




















@\6 road
———_ former line of route
9 Little Billabong site number
land above 400 metres
&
R £ 0 1000 2000
© N 1 1

3000 metres
J

Billabong run in 1861, when Williams negotiated a loan using
the deeds of his father’s grant on the Yass River at
Gundaroo.*!

The loan may have been used to establish an hotel.
Carnegie*? describes Williams as the publican of the Little
Billabong Hotel but the licensee was actually his brother-in-
law, William Rial.** Williams signed himself ‘squatter’ on
two occasions when acting surety for a Postmaster* and
described himself as a squatter in the Lunt sheep stealing
case.

At this time the hotel was called the Traveller’s Joy. The
location could not be wverified because of modern
construction work but an informant identified a place on the
east bank of the Little Billabong Creek close to the former
Tumbarumba road (Fig. 7), saying that it had also served as
a general store and post office until 1925.45 This recollection
is supported by the Post Office records, which disclose the
same surnames during the 1890s and early 1900s for the
Postmaster and his Assistant as occur in the Return of
Publicans’ Licenses 1884 to 1900. The Post Office was
created in 1874. It was run first by Plunkett and then by
Kirby until 1891 when Mrs. Emily Williams took it over for
two months. William Henry Williams may have owned the
building after the death in 1867 of his partner and brother-
in-law, William Rial.

In the beginning Little Billabong was shaped to a
considerable extent by family relationships. W.H. Williams’
northern property boundary ran beside Lunt’s Vale. Williams
is said to have married Mary Dean, the sister of Lunt’s wife.
A child’s scrawl of names across a poem in the Williams
papers includes ‘Mrs. Williams Esq Mary Williams’.
Williams’ south boundary, Four Mile Creek, is also called
Dean’s Creek. John Dean acted in concert with Williams to
select the best portions of the Little Billabong run, for despite
his relationship to Thomas Lunt, Williams never allied
himself to the cause of free selection. He spent the years 1865
to 1870 instituting the purchase of land within a 3 mile (circa
5 kilometres) radius of his homestead, in the names of
himself and his family. Like Manning, Williams also
‘selected’ small areas on the outskirts of his run.

The first independent selectors appeared between 1875 and
1880. Fred World, Crowe, Plunkett and Clark selected land
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Fig. 7: Little Billabong.

at the extreme west of Williams’ run, beside the Great South
Road. They were the progenitors of Little Billabong as a
community. To the east of Williams’ homestead T.J. Hudson
selected three portions. Hudson’s role as a selector is
intriguing, for Hudson and his brother E.W. Hudson, never
completed a purchase. Furthermore, Williams seems to have
made virtually no attempt to restrain them, so that by 1838
nearly one fifth of his run bore the name of Hudson on the
conditional purchase documents. By comparison, Williams
was careful to prevent Crowe, Plunkett et al. expanding their
holdings from the rough, hilly, country beside the Great
South Road down onto the rich creek flats closer to his
homestead. Indeed the advent of free selectors inspired
Williams to renew at least six land claims which he had
allowed to lapse.

Geography provides a clue to the Hudsons’ activities, in
that there are four creeks on the western side of Williams’
run. Tom Lunt’s Creek and Vokin’s Creek both had a portion
taken up along their banks by independent selectors.
Williams promptly matched the selections to prevent their
expansion. The other two creeks were entirely taken up by
the Hudsons. They also took up land alongside the other
selectors and at the confluence of the four creeks and along
the major creek thus formed, as far as the portions held by
Williams himself. It seems likely that Williams had
recognised the weakness of Manning’s strategy at Hillside
and employed dummies instead.

The pattern of settlement established by Williams never
varied. Genuine free selectors remained largely confined to
a small pocket astride the Great South Road, bounded to
the east by the Little Billabong Creek and to the west by a
low ridge which marked the beginning of Ross family
country. The pocket of land, which is roughly three square
kilometres in area, is bisected by the Great South Road that
joins a track to Westby and the Tumbarumba road at this
point.

The tiny settlement derived trade from three sources.
Firstly, from traffic using the services of the hotel and the
Post Office. Secondly, from the hire of labour. It was
commonplace for a small holder’s income to be substantially




derived through shearing, fencing, or ploughing for a
squatter. Thirdly, the Four Mile Creek Goldfield was
proclaimed in 1875. The first two are directly linked to
squatting interests at Little Billabong, so that there is a clearly
expressed period of Williams’ dominance between 1856 and
1889. The period is marked by the creation of the major
homestead, the hotel and Post Office, and curiously, by the
erection of a church.

The church (Fig. 7:14) was a single-nave, neo-Gothic
structure of machine-fired brick on granite ashlar footings.
The roof was corrugated iron. A porch opened to the east.
The origin of the bricks, some of which are hand-pressed,
is unknown. Albury, Tumut and Wagga Wagga had
commercially operated brick kilns at this time and the first
edition of the Germanton Times and Tumbarumba Advocate
in 1884 refers to a local brick-making plant. It is also known
that two and a half million bricks were forwarded to the
Riverina from Lithgow,* although it seems more likely that
these were used for building railhead hotels in the 1880s. In
1878 the church was dedicated as St. Paul’s, Churchmount,
Little Billabong.*” It was presumably intended to serve both
Little Billabong and Lunt’s Vale to the north, where the
cemetery had been recently rededicated.

No diocesan records have become available for the church
but the gaunt ruin is eloquent of the failure of closer
settlement. Adjacent land reserved for a parsonage was never
used for that purpose. For although Wyatt remarks of the
church ‘its situation is awkward of access for older people
and remote from any houses’,*® it was actually built alongside
the former Port Phillip Road (Fig. 7:15) near the nub of
settlement. It was surrounded by James Weston’s 1876 free
selection and it overlooks to the south the huddle of selectors’
portions along the Little Billabong Creek. The location of
the church, remote on a hilltop without obvious access and
difficult to see from any line of route used in the last 140
years, is the key to understanding the pattern of settlement.
The pattern was established not because of the supposed
attraction of a creek crossing or a road junction (the 1878
creek crossing at Fig. 7.7 was a kilometre from the church)
but because a nexus of property boundaries and roads had
created the only land available tp selectors. Little Billabong
is a rare example of a post facto survey being unable to realign
free selections into neat rectangles, although in 1922 a future
Deputy Surveyor General contrived to amalgamate portions
84 and 118 into an elegant isosceles triangle.

As long as Williams controlled land, employment and
commerce, the settlement prospects were slight but real.
Williams’ account book exists in fragments between late May
and early September 1856.#° These early entries illustrate the
importance to the local rural economy of even a struggling
tyro squatter. In 1856 Williams was still trying to obtain title
but during the first nine days recorded, Williams spent over
sixty-six pounds on services and in July 1856 he made
payments to fifteen creditors. Some of them must have been
local labour since only a couple received sums like eighteen
or thirty pounds which are equatable to a carrier’s fee.

Unfortunately the first phase of settlement at Little
Billabong ends with Williams’ ruin. His title to the land used
as collateral for the 1861 loan and for subsequent loans was
apparently disputed, along with two decades of rent from
the land and other matters of inheritance. Williams’ mother’s
first marriage had been to a scