144 The Liverpool Plains in 

New South Wales, where the infamous 1838 Myall Creek massacre occurred, as well 

as massacres at Vinegar Hill and Gravesend,145 was even described as ‘one of the 
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worst-affected’ by the drought.146 Elder acknowledges that there was an escalation in 

frontier violence in New South Wales towards the end of 1837, stating that ‘drought 

and overstocking had ruined the marshy banks of the river. The cattle had polluted the 

water. The reeds which had been home to the wildfowl had been tramped by cattle 

grazing at the water’s edge.’147 No strong link is made, however, between the drought 

and the increase in violence between the groups. Long-standing dry conditions meant 

that squatters needed to expand their holdings to remain viable. Thirsty stock drank all 

that was left from the waterholes and trampled the baked earth and scant vegetation. 

The marginalisation of the Aboriginal people may have been felt even more strongly 

in the face of ongoing drought, as they were pushed further from their land and had 

less access to water and as a result, violence increased. 

Outside New South Wales, there is evidence given which gives voice to the 

frustration and anger that accompanied the exclusion of Aboriginal people from their 

land and water. Henry Reynolds cites an example recorded by the so-called Protector 

of Aborigines, G.A. Robinson. In a tour of Victoria’s western district in 1843, 

Robinson met Timberroon of the Bulluc people, an elderly man who ‘who stamped on 

the ground vehemently exclaiming: ‘the country belonging to [me], belonging to me, 

my country,’148 with Robinson noting in his journal that ‘they were poor now. White 

men had taken their good country, they said, no ask for it but took it. Black man show 

white man plenty grass and water and then white man say be off come be off and 

drive them away and no let them stop.’149 While not wishing to homogenise 

Aboriginal society, it is difficult to imagine that the sentiments expressed by the 

Western District elder were not shared by other Aboriginal people in south-eastern 

Australia.  

In June 1840 John Allman, Commissioner of Crown Lands, wrote to Governor 

Gipps describing the way in which indigenous people from Mount Harris in New 

South Wales arrived in Bathurst, an estimated 350km journey. Allman was shocked to 

learn that the Aboriginal people had been deprived access to waterholes by settlers in 

the region:  
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‘Hearing a most lamentable description of the drought and 

scarcity of water in that neighbourhood I made enquiry 

and as far as the report of some very respectable parties 

can be relied upon I find that these blacks have been 

forcibly driven away from the only one or two holes that 

afford water for miles in the neighbourhood of Mount 

Harris by some of the stockmen, in order that the water 

might be preserved for the cattle. That they have been 

threatened and terrified and have been actually seen by 

some gentlemen gasping for water – the names of the 

parties concerned I have not learnt.’150 

Abundant harvests were reaped throughout 1840 across south-eastern Australia and  

pastures were also described as abundant.151 The palaeoclimate record indicates that 

south-eastern Australia received average rainfall in 1840 (Table 5.1). It is possible 

that the drought did not break in Mount Harris in 1839. It is also possible that average 

rain did return, but the scarcity of water experienced in previous years caused the 

stockmen to take over what water was now available in the district. 

A note in Gipps-Latrobe Correspondence, 1839-1845 implies that Aboriginal 

people resorted to violence in response to water scarcity and monopolisation of water 

sources by white station owners. The note stated that in 1842 Allman had cancelled a 

squatter’s licence following clashes in which twelve Aboriginal people and three 

white people were killed.152 Allegedly, the skirmish was the result of ‘Aborigines 

protesting that the squatters (and their livestock) were depriving them of access to 

their waterholes, which was particularly serious owing to a drought.’153 As Chapter 2 

(Table 2.3) shows, below-average rainfall was experienced in the spring and summer 
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of 1842–1843. Allman’s actions highlight the severe ramifications of both social and 

environmental water availability. However, aside from minor references like these, 

there is little to indicate the reaction of Aboriginal people to the negative forces of 

drought and colonisation during the late 1830s. One of the problems for historians 

researching this period is a lack of written material created by the squatters and, 

where material is available, an unwillingness to acknowledge the impact that their 

actions were having on indigenous societies.154 It is likely that drought experienced in 

the 1830s and 1840s increased racial tensions in the early decades of the nineteenth 

century. 

5.4. Water Availability and Irrigation, 1835–1845 

 ‘Had the first settlers in this colony been brought up in the 

climates where the grape vine and olive tree are 

cultivated, we should years ago have been exporters of 

wine, olives, and oil. Our British population must neglect 

some of their native agricultural pursuits, and turn their 

attention to those best suited for the quality of soil and 

temperature of climate.’155 

–  Aust. and New Zealand Monthly Magazine, 1842 

 

Europeans had now spent enough time in the Australian landscape to identify and 

adapt to what they viewed as flaws. For some, Australia’s climate was ‘too dry’156, 

and its rivers, waterholes and lakes unreliable. The Australian climate posed problems 

that required ‘improvement’ in the same way the physical environment had been 

subjected to by clearing the bush to settle the land. This is a pervasive environmental 

history theme, one which postulates that British attitudes to the land were shaped by 

the Judeo-Christian tenet to subdue the environment and shape it to best meet man’s 
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needs.157 This attitude is present in documents describing climate and water 

availability in the 1830s and 1840s. The explorer Thomas Mitchell felt that ‘an 

industrious and increasing people may always secure an abundant supply [of water] 

by adopting artificial means to preserve it and, in acting thus, they would only extend 

the natural plan according to their wants.’158 However, an analysis of attitudes to 

irrigation and water availability during the 1835–1845 period shows that the 

motivation to improve was not always coupled with disdain for the climate. Water 

availability and the implementation of irrigation were understood in a number of 

sometimes-conflicting ways, and in some cases showed an acceptance and 

understanding of the Australian climate and landscape. 

The island colony of Van Diemen’s Land was the first in Australia to introduce 

widespread private and public irrigation schemes.159 One of the large estates in the 

colony, Bushy Park, had been irrigated since the 1820s, with regular attempts made to 

improve water supply to the farm.160 Irrigation historian Gerard Blackburn noted that 

the ubiquity with which irrigation was taken to by Tasmanians seemed ‘quite out of 

character with the circumstances of land use on the island at the time; drought was 

never the serious handicap it so often proved to be on the mainland.’161 So why was 

there such a push for irrigation in the region? There is, of course, the continuing 

theme of using God-given resources to their fullest and improving the landscape. A. 

F. Cotton, a vocal proponent of irrigation, urged his readers to think about ‘what the 

noble valley of the Derwent [River] would become, were it fully irrigated and the 

navigation open…it would certainly be one of the most beautiful and valuable tracts 

of country in the colonies.’162 However, while drought was never as serious in 

Tasmania as it was in New South Wales the early nineteenth century definition of 

drought was not the same as our current understanding. During the 1830s and 1840s, 

summer was considered to be a period of drought. In 1835, The Hobart Town Courier 

                                                
157 Don Garden, Australia, New Zealand, and the Pacific: An Environmental History. Edited by Mark 
R. Stoll, Nature and Human Societies (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2005), 67–68. 
158 T. L. Mitchell, Three Expeditions in the Interior of Eastern Australia, 331. 
159 Gerard Blackburn, Pioneering Irrigation in Australia to 1920 (Melbourne: Australian Scholarly 
Publishing, 1999), 1.  
160 Gerard Blackburn, Pioneering Irrigation, 4; Letter from Thomas Haines to Mr. M. A. G. [Michael 
Adolarius George] Middleton, Bushy Park, 18 February 1848, in Humphrey Family Papers, 1803-1896 
[manuscript], MS 8218, NLA. 
161 Gerard Blackburn, Pioneering Irrigation, 4.  
162 Captain A. F. Cotton, “Art. 1 - On Irrigation in Tasmania, Cont.” The Tasmanian journal of natural 
science, agriculture, statistics, etc. 1, no. 3 (1842), 185. 



 

 

211 

commented that although there were a number of new machines used for boring 

artesian wells available on the island, ‘not one has yet been put into successful use, 

and we continue dragging from half dried up creeks, with horse & bullock carts for 

miles, and from day to day, impure, imperfect supplies.’163 Irrigation was one way to 

subvert seasonal variability and correct the perceived failings of Australian climate.  

Irrigation was not only a way for settlers to continue raising European crops in a 

land with unreliable water and reinforced the idea that Australia was able to support 

exotic crops, a suggestion initially made by James Matra in 1783. In fact, it was 

thought in 1842 that ‘the natural features and inherent capabilities of Australia, but 

particularly such parts as border on the rivers Murray, Murrumbidgee, Lachlan, the 

Glenelg, the Torrens, &c. &c., render this our antipodean territory peculiarly fitted for 

the reception and profitable introduction of the rice plant.’164 The aforementioned 

rivers could be made profitable for rice growing through the implementation of 

irrigation canals. Traditional rice propagation requires huge amounts of water,165 yet 

there is no mention of climate, drought or dry periods. As we saw earlier in the 

chapter South Australia’s Torrens River was reduced to stagnant ponds during the 

heat of summer in 1838–1839 but the unreliable nature of rivers in an arid climate 

were conveniently ignored or not yet understood. 

Despite this, Australia’s aridity and how to overcome it was often discussed in 

both colonial and international newspapers and journals, even prior to the 1837–1839 

drought. One solution to uncertain water supply was to implement irrigation 

techniques like dams, diversions, wells and holding tanks.166 In addition, aridity and 

the effects of frequent crop failures also pushed the settlers to take notice of 

agricultural and irrigation practices in other arid countries.167 Colonists began to think 
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about the viability of non-English crops, fruits, vegetables and animals that would 

thrive in a climate with high rainfall variability. For instance, the widespread use of 

camels was suggested in 1839 as a more reliable working animal than the bullock in 

dry areas, and was deemed well-suited to Australia’s climate.168 Date, carob and olive 

trees were recommended.169 Cotton was also suggested as a suitable, potentially 

profitable crop.170 Cunningham remarked that: 

‘Olive trees stand drought well, and flourish in soils where 

few other profitable articles would grow…A good tree in 

full bearing will furnish twenty gallons of oil, and taking 

ten gallons as the average, this at 2s. 6d. per gallon, shows 

the good profits that must result from olive cultivation in 

Australia.’171  

The olive tree would satisfy the settlers’ need to profit from the land, and ensured that 

the profit was less subject to climate variability. Interestingly, as early as 1843, people 

were realising that methods employed by the English farmer could not be directly 

transplanted to the farmlands of Australia. Author and visitor to the Australian 

colonies, Thomas Bartlett, noted that ‘as the climate of England is wet and temperate, 

and that of Australia dry and very hot, it is obvious that the system which is well 

fitted for the one country, must be wholly unfit for the other. As the English land is 

benefited by drainage, so the Australian soil is improved by irrigation.’172 This 

statement shows a waning tendency to compare Australia to the United Kingdom. 

A comparison of Australia’s climate with other arid countries began to occur more 

often, usually as a means in which irrigation could be promoted as a method of 
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increasing agricultural productivity and providing a long-term safety net against 

recurrent drought. In 1840 The Sydney Herald reported that:  

‘The effect of irrigation [in Persia] is almost magical; 

immediately adjoining the most barren tract may be seen 

rich vineyards and corn-fields, interspersed with orchards 

and walnut-trees of noble growth, which spring up 

wherever there is moisture with incredible rapidity beneath 

the vivifying rays of an Eastern sun. But still more rapid is 

their decay, when the stream is diverted from the channel, 

and one summer’s drought suffices to effuse the labour of 

years.’173  

Here, readers were presented with what Australia might look like if they were to 

construct irrigation canals similar to those in the Middle East. They would no longer 

have to worry about the effect of a short-term ‘summer’s drought’ on their 

livelihood.174 Irrigated arid land was held up as an image of beauty and prosperity for 

Australian farmers to aspire to. In 1835, Sydney Gazette boasted that ‘the country 

around Lima [Peru] is beautifully fertile, and by irrigation yields every variety of fruit 

and vegetable.’175 The Maltese practice of using waterwheels and wells to irrigate 

their land was intriguing to the new Australians, as this practice was given as the 

reason for the low price of vegetables in Malta (Figure 5.7).176 This fact—drawing a 

link between irrigation and low vegetables prices—was published in 1841, following 

years of inflated crop prices associated with the 1837–1839 drought. An option to 

head off inflationary prices of fruit, vegetables and grains would have been enticing to 

those still reeling from the effects of this drought. Cheap vegetables would be one 

way to boost Australia’s economy but irrigation would also allow the land to support 

a larger population, similar to ‘the well-peopled oases of the African and Arabian 

deserts.’177  
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Figure 5.5: Illustration of the Malta Wheel, in Peter Cunningham’s Hints for Australian Emigrants, 81. 

Some challenged the idea that irrigation was a suitable measure against aridity in 

Australia. In an article regarding the new colony of South Australia, originally 

published in the English Westminster Review in 1836, it was ceded that ‘there is no 

country which stands more in need of irrigation than Australia.’178 However, it then 

went on to say that ‘there is no country in which it is so difficult to carry it into 

effect.’179 The article was damning of claims that irrigation practices from France, 

Italy, Spain, Iran, India, China and Java could be applied and practiced in Australia 

with equal success.180 The rivers and other sources of water in Australia were alleged 

to be far less manageable than in those places, primarily because they were prone to 

drying.181 Java’s irrigation processes, for example, were built in an area where ‘such 

is the regularity of the supply of water, that there has been no famine in the country 

for ninety years, and a partial scarcity in only one.’182 The Sydney Monitor stated that 
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‘the greatest works of irrigation owe their origin to the natural facilities afforded by 

climate and locality.’183 It was argued: 

‘What association of capitalism in their sense, or what 

Government that was ordinarily sane, would contemplate 

the construction of expensive embarkments in rivers that 

might capriciously be either torrents or dry beds for half a 

year together; or speculate upon great reservoirs that might 

have no supply of water for a whole year, or for two, or 

even three years running!’ 184 

Here, Australia’s cycle of drought and flood was viewed as unique, and not even 

comparable to other arid regions of the world. It is interesting to note that the normal 

state of the climate was considered to include very dry and very wet phases, moving 

beyond the idea that a wet year was a measure of a ‘normal’ climate in south-eastern 

Australia. 

Irrigation projects were not just confined to farmland or pastoral regions. John 

Busby’s bore, a tunnel that conveyed water from swampland to Sydney, was a major 

urban irrigation project, the conclusion of which unfortunately coincided with the 

1837–1839 drought. As we have seen in Chapter 3, from the arrival of the First Fleet 

Sydney’s water supply was subject to the vicissitudes of Australian climate, and the 

town’s inhabitants often suffered when the Tank Stream dried in summer. When the 

Tank Stream failed in 1809, water from the nearby swamps was used to supply the 

thirsty residents of Sydney. In 1823, John Busby was appointed by the government to 

create a means of conveying water from Lachlan’s swamp to Sydney, an exercise that 

was not completed until 1837.185 Michael Cathcart reports that the bore, tunnelled 

through rock,  

‘Delivered around 1.5 million litres per day to 

Sydney…[and that] since Busby had not installed sluice 

gates inside the tunnel and there was no reservoir at Hyde 

Park, there was no way of stopping the flow or storing 

unused water. Every night ‘hundreds of tons of surplus 
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water’ drained down from the swamps and gushed, 

unused, through the streets of Sydney.’186  

This implies that during the 1837–1839 drought, water was being emptied from the 

swamps at a rate that exceeded its usage. In fact, even as early as November 1837 the 

swamps were reportedly dry, and that ‘in the neighbourhood of the Metropolis, the 

drought had become so severe that large swamps and lagoons, that a few months back 

were flooded, had become perfectly dry.’187 This should not have come as a surprise 

to Sydney-siders, as the effect of dry weather on the swamp and water supply had 

been publicised in The Australian newspaper in July 1837.188  

Although it’s unclear in Cathcart’s work, The Colonist stated that drought, rather 

than the general poor availability of water to the Sydney settlement, was the catalyst 

for the construction of the bore. The editors remarked: 

‘The necessity which suggested it, and the inestimable 

advantages which, even in its present immature state, it has 

afforded to the inhabitants of the capital, can be properly 

understood only by those who remember the time of 

Sydney, during the frequent seasons of drought, was 

dependent for its supplies of water upon that precarious 

bog, ‘Blackwattle Swamp.’ So few were the wells which 

had then been sunk, and so apt were they to get dry or 

brackish during the intense heats of the solstitial months, 

that had that swamp failed, as it often threatened to do, the 

town would have been reduced to the most dreadful 

calamity.’189  

There appeared to be some concern as the completion of the bore coincided with yet 

another drought in 1837 and it was initially unclear whether the drying of the swamp 

was attributable to the dry period or the new irrigation system.190 The Committee on 
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the Tunnel examined William Busby, employed by his father John to work on the 

bore,191 who remarked:  

‘I never knew the water so low before, as it was becoming 

when we left the work [on the Tunnel]. We always found 

the quantity decrease in the summer months. I have known 

the swamp about six years, and it used always to be 

marshy to near its margin, which is now quite dry. I never 

saw, that I remember, a body of clear water standing in the 

lagoon, because it would always run off. I attribute the 

drying up of the swamp to the season of the drought. I do 

not think it is in any respect to be attributed to the drain of 

the swamp into the Tunnel.’192  

This particular urban irrigation project improved the reliability of Sydney water 

supplies during dry periods and provides an example of the way the environment was 

modified to compensate for a perceived climatic defect. However, the bore’s 

engineers did not take into account the combined impact of drainage and below-

average rainfall on the swamp. 

Urban and rural irrigation initiated by either landholders or the government offered 

the settlers security in a variable climate. Once introduced, ‘the plea of arid seasons 

will not excuse the apathy or indolence of any one of our up country 

settlers…irrigation meets the difficulty, and…we should see every cleared spot 

teeming with produce, and every out building full of fat pigs.’193 Irrigation did more 

than just preserve water for use in dry periods, it could also, supposedly, change local 

microclimates. Cotton, the aforementioned irrigation specialist in Tasmania stated that 

‘one gentleman informed me that a piece of marsh land belonging to him, which had 

been particularly subject to summer frosts, was irrigated, and since then it had never 
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suffered from them.’194  Irrigation not only aided financial security but allowed 

settlers to alter the landscape to minimise weather risks on what was now farmland. 

5.5. Linking Immigration and Climate, 1835–1845 

 

‘I lost no opportunity of studying the soil, climate, 

produce, and value of every article I considered capable of 

being transferred to Australian cultivation; and I now 

present the result of patient research and dispassionate 

investigation, under the honest belief, that, though at first 

sight [these claims] may seem enormous and exaggerated, 

they are yet perfectly open to realization – and that 

realization must depend upon a wise and fostering Home 

Government, and a large and constant supply of the first 

thing needful – POPULATION.’ 

– T. Potter MacQueen, 1840. 

 

Labour shortages in the south-eastern Australian colonies during the 1830s and 

1840s heightened the need to boost immigration. Historian Ken Fry noted that while 

the pastoral expansion in New South Wales gained momentum during the early 

1830s, the Government was pressured to supplement unassisted free migration with 

assisted migration, which began in 1832 and lasted until 1845.195 During this period 

59,275 assisted immigrants from the United Kingdom arrived in New South Wales, 

alongside 18,466 unassisted immigrants.196 The demand for labour was strong,197 and 

not just in New South Wales. In Van Diemen’s Land in 1841, settler Ian MacDougall 

wrote that he was ‘respectably informed that about 20,000 bushels of wheat has been 
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shed on the ground during the last two harvests here for want of labourers.’198 Such a 

practice seems rather dangerous, considering the threat of food shortages that had 

followed many south-eastern Australian floods and droughts.  

One possible solution to the shortage of labour in the colonies was found in an 

immigration scheme aimed at workers from India. Ideas that linked good health, race 

and climate were prevalent during the nineteenth century and it was alleged that 

Indian ‘coolie’ labourers would adapt well to living in Australia199, which possessed 

‘a climate congenial to the Indian constitution.’200 Climate, and its proposed 

suitability for Indian people, was an argument pushed aside in favour of maintaining 

the racial status quo in Australia. The introduction of non-white labourers was thought 

to lead ‘to the permanent creation in the Colony of a distinct class of persons 

separated by origin and habits from the rest of the labouring population.’201 

Additionally, the Colonial Office in Britain was influenced by the human rights 

advances achieved during the 1830s including the abolishment of slavery and the 

move to end convict transportation to Australia.202  

Australia’s labour shortage was compounded by the cessation of convict transport 

to New South Wales in 1840, and a halt on convict assignment in Van Diemen’s Land 

in the same year.203 There was concern that when the penal system was abolished the 

New South Wales pastoral industry would suffer. Without convict assistance in 

handling livestock, farmers would be unable to face the burden of keeping herds and 

flocks alive during drought.204 Editors at the Monitor were concerned that new free 

immigrants would be drawn to South Australia instead of New South Wales which, at 

the time, was thought not to suffer as badly from drought as New South Wales.205  
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5.5.1. Luring Immigrants – Cue the Exaggeration! 

Immigrants to Australia brought with them what historian Richard Broome calls 

‘cultural baggage’. These included ‘ideas about social, economic and political 

relations, about class and gender, law and religion, and about land use.’206 We can see 

that ideas about land use—including agricultural techniques and theories on 

environmental ‘improvement’—also included conflicting and confusing climate 

knowledge. Upon arrival in Australia, and their settlement in the landscape, some 

settlers remarked on the way their preconceptions of climate was at odds with their 

new experiences. David Beath, who claimed a run of land at Moonee Ponds, now an 

inner suburb of Melbourne, wrote: 

‘The climate is very different from what I expected. It is 

very much like autumn at home a good deal of wet 

weather, occasionally a fine warm day but the morning and 

evenings generally cold. There has been a good deal of 

severe white and black frosts of late with a hail shower or 

two, we have all erred in not bringing sufficient warm 

clothing with us. 5 months of the year there is as warm 

clothing required as at home.’207 

Ann Gore, a settler near Lake Bathurst, also believed that ‘the climate more resembles 

that of England, the Winters are very cold and we keep in large fires to keep us 

warm.’208 A letter from Nathanial Oldham, who lived in Launceston, directly 

addressed the disparity between the advertised climate of Australia and his experience 

in the colonies of Tasmania, South Australia and New South Wales. He wrote:  

‘Now that I have given you an account of the inhabitants 

let me narrate what I know about the Country itself, which 

is vastly different from that contained in books written for 

the purpose of promoting Emigration. In them its climate 

is described as mild and genial all the year round similar to 

the south of France or Italy, whilst I know it to be blazing 
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hot in spring, summer & autumn, & cold enough in June 

and July to make me enjoy a good fire.’209 

These examples illustrate the way that letters home were used to correct the climate 

myths which existed in Britain, used to entice settlers to embark on a life on the other 

side of the world. 

During the 1830s and 1840s pamphlets and books were published with the aim of 

advertising the Australian colonies in Britain and providing information to potential 

immigrants. These would often include descriptions of a colony’s Aboriginal 

inhabitants, geography, politics, history, agricultural and pastoral suitability and 

climate. Unfortunately, however, potential immigrants were often fed outlandish 

claims regarding Australia’s living conditions and climate. Author John Marshall, 

writing in 1840, was particularly scathing of what he termed the ‘incessant and 

disgusting puffers’ who deceptively advertised South Australia:  

‘Where is their magnificent River Torrens, ‘as wide as the 

Thames at London Bridge,’ by which all the goods were to 

be conveyed up in barges? Why do they not tell the world 

that they were misinformed, and that it, and all the other 

streams of the colony, are nearly dry a great part of the 

year? … Why are the ‘never-failing refreshing showers, 

wafted in by every wind, and arrested by the tops of the 

magnificent mountain ranges,’ when the cattle frequently 

die in the fields for want of water, and the people are 

removing in large numbers into the vastly more-favoured 

district of Australia Felix? Why was it not stated, that there 

had not then been time to test if South Australia were 

indeed exempted from droughts?’210 

Some writers had stated that, unlike New South Wales, South Australia did not suffer 

from drought. ‘Puffers’ perpetuated climate myths like these and denied Australia’s 
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aridity, much like the climate ‘boosters’ that geographer Griffith Taylor railed against 

in the early 20th century.211 Historian Tony Rogers has researched the ‘puffing’ 

phenomenon extensively, with a particular focus on its use in luring settlers to South 

Australia.212 Rogers concludes that, in the case of South Australia, the ‘puffery’ drew 

the ‘attention of potential migrants, it excited public comment, [and] it encouraged 

investors’ to the new colony.213 Australia’s climate mythology played a large part in 

enticing immigrants, and influenced them in the years after their arrival. 

Some of the most deceptive aspects of these guidebooks are seen in the way the 

climate was described as so mild that a person could sleep outside comfortably with 

little to protect them from the elements. These guides often avoided any mention of 

climate extremes or variability. Henry Capper, in a book focused on emigration to 

South Australia, relayed the idea that the agricultural labourer, ‘from the nature of the 

climate, he stands in need of little clothing.’214 In the same edition, Capper included a 

letter written from Albany, Western Australia in March 1836 from an unnamed writer 

which stated, ‘I have only to confirm, by longer experience…[that there is] no 

extreme heat in summer, or cold in winter.’215 A pamphlet produced by the Australian 

Packet Company went so far as to state that in Australia ‘so congenial is the climate to 

European constitutions, that the colonists can sleep under a tree in the open air with 

impunity.’216 Why would these writers be compelled to publish such outlandish 

remarks? South Australia was a new colony, settled by free immigrants and not 

convicts, and most in need of white immigrants for it to succeed. It is clear that these 

negative aspects of climate, known to threaten agricultural and pastoral pursuits, 

would have deterred potential farmers from coming to Australia so were omitted.  

As we can see, publications and personal documents highlight the lack of climate 

understanding held by Europeans in the nineteenth century. Despite this, some were 

                                                
211 T. M. Perry, “Climate and Settlement in Australia, 1700-1930: Some Theoretical Considerations,” 
in Frontiers and Men: A Volume in Memory of Griffith Taylor (1880-1963), John Andrews (Ed.) 
(Melbourne: F. W. Cheshire Pty Ltd, 1966), 152. 
212 Tony Rogers, Weather and the Science of Settlement: South Australia, 1836–1860 (Kent Town, 
S.A.: Australian Meteorological Association, 2011). 
213 Ibid, 18. 
214 Henry Capper, ed. South Australia : Extracts from the Official Dispatches of Colonel Light ... 
Provence of South Australia and from Letters of Settlers ... Nepean Bay ... The Proceedings of the 
South Australian Company ... View of Rapid Bay and a Map of the Province (London: H. Capper, 
1837), 26-27. 
215 Ibid, 29.  
216 Australian Packet Company, Printed by W. C. Featherstone, Emigration, Its Necessity and 
Advantages (London: W. C. Featherstone, 1840), 9. 



 

 

223 

recognising that it was not enough to deduce the climate of a particular place based on 

its position in the northern or southern hemisphere. In a treatise to potential 

immigrants to Van Diemen’s Land, former resident of the colony John Dixon wrote:  

‘When a stranger desires to learn the nature of a climate 

which he has never felt, he commonly has recourse to a 

map and by there finding the position of the country, or its 

distance from the equator, thinks that he has got the proper 

clue to accurate information. But this clue is often 

deceptious [sic]; many things conspiring to make it so. The 

elevation of the land; the inequalities of its surface; the 

humidity, or aridity of its soil; it contiguity to the ocean; 

the size of its rivers; or its want of any; and a variety of 

other causes, all tend to influence the temperature of the 

climate, often more, than its mere nearness to, or distance 

from, the line.’217  

We can see the way climate was constructed as a matter of air temperature, excluding 

the role of rainfall and aridity was viewed as a problem with the soil rather than a 

deficiency of water. Rainfall, either an abundance of it or a lack of, was not deemed 

important enough to mention. With this in mind, perhaps another factor influenced the 

way climate was represented and understood by British immigrants? As mentioned 

earlier, ‘climate’ does not appear to be understood in the same way that it is today. It 

appears that the term ‘climate’ often referred to temperature only. When Australia 

was described as ‘mild and genial all the year round’ and the climate was deemed 

excellent, in comparison to a European winter with frequent snow it probably was.  

What could be regarded as untruthful writing about climate may have simply 

stemmed from a lack of long-term familiarity with climate in some of the newer 

settlements, or most likely reflected a limited knowledge of Australian climate due to 

a lack of meteorological reports. Writing in regard to Van Diemen’s Land, in an 

article focused on Australia, the London periodical Cleave’s Penny Gazette of Variety 

and Amusement advised its readers that the ‘rainy season sets in about the middle of 
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June, and continues the whole of the winter and part of spring until October or 

November, when the drought generally commences.’218 This international publication 

perpetuated the idea of summer as a drought, but does not make mention of the multi-

year droughts that settlers were well aware of by 1840. Climate extremes were not a 

factor in this publication aimed at potential immigrants. Rather, the periodical’s 

editors were predominantly concerned with describing the sterility or fertility of the 

soil in different areas.219 Traveller Robert Dundas Murray’s book Summer in Port 

Phillip published in 1843 even went so far as to state that Port Phillip was  ‘free from 

that absence of rain that at times reduces the districts on the Sydney side to a desert 

waste, and leaves man and beast a prey to thirst.’220  

Statements that may seem exaggerated or untruthful may have also been a product 

of the personal experience of climate, and of pervasive climate theories of the time. 

Elizabeth Bate, who lived at Hooka Creek south of Wollongong on the coast of New 

South Wales wrote to her cousin Mary Ann Mossop boasting that she had ‘not had 

one hours’ sickness,’ and noted that ‘the climate is very healthy,’ perpetuating the 

idea that climate was inexplicably linked to health. She also wrote of the beekeeping 

arrangements on the farm, and was happy to write that ‘the bees seem able to work 

winter and summer in fact you can scarcely say we have winter at all.’221 Carpenter 

Abraham Biggs, writing from Colebrook Dale in Tasmania, noted that ‘we live in 

almost eternal summer, vegetation going on all the year round excepting the month of 

July.’222 One’s experience of climate is filtered by perception, which is in turn shaped 

by life experience. People who had lived in the colder, wetter British climate may 

have been more likely to describe Australia’s climate in very favourable terms, 

particularly with regards to temperature differences in winter for example.  

There were, however, some writers who were keen to share a more nuanced view 

of Australian climate, and the potential success of European-style settlement and 

agriculture in the new land. In an article about the Port Phillip region, author J. G. 
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Johnston was of the opinion that the area was ‘perhaps unequalled in the world,’ for 

agricultural and pastoral pursuits.223 A major drawback of Port Phillip though, was 

that ‘immense tracts are entirely destitute of water, and can never be inhabited till it is 

obtained.’224 The unknown author of The Resources of Australia, and the Prospects 

and Capabilities of New Settlements was circumspect about South Australia’s 

supposed advantages over the other colonies. He asked: ‘Had South Australia any 

such advantages? – None whatever. It has no superiority either in soil or climate, over 

New South Wales or Swan River [in Western Australia]. The South Australians, 

without any necessity and without any compensating advantages, placed themselves 

in an isolated pastoral country, and subjected themselves to all the losses and 

inconveniences inseparable from such a situation.’225 In short, Adelaide was distant 

from other trading areas and was not set apart from the other colonies by an 

extraordinary climate. 

Johnston’s reports of South Australia were not as glowing as others’ had been, 

declaring that ‘though of excellent quality, the pasture is scanty, the grass being in 

tufts, and from two to three acres at an average required for each sheep throughout the 

year; this of course applies to the land in its first or natural state.’226 Johnston even 

mentioned the financial risks of drought, dispelling rumours that surrounded the 

means required to immigrate to Australia:  

‘It is in circulation with you that £150 free on arrival in the 

colony is sufficient for a section [of land]. There cannot be 

a grosser misrepresentation. This may enable you to erect 

the suitable accommodation, and to purchase oxen, 

implements, seed, &c. &c. but how much will it require to 

keep yourself and family (if you have one), and to pay 

colonial labour for nearly a twelvemonth? Then, are you 

sure that you can at that time have a return from the whole 
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of your eighty acres, and have you calculated on the 

precariousness of this land of drought?’227  

It makes sense, when advertising a new colony on the other side of the world, that 

potential settlers be armed with the most relevant information available. Deceiving 

settlers about water availability and the level of success one could have as a farmer in 

a ‘land of drought’ appears counterproductive to the ability of future immigrants to 

settle permanently in the country due to unfulfilled expectations.  

The conflicting nature of reports about Australia was obvious even early in the 

1835–1845 period. This was exemplified by a remark about soil fertility made in The 

Sydney Monitor, which stated: ‘All who have had experience of Australia, assure us 

that it is comparatively sterile; and those who have had no experience at all, assure us 

that it is fertile.’228 We can see, from the previous examples, that even those who had 

experienced the climate were prone to stretching the truth. However, this was not 

apparent in all publications aimed at potential immigrants. Although nineteenth 

century historian Robert Montgomery Martin remarked that, in South Australia, ‘we 

think nothing of sleeping in the open air,’229 he did mention the devastating droughts 

that were experienced in New South Wales. Martin alleged that New South Wales 

was subject to a period of drought every 12 years, but went on to write that ‘it is, 

however, more than probable, that as the country becomes cleared and cultivated, 

such lamentable visitations will be less frequent.’230 Here we can see the way that 

immigration was posed as an avenue through which Australia’s climatic flaws could 

be corrected. While previous comments regarding the link between landscape 

modification and a subsequent change in local climate were generally negative, this 

positive view is new. Martin also acknowledged the occurrence of droughts (which 

other authors did not) and made prospective immigrants feel as if their work in 

Australia would in fact improve Australia’s climate.   

                                                
227 Johnston, The Truth, 29. 
228 The Sydney Monitor, 3 February 1836, 4. 
229 Robert Montgomery Martin, "Book V - Possessions in Austral-Asia - New South Wales, Van 
Diemen's Island, Swan River, and Southern Australia, &C." In History of the Colonies of the British 
Empire (London: Wm. H. Allen and Co., 1843), 471.  
230 Ibid, 416. 
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5.6. Conclusion 

Of the periods of drought and dry weather during the 1830s and 1840s, the drought 

of 1837–1839 had the most severe impact on the fledgling and established colonies in 

south-eastern Australia. New South Wales suffered most acutely, with periods of dry 

weather and drought also experienced in the Port Phillip region, Van Diemen's Land 

and South Australia. Luckily, New South Wales was no longer an extraordinarily 

isolated outpost of empire, allowing the colony to rely on other settlements for 

support in the face of long-term below-average rainfall. Broadly speaking, both 

government and settlers predominantly used traditional coping strategies to dealing 

with drought in Australia. The government arranged for food imports from other 

Australian colonies and international trading partners; settlers moved their stock to 

new land, and the government turned a blind eye when they moved beyond the Limits 

of Location, for the sake of economic survival.  

On face value it appears that the European reaction to drought and understanding 

of climate variability and aridity had not changed substantially in fifty years of 

settlement. However, this is not true. By the late 1830s, aridity and Australia’s climate 

extremes were not only well known within the colony but ‘generally known 

abroad.’231 The New South Wales government had attempted to construct a number of 

silo facilities to preserve surplus grain from abundant harvests for use during drought 

years, but the London Colonial Office, in line with their economic policies, prevented 

this adaptive strategy. John Busby’s bore, constructed in response to drought in the 

1820s, was another adaptive measure used to sustain the population of Sydney with a 

more reliable water supply. Unfortunately this measure did not adequately take into 

account the environmental impact of draining water from surrounding swamps to 

supply the town, leading to landscape degradation.  

During the predominantly dry decade of 1835–1845, marked by severe drought, 

Australians were thinking more about ways to live with both seasonal and long-term 

rainfall variations. Ways of maximising water usage in other arid regions of the world 

were proposed as a way to maintain European settlement in Australia to mould the 

landscape and climate to British ideals. More interestingly, some regretted the 

predominance of European-style agriculture and preferred crops in the Australian 
                                                
231 “Aridity of the Climate of New South Wales, and comparative poverty of the soil of the old 
Colony,” The Sydney Monitor, 19 March 1838, 2. 
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landscape and advocated for the widespread introduction of drought-hardy crops and 

animals. These adaptive strategies were discussed in news publications, journals and 

other published works but were only implemented on a small scale. Unfortunately, 

while the experience of drought and climate variations were more widely discussed 

and better understood by settlers from Europe, the impact of climate on 

disenfranchised indigenous people was largely unreported. This chapter goes some 

way to correcting this oversight, showing that the colonisers survived periods of 

drought by annexing well-watered areas, further marginalising Aboriginal people. 

While aridity and climate variations were beginning to be understood by non-

indigenous Australians, this knowledge was not necessarily being imparted to 

potential immigrants. Although the demand for labour in the 1830s and 1840s 

coincided with a period of dry weather, negative aspects of Australia’s climate were 

ignored or glossed over by many who advertised the colonies as a suitable place for 

British immigrants to thrive. While the true nature of Australia’s variable climate was 

better understood, it was not widely accepted, allowing climate myths to persist as 

settlement continued to grow.  
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Chapter 6 
 

Floods, Fire and Drought: Weather and Climate in Victoria, 
1849–1855 

 

‘In returning over flowery plains and green hills fanned by 

the breezes of early spring, I named this region Australia 

Felix, the better to distinguish it from the parched deserts 

of the interior country where we had wandered so 

unprofitable and so long.’1 

- Sir Thomas Mitchell, naming the region that would 

become the future colony of Victoria, 1839. 

 
The early 1850s were marked by extreme social, political and economic change in 

Australia. In 1851, the Port Phillip district, also known as Australia Felix, gained 

independence from New South Wales to become the colony of Victoria. Later the 

same year, gold was discovered in the Victorian countryside. With the discovery of 

gold, the population of the new colony boomed as immigrants from across Australia 

and overseas came seeking their fortune. The influx of immigrants and a steady 

supply of gold greatly boosted the Victorian economy. This chapter argues that some 

of the initial success of the gold rush was influenced by the relatively mild and 

uneventful climate conditions between 1849 and 1855. Disasters like major flooding 

in 1849 and the Black Thursday bushfires in 1851 were extreme events that did not 

harm agricultural, pastoral or mining success in the long-term. This case study 

identifies and analyses the challenges posed by weather and climate in an urban and 

rural setting and also focuses on its impact on mining. I argue that seasonal variations 

provided the main climatic challenge to settlers in Victoria between 1849 and 1855, 

rather than major climate extremes similar to those analysed in earlier chapters. 

                                                
1 Thomas Mitchell, Three Expeditions in the Interior of Eastern Australia, With Descriptions of the 
Recently Explored Region of Australia Felix and of the Present Colony of New South Wales, Volume 3, 
Expedition to the Rivers Darling and Murray, in the Year 1836 (London: T. and W. Boone, 1839), 333. 
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By 1849, Europeans had been living and working in south-eastern Australia for 60 

years. Generations had experienced Australia’s variable climate and begun to 

understand the way that climate could affect society and the landscape. Despite this, 

settlers in Victoria did not fully utilise this accrued knowledge of climate, gained 

through personal experience, social memories and numerical records. Adaptation in 

Victoria was impeded by the Australia Felix myth; following the publication of 

Thomas Mitchell’s remarks on the newly-explored region, many believed that the 

scourge of drought that had plagued New South Wales did not and would not 

similarly affect Victoria. A period of mild climate in the early 1850s reinforced the 

Australia Felix ideal and did not push settlers to prepare for future drought. 

Additionally, the huge influx of immigrants during the gold rush saw the beginning of 

another learning phase, as miners sought to understand the weather and climate of 

their new home. These immigrants were also interacting with the landscape and 

climate in a different way—as miners—rather than farmers or pastoralists. An 

adaptive phase had not begun in Victoria, and the learning phase continued.  

This six year period is useful as a small case study for identifying changes in 

terminology used to describe weather and climate, and the way that historical climate 

can be misunderstood when the differences in terminology are not well established. 

The immigration boom sparked by the gold rush brought people to Australia who had 

little or no knowledge of the continent’s climate, making it difficult for settlers to 

learn climate’s lessons, particularly with relation to summer bushfires. This chapter 

describes how settlers learned from and adapted to normal seasonal variations in 

rainfall and temperature. Climatological extremes, similar to the very long droughts 

experienced in New South Wales described in Chapters 4 and 5, did not influence or 

affect the early years of the gold rush. However, analysing the impact of seasonal 

variations is made difficult by the way some settlers still incorrectly identified a short 

period of dry weather as a drought. 

It is essential to unpack the way drought and dry weather were understood by 

settlers between 1849 and 1855 because we cannot always rely on meteorological 

observations to challenge the documentary record in this period. During the early 

1850s, Victorian meteorological observations are sparse. This is surprising, as 

monthly meteorological observations recorded in Melbourne were published in the 
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New South Wales Government Gazette and the Port Phillip Government Gazette from 

1840. In April 1840, an educated convict named Philip Hervey was assigned to record 

the weather at Flagstaff Hill in Melbourne (Figure 6.1).2 James Dunlop, the 

superintendant of Parramatta Observatory in Sydney, had trained him.3  Hervey 

dutifully recorded the weather until the expiration of his sentence in 1842, when an 

unnamed observer replaced him and continued his work until 1851.4 Unfortunately, 

regular observations from Melbourne ceased to be published after August 1851 and 

only recommenced in April 1855. Meteorological observations were also taken at 

Cape Otway, 170 km south-east of Melbourne, between January and December 1851 

and at Portland, 300 km south-east of Melbourne, between March 1849 and August 

1851.5 Records kept at Alberton (1853–1857) and Sale (August–November 1854), 

180 km south-east of Melbourne, partly fill this gap.6 

 
 
Figure 6.1: Melbourne, 1858, by George Rowe, ca. 1858–1860, State Library of Victoria, H605c. 
Meteorological observations were recorded at Flagstaff Hill—the grassy area in the foreground—from 
1840. In this image a man can be seen inspecting a meteorological instrument. 
                                                
2 Derek Reid, “Some Early Melbourne Meteorological Observers and their Observations,” AMOS 
Bulletin 5:1 (1992): 9–13; Mike Rosel, “The Resurrection of Philip Hervey,” Weather News – House 
Journal of the Bureau of Meteorology 345, Spring 2011, 2–10. 
3 Reid, “Some Early Melbourne Meteorological Observers and their Observations,” 11. 
4 Ibid, 10. 
5 “Cape Otway Observations for 1851,” Victorian Government Gazette, 1852, 556–561; Portland 
Guardian, March 1849–August 1851. Although meteorological observations from Portland were not 
published until 1849, Philip Hervey had recommended Portland as a future observation site in 
September 1842. He proposed that a site at Portland could provide observers with ‘the most favourable 
position for deducing inferences as to the true ocean winds…between Cape Leeuwin and Van 
Diemen’s Land.’ (Mike Rosel, “The Resurrection of Philip Hervey,” Weather News – House Journal of 
the Bureau of Meteorology 345, Spring 2011, 2–10.) 
6 Data extracted from the Victorian Government Gazette. 
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While meteorological observations are scant, we can still use palaeoclimate 

reconstructions to verify or challenge qualitative records. Table 6.1 indicates that the 

early 1850s was dominated by below-average rainfall, with 1851, 1852, 1853 and 

1855 all identified as low rainfall years in the Gergis et. al. 2011 palaeoclimate 

reconstruction. The years 1852 and 1853 also coincide with El Niño events. Despite 

this, a drought in Victoria was not identified in the rainfall chronology presented in 

Chapter 2. It must be noted that no sources used in Chapter 2 were available to 

identify years of above-average rainfall in Victoria. The qualitative material in this 

chapter will be used to test the palaeoclimate data and the limited meteorological data 

provides additional information about the past climate.  

 
Table 6.1: Climate Overview, 1849–1855. Shows a yearly comparison of qualitative and palaeoclimate 
reconstructions of south-eastern Australian rainfall and ENSO phases. The rainfall reconstruction 
column shows yearly above and below-average rainfall in millimetres derived from Gergis et. al. 
(2012), the ENSO column shows ENSO phases derived from Gergis and Fowler (2009) and the 
Rainfall Chronology column shows above-average (+) and below-average (–) rainfall results from 
Tables 2.3 and 2.5 in Chapter 2. 
 
 

Year Rainfall 
Reconstruction (mm) ENSO Rainfall 

Chronology 

1849 88 La Niña (M)  

1850 9 La Niña (W)  

1851 -54 La Niña (M)  

1852 -59 El Niño (W)  

1853 -28 El Niño (VS)  

1854 39   

1855 -135   
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6.1. Revisiting the 6 February 1851 Black Thursday Bushfires in 
Victoria  

 

‘Black Thursday was preceded by a drought.’7 

The Black Thursday bushfires that occurred in Victoria on 6 February 1851 were 

the first recorded catastrophic and widespread fires experienced since the arrival of 

Europeans in Victoria. Black Thursday has been described as ‘a dreadful day, [with] 

the strong hot wind blowing from the north…the country took fire in all directions – 

burning all before it, huts and crops of all descriptions and in some places several 

parties lost their lives in trying to stop the progress or get away from it.’8 The heat on 

the day was powerful, described as ‘the same as if you stood before your kitchen fire 

within a yard, when you are roasting a large joint of meat.’9 Crops were burnt, and 

large numbers of stock died—Geelong’s Golf Hill station alone lost 3,500 sheep.10 

While a number of publications describe the consequences of the Black Thursday 

fires none extensively investigate the climatic conditions that preceded the event.11 

Some historians propose that the fires followed drought. However, we have seen in 

earlier chapters that terms like ‘drought’ are contentious and that taking nineteenth-

century claims of drought at face value may not paint an accurate picture of past 

climate. By analysing the climate of the months and years leading up to Black 

Thursday we gain a better understanding of the weather and climate factors that 

contributed to these catastrophic fires.  

                                                
7 Paul Collins, Burn: The Epic Story of Bushfire in Australia (Crows Nest, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, 
2006), 68. 
8 George Machell, 16 February 1851, Letters: Australia, to the Standard, 1851-1889 [manuscript], 
2471/5(d), MS 11942, State Library of Victoria (SLV).  
9 Henry Nicoll, 18 February 1851, Letters 1845-1873 [manuscript], MS 687, National Library of 
Australia (NLA).  
10 William Lewis to J. & A. Dennistown, Letter No. 8, 28 February 1851, in P.L. Brown, ed., Clyde 
Company Papers, Vol. 5: 1851-1853, (London: Oxford University Press, 1963), 14.   
11 Edmund Finn ‘Garryowen’, The Chronicles of Early Melbourne (Melbourne: Fergusson and 
Mitchell, 1888); Stephen J. Pyne, Burning Bush: A Fire History of Australia (New York: Henry Holt 
and Company, Inc., 1991); Robert Murray and Kate White, State of Fire: A History of Volunteer 
Firefighting and the Country Fire Authority in Victoria (North Melbourne: Hargreen Publishing 
Company, 1995); Marguerite Hancock, Glimpses of Life in Victoria, by a Resident (Melbourne: The 
Miegunyah Press, 1996); P. Zylstra, Fire History of the Australian Alps: Prehistory to 2003 (Australian 
Alps National Parks, 2006); Paul Collins, Burn: The Epic Story of Bushfire in Australia (Crows Nest, 
N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, 2006); Danielle Clode, A Future in Flames (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press in association with the State Library of Victoria, 2010). 



 234 

Victoria’s most recent catastrophic fire event, Black Saturday, occurred on 7 

February 2009 and was preceded by 12 years of drought and warmer than average 

temperatures.12 In January and February 2009, Victoria was parched by prolonged 

heatwaves, and in the days before the fire the state experienced three consecutive days 

above 43º Celsius.13 On Black Saturday itself, the temperature was 46.4º Celsius in 

Melbourne.14 On Black Thursday, the temperature in Melbourne at 2:30pm was 

recorded as 108ºF (42ºC).15 The 1851 bushfires burnt an estimated five million 

hectares of land,16 compared with 430,000 hectares on Black Saturday 2009.17  

Does this mean that the Black Thursday bushfire event was sparked by similar 

weather and climate conditions to Black Saturday? This chapter shows that Black 

Thursday was not similar or more severe than Black Saturday and was preceded by a 

unique set of climate variables. Analysis of the climate in the months and years before 

the fires, using meteorological observations and qualitative material, highlights flaws 

in our traditional understanding of the contributing climatic factors. While the stories 

of destruction that emerged from the events of 6 February 1851 are certainly 

harrowing, analysis shows that Black Thursday was quite different to Black Saturday 

and the climatic conditions were not as severe. Meteorological records reveal that 

years of above-average and average rainfall was experienced prior to Black Thursday, 

not years of drought. In fact, the weather accounts show that rainfall was so high in 

1849 it eclipsed the highest values in Melbourne’s modern observational records. 

                                                
12 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, “Volume 1: The Fires and the Fire-Related Deaths,” 
Parliament of Victoria, 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, Australia, 
http://www.royalcommission.vic.gov.au/Finaldocuments/volume-
1/HR/VBRC_Vol1_Chapter01_HR.pdf, 10.  
13 Ibid. 
14 Bureau of Meteorology, “Annual Australian Climate Statement 2009,” 5 January 2010, 
http://www.bom.gov.au/announcements/media-releases/climate/change/20100105.shtml;  
2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, “Volume 1: The Fires and the Fire-Related Deaths,”, 14.  
15 “Abstract of Meteorological Journal kept at Melbourne, Port Phillip, during the month of February, 
1851,” New South Wales Government Gazette, 4 April 1851, 602.  
16 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, “Volume 1: The Fires and the Fire-Related Deaths,” 
Appendix C, 350. 
172009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, “Volume 1: The Fires and the Fire-Related Deaths,” 
Introduction, xxiii. 
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6.2. Floods and Snow: The Wet 1840s 

During spring 1916, 311 mm of rain fell at Melbourne, coinciding with a strong La 

Niña year and adding to one of the wettest years on record in Victoria.18 Melbourne’s 

wettest spring on record occurred in 1992, an ENSO-neutral year, when a total fall of 

319 mm was observed. Surprisingly, the 1916 and 1992 records pale in comparison to 

the spring rainfall recorded in Melbourne in 1849, when 462 mm fell in the young 

town (Figure 6.2). Palaeoclimate records have been used to classify 1849 as a La Niña 

year.19 This La Niña event possibly influenced the high rainfall that led to flooding 

and widespread damage across the Port Phillip district in November 1849.  

 

 
 

Figure 6.2: Yearly Rainfall at Melbourne, 1841–1850. Historic rainfall totals published in the New 
South Wales Government Gazette (dark blue columns) are compared to average yearly rainfall at 
Melbourne, 1961–1990 (the light blue columns). The enormous amount of rainfall in 1849 stands out in 
this decade. 

                                                
18 Bureau of Meteorology, “Australian rainfall patterns during La Niña events,” Product Code: 
IDCKGEERL0, 19 May 2010. http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/enso/ninacomp.shtml  
19 Joëlle L. Gergis and Anthony M. Fowler, “A History of ENSO Events since A.D. 1525: Implications 
for Future Climate Change.” Climatic Change 92 (2009): 369. 
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In addition to being very wet, an unusual cold snap was also experienced in 1849.  

As a result of very low temperatures, Melbournians experienced a phenomenon on 31 

August 1849 that was not to repeat itself in the city for 102 years—snowfall. The 

Argus reported that ‘the inhabitants of Melbourne were astonished at beholding the 

streets and housetops covered with snow to the depth of several inches being the first 

occurrence of the kind which has happened since the existence of the town.’20 Twenty 

centimetres of snow reportedly fell on the decks of the Swan, anchored in 

Melbourne’s Port Phillip Bay.21 The snowfall was widespread—settling in 

Dandenong and the Western Port District, up to 60 km south-east of Melbourne, and 

to Lake Buloke, 240 km north-west of Melbourne.22 The Ballarat (100 km north-west 

of Melbourne) and Beaufort districts (140 km north-west) were also covered in 

snow.23 At Seymour, 90 km north of Melbourne, The Argus correspondent remarked 

that:  

‘Indeed the appearance of the surrounding hills to persons 

who like myself had not seen snow on the ground for 

many years, was quite exhilarating; snowballs were flying 

in all directions during the day, the sport being carried on 

by blacks and whites with the greatest good humour.’24 

It was probably the first time many people born in Australia would have ever seen 

snow.25  

As the day warmed up (though still a cold 7.8º C at 2:30 pm), the snowmelt caused 

the Yarra River and its tributaries to rise, flooding the streets of the city26 and 

frightening residents:  

                                                
20 “The Weather,” The Argus, 1 September 1849, 2.   
21 Don Chambers, “Some Tiny Ships Connecting Australia with Asia and The Pacific in the Gold Rush 
Years,” Australian Journal of Maritime and Ocean Affairs 19, no. 1 (2009). 
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/AUJIMOA/2009/3.html#fnB47  
22 “The Weather,” The Argus, 1 September 1849, 2; “The Roads,” The Argus, 7 September 1849, 2.   
23 P. L. Brown, ed. Clyde Company Papers, Volume 4: 1846-50 (London: Oxford University Press, 
1968), 455. 
24 “Seymour,” The Argus, 7 September 1849, 2.  
25 Robert Watchorn, Recollections of Early Melbourne, Ca. 1849-Ca.1911 [Manuscript] MS 11657, 
MS Box 1853/1, SLV.  
26 Ibid. 
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‘Those persons residing on the banks [of the Yarra], in full 

anticipation of [a flood], removed their property, 

yesterday, from the houses…The road to St. Kilda and the 

Beach was covered with water at an early hour, and 

several large clumps of firewood were washed away with 

the violence of the flood.’27 

The widespread snowmelt had an effect on countryside waterways as well, with the 

Goulburn River breaking its banks at Seymour.28 However, the meltwater flood was 

short-lived and had abated by midday on Saturday, the day following the snowfall 

event.29 This would not be the last flood to affect Melbourne in 1849—the worst was 

to come in late spring.  

The flood of 28 November 1849 was one of the most destructive events of its kind 

to occur in Melbourne during the 1840s. The Argus printed a lengthy description of 

the flood that poured through the Yarra River, stating that ‘the rush of water at the 

[Richmond] punt was terrific, carrying in its roaring current a heterogenous mass of 

uprooted tress, farming produce, carcasses of sheep, bullocks &c. Several barrels of 

salted beef, tallow, &c. were swept from the slaughtering establishment of Mr. T. H. 

Power.’30 At Batman’s Swamp, located near the confluence of the Yarra and 

Maribyrnong rivers and today covered by railyards at North Melbourne (Figure 6.3, 

overleaf), at least forty houses were flooded nearly to the roof and hundreds of pigs 

were drowned. It was estimated that a span of 6km, from Emerald Hill (South 

Melbourne) to Flemington Racecourse was under water.31 It was also estimated that 

2,500 sheep owned by the Philpott brothers were drowned when the Maribyrnong 

River flooded.32 The Keilor Plains ‘were completely covered with water, presenting 

                                                
27 “The Weather,” The Argus, 1 September 1849, 2. 
28 “Seymour,” The Argus, 7 September 1849, 2. Alexander Sutherland, in Victoria and its Metropolis: 
Past and Present (1888) wrote that ‘two grocers had to lament the loss of twenty or thirty tons of sugar 
each – gone to sweeten Port Phillip.’ He also remarked that buildings were washed down river, stock 
died and two people drowned in the flash flooding. I believe Sutherland may be confusing the 
snowmelt flood with the November 1849 flood. Other sources indicate the September event was an 
inconvenience, and there were a number of reported near-drownings, but that it was not a disaster in the 
way Sutherland has portrayed it to be. See Alexander Sutherland, Victoria and Its Metropolis: Past and 
Present. Vol. I (Melbourne: McCarron, Bird & Co., 1888), 268. 
29 A. W. Greig, “Melbourne's Only Snowstorm: Eighty Years Ago Today,” The Argus, 31 August 
1929, 7. 
30 “The Late Storm,” The Argus, 29 November 1849, 2.  
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid.  
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an unbroken sheet of some miles extent. Hundreds of sheep were lying dead in all 

directions.’33 At least 100 of these sheep belonged to the Wedge family stationed on 

the Werribee River.34 Crops along the banks of Merri Creek were destroyed.35  

 

 
 
 
Figure 6.3: Victoria-Australia, Port Phillip, Hobson [sic] Bay and River Yarra leading to Melbourne 
[cartographic material], by Henry L. Cox, 1865, SLV. This map shows the town of Melbourne 
highlighted in red and major bodies of water highlighted in blue. The Yarra River flows past the town 
and south of Batman’s Swamp before converging with the Maribyrnong (Saltwater) River. Once 
joined, these rivers flow into Hobson’s Bay, located in Port Phillip. Swampy areas prone to flooding 
can be seen adjacent to the Yarra River. Princes Bridge, which linked settlements on either side of the 
river, is marked in green. 

 

Areas situated away from flooded waterways were not spared from the violent 

weather. Strong winds blew down trees and fences in Collingwood, now an inner city 
                                                
33 “The Late Storm,” The Argus, 29 November 1849, 2. 
34 “The Late Storm,” The Argus, 30 November 1849, 2; C. J. La Trobe, Charles Joseph La Trobe: 
Australian Notes, 1839-1854 (Yarra Glen: Tarcoola Press, 2006), 184. 
35 “The Late Storm,” The Argus, 29 November 1849, 2. 
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suburb of Melbourne. Vessels anchored in Port Phillip Bay near Williamstown drifted 

and trees in this area were also felled by wind.36 A bathing house and pier at Port 

Melbourne beach were wrecked in the storm, as was hotelier Wilbraham Liardet’s 

beach-side summer-house.37 The city itself was also quite vulnerable to heavy 

downpours in the late 1840s and early 1850s as settler Eliza Lucas recalled: 

‘Whenever there was a heavy downpour of rain, Elizabeth St and Swanston St were 

flooded. Boats carried the people across from one side of Bourke Street to the other, 

right up from the Yarra to the Post Office.’38 More seriously, the flood had an 

immediate impact on Melbourne’s regular food supply. Poultry was scant because the 

residents of Batman’s Swamp, an area severely impacted by the flood, were chiefly 

responsible for providing the market with this item.39  

The storm did not have the same impact in rural areas as it did in Melbourne. 

Geelong reportedly experienced the storm that accompanied the flood but did not 

suffer much damage. Although the Goulburn River flooded, there were no reports of 

associated damage.40 A man who lived in Mount Macedon was astonished to see the 

flood and storm damage in Melbourne as there had been ‘no symptoms of rain in his 

neighbourhood for some time.’41 Information published in the Clyde Company Papers 

indicates that 1849 was considered unusually wet at the stations near Geelong but 

drier in the western districts. It was alleged that 1849 ‘was characterized by a greater 

rainfall than the average of years…The creeks and rivers half-flooded during the 

winter and spring months.’42 Despite this, the author suggests that there were ‘no very 

high floods in the rivers in the Western District,’ and that the rainfall in Melbourne 

was ‘greater than it was in the Western District.’43 Thomas Clark, who lived on Forest 

                                                
36 “The Late Storm,” The Argus, 29 November 1849, 2. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Eliza Lucas, Diary and Reminiscences, 1848-1876. Also, Biographical notes on Eliza Lucas and her 
family, and 4 family photos, MS 12104, MS Box 2590/8(b), SLV. 
39 “Melbourne Markets,” The Argus, 24 December 1849, 2. 
40 “Port Phillip,” The Maitland Mercury & Hunter River General Advertiser, 12 December 1849, 4. 
41 Ibid. 
42 P. L. Brown, ed. Clyde Company Papers, Volume 4, 455. This recap of the weather may not have 
been written at the end of 1849, but much later, indicated by this sentence: ‘The rainfall in the 
Melbourne district was probably greater than it was in the Western District: at the observatory it 
registered 44.25 in., the highest recorded from 1840 to 1880 inclusive.’ The weather recollections were 
possibly drawn from papers and manuscripts held by Mrs. John Biddlecombe, one of the daughters of 
the Clyde Company’s George Russell. George Russell dictated the history of the Clyde Company 
between 1881 and 1884. See: P. L. Brown, ed., The Narrative of George Russell of Golf Hill with 
Russellania and Selected Papers (London: Oxford University Press, 1935), introductory remarks. 
43 P. L. Brown, ed. Clyde Company Papers, Volume 4, 455.  
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Station near Geelong remarked in February 1849 that ‘the unsettled district is the new 

country and I have heard that that is very badly watered and where we are there is a 

plenty of water within five minutes walk of our hut.’44 However, since all of the 

meteorological observations during the 1840s and 1850s were kept in towns and cities 

close to the coast like Melbourne, Portland, Alberton and Sale, it is difficult for us to 

know the difference between inland and coastal rainfall. It is possible that inland areas 

experienced average rainfall, which paled in comparison to the enormous amount that 

fell in Melbourne in 1849. 

The November 1849 event was the final episode in a decade of severe flood events 

on the Yarra River. Despite the large impact of flooding on poorer Melbourne 

residents, settled on the banks of the river, adaptation was slow to take effect. 

Between 1839 and 1849 Melbourne experienced six large and damaging floods: 

December 1839, July 1842, October 1842, October 1844, October 1848 and 

November 1849.45 The 1839 flood flow rate measured 58,000 cusecs, or 58,000 cubic 

feet of water rushing past per second. The other 1840s floods were also estimated to 

be in the range of 50–58,000 cusecs.46 Some residents of Melbourne resisted 

adaptation to Yarra River flooding and these residents became increasingly vulnerable 

to catastrophic flood as time went on. In 1849, the residents of South Melbourne were 

particularly susceptible:  

‘[South Melbourne was] mainly flat, swampy 

ground…and on the hills squatted a few small dairy 

farmers who helped to supply the town with butter and 

eggs. Nearer the river was a little colony of brickmakers 

and others living in huts erected either under licence or on 

sufferance for the ground had not yet been alienated from 

the Crown.’47  

The swampy land adjacent to the Yarra River can be seen in Figure 6.3. There are 

repeated reports of brickmakers’ kilns and bricks being destroyed by the many 
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inundations experienced between 1839 and 1849.48  During the 1839 flood, ‘a 

considerable quantity of bricks, the labour of months…pile after pile was swept 

away.’49 Losses increased with each flood as population grew.50 Despite these 

frequent losses, people were not deterred from living or working on the floodplain. In 

around 1845 or 1846, ignoring the warnings issued by the floods of 1839 and 1844, 

Joseph Ellis went to work as a brickmaker near Prince’s Bridge, later opening a 

brickyard of his own at South Melbourne in 1847. He remained at South Melbourne 

until 1849, when licences for brickmaking in the area ceased to be issued.51  

Despite a decade’s experience of river flooding, people continued to work and live 

in areas prone to inundation, like Batman’s Swamp and South Melbourne. It is 

difficult to find any information to indicate whether settlers had reconsidered living in 

these districts, but the story of the brickmakers goes some way to illuminating the 

Melbournites’ early relationship with the Yarra River. The Sydney Morning Herald 

reported that following the November 1849 flood, brickmakers on the south side of 

the Yarra River presented a petition to Charles La Trobe, Superintendent at Port 

Phillip, asking for a six month licence extension to recover from the event.52 Their 

request was refused, La Trobe stating that: ‘the petitioners must be informed that it is 

quite out of my power to accede to their request. – If they had fulfilled former 

promises and obeyed former orders, they would have been out of the way of the 

flood.’53 In 1848, the Commissioner of Crown Lands in the County of Bourke—a 

regional division that included the town of Melbourne—had issued ‘notices to quit’ to 

the boiling-down establishments54 that lined the Yarra and to the brickmakers in 

South Melbourne.55 Obviously this order was not complied with. It appears that the 

government had realised the danger and futility of living and working on these river 

flats following the 1839–1848 floods. However, the danger of future flooding was not 

enough to deter the brickmakers from the area and they challenged the Governor’s 

orders. 
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55 “Notice to Quit,” The Argus, 27 October 1848, 2.  



 242 

River modification was a more long-term response to the future possibility of 

flooding in the Yarra. Following the November 1849 event, the Government proposed 

to ‘take down some portion of the breakwater at the head of the basin of the Yarra 

Yarra’ to allow water to drain into Port Phillip. This was also viewed as an 

opportunity to deepen the river channel where previous excavations had already taken 

place. The Argus reported the dangers and inconveniences accompanying this work: 

the salt tide from Port Phillip Bay would need to be kept out of the breach and water 

supply for urban uses would be interrupted.56 In 1850, a proposal for the construction 

of infrastructure designed to withstand flood was made in the Governor’s financial 

estimates. Money was set aside to develop a road across the swamp which lay south 

of Princes Bridge (Figure 6.3) and also to ‘construct a flood arch and stone drains 

through the same, so as to form proper channels for the water; also to erect dwarf 

walls along the foot of the embankments as high as the floods rise.’57 The latest major 

inundation had inspired the government to protect the city from future floods. For 

Melbournians, unlike the residents on the banks of New South Wales’ Hawkesbury 

River in the early 1800s, large floods were definitely a future possibility and long-

term solutions included river modification to reduce the impact of high flow periods.  

Other long-term strategies for coping with flood were more enterprising. A 

Melbourne insurance company used the recent flood losses as an example of the 

dangers that the environment posed to wool in storage. The company offered policies 

that covered stored agricultural produce for very short periods (a week to a month) to 

guard against any financial losses incurred if wiped out by flood or fire.58 The 

unnamed company argued that ‘the late flood resulting, as it has done, in very serious 

injury to large quantities of wool, has suggested that if an accident had arisen from 

fire instead of the opposite element, some of our settlers might have found themselves 

in a very unpleasant position.’59 This statement, published at the beginning of summer 

1849–1850, used the recent memory of the flood devastation to remind people of the 

possible dangers of seasonal bushfires.  
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Interestingly, the response to the 1849 flood in Melbourne from the Protestant 

community was similar to those identified in response to the 1829 and 1838 droughts 

in New South Wales. In a sermon entitled The Voice of the Storm, Andrew Ramsay 

alleged that the flood was punishment for the sins of the citizens of Melbourne. In his 

first sermon on the topic, Ramsay spurned ‘the grasping monopolizing spirit’ of some 

businessmen, whose actions worked to ‘swell the amount of their already excessive 

gains.’60 Consumption of alcohol and the hotel industry came under fire in the 

sermon, with innkeepers lambasted for making ‘a round sum off many in a short time’ 

and creating a ‘new circle of drunkards and tipplers.’61 During the second sermon 

preached on 23 December 1849, Ramsay remarked that ‘it is truly astonishing how 

quickly the most striking events pass away from the mind. The most solemn and 

impressive warnings are forgotten, and the severest chastisements are followed by 

disobedience and neglect. The late tempest was terrific and disastrous, yet it is fast 

passing away from the public mind, as though it had never been.’62 The residents of 

Melbourne were encouraged to learn from this flood, rather than pray a similar event 

would not occur again in the future.  

6.3. Climatic Conditions Preceding Black Thursday, 1849–1851 

Meteorological observations provide a valuable basis for understanding of the 

climate in the months and years leading up to the devastating Black Thursday 

bushfires. Observations reveal that extremely high rainfall in 1849 and average 

rainfall in 1850 likely increased vegetation growth, providing plenty of fuel for a 

blaze when dry conditions returned. It is also likely that fuel loads in Victoria had 

increased because Aboriginal burning practices had been disrupted by colonisation.63 

For example, by 1849 parts of Cape Otway on Victoria’s south-west coast were 

reportedly ‘reverting to scrub,’ where the land had previously been described as 

lightly-timbered open plains managed by Aboriginal burning.64 High temperatures 

and drying winds in late 1850 combined with below-average rainfall in summer 
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1850–1851 dried this excess growth, making the countryside around Melbourne 

highly combustible. Rather than indicating drought, the meteorological and qualitative 

observations suggest an unfortunate sequence of very wet conditions followed by a 

hot, dry summer, increasing bushfire risk in February 1851.  

 
 
Figure 6.4: Monthly Rainfall at Melbourne, January 1849–June 1851. Shows a comparison of total 
monthly rainfall values recorded at Melbourne, January 1849–June 1851 with average monthly rainfall, 
1961–1990. 

 

Meteorological observations published in the New South Wales Government 

Gazette show that Black Thursday was preceded by years of above-average rainfall 

(1846, 1848 and 1849) and average rainfall (1847 and 1850) (Figure 6.4). Under the 

influence of a moderate La Niña event,65 the total rainfall for 1849 was a staggering 
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1124 millimetres with a total of 308.1mm falling in November 1849 alone. These 

statistics for 1849 eclipse the highest yearly rainfall of 967.5 mm in 1916 recorded in 

Bureau of Meteorology data from 1855–2011.66 The highest monthly rainfall, 

238.2mm, was recorded in February 1972, 77% of the total rainfall that fell in 

November 1849.67 It is possible that these historical data are not precisely accurate, as 

nineteenth-century weather observers were not guided by the same strict regulations 

that today’s meteorologists are. Despite this, historic observations can still give us an 

approximate idea of what the climate was like and help to identify, for example, very 

wet and very dry periods in Australia’s climate history.  

Rainfall in 1850 was close to average—685 mm—only 6% higher than 

Melbourne’s long-term yearly average of 648 mm. The Argus described winter 1850 

as ‘favourable’68 and Figure 6.4 shows that rainfall in June, July and August 1850 was 

17% higher than average. Despite the enormous rainfall deficit in October 1850, when 

only 7.11 mm fell, high rainfall in November ensured that there was average rainfall 

in spring. Figure 6.4 indicates, however, that summer rainfall in 1851 was nearly half 

the seasonal average of 154 mm with only 76.2 mm falling between December 1850 

and February 1851.   

The picture that emerges from the rainfall data is quite different to the established 

view of the events leading up to Black Thursday. Paul Collins, an Australian bushfire 

historian, unequivocally states that ‘Black Thursday was preceded by drought.’69 The 

meteorological evidence, however, does not indicate drought and instead reveals 

above-average and average rainfall conditions in 1849 and 1850. Rainfall was below 

average in December 1850 and January 1851 but two months of low rainfall does not 

constitute a drought. Stephen Pyne, in his history of Australian fire, makes a more 

correct assessment of Black Thursday. Remarking that the event: ‘conformed to the 

classic scenario for large fires in the southeast: a wet winter had inflated grassy fuels 

[and] a powerful summer drought dried them to tinder.’ The term ‘summer drought’, 

however, is a little misleading and does not conform to the definition of drought 
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established in this thesis. Meteorological observations recorded at Melbourne can be 

used to assess whether a serious or severe meteorological drought, as defined by the 

Bureau of Meteorology, had occurred.  

The Bureau of Meteorology defines ‘serious drought’ as a three month period or 

more wherein rainfall lies between the lowest 5 per cent and lowest 10 per cent on 

record.70 A ‘severe drought’ is a period of three months or more in which rainfall is 

amongst the lowest 5 per cent on record.71 Table 6.2 (p. 247) shows the values for the 

5th percentile and 10th percentile of monthly rainfall during 1961–1990, and 

compares these values with historic observations from December 1849–February 

1851. Only October 1850 and January 1851 received less than 10 per cent of average 

rainfall for those months. Table 6.3 (p. 248) compares combined monthly 5th 

percentile and 10th percentile rainfall values during 1961–1990 in consecutive three-

month periods with observational data from December 1849–February 1851. Table 

6.3 shows that only one consecutive three-month period from December 1849–

February 1851 recorded less than 10 per cent of average rainfall–December 1850–

February 1851. This result indicates that summer 1850–1851 was very dry but that the 

6 February 1851 bushfires were not preceded by a lengthy drought. 
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Table 6.2: Comparison of Melbourne’s December 1849–February 1851 rainfall values with the lowest 
5th and 10th percentiles of average 1961–1990 values (Station 086071). Rainfall was less than 10% of 
Melbourne’s monthly average in only two months—October 1850 and January 1851 (highlighted in 
red).  
 

Month Lowest 5th 
percentile 

Lowest 10th 
percentile 

Total Monthly 
Rainfall – 

December 1849–
February 1851 

December 15.4 20 23.9 
January 8 16.3 105.9 
February 2 5.9 34.8 
March 14.1 15.6 16.5 
April 12.5 17.5 79.3 
May 19 22.5 36.3 
June 12.9 16.3 70.1 
July 14.7 24.4 50.3 

August 26.2 31.1 52.8 
September 20.8 27.2 97.8 

October 19.2 26.9 7.1 
November 20.2 26.2 87.4 
December 15.4 20 47.0 
January 8 16.3 12.7 
February 2 5.9 16.5 
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Table 6.3: Comparison of Melbourne’s December 1849–February 1851 rainfall values with the lowest 
5th and 10th percentiles of average 1961–1990 values in consecutive three-month periods (Station 
086071). Rain only fell below the lowest 5th or 10th percentile of average rainfall in one consecutive 
three-month period—December 1850–February 1851. In the first column, each month is represented by 
its first initial (e.g., December/January/February is represented by DJF, and so on).  
 
 

Consecutive 3-month 
periods 

Lowest 5th 
percentile 

Lowest 10th 
percentile 

Total Monthly 
Rainfall – 

December 1849–
February 1851 

DJF 100.51 101.27 164.6 
JFM 46.2 70.5 157.2 
FMA 62.4 67.6 130.6 
MAM 82.1 97.1 132.1 
AMJ 87.0 92.7 185.7 
MJJ 72.3 90.3 156.7 
JJA 87.2 100.5 173.2 
JAS 95.4 107.2 200.9 
ASO 104.6 113.8 157.7 
SON 94.8 107.0 192.3 
OND 86.3 94.2 141.5 
NDJ 91.3 101.5 147.1 
DJF 100.51 101.27 76.2 
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6.4. The ‘Drought’ of 1850 – Accounts of Weather and Climate  

The extraordinarily wet weather of 1849 gave way to a year of average rainfall in 

1850. However, some personal accounts of the climate of 1850 and early 1851 

contradict the observational record, referring to a relentless drought in spring and 

summer 1850–1851 that preceded the Black Thursday fires of February 1851. The 

written records are also conflicting, which may be a product of the subjective nature 

of qualitative weather accounts, indicate the misuse of the word ‘drought’ or show the 

way climate varies between regions in Victoria. According to Clyde Company farm 

owner George Russell: ‘from September to December [1850], was dry, and the 

drought continued up to 6th February /51, which was one of the hottest days on record 

in the colony.’72  The Clyde Company station records indicate that 1850 and 1851 

were, in the eyes of the owners, the worst years ever experienced in the colony 

because they allege that no rain fell between September 1850 and May 1851.73 

However, the first mention of the word ‘drought’ in newspaper articles in the months 

preceding Black Thursday was in November 1850, when the Geelong Advertiser 

reported that ‘the drought was broken in upon’ by heavy rain that accompanied a 

thunderstorm.74 The Geelong Advertiser may have been referring to the extremely low 

rainfall experienced in October 1850, rather than a drought of many months.  

There are indications that some parts of the Victorian colony were badly affected 

by low rainfall in late 1850. A. J. Learmonth, a pastoralist at Wycheproof, 

approximately 300 kilometres north-west of Melbourne, wrote a letter to his brother 

Somerville in September 1850 describing the country as ‘a macadamised road, so 

hard and dry and bare’ because no rain had fallen recently.75 Conditions in Seymour 

began to resemble those in Wycheproof during October 1850. The Argus 

correspondent reported that the weather in early October was dry and warm and that 

rain was needed ‘to invigorate the pastures [and] fill up creeks and water holes for 
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 250 

sheep washing.’76 This is reflected in the observational record, when only 7.11 mm of 

rain fell at Melbourne in October 1850. It is unclear how long the water levels had 

been low in the Seymour district. Perhaps water availability was not ideal but also not 

disastrously low, making agricultural work difficult but not impossible. What is 

obvious from these statements, however, is that the word ‘drought’ was not used to 

describe the low rainfall that they were experiencing.   

George Russell’s statements about low rainfall are contradicted by reports of heavy 

rain and even flooding in spring 1850.77 The Portland Guardian published reports 

from ‘the interior,’ most likely referring to the inland country north of Portland, where 

heavy falls of rain rendered ‘creeks, rivers, [and] swamps swollen to an unwonted 

[sic] degree.’78 Darlot Creek, east of Portland, had risen two feet above one of its 

bridges.79 The Argus’ Seymour correspondent also reported heavy rain in the first two 

weeks of September 1850 that caused the Goulburn River to rise approximately two 

feet.80 In November 1850, rain at Melbourne ensured that ‘the country had assumed a 

blooming aspect.’81 Observations recorded at Melbourne in September and November 

1850 reveal rainfall 45% and 35% higher than Melbourne’s 1961–1990 September 

and November monthly averages. 

Heavy rainfall at Portland in October 1850 was an isolated event. At Melbourne, 

the observational record shows that October was extremely dry – only 4% of 

Melbourne’s average monthly rainfall (1961–1990) fell. In this month, The Geelong 

Advertiser reported: 

‘It has been constantly threatening rain…but up to the time 

of our writing we have been constantly cheated with a 

mere make-believe, in the shape of a Caledonian mist, that 

does by no means compensate for the genuine pluvial 

deposits the country people have been eagerly looking for, 

                                                
76 “Seymour,” The Argus, 10 October 1850, 2. 
77 “The Weather,” Portland Guardian, 14 October 1850, 2.  
78 “Rain and Roads,” Portland Guardian, 18 October 1850, 2.  
79 Ibid.  
80 “Seymour,” The Argus, 3 September 1850, 2; “Seymour,” The Argus, 12 September 1850, 2. 
81 “Port Phillip,” Colonial Times, 19 November 1850, 4.  
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and which the green spring crops of grain and roots so 

much require.’82  

Showers at Mount Alexander in late October were simply described as ‘refreshing’83 

and rain in November 1850 in the River Murray district was a ‘godsend’ to the 

‘parched up back country’.84 The drying effects of October’s very low rainfall were 

clear in the countryside. 

With the onset of summer, concern about the dry state of the climate increased. By 

December 1850 the situation at Seymour was alarming settlers about the future of 

their land. The grass in the district was described as ‘perfectly scorched’ and ‘bullock-

drivers, settlers, and landowners, are in a state of dread, through the consequences that 

must inevitably result from the want of rain.’85 In January 1851, the Geelong 

Advertiser published an article about “The State of the Country,” which had worsened 

as summer progressed. The Advertiser was of the opinion that:  

‘This season has been dry without a parallel in the Western 

district since location by the Europeans, and the swamps, 

the chief dependence for watering stock, are drying up at a 

pace quite alarming to the settlers…It is still some three 

months before in the usual course of past seasons, we can 

expect anything like a fall of rain and the lambing season 

coming on within that time makes the settlers prospects 

anything but encouraging.’86  

A settler in Mount Macedon was also concerned about the lack of rain throughout the 

1850–1851 ‘dry season,’ noting in January 1851 that  ‘even in this grassy and well 

watered neighbourhood, we contemplate the continuance of this dry season with much 

apprehension; the bush fires have been more extensive and inextinguishable than I 
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remember them for years past.’ He also remarked that the recent rain in the Goulburn 

district improved the wheat crops, causing the price of wheat to fall a little.87 

Despite relaying distressing information about low rainfall, bush fires, dried 

pastures and evaporating water supplies the term ‘drought’ was not used once. The 

season was simply referred to as ‘dry’—an accurate representation of the weather that 

correctly excludes the 1850–1851 summer season from our modern definition of 

drought. These references indicate that some settlers could differentiate between 

drought and dry periods. 

Written records can present a conflicting picture. Those who have not analysed 

historical climate in the Black Thursday narratives may overlook the fact that writers 

from the time had ideas about drought that are not consistent with modern definitions, 

and as little as a month with low rainfall could be classified as a drought. Rainfall in 

October 1850 was extremely low at Melbourne and could have sparked fears of an 

impending drought. Despite the comments made George Russell, not all 

commentators from the time use the word ‘drought’ to describe the weather of 1850 

and 1851. There was an understanding that the ‘dry season’, as summer was often 

referred to, was dryer than usual but they did not resort to labelling it a drought in this 

instance.   

Low summer rainfall was not the only climatic factor that turned the Victorian 

country tinder-dry before the Black Thursday bushfires on 6 February 1851. Spring 

and summer 1850–1851 were reportedly warmer than usual, prompting one 

correspondent to The Argus in October 1850 to state that the weather ‘more 

resembl[ed] summer than the commencement of spring.’88 Extreme heat was the main 

factor blamed for transformation of pasturage into dry and dusty plains. On ‘one or 

two’ sheep stations along the Goulburn River near Seymour, ‘in consequence of the 

intense heat…the grass has assumed the appearance of soot, and as the sheep traverse 

the plains, clouds of black stifling dust arise.’89 However, Henry Nicolls, writing from 

his farm at Glenorchy on the Richardson River in Victoria’s west, disagreed with the 

reports of persistent hot weather saying: ‘the weather has not been very hot yet, only 
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two days the thermometer has been 100 in the shade.’90 The experience of climate 

prior to Black Thursday is very inconsistent. Some parts of the colony were receiving 

adequate rain, some were complaining that their rainfall was mere drizzle and other 

areas report no rain at all. Similarly, the experience of heat differed between region 

and even between farms.  

Meteorological observations taken at Melbourne can indicate whether summer 

1850–1851 was anomalously warm. Melbourne’s observational record does not 

include maximum or minimum temperatures. However, observations were taken at 

8:30 am and 2:30 pm, which can be analogous to maximum and minimum 

temperatures. Unfortunately, meteorological observations were only taken at Cape 

Otway in 1851, and as such the weather record from this station cannot be compared 

to previous years. There is also a gap in the Portland data between 23 December 1850 

and 19 January 1851 making it difficult to compare to previous years. The mean of 

monthly average temperatures at 8:30 am and 2:30 pm in Melbourne, 1842–1850 was 

calculated. These values were plotted against individual monthly average 

temperatures. Figures 6.5 and 6.6 (overleaf) show anomalously warm 8:30 am and 

2:30 pm temperatures in summer 1850–1851. Temperatures throughout 1850, 

particularly at 8:30 am, also appear to have been warmer than average. This short 

period of hot weather parched Victoria’s vegetation, creating perfect bushfire 

conditions. 
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Figure 6.5: Monthly 8:30 am temperature anomalies at Melbourne, calculated using 1842–1850 
monthly average temperatures published in the New South Wales Government Gazette. Observational 
gaps exist for the months of May and December–anomalies for these months were calculated using 
only seven years of data.  
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 6.6: Monthly 2:30 pm temperature anomalies at Melbourne, calculated using 1842–1850 
monthly average temperatures published in the New South Wales Government Gazette. Observational 
gaps exist for the months of May and December–anomalies for these months were calculated using 
only seven years of data. 
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Hot winds were frequently reported from October 1850, increasing evaporation 

and reducing soil moisture. October and November in Geelong were hot, dry and 

dusty. The Geelong Advertiser reported that a ‘brickfielder’—a hot north-west wind—

blew through the town on 26 October 1850, ‘the dust occasionally rising in 

impenetrable columns, and totally obscuring the sky; the wind blew hot and strong 

from the north; the heat in the middle of the day was oppressive, which joined to the 

thick clouds of dust made it anything but agreeable.’91 Dust storms occurred again in 

Geelong in early November 1850; a strong westerly wind ‘brought with it as a treat to 

Geelong, all the dust it could collect in its passage.’92 On 21 November ‘the heat, 

wind, and dust…rendered the weather almost intolerable’ before rain brought some 

relief.93 The hot winds that scorched Geelong in December were likened to the dry 

and dusty ‘simoom’ wind that blows across the Sahara desert, making the town feel 

‘like an enlarged baker’s oven.’94 In November 1850, a settler at Melbourne named 

W. H. Thomas wrote: ‘we are now suffering bleak November’s winds, we at this 

moment are so hot that you would fancy you were frying inside you.’95 

6.4.1. The Impact of 1850–1851 Spring and Summer Weather 
on Crops and Stock in Victoria 

The residents of Geelong had not anticipated parching winds and dry weather in 

summer 1850–1851 and settlers were initially optimistic that the summer harvest 

would be good. In September 1850, the Geelong Advertiser was quick to forecast a 

good summer season. To them, consistent rainfall throughout the year meant that 

there was ‘no fear of the crops about Geelong suffering from a dry summer.’96 At 

Buninyong, near Ballarat, the weather was described as fine, and they had hoped that 

sheep shearing could begin earlier than previously.97 Near the towns of Portland and 

Port Fairy on Victoria’s south coast, sheep farming and wheat growing was successful 

towards the end of 1850, aided by ‘a continuation of the most propitious weather’98 
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resulting in flocks and crops that turned a good profit.99 Even as late as January 1851, 

when reports of continuing hot and dry weather had escalated in some areas, the 

harvest at Kilmore, 55km north of Melbourne, was described as being ‘fully ripe for 

the sickle, and twice the number of men would be employed were they obtainable, 

[while] the weather is remarkably cool and agreeable.’100 A strange contrast was 

presented in letters from the Seymour district in December 1850, where it was stated 

that:  

‘The hay crops about here are better than could have been 

anticipated from the state of the weather and from this 

cause shearing has gone on rapidly, and may almost be 

said to be completed; teams laden with wool are now daily 

passing through Seymour for Melbourne. The Goulburn, 

for this time of year, is lower than it has been known by 

the white man before.’101 

The hay crops had not failed and there were no reports of increased sheep mortality, 

but these positive reports contrast with the statement regarding the Goulburn River. It 

is possible that enough water had been absorbed by agricultural land, reducing runoff 

into the river. Water may have also been extracted by sheep and cattle, reducing 

flows. The phrase ‘lower than it has been known by the white man before’ is 

subjective and cannot be quantified. The rainfall records at Melbourne indicate many 

preceding years of above-average rainfall and settlers may have been unused to seeing 

the effects of even a short period of dry weather on the Goulburn River.  

As with the rainfall reports, the assessments of crop and stock holdings varied. One 

report acknowledged the dryness of the season, but felt that crops planted earlier in 

1850 were well-established and still looked healthy despite the lack of spring rain.102 

The pasture around the Colac region, south-west of Geelong, was ‘astonishingly 

luxuriant’103 in November 1850, showing that some crops and grasses in Victoria 

were growing well. However, some farmers in Geelong were also ‘suffering from 
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drought and … complaining of the want of rain.’104 Market gardeners and farmers in 

the land surrounding Melbourne were also reporting crop failures. The severe rainfall 

deficiency in October 1850 (Figure 6.4) was felt badly, and unless rain was to ‘fall in 

abundance shortly, the market gardeners declare they shall be utterly ruined.’105 At the 

same time, the warm weather which was previously described as being more like 

summer than spring had ‘seriously affected the hay crops in the vicinity of 

Melbourne, and a continuation of the same weather, for another day or two will 

greatly endanger them.’106 The ‘State of the Country’ report in the Geelong Advertiser 

in January 1851 painted a dire picture of Port Phillip’s agricultural situation:  

‘[The] wheat growing country has failed, from 

atmospheric causes, to produce a quantity more than 

sufficient for the consumption of its own inhabitants. The 

accounts received by the last overland mail state that 

wheat is very scarce…the new crop does not appear to 

have been much improved by the late showers, and that 

although the accounts of its present condition were 

conflicting, it was certain that there was but a light yield.’  

The low October rainfall had a swift impact on crops and grass but this impact was 

not necessarily indicative of a long-term drying trend over spring in 1850. 

While months of low rainfall were more intermittent in southern regions of 

Victoria, towns on the River Murray, the border between New South Wales and 

Victoria, appear to have struggled with continuous low rainfall. A correspondent from 

Albury on the River Murray wrote that ‘for nine months past we have had no rain of 

any consequence; the country around is thoroughly dried up, and scarcely a blade of 

grass is to be found…Half the wheat has been made into hay, the rest has no ear at 

all.’107 Pastoral stations in this district experienced the effects of low rainfall strongly, 

with ‘some settlers in the neighbourhood of the Mallee Scrub [forced] to abandon 
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their runs altogether and rent pieces from their more fortunate neighbours who can 

spare a waterhole.’108  

The Illustrated Australian Magazine claimed that ‘the water has been dried up, and 

all the pasturage consumed, the further growth of the grass being arrested by the heat 

and the want of rain’ in Port Phillip during the 1850–1851 summer.109 Rather than 

suggest drought, however, this quote indicates the combined effects of livestock and 

dry weather on the landscape. It shows that stock numbers exacerbated the effects of 

hot and dry conditions, and that native grass could not withstand the onslaught of 

sheep and cattle during the dry summer. Similarly, the dry conditions at A.J. 

Learmonth’s Wycheproof farm were exacerbated by his cattle, who had ‘destroyed all 

the water in the lower part of the river [and] there is now none within four miles of 

their yard.’110 A dry summer was exacerbated by land degradation from livestock on 

the fragile Australian environment. 

6.5. The Events of Black Thursday, 6 February 1851 

‘The whole run of 16,000 acres of forest and perhaps 20 

square miles of surrounding country was on fire. Sparks 

flying, with the fierce wind, 50 yards before alighting on 

the ground, trees crashing to the earth with fearful 

violence all around one, and no little trouble to ride on, 

from the effect of the fire and intense smoke.’111 

- Samuel Clutterbuck, Nar Nar Goon 

The dry, hot summer of 1850–1851 culminated in the disastrous Black Thursday 

bushfires. The Moreton Bay Courier described the way smaller fires spread with the 

help of a hot north-west wind, remarking that ‘for some time back the vast forests of 

the Plenty ranges have been on fire, and the hot wind of Thursday sent the flames 

onwards towards the property of Mr. Willis.’112 Alfred Burchett, in a letter describing 

his family’s efforts to stop the February fires, wrote: ‘We have had some fearfully 
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hard work down here lately putting out bush fires. On account of the unusually dry 

season the whole country has been swept, almost all the settlers have had their hay 

stacks and paddocks entirely burnt.’113 As Burchett’s letter suggests, at the time the 

Black Thursday bushfires occurred many settlers were of the opinion that summer 

was just an ‘unusually dry season’.  

Scorching daytime temperatures coupled with strong northerly winds were a recipe 

for disaster on 6 February 1851.114 With the onset of a hot northerly the following 

day, these fires spread.115 People throughout Victoria, like Samuel Clutterbuck quoted 

above, awoke to find bushfire threatening their lives, stock and property. This was the 

first catastrophic bushfire experienced by white settlers in Victoria and many 

struggled to contextualise the disaster. Robert Watchorn, living in Melbourne, wrote: 

‘The scorching wind, flames, smoke and blazing cinders swept the greater part of the 

region north of Melbourne and obscured the daylight till men cried out in fear of the 

Day of Judgment.’116 John Chandler of Richmond made a similar remark, stating: 

‘Ashes were falling everywhere, the wind was like the blast from a furnace; and 

candles had to be burned in the houses to see. Some people thought the Judgement 

Day had come.’117 Henry Mundy, a shepherd at Mount Macedon, had previously 

experienced bushfire but not of the same magnitude. He recalled that ‘the heat was 

suffocating. … I saw odd burnt leaves floating in the air … It was not long after when 

I heard the well known crackling and roar of the fiery demon approaching.’118  

Farmers worked hard to save their property but the fire was large, swift and nearly 

impossible to fight. Eliza Orr, who had travelled from Melbourne to Sutton Grange 

Station at Mount Alexander for a summer holiday, wrote:  

‘The men had filled barrels of water from the creek and as 

the wooden buildings burnt down they threw water on the 
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fire. The cottage took fire three times but fortunately the 

men…extinguished the fires before they got a hold. Night 

came the country was illuminated for miles. Hundreds of 

trees stood like pillars of fire.’119  

Livestock suffered and died, and ‘many of the poor animals [were] lying, incapable, 

from the injuries they have received, of supplying the wants of nature.’120 Alfred 

Burchett wrote that ‘almost all the settlers have had their hay stacks and paddocks 

entirely burnt, and many of them with difficulty saved their homes…Had the wind not 

providentially changed just at the right time, nothing could possibly have saved the 

station.’121 After the fire passed, Samuel Clutterbuck found that ‘nearly all my 1600 

acres of beautiful grass [has been] destroyed, [with] much fencing burnt.’122 Horatio 

Wills, a sheep farmer, wrote to the Sydney Morning Herald stating that the fires 

‘swept off our corn, our hay, and our grass, leaving us in a condition as deplorable as 

can well be conceived.’123 

Some of the places affected included the Werribee River district, Diamond Creek, 

Lorne and the Plenty Ranges.124 The Moorabool Valley, Barrabool Hills and Barwon 

Heads region that surrounded Geelong were also alight. 125 Fires burnt at Mount 

Macedon, the Loddon, Wimmera and Portland districts, Colac, Mount Gambier and 

the Dandenongs.126 John Chandler reported fire in the bush between Melbourne and 

St Kilda, in the scrub that lined the banks of the Yarra River and in farms that 

surrounded the populous town.127 The brass was melted off cooking utensils in huts at 

Apollo Bay.128 Surprisingly, the forest at Cape Otway did not escape the fire. The 

Otway region comprises a small amount of temperate rainforest surrounded by tall 
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open eucalypt forest.129 The Argus remarked that fires in the Otways ordinarily burned 

slowly and often did not progress far through the wet undergrowth. However, the 

fierce wind on 6 February acted like a bellows on a pre-existing fire at Cape Otway: 

‘the dense scrub was swept away like stubble, and the flames were carried along the 

tops of the trees leaving the massive trunks ignited wherever any decayed, hollow or 

dead branch gave it a nestling place.’130 

 
 
 
Figure 6.7: Black Thursday, February 6th 1851 [art original], by William Strutt, 1864, SLV, H28049. 
The original painting, 1 m high x 3 m long, shows settlers fleeing the flames and smoke of the Black 
Thursday bushfires. 
 

The Black Thursday bushfires acted as a cautionary tale for years to come. Settlers 

in Victoria were on edge in subsequent years, as ‘a similar day [to Black Thursday], 

accompanied with all it's terrible peculiarities, might befal us tomorrow, or any day 

during the full heats of any one of our summers.’131 In the following 1851–1852 

summer, warnings were made to campers and travellers about the dangers of 

inadequately extinguishing cooking fires.132 Thousands of immigrants arrived in 

Victoria following the discovery of gold in the months after Black Thursday. Many of 

these new arrivals were not familiar with the dangers of a south-eastern Australian 

summer. In 1854, The Argus was concerned that ‘there are tens of thousands who 

know very little of what a bushflre in Australia is,’ and that the threat of bushfire was 
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‘again increased by the fact of this summer being a very dry one, and succeeding one 

particularly cool and moist.’133 In 1857, the editors of The Argus took the opportunity 

to teach new arrivals about bushfire prevention, including the necessity of burning off 

grass surrounding property.134 They also recognised that bushfire ‘varies excessively 

according to circumstances - the heat of the day, the dryness and thickness of the 

herbage, the strength of the wind, and the character of the country over which it 

passes’ but advised that burning excess growth before the onset of summer was one 

way to control the danger.135 

6.6. Victoria’s Meteorological Records, 1851–1855 

Determining what the climate was like during the early years of the Victorian gold 

rush is a difficult task. Unfortunately there was a break in the colony’s published 

meteorological records between 1851 and 1855 making it hard to verify weather and 

climate variations during this pivotal period of Victoria’s history. It is unclear why 

this break in published records occurred. Despite this break, evidence from The Argus 

indicates that observations still continued after publication ceased. On 3 and 5 

November 1852, abstracts of Melbourne’s probable revenue for the year 1853, 

showed that £100 had been allocated in the budget for ‘the compilation of 

meteorological tables at Melbourne, Shortland’s Bluff [Queenscliff] and Cape 

Otway.’136 We can see that long-term records continued to be kept in stations along 

the Victorian coast but it is unclear why the original records no longer exist and why 

they ceased to be published in the Victorian Government Gazette. 

 There is also evidence that weather-observing equipment was available throughout 

the colony and even at the goldfields. For example, Ludwig Becker, a naturalist and 

explorer on Burke and Wills’ 1860 expedition, made a record of meteorological 

observations at Bendigo between December 1852 and February 1854.137 Becker 

reportedly submitted these records to what was then known as the Museum of Natural 
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History.138 Unfortunately, inquiries have not yet unearthed these valuable 

meteorological observations. Dr. James Selby, living at Forest Creek diggings near 

Castlemaine, had access to a thermometer but no daily records exist. In his diary he 

mentioned that 28 January 1855 was the ‘hottest day experienced in Melbourne for 

years.’ The temperature reached 110°F (43°C) in the shade at noon and increased for 

the next two hours.139 Edward John White, who moved often between Melbourne and 

Bendigo, was also compelled to record the temperature on 28 January 1855, recording 

the temperature as a dubious 119ºF (48°C) at 2pm in Melbourne.140 While weather 

observing equipment was available in the colony, and settlers often noted extreme 

observations, long-term records are scarce.  

The gap in meteorological observations between 1851 and 1855 is partly filled by 

data collected in the Gippsland towns of Alberton and Sale, both approximately 180 

km south-east of Melbourne. The records from Alberton span 1853–1857 and were 

kept by a local police officer named Edgar Slade.141 The observations recorded in 

Sale, spanning only August–November 1854, were kept by Charles Tyers.142 Tyers 

was interested in comparing Slade’s Alberton records with his own in order to 

ascertain ‘the difference of climate between the sea coast and interior.’143 Both the 

Alberton and Sale records contain temperature and pressure data and additional 

weather information including a rain day count. The observers did not use a gauge to 

measure rainfall. It is possible to compare these rain day data with modern rain day 

averages but it is difficult to determine whether the amount of rainfall in Alberton and 

Sale was higher or lower than average. While an average number of rain days may 

have been observed, only a small amount of rain may have fallen. 

To understand climate during the foundation years of the gold rush we need to rely 

predominantly on qualitative evidence and palaeoclimate research. The palaeoclimate 

record indicates that south-eastern Australian rainfall in 1851–1853 was likely 

between 28 and 54 mm below-average (Table 6.1). A reprieve from dry weather was 
                                                
138 Becker, “Art. VIII. – Meteorological Observations at Bendigo,” 87. 
139 Dr. James Selby, 10 December 1852, Diary and papers, 1852-1854. [manuscript], MS 9866, MS 
MSB 117, SLV. 
140 Edward John White, Diaries : 1850-1913, [Not after 1994]. [Manuscript], MS 13122, MS Box 
3809/1, SLV.  
141 Linden Ashcroft, personal communication. 
142 Ibid. 
143 Letter from Charles J. Tyers to William Henry Archer, 23 August 1854, Letters of William Archer, 
1847–1866 [manuscript], MS 264, NLA. 



 264 

experienced in 1854, when the palaeoclimate record indicates rainfall may have been 

39 mm above-average. Good rainfall was short-lived, however, and the palaeoclimate 

data indicates a rainfall deficit of 135 mm in 1855. Gergis and Fowler’s multi-

centennial ENSO chronology shows that a La Niña may have influenced south-

eastern Australian rainfall in 1851, an El Niño occurred in 1852 and again in 1853. 

Neither ENSO phase was apparent in 1854 or 1855.144  

Does this finding correspond with the societal experience of climate throughout 

Victoria, at Melbourne or at the goldfields? Was agriculture affected? I propose that 

agriculture was more affected by the lack of labour than a period of dry weather. 

However, identifying whether periods of low rainfall occurred and determining their 

severity is made more difficult because of the scarcity of historical meteorological 

observations between mid-1851 and early 1855. We need to look closely at the 

qualitative record to better understand climate variations in Victoria during this 

period. 

6.7. The Impact of Weather and Climate on the Gold Rush in 
Victoria, 1851–1855 

The Black Thursday fires were shaping up to be the major event of 1851 until gold 

was discovered in Victoria only months later. The discovery of gold in the region 

drastically changed every facet of life in the newly-formed colony. Thousands of 

immigrants arrived to make their fortune at the gold fields and a population boom 

ensued, creating a new relationship between Europeans and the landscape. Port Phillip 

Bay was home to a ‘forest of masts’ in the early 1850s, a result of the ‘great exodus’ 

of miners from Europe and North America.145 The miners brought with them a myriad 

of ideas about Victorian climate and environment from overseas, making it more 

difficult for them to judge seasonal and long-term climate variations in Australia. 

As mentioned in Chapter 5, guidebooks were a popular source of Australian 

climate information. It is often unclear whether settlers made use of these resources 

before their arrival. The diary of Donald W. McDonald, a Scottish-born man living in 

New Orleans in the early 1850s, helps us understand the preparations made by some 
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before arrival in Australia. He kept a diary of his life in the bustling southern USA 

city and looked forward to joining his brother in Victoria. To prepare himself for life 

in Australia he read Robert Montgomery Martin’s History of the Colonies of the 

British Empire.146 At the time this book was written in 1843, Victoria had not yet 

been declared a colony and was still considered a part of New South Wales. Martin 

wrote that the climate in Australia was so healthy that, taking a community of 1,200 

people as an example, ‘only five or six have been known to be sick at a time.’147 

Martin acknowledged that New South Wales was affected by drought but stated that it 

was ‘more than probable, that as the country becomes clear and cultivated, such 

lamentable visitations will be less frequent.’148 Statements like these gave potential 

settlers a distorted view of Australian climate, and in McDonald’s case provided no 

information relevant to the Victorian region. McDonald’s diary indicates that 

potential settlers were absorbing this information about climate before their arrival in 

Australia. 

From 1851, the settlers’ focus shifted from agriculture to mining. Historian Tony 

Dingle estimated that during the 1850s, ‘farming, pastoral, manufacturing and 

construction all experienced a major decline relative to the economy as a whole, with 

farming’s share of total output dropping from 16 to 1 percent.’149 The lure of the 

Victorian goldfields meant that it was hard to find farm labourers, leading to station 

owners raising wages in competition for farmhands. Dingle asserts that these high 

farm production costs and the high cost of transporting goods throughout the colony 

increased the price of grain. As a result, grain was imported from other colonies and 

overseas to feed Victoria.150 This chapter argues that a major economic crisis was 

partly averted due to the mild climate experienced during the gold rush years. 

Although agricultural output was reduced, farming and pastoral efforts continued and 

were not further reduced by a period of severe drought or destructive above-average 

rainfall. The absence of climate extremes bolstered the success of the mining boom in 

its first few years.  
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Despite the absence of climate extremes, seasonal variations still greatly affected 

miners. Dry weather at the goldfields was viewed as either a blessing or a curse, 

depending on what type of work miners were occupied with at the time. Dry summers 

accompanied by low water flows in the creeks and rivers often reduced gold supplies, 

as water was essential for washing soil to extract the gold.151 Dry weather, while a 

burden for many, sometimes provided the opportunity to mine areas that were 

normally too waterlogged in the cooler months.152 Miners dug shafts in summer so 

they would not fill with the heavy winter rain.  

Water scarcity was amplified by urban and industrial activities carried out in 

Victorian mining communities. Dr. James Selby, working at Bendigo in December 

1852, enjoyed the town’s scenery but remarked that the water had a ‘yellowish hue’ 

because of the numerous groups of people washing gold in the creek. However, it was 

‘still in some places sufficiently clear to enable us to bathe, which we find a very 

great luxury.’153 Two days earlier he had noted: ‘the waters are expected to dry up as 

the summer advances when I suppose the profit will be reaped,’ referring to a hole at 

New Chum’s Gully estimated to be worth £1000 and guarded throughout the wet 

winter months.154 Selby’s diary also shows that water levels in the creeks around 

Bendigo were already reduced and dirtied by mining activities at the beginning of 

summer. The naturally low water levels that occur in summer were pre-empted and 

exacerbated by the miners.  

Geographer J. M. Powell has remarked that while water deficiency was 

problematic for nearly all Victorian goldfields, he also noted that ‘occasionally, an 

oversupply of water presented the larger problem—the drowning of the deeper mines 

and surface inundations along the butchered floodplains—and every major locality 

had to deal with those problems.’155 Despite this, some mining operations could 

continue during wet weather as increased water availability made it easier to process 

gold-laden dirt.156 Some fossicking operations, however, stopped during winter when 
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surplus water filled up mine shafts and holes.157 In response, miners abandoned the 

diggings during winter or periods of wet weather to work on farms. Unfortunately for 

sheep station owners, labour was most urgently required during the spring shearing 

season when weather was more temperate.  With the onset of milder weather at the 

start of the shearing season many farm labourers returned to the mines, reducing the 

pool of available labour during this critical period.158  

The increased traffic throughout the countryside caused moderately used tracks to 

turn muddy in winter and dusty in summer. In March 1852, the Government was 

accused of leaving thousands of people living at the gold fields in danger of 

starvation. The Argus was concerned that the impending winter rainfall would damage 

the inadequate roads and bridges that connected the countryside to the town centres, 

leaving miners without access to the imported food.159 Settlers not only lobbied the 

government to alleviate the difficulty of travelling in Victoria during winter, but also 

created their own infrastructure. At Mount Alexander in April 1852, several bridges 

had been ‘thrown across the creeks on the Diggings.’160 This infrastructure 

undoubtedly made life easier in the fledgling tent-cities and was desperately needed 

but it was feared that the first flood would wash away the flimsy bridges.161  

People from the goldfields benefited most from this quickly constructed 

infrastructure while agriculturalists were not so well looked after. The lack of bridges 

throughout the country left rural residents housebound in winter, when the excess 

water from winter rainfall made creeks and rivers impassable.162 Kate Simson, in a 

letter to her friend Mrs. Williams, was concerned about the lack of infrastructure, 

stating that ‘the want of bridges endangers & loses many lives, for the creeks (rivers 

we lack) are most dangerous, being half composed of deep holes (!) which in floods 

are not distinguishable.’163 

Another major problem associated with the traffic between the coastal towns of 

Melbourne and Geelong and the goldfields to the west and north was the degradation 
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associated with the overuse of unmaintained roads. The roads were described as 

‘dreadful’ with over a thousand drays travelling between Bendigo and Melbourne 

alone at a given time.164 Eminent Australian historian W. K. Hancock noted that the 

gold rush pushed the Victorian colonial government to embark on road planning 

schemes and make vast improvements to infrastructure.165 In February 1853, only two 

years after gold was first discovered in Victoria, an Act for making and improving 

roads in the colony was passed.166 Within five years of the beginning of the gold rush, 

the Victorian Roads Board had constructed ‘152.2 miles of metalled road, 34.2 miles 

of formed, drained and partially metalled road, 12.6 miles of formed and drained road, 

8.61 miles of cleared road, 164 bridges, 39 fords, 411 culverts, 27 toll houses, 12 

punts and 5 boats.’167 The population boom, and their subsequent movement through 

the landscape, exacerbated the impact of average weather on the landscape.  As a 

result, the Victorian colonial government had to act quickly to adapt to the impact of 

the higher population on the landscape. 

Miners’ reactions to seasonal variations had a major impact on the agricultural 

industry. In January 1852, a resident of Kilmore wrote that people employed on farms 

at the time were going to leave for the diggings as soon as they had earned enough 

money to support themselves. Men reportedly disbelieved accounts from the 

goldfields of scarce water and dysentery and were undeterred from leaving their jobs 

as farmhands. As a result, labourers were rushing away from ‘the fairest and most 

productive of our fields, forest lands, and plains’168 to chase their fortune. This was 

disappointing, as ‘the crops, almost throughout the entire district, [were] ripe for the 

sickle.’169 Later, upon realising that water was indeed scarce some men returned to 

their labouring jobs, allowing for the crops to be harvested.170  

Pastoralists in New South Wales warily viewed the gold-induced labour shortages. 

For those in the colony to the north, the possibility of a drought in Victoria combined 
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with a labour shortage and high wages was worrying. The Empire, a Sydney 

newspaper, wrote:  

‘I find, from many conversations that I have had with 

intelligent graziers, that the generally received opinion is, 

that in the event of a drought occurring, with the present 

scarcity of labour, none but those proprietors whose sheep 

stations are in the most favourable positions would be able 

to preserve their stock. Others seem to have determined to 

shut their eyes and wait the event; but when pressed hard, 

give vent to a prayer for cheap labour.’171 

In the event of a drought in Victoria, there would be fewer shepherds available to 

move flocks to better pastures and waterholes. Cuthbert Fetherstonhaugh, who settled 

at Muntham in western Victoria in 1856, relayed a conversation he had with a settler 

named ‘Winter’.172 Fetherstonhaugh remarked that ‘Winter told me that when the 

diggings broke out in 1851, and labour was not to be had, he put all his sheep into two 

flocks, and two magnificent St. Bernard dogs used to take the sheep out all day and 

look after them and keep them apart, and then at night these grand dogs used to sleep 

between the two flocks and guard them.’173 Farmers were lucky to enjoy a respite 

from extreme climate variations between 1851 and 1855 as agricultural and pastoral 

activities could continue whilst labour shortages occurred.  

6.8. The Difficulty of Defining Drought, 1852–1855 

The palaeoclimate rainfall reconstruction indicates below-average rainfall in 1852, 

1853 and 1855 (Table 6.1). Above-average rainfall was identified in 1854. Rainfall in 

1852 and 1853 were 59 mm and 28 mm below-average, respectively, and both years 

coincided with El Niño phases. A River Murray streamflow reconstruction by Gallant 
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and Gergis 2011 identifies 1852 and 1853 as low streamflow years.174 Despite this 

evidence from the palaeoclimate record, qualitative sources do not indicate 

widespread severe drought in the early 1850s.  

Misunderstanding Australian drought is a persistent theme in colonial Australian 

climate history and this theme is particularly prevalent in the new colony of Victoria 

even 60 years after first European settlement. Table 2.3 in Chapter 2 indicates there is 

no clear evidence of drought from qualitative records reported in any of the south-

eastern Australian colonies from 1851 to 1853. Only a few months of dry weather was 

reported in spring and part of summer 1854–1855 in New South Wales. Some sources 

do include reports of drought but a close analysis of the historical material does not 

show that long-term severe rainfall deficiency was experienced in Victoria between 

1852 and 1855.  

Reports of drought in Victoria began in autumn 1852. In March 1852, The Argus’ 

Mount Alexander correspondent wrote of the ‘long continuance of the present 

droughts,’ and believed that the ‘social evils’ that may accompany future water 

scarcity were more serious than the political squabbles they were dealing with at the 

time.175 The correspondent feared that winter would arrive ‘before the falls of heavy 

rain which ordinarily precede it.’176 The weather remained dry at the beginning of 

autumn, with a Geelong resident mentioning that ‘we have had a very long drought 

indeed,’ but it appears to have been broken by rainfall in May.177 Samuel Clutterbuck, 

a resident of Gippsland, took notice of the late arrival of the autumn rains. On 24 

March 1852, he wrote: ‘the drought [is] getting very oppressive. The summer, having 

been on the whole more dry than ever. Last year’s grass very much burnt up.’178 

Adequate rain returned to Clutterbuck’s farm with a heavy downpour on 26 April 

1852. 

Talk of Victoria’s ‘drought’ persisted in other colonies, evident in a report from a 

meeting held in Van Diemen's Land regarding the establishment of a steam navigation 

route between Hobart and Melbourne. William Westgarth, member of the Victorian 

                                                
174 A. J. E. Gallant and J. Gergis, “An experimental streamflow reconstruction for the River Murray, 
Australia, 1783–1988,” Water Resour. Res. 47 (2011), W00G04, doi:10.1029/2010WR009832.,10. 
175 The Argus, 26 March 1852, 2.  
176 Ibid. 
177 “Geelong,” The Argus, 12 May 1852, 4. 
178 Clutterbuck, 24 March 1852.  



 271 

Legislative Council, attended this meeting and stated that the ‘periodical autumnal 

drought’ had been broken by rain in April.179 Following this rain, Westgarth hoped 

that ‘the supply of water in the creeks would become regular,’ implying a period of 

low streamflows in the town’s waterways.180 Despite the frequent mention of the 

word ‘drought’ dry weather was mostly confined to March, April and May 1852 

suggesting seasonal dryness common to the region. It is necessary to remember that 

summer was often referred to as the ‘season of drought’ by nineteenth century 

Australians. In this context, a ‘long drought’ likely referred to delayed autumn rains, 

giving the perception of an extended summer. To the settlers, the yearly ‘drought’ 

continued longer than usual.  

Following the worryingly dry summer, Victoria suffered sudden, heavy flooding in 

May 1852. The south-western region felt the brunt of the heavy rainfall, which 

swelled Hovell’s Creek, Little River, and the Werribee, Barwon and Moorabool 

Rivers beyond their banks.181 There was also flooding at Kyneton and in the northerly 

Ovens River.182 The river flats that abutted the Barwon River were ‘completely under 

water, and the course of the river only observable by the tops of the trees that showed 

above the waste of waters.’183 The Wedge family were unfortunate victims of 

flooding in the Werribee River. Water from the river had risen and inundated their 

house. The elderly Edward and Lucy Wedge climbed onto the roof of their house with 

three of their adult children Elizabeth, Richard and Lucy; their granddaughter; their 

cook and a family friend. The force of the floodwater was too strong and pushed the 

house into a large tree. Edward, his wife and daughter both named Lucy were 

drowned, while the others clung to trees and survived.184 The flood survivors waited 

two days for the water to subside before they could be rescued.185 
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Despite this event, concerns about drought persisted through winter 1852, but the 

accounts mostly related to the dry weather experienced earlier in the year. An opinion 

prevailed that the supply of lambs’ wool would fall short of demand ‘owing to the 

great loss caused by the severe drought in Port Phillip.’186 I do not think the 

correspondent was referring to a drought that had continued into July. Instead, I 

believe the author was implying that lamb mortality was high during the autumn 

lambing period, coinciding with a reported lack of rain.187 June rains had reportedly 

wreaked havoc on the basic roads, with The Argus going so far as to wish for the 

colony to ‘be blessed with a month’s drought.’188 This quotation highlights how a 

single month without rain was still considered by some to be a drought, which should 

cause historians to take subjective claims of drought with a grain of salt. When The 

Argus reported drought in July 1852, stating that ‘the absence of rain [at the gold 

fields] was severely felt, and in most places the miners were unable to work owing to 

the drought’189 it is not necessarily proof that severe rainfall deficiencies were being 

experienced.  

Despite the proclamation of drought, it appeared that agriculture was not adversely 

affected. In March 1852, an excerpt from The Portland Guardian and Belfast Gazette 

published in The Argus stated that a ‘great deal of the crops has been reaped’ but 

some remained in the fields because the grain was not yet ripe.190 There is also no 

evidence to suggest that crop yields had been badly affected by drought or low rainfall 

in the far south-western district of Victoria. In January 1852, William Lewis, manager 

of Golf Hill Station near Shelford in Victoria’s central southwest, wrote that ‘the 

season has been exceedingly favourable for the stock so far…We have had frequent 

showers of heavy rain, which cause the feed to grow & at same time keep away the 

bush fires.’191 Pasture was described as ‘plentiful’ throughout summer 1851–1852, 
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but by April rain was much wanted.192 The impact of low autumn rain was not severe 

as at the end of April the station was ‘favoured with fine storms of rain at the Leigh 

[River station], which will cause plenty of green feed to spring up.’193 Lewis also 

estimated that the lambing season was due to start shortly with no further indication 

that there were heavy losses later in the year. In fact, a number of sheep owned by the 

Clyde Company drowned in winter floods 1852.194 

Good harvests were a feature of 1852. One farmer at the Barabool Hills, which was 

described as the granary of Port Phillip,195 had 6000 acres of ripe wheat ready for 

harvesting in January 1852.196 Unfortunately the farmer only had 20 men reaping the 

harvest, as other potential labourers had been lured away from farms and onto the 

goldfields.197 The farmers from the Port Fairy region were luckier, with a 

correspondent noting in the same month that ‘many of the farm people are returning 

from the diggings, for the purpose of securing the crops, which promise to be very 

abundant.’198 Even as far north as the dryer Albury district in December the grain 

crops had ‘a very promising appearance.’199 Station owners employed Aboriginal 

people as labourers to make up for the low availability of European workers, paying 

them with clothing, blankets and money.200 The market for livestock was not as 

buoyant as the agricultural industry, however. Towards the middle of 1852 there was 

a good supply of fat cattle at the Melbourne markets but ‘first quality fat sheep are not 

at all plentiful.’201  

In contrast, the dry and dusty state of the roads to the goldfields in December 1852 

suggests that spring rainfall had been low. George Baker, recently arrived from 

England, had embarked on a journey to the Castlemaine diggings. He described the 

scene on the road from Melbourne: 
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‘Cows and horses laying dead every now and then by the 

roadside, having fallen from exhaustion & been left there, 

across the plains with the hot winds blowing, the 

mosquitoes, the fine sand and the flies… Stopped in the 

plains at 12 noon, not a house to be seen, no trees or 

herbage, nothing but a sunburnt desert the roads teeming 

with sand and extending for many miles.’202 

Despite the dreary description of the Keilor Plains, George Baker also observed long-

lasting thunderstorms and day-long heavy rain in the same month.203 Although he felt 

that the weather was ‘very hot’, he also wrote that there was ‘much water in the holes’ 

at Castlemaine in December 1852.204  

Baker’s description of the Keilor Plains may indicate regional dryness or the 

damaging effect of many people and animals travelling across the plains, hardening 

soil and making it prone to drying. At Samuel Clutterbuck’s property, 85 km south 

east of the Plains at Nar Nar Goon, rain was not scarce. Clutterbuck, who had spent 

part of November travelling to and from Melbourne, remarked on the ‘beautiful 

showers’ of rain, ‘presenting a great contrast to this time last year.’205 On 3 December 

there were ‘still heavy rains,’ and ‘all vegetation [was] making much progress.’206 A 

‘hurricane’ on 19 December 1852 caused damage to trees on his property and was 

accompanied by heavy rain.207 Clutterbuck described ‘extraordinary’ rains in 

February 1853, which he felt were ‘quite unprecedented in an Australian mid-

summer.’208 It is clear that the weather and landscape were quite different in 

Melbourne and to the east of the town in summer 1852–1853. 

We can see the way that the term ‘drought’ becomes problematic in historical 

studies when trying to understand the climate history of Bendigo during the early 

years of the gold rush. A recently published history of water control at the central 
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Victorian goldfields, Water for Gold, shows the difficulty of identifying historic 

drought. Using an 1896 publication authored by H. C. Russell, Water for Gold 

identifies two early periods of drought in south-eastern Australia - 1849–1852 and 

1855. However, both this chapter and Chapter 2 show that Victoria did not experience 

severe drought in these years. Water for Gold states that ‘Russell’s climate analysis 

confirms that drought gripped southeast Australia from 1849–1852, so Central 

Victoria’s diggers endured well below annual rainfall during their first summer.’209 I 

do not think that a conclusion of below-average rainfall can be drawn so easily, 

without taking into account a wide range of indicators. Using evidence such as the 

drying of creeks and low availability of water at the goldfields in summer is not 

enough to characterise drought conditions.210  Firstly, it is normal for many 

Australia’s creeks and waterways to dry in summer – ephemeral watercourses are a 

feature of arid and semi-arid land. This alone is not indicative of a drought or below-

average rainfall. Secondly, we have established that there was enormous water 

competition at the goldfields which would have exacerbated water availability during 

any seasonal or unusual dry periods.  

The reported drought in Bendigo reportedly broke in May 1852, consistent with 

earlier analysis that revealed the late onset of autumn rain. The source quoted in 

Water for Gold remarked on the welcome nature of the rain, which filled ‘holes in 

gullies, and flowing into the main creeks in such quantity as to justify the confidence 

that no want of water will be felt till next Summer.’211 Note that the original source 

material places the dryness they had experienced in a seasonal context, and did not 

view it as an aberration. Dryness, as felt during the summer of 1852, was something 

that would happen again in the following summer.  

While analysing the availability of water at the central Victorian goldfields in 

1856, historian Geoff Russell stated that despite the above-average rainfall in this 

year: ‘any surface water quickly drained from the now heavily-denuded Bendigo 

Valley, so that by mid-March the Bendigo Advertiser reported ‘many are suffering at 

Epsom from the [lack of] water.’’212 Land degradation was a major problem that 
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accompanied the expansion of gold mining activities throughout Victoria, changing 

the interaction between the climate and the environment. Barry McGowan’s 

environmental history of the goldfields supports this assertion, stating that ‘alluvial 

goldmining wrought considerable changes to the Australian landscape.’213 Even more 

seriously, ‘many of these changes, such as altered watercourses or raised stream beds, 

are now permanently incorporated into the rural landscape.’214 Modifying the 

landscape and watercourses exacerbated rainfall extremes like flood and prolonged 

droughts and dry weather. 

According to English settler William Rayment, new diggings had been discovered 

near the Goulburn River in September 1853. Rayment remarked that the mine could 

not be used ‘owing to a scarcity of water for even at this wet season of the year the 

stuff has to be carted for miles for washing.’215 This is a further example of how water 

scarcity could be a product of social expectations, rather than a meteorological 

scarcity. Rayment was not denying that the season was wet, but there was a scarcity 

of water because it had to be carted from the Goulburn River to the mines to wash 

gold.  

In describing the country near Port Fairy, settler Robert B. Scott remarked that the 

area had ‘plenty of water, rather too much sometimes which gives the sheep footrot… 

Now footrot is I think almost unknown on the Wimmera but on the other hand we 

have sometimes great scarcity of water, which is nearly as bad if not worse.’216 There 

was no mention of the word drought, just a ‘scarcity’ of water. It appears to be an 

accepted feature of Australian climate. The reminiscences of Edward Tame, who 

arrived in Melbourne in 1852, focussed on wet winters and very dry summers, 

describing the rivers as ‘few and far between, sometimes full and sometimes quite 

empty and dry…In winter they are often raging torrents, carrying devastation over 

much fertile country. In summer they often dry up so complete as to cause terrible 

loss to stock holders, whose cattle die for want of water.’217  
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In north-eastern Victoria in 1853, wet weather brought some mining operations to 

a halt. Recollections of gold-digging in Omeo, 250 km north-east of Melbourne, state 

that ‘the winter of 1853 came in so cold and wet, with streams at high levels, and 

recurring floods, that the Canadians went back to the Ovens for the winter, to return to 

Wombat Creek [near Omeo] in the spring of 1854.’218 River flooding was reported in 

the south as well, with The Melbourne Morning Herald stating that the Barwon River 

at Geelong ‘still continues so high that the punt does not work, and communication 

with the Barrabool Hills is entirely stopped.’219 In spring 1853, The Melbourne 

Morning Herald published remarks about the weather that had originally appeared in 

the New South Wales’ Maitland Mercury. The editors of the Maitland Mercury were 

sadly comparing the weather in the two colonies: crops in Singleton were suffering 

from ‘the long continued drought’ while Victoria experienced good rainfall.220  

Very dry weather was a feature of summer 1853–1854, culminating in bushfires 

around southern Victoria. Samuel Clutterbuck’s farm was dry, and ‘for the last four 

months except half a dozen showers, no rain at all [had fallen]. My crop of hay so bad 

I had to pull it up by the roots.’221 By 7 February the country around Nar Nar Goon 

was ‘one apparent mass of smoke,’ as bushfires ignited in the dry vegetation. Unlike 

Clutterbuck, Alberton settler Patrick Coady Buckley reported showers, rain and 

thunderstorms between September and November 1853.222 However, he recorded 

only four days’ rain in December.223 Bushfires sprang up in the Alberton district after 

hot weather on 3 January 1854, burning most of the grass on Buckley’s run.224 He 

welcomed rain in March, which did ‘a great deal of good, for what little grass was not 

consumed by fire was completely burnt up by the sun.’225  

Other fires sprang up in Brighton, now a suburb of Melbourne, in January,226 and 

at Mount Moriac and the Barrabool Hills near Geelong in February.227 While there are 
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no news accounts, Figure 6.8 shows a fire burning in the Moorabbin district in 1854. 

The Victoria Times, a Castlemaine newspaper, lambasted the ‘careless behaviour of 

bullock drivers, shepherds and farming men lighting their pipes in the bush and 

remaining totally indifferent as to where the sparks or embers fly… particularly 

during the extraordinarily dry summer experienced.’228 The Argus noted that fire 

danger increased during summer 1853–1854 as the season was ‘a very dry one, and 

succeeding one particularly cool and moist.’229 Similar to Black Thursday, plant 

growth was stimulated by good rainfall and quickly parched by hot and dry weather in 

summer. 

 
 
Figure 6.8: Bushfires in the Moorabbin District [picture], by William Strutt, 1854, NLA, nla.pic-
an3264617. A fork of lightning can be seen in the upper left-hand corner and a strong wind fans the 
flames and bows the trees. In the foreground, kangaroos are fleeing the fire. 
 

Meteorological records from Alberton appear to indicate dry weather in late 1853 

and early 1854 (Figure 6.9, overleaf), corroborating the manuscript accounts. Figure 

6.9 shows days of rain and barometric pressure recorded at Alberton, 1853–1857. 

When pressure is high the weather is generally dry and cloudless. Figure 6.9 shows 

that pressure was high and rain day counts were low during late 1853 and early 1854, 

indicating dry weather. The drop in pressure evident in early 1854 may indicate the 

onset of autumn rain at Alberton. Despite reports of low rainfall and incidences of 
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bushfire during summer, widespread significant crop or stock loss does not appear to 

have occurred. 

 
 
Figure 6.9: Alberton morning pressure and rain day count, 1853–1857. The red line shows morning 
pressure anomalies compared to 1853–1857 monthly averages and the blue line shows the number of 
rain days per month. Chart provided by Linden Ashcroft. 
 

6.8.1. Navigating the River Murray: Weather in Northern 
Victoria in 1853 

In 1853, Captain Francis Cadell navigated the River Murray, heading upstream 

from Goolwa in South Australia and reaching Albury in New South Wales, a distance 

of roughly 1000km. The river formed the border between the colonies of Victoria and 

New South Wales. The 1853 journey up the Murray was used to assess the feasibility 

of using steamers to connect the pastoral communities along the river with urban 

centres. During this time, the palaeoclimate record indicates that low stream flows in 

the River Murray were experienced in 1852–1853. However, Cadell’s record and 

others do not indicate that the river was remarkably low during these years. 

Captain Cadell’s steamer, the Lady Augusta, headed up the river during a period he 

characterised as having moderate and even high flows. The river was reportedly 12 
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feet higher than usual in 1852,230 possibly caused by high rainfall and increased inputs 

from the devastating 25 June flood in the Murrumbidgee River, a major tributary of 

the Murray. The good rains and high flows buoyed the expectations of Murray river 

settlers who claimed that ‘wheat, or in fact anything else, can be raised by those who 

take the trouble to cultivate it, and that even in this dry time of the year, we have had 

a great deal more wet weather than was convenient; quite as much, I doubt not, on 

‘the rainless Murray’ as there has been during the same period in Adelaide.’231 Some 

were using this apparently wet period to dispel rumours that the area was prone to dry 

weather and could be a successful agricultural region.  

Cadell made frequent notes on the depth of the river as his journey progressed, 

indicating that it was quite deep in places. Near Swan Hill, he wrote: ‘the Murray 

continues deep, our soundings being from 3 1/2 to 4 fathoms [6–7 metres], and 

sometimes more.’232 In the early 21st century, the stretch of river between 

Yarrawonga and Torrumbarry east of Swan Hill reportedly averages a depth of three 

metres, ‘with numerous deeper pools or holes average 4 m with some 6–8 m deep.’233 

These soundings indicate that river levels were high when Cadell navigated the river 

in September 1853.  

Cadell also described Lake Boga, a body of water 3.5 km south of the Murray as ‘a 

fine sheet of water’, 7 miles in circumference (11 km).234 Using Google Maps, we can 

see that the north-south diameter of Lake Boga is 3.5 km.  To calculate the 

circumference (C) of the lake, C = ! x 3.5. The result indicates that the circumference 

of Lake Boga is 11 km (7 miles), corresponding with Cadell’s observations showing 

that Lake Boga was full. Despite this, after travelling up the river within 22 miles of 

Albury in September 1853, Cadell found that the river was ‘as low, if not lower than 

in the dry summer of 1851’ and put off any further exploration ‘until a more 
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favourable season.’235 The construction of the Hume Dam near Albury makes it 

difficult to compare historic water levels in this part of the Murray River. It is 

possible, however, that river levels were naturally lower near Albury, preventing the 

steamer from moving further upstream.  

This survey provided a new view of the Murray and its floodplain. The mostly 

positive image of the river and its surrounds portrayed in the journal made settlement 

on the river a better prospect. By 1854, it was said that ‘many persons by this time 

have had their eyes opened to the fact that farming pays a better annual return than the 

average gains at gold-digging,’ and as settlement along the Murray in the colony of 

Victoria opened up, more profitable business ventures became available to settlers. 

There was, however, a hurdle to further settlement and trade along the Murray. The 

South Australian Register added they still did not know how much work would be 

needed to ‘improve’ the River Murray and make it more amenable to navigation – 

‘improvement’ works which they also termed ‘art’. They also added that despite what 

they had learned, settlers still did not know for how many months of the year water 

would be available in the river. In April 1854, the South Australian Register stated, 

‘time will best show that.’236 Only experience would give settlers a true 

understanding of the effect of rainfall on the level of the River Murray. 

6.9.  Landscape Degradation in Victoria: Altering the Impact of 
Weather and Climate 

Shortly after the Victorian gold rush began in 1851, some people began to notice 

the negative impacts the increased population was having on the landscape. John G. 

Robertson, a settler at Wando Vale station on the Wannon River, 310 km west of 

Melbourne, wrote to Victorian Lieutenant Governor Charles La Trobe on 26 

September 1853: 

‘Many of our herbaceous plants began to disappear from 

the pasture land…The clay is left perfectly bare in 

summer. The strong clay cracks; the winter rain washes 

out the clay; now mostly every little gully has a deep rut; 

when rain falls it runs off the hard ground, rushes down 
                                                
235 “Victoria,” South Australian Register, 17 October 1854, 2.  
236 “Murray Traffic,” South Australian Register, 6 April 1854, 2.  
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these ruts, runs into the larger creeks, and is carrying earth, 

trees and all before it. Over Wannon country is now as 

difficult to ride as if it were fenced. Ruts, seven, eight and 

ten feet deep and as wide are found for miles, where two 

years ago it was covered with tussocky grass like a land 

marsh.’237 

Sheep and cattle had a negative impact on the fragile Australian environment from the 

time of first European settlement. From 1788, ‘livestock trampled in their millions 

over soils which had never before felt the impact of a hard hoof.’238 In addition to the 

degradation that accompanied pastoral expansion, Victoria’s mining regions were 

similarly denuded from 1851 onwards. The miners at the Mount Alexander diggings, 

for example, had arrived and quickly felled trees, allowing ‘the heavy gusts of wind 

[to] pour through the gulleys with great violence, whirl [the dust] up in clouds and 

scatter it far and near upon everything around...the very first sight of the Forest Creek 

gives to the traveller a very distinct impression of the parching aridity which now 

prevails.’239 Aridity was not necessarily the result of low water availability: with 

fewer trees in the landscape to provide shade the soil was more prone to drying from 

the increased sunlight of a disturbed canopy (Figure 6.10, overleaf). There were fewer 

trees to provide a natural windbreak, reducing soil moisture.  

Over time, it was clear that mining had an extreme impact on the Victorian 

landscape. In his environmental history of the goldfields, Don Garden shows that 

‘streams were diverted, their water utilised and polluted and the resultant silted muck 

was released back into their beds to flow downstream’ degrading streams and 

rivers.240 The mining process known as puddling (Figure 6.10, overleaf), which used a 

drum or horse-powered machine to break up clay soil in water to extract gold,241 

meant ‘beautiful valleys were literally stripped to the bedrock, their soils digested in 

the puddlers and the unwanted residue flushed downstream blocking all the natural 

                                                
237 J. M. Powell, Watering the Garden State, 47. 
238 Tony Dingle, Settling, The Victorians (McMahons Point: Fairfax, Syme & Weldon Associates, 
1984), 37. 
239 “Mount Alexander. From Our Special Commissioner. No. III,” The Argus, 22 March 1852, 2. 
240 Don Garden, “Catalyst or Cataclysm? Gold Mining and the Environment,” Victorian Historical 
Journal 72, No. 1-2, 2001: 30. 
241 “Electronic Encyclopedia of Gold in Australia,” Cultural Heritage Unit, The University of 
Melbourne, http://www.egold.net.au/objects/DEG000022.htm, updated 25 February 2010.  
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watercourses and transforming the landscape morphology.’242 The removal of soil is 

not the only factor that modified streamflow. In his natural history of the Yarra River, 

Geoff Lacey remarked that the ‘clearing of forest for pasture tends to increase 

runoff…The increased rapid runoff causes streams to reach peak flows more quickly 

in a storm, whereas the steady baseflow, maintained by the groundwater, may be 

reduced.’243 As we can see, the combined effects of gold-mining and farming 

activities worked to change climate-landscape interactions. 

 
 

Figure 6.10: Puddling Machine [art original], by Charles Lyall, ca. 1854, SLV, H87.63/2/1. A man 
and horse can be seen operating the puddling machine. Behind the man is a pump used to remove water 
from a river, creek or pond. Tree stumps can also be seen on the hillsides in the background of the 
picture. The changes wrought on the land by gold mining altered the climate/landscape relationship. 
 

The modification of rivers and creeks in order to supply gold-mining districts with 

a reliable water supply became a consideration for governing bodies. Just as 

Tasmanian farmers had sought to overcome seasonal rainfall variations by planning 

irrigation works in the 1830s and 1840s, so too did settlers on the Victorian 

goldfields. Dr. Owens, a resident of Bendigo, requested that the ‘District Surveyor 

should ascertain the respective levels of the Campaspe and the Bendigo Creek, and 

survey the intervening country, to ascertain whether it would be a feasible project to 

                                                
242 Jane Lennon, Case study of the cultural landscapes of the Central Victorian goldfields, State of the 
Environment Technical Paper Series (Natural and Cultural Heritage), Series 1 (Canberra: Department 
of the Environment, 1997), 10. 
243 Geoff Lacey, Still Glides the Stream: The Natural History of the Yarra from Heidelberg to Yarra 
Bend (Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2004), 203. 



 284 

bring in a supply of water from the former river.’ This proposal indicated some 

foresight as The Argus noted that ‘at present, with incessant showery weather the 

importance of a permanent water supply is not felt. But we should remember that 

seasons of drought are of too frequent occurrence in these colonies and the condition 

of Bendigo during a long-continued drought would be wretched enough.’244 Farmers 

circumvented the problems of dry summer weather by sinking wells. In 1857, teacher 

and author James Bonwick wrote that the drawback of the Wannon River at Sandford, 

300 km west of Melbourne was the ‘brackish’ or salty character of the water in 

summer. Bonwick concluded that ‘wells, however, can be sunk on the plain. I noticed 

one of nineteen feet in depth, passing through four feet of good black soil, and the rest 

of yellow clay on to gravel.’245 Long periods of severe drought did not encourage 

irrigation as it did in New South Wales. Instead, Victorian miners and farmers wished 

to alleviate the impact of seasonal low water supplies in summer.  

6.10. Understanding Climate Variations in Victoria, 1849–1855 

By the mid-1850s, Victorians had started to draw links between the climate, 

landscape, water availability and the rapidly increasing population. In 1854, the 

Victorian Legislative Council revealed increasing concerns about the present and 

future impacts of a booming population on the supply of water. The Parliament 

wished to provide Victoria with an ‘abundant, general and cheap water supply,’ 

having learnt more about ‘the climate [and] the physical phenomena of the country.’ 

The Legislative Council did not mention drought or climate extremes as a catalyst for 

this decision.246  

William Westgarth, member of the Victorian Legislative Council, described 

Victorian rain showers as ‘fitful’ or erratic but conceded that there was ‘no lack of 

rain on the average of years throughout the whole country.’247 In his eyes, the 

predominant climatic feature of Victoria were ‘the temporary torrents raised by the 

                                                
244 The Argus, 12 May 1854, 4. 
245 Brown, Byrne and Forbes, Whisperings of the Wannon, 11. 
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1 (Melbourne: John Ferres, Government Printing Office, 1854), 428. 
247 William Westgarth, Victoria; Late Australia Felix, or Port Phillip District of New South Wales; 
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winter’s rain, succeeded by the desiccative qualities of summer.’248 Unfortunately, the 

colony was subject to ‘frequent intervals of drought during the hottest season 

[summer].’249 Westgarth’s statement indicates that the word ‘drought’ was used to 

describe very short periods of low rainfall within a single season as well as multi-year 

periods of water scarcity. He identified summer and autumn 1844–1845 and ‘the 

drought of 1850–1851, the season of Black Thursday’ as the most severe periods of 

drought in the memory of the Victorian settlers.250 Westgarth admitted that ‘no 

droughts have as yet afflicted Victoria at all comparable to several that have visited 

New South Wales, or the Sydney district.’251 Despite this, he wanted settlers to be 

aware of the possible dangers of future droughts similar to the New South Wales 

ones. The impact of future drought in Victoria would be exacerbated by ‘the increased 

burden of livestock’252 as stock numbers and the number of squatters increased. 

Irrigation was promoted as a way to alleviate seasonal water scarcity. Nathaniel 

Lipscombe Kentish, a surveyor and author, remarked in 1855 that Victoria’s only 

drawback was the ‘sad paucity of rivers and of fresh-water lakes or ponds.’ The 

landscape was otherwise blessed with an ‘abundance of fertile soil, and the most 

salubrious climate and exhilarating atmosphere in the world.’253 To remedy this 

shortcoming, Kentish encouraged settlers to build reservoirs to collect the ‘ample 

winter rain’ and the ‘occasional heavy thunder showers in the summer.’254 These 

reservoirs, however, would have to be deep ‘as the evaporation is great in summer.’255 

Sinking wells, building dams and digging reservoirs would mean that ‘the terrors of 

an Australian summer in the bush may be very essentially mitigated.’256 Climate 

extremes were not driving the discussion of adaptation and mitigation in Victoria in 

the early 1850s. Long-term droughts in New South Wales, and the difficulties posed 

                                                
248 Westgarth, Victoria; Late Australia Felix, or Port Phillip District of New South Wales, 24. 
249 Ibid, 34. 
250 Ibid, 40. 
251 Ibid, 40. 
252 Ibid. 
253 Nathaniel Lipscombe Kentish, The Question of Questions! (of More Vital Importance Than Gold, or 
Than the Anxiously Expected New Constitution!) showing how to make food plentiful and cheap, and 
the agricultural interest prosperous; and at the same time to render the colony independent of supplies 
from abroad, viz., “The Land (and Water) Question” in Victoria, formerly “Port Phillip,” but still, and 
even more than before separation from New South Wales – “Australia Felix” (Melbourne: J. J. 
Blundell & Co., 1855), 19. 
254 Ibid. 
255 Ibid, 30. 
256 Ibid. 



 286 

by Victoria’s natural seasonal variability, pushed settlers to consider technological 

and social changes.  

6.11. Conclusion 

This chapter has clarified the climate that preceded the Black Thursday bushfires. 

The analysis presented here shows that the bushfires occurred in early 1851 at the end 

of a period marked by high rainfall and flooding in coastal Victoria. Meteorological 

observations available for the period illuminated the way that settlers responded to 

climate extremes and flood in particular. A number of significant flood events 

changed the way that government viewed the viability of living and working along the 

banks of the Yarra River. However, government policy and the experience of past 

floods were not catalysts for long-term adaptation to climate extremes in Victoria 

during the 1800s.  

The Black Thursday bushfires were not preceded by long-term severe drought. 

Intermittent months of low rainfall in 1850 and low summer rainfall in 1851 dried the 

excess growth encouraged by the high rainfall in 1849 and the months of average and 

above-average rainfall in 1850. High temperatures exacerbated the effects of low 

rainfall in summer 1850–1851, desiccating the plant growth and creating the perfect 

conditions for catastrophic bushfire. In addition to climatic factors, some Europeans 

were also careless when using fire in the landscape. Unattended cooking fires, arson 

and irresponsible burning practices were all causes of uncontrolled fire in the colony 

and may have sparked the Black Thursday blaze.257 European farming practices 

denuded the landscape and degraded waterways, exacerbating the effects of a hot and 

dry summer and increased the likelihood of fire.258 The cessation of Aboriginal 

burning regimes may have also contributed to an excess of fuel in the landscape. 

Farmers do not appear to have experienced crop and stock death of the same 

magnitude of the previous 1827–1829 and 1837–1839 droughts in New South Wales 

and reduced crop returns were primarily a result of labour-shortage. Immigrant miners 
                                                
257 Collins, Burn: The Epic Story of Bushfire in Australia, 67; Pyne, Burning Bush, 223. By now, 
though, residents of Port Phillip were well aware of the dangers of fire in the bush. The editors of The 
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the bush.’ Fire was clearly treated with respect by some in the colony but not all. 
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Nelson Australia, 1981), 164; Pyne, Burning Bush, 223. 



 287 

were greatly challenged by seasonal variability rather than extreme long-term rainfall 

variations. Water shortages, especially at the gold diggings, occurred throughout the 

early 1850s but meteorological records and qualitative records do not suggest that 

widespread, severe drought took place. In some cases, water was too low for society’s 

needs at the gold diggings but this often coincided with normal seasonal variations 

and was exacerbated by the large number of people in the Victorian landscape. For 

some, the term ‘drought’ was still a catch-all phrase for any type of water shortage, 

even if rainfall was seasonally low or reflected other non-meteorological factors like 

land degradation. As a result, mitigation or adaptation to climate extremes was not a 

strong focus for the young colony in the early 1850s. 
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Chapter 7 
 

Conclusion 

 

 ‘People are buoyant and they’re happy and talking about 

going on a holiday which they probably haven’t taken in 

eight years and it’s just wonderful to see…People have got 

smiles on their faces and it’s wonderful.’1 

 
Farmer Ian McFadyen talking about  

the end to drought at Lake Cargelligo,  
November 2011 

 

 
In Chapter 1 we were introduced to the farmers of Lake Cargelligo township in 

western New South Wales, who were struggling to survive in the wake of Australia’s 

1997–2009 drought. By the end of 2009, the twelve-year drought had completely 

dried the lake for the first time since the 1901–1903 Federation Drought2 and 

residents were meeting to discuss further government financial assistance. Now, 

following years of La Niña-driven above-average rainfall, the lake is again full.3 The 

story of the drying and filling of this lake and the boom and bust that accompanies 

high and low rainfall epitomises the extreme climate variations that Australian settlers 

have struggled with since 1788. 

Despite our familiarity with severe droughts and periods of above-average rainfall 

in the 21st century, late 18th and early 19th century climate extremes are not well 

understood or researched. Firstly, this thesis identified periods of above-average and 

below-average rainfall between 1788 and 1860 in Chapter 2 and further clarified the 

impacts of these extremes in Chapters 3–6. Research in Chapter 2 revealed the 
                                                
1 “Ungarie bouncing back from drought,” 18 November 2011, ABC News, 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2011-11-18/ungarie-bouncing-back-from-drought/3679118. 
2 Paul Lockyer, “Lake Cargelligo Runs Dry,” The 7:30 Report, Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 
26 January 2010. Transcript at http://www.abc.net.au/7.30/content/2010/s2801903.htm. 
3 Samantha Townsend, “Lake Cargelligo now full of water and hope after the drought,” 19 May 2010, 
The Daily Telegraph, http://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/news/sydney-news/lake-cargelligo-now-full-
of-water-and-hope-after-the-drought/story-e6freuzi-1225868409476. 
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difficulties of identifying climate extremes in documentary material, particularly in 

identifying periods of above-average rainfall. Although faced with methodological 

difficulties, careful analysis of 12 sources uncovered 27 years of drought between 

1788 and 1860 in New South Wales, Victoria, Tasmania, South Australia and 

Queensland. Ample information about good rainfall does not yet exist for south-

eastern Australia but an examination of H.C. Russell’s detailed 1877 rainfall 

chronology identified 14 years of above-average rainfall in eastern New South Wales. 

Gergis and Ashcroft (2012) have used the research presented in Chapter 2 in 

conjunction with palaeoclimate research and analysis of historical meteorological 

observations to create a chronology of rainfall in eastern New South Wales from 

1788–2008. Chapter 2, which comprises the chronology of rainfall variations, 

identified immense opportunity for further research in the field of south-eastern 

Australian historical climatology. Australia’s digital newspaper archive offers 

information about weather and climate from 1803 to 1959, searchable by keyword. 

Chronologies of periods of above-average rainfall in regions outside eastern New 

South Wales could be created using this wealth of historic data.  

This thesis aimed to clarify the regional experience of historical climate variations 

(or wet and dry periods). A climate overview was tabulated at the beginning of each 

chapter, comparing different methods used to identify climate variations and climate 

drivers like ENSO. Chapters 3–6 showed that ENSO phases did not always 

accompany below-average and above-average rainfall years. A comparison of rainfall 

in Van Diemen’s Land and New South Wales in 1828 identified the possible impact 

of another climate driver—the Indian Ocean dipole (IOD). At present, it is not 

possible to compare pre-1860 documentary accounts of historic weather and climate 

with palaeoclimate reconstructions of drivers like the IOD because reconstructions do 

not cover this period. While ENSO did not always correspond with climate extremes, 

future research may reveal the influence of another climate driver. 

The body of this thesis, Chapters 3–6, showed that society in south-eastern 

Australia was often affected by weather and climate between 1788 and 1860. 

Surprisingly, severe consequences of climate extremes—food shortages, water 

shortages, crop and stock loss, and the loss of human life—did not always teach 

settlers valuable lessons about the impact that south-eastern Australian climate could 

have on fledgling colonies. During the early years of European settlement in 
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Australia, settlers were blinded by an optimistic attitude towards climate. Many had 

hoped that the occurrence of drought and flood was an unlucky incident, unlikely to 

be soon repeated. However, after experiencing the 1837–1839 drought, settlers finally 

realised that periods of below-average rainfall were endemic in New South Wales.  

Despite this, the short length of European settlement in other south-eastern Australian 

colonies meant that settlers were still unfamiliar with the cycles of drought and good 

rainfall in these regions. As such, some stated confidently that these regions were 

exempt from severe droughts.  

This highlights one of the major impediments to settlers coming to terms with 

climate variability in south-eastern Australia. It is easy to presume that they would 

accumulate climate knowledge and swiftly learn from the often-devastating impacts 

of extreme climate variability. However, impediments existed to prevent this from 

happening. Throughout 1788–1860, immigrants were arriving from Britain with no 

knowledge of Australia’s climate. Many immigrants, even as late as the 1840s, had a 

distorted view of climate stemming from deceptive pro-immigration propaganda and 

by optimism still entrenched in popular thinking. A constant stream of new arrivals 

brought with them European ideas about drought and low rainfall. Throughout the 

study period, it is obvious that settlers struggled to understand concepts of drought in 

the Australian context. For some, it was impossible to prepare for the impact of years-

long water scarcity when a month of low rainfall was considered a ‘drought’. 

While many of the effects of weather and climate in this period were negative, 

Chapter 6 showed that a period of mild climate aided progress in Victoria. Mild 

weather, coinciding with the beginning of the gold rush in the early 1850s, ensured 

the success of miners in the young colony. The boom that followed the discovery of 

gold in 1851 may have followed a very different path had this discovery coincided 

with severe, long-term drought similar to the 1827–1829 and 1837–1839 events that 

primarily affected New South Wales.  

In addition to identifying the impact of weather and climate, this thesis sought to 

analyse whether European Australians adapted to climate variability between 1788 

and 1860. It is interesting to note that in New South Wales, where colonisation had 

persisted the longest, adaptation to climate extremes was slow to occur. In this colony, 

limited finances ensured that poorer settlers could not escape the poverty-cycle 

wrought by frequent flooding on the Hawkesbury River. At the height of drought in 
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1829, many poorer settlers could not pay their government land and stock debts. The 

severe impact of climate extremes on less-wealthy farmers meant that adaptive 

techniques—moving to land out of reach of flooding or investing capital in 

irrigation—could not be implemented. When adaptation to drought in New South 

Wales did take place it often took the form of settlement expansion. Pastures and 

water-sources dried, forcing settlers to look further afar for land undisturbed by 

livestock and colonial settlement.  

This form of adaptation suited European arrivals but had a devastating impact on 

Aboriginal people. When drought struck, Aborigines were forced away from good 

land and permanent water, greatly increasing tension between the colonisers and the 

displaced. While this thesis touched on the way Aboriginal people were impacted by 

weather and climate during the colonial period, opportunity exists to expand on this 

work. Although the voices of Aboriginal people were often silenced in European 

records, more detailed research on 18th and 19th century indigenous weather lore may 

be conducted in the future.  

Interestingly, drought mitigation and adaptation techniques did not often come in 

the form of irrigation in New South Wales. Early implementation of irrigation 

techniques took place in Van Diemen’s Land, a region that primarily dealt with the 

impact of seasonal variations rather than long-term droughts. Farmers in this colony 

were more likely to adapt to seasonal water shortage in summer with the 

implementation of wells and irrigation projects while farmers in New South Wales did 

not. Settlers in Victoria also attempted to mitigate the effects of seasonal water 

shortage with irrigation techniques. Lack of capital is one possible explanation for the 

reticence of New South Wales farmers to construct wells and dams. Many settlers 

were too debt-ridden to build this kind of infrastructure.  

Crop diversification was one way that settlers hoped to mitigate the effects of 

water scarcity but was slow to take place. Grape vines, in particular, were viewed as a 

drought-hardy crop that could survive in regions subject to frequent drought. 

Following the 1827–1829 drought, a community of farmers near the Hunter River 

began planting vines. To this day, the Hunter Valley is a well-known Australian wine 

region. Some settlers recognised the limiting effects of their English farming heritage. 

It was noted that crop failures during times of drought may have been less frequent 
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had Australia been colonised by Mediterranean farmers more familiar with raising 

crops in arid land.  

The impact of drought and above-average rainfall was not always felt consistently 

across the colonies. Between 1788 and 1860, New South Wales bore the brunt of 

drought impacts. Higher population numbers of both people and animals and a longer 

period of European settlement than other colonies meant that residents in this colony 

became more acquainted with the cycle of long-term severe droughts and periods of 

wet weather. Europeans settled South Australia in 1834 and the small settlement did 

not suffer during the 1837–1839 drought as severely as New South Wales did. 

Because of this, South Australians erroneously portrayed drought as climate feature 

particular to New South Wales.  

Aside from regional rainfall differences, landscape degradation differentiated the 

impact of low rainfall between regions. Sheep flocks, herds of cattle and large groups 

of people trampled the ground, hardening the soil and increasing rainfall run-off. 

Vegetation clearance had a similar effect, as it allowed more sunlight to reach the 

ground. Water did not easily soak into the ground, increasing the risk of flash flooding 

when rain did return. The arrival of Europeans changed the interaction between 

landscape and climate, exacerbating climate extremes and ensuring that drought, in 

particular, was experienced differently in more populated parts of south-eastern 

Australia. 

Many avenues of further research exist within the scope of traditional Australian 

climate history. Understandably, drought has been a strong focus in Australian 

climate history, owing to its substantial impacts. Opportunity also exists, however, to 

further research periods of above-average rainfall, severe storms and flooding 

throughout south-eastern Australia. By undertaking research into these climate 

extremes, our knowledge of Australia’s climate history can be further enhanced. This 

thesis has redressed this gap in part, with an overview of the impact of frequent floods 

in the Hawkesbury River, a short section focused on flooding in Van Diemen’s Land 

in 1828 and a section that analysed the reaction to early floods in Melbourne’s Yarra 

River. Although the scope for future work is broad, this thesis has greatly enhanced 

our knowledge of climate variations in south-eastern Australia between 1788 and 

1860, and contextualised our quantitative measures of past weather and climate. This 
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thesis comprises research that will help us make sense of present climate and future 

climate. 
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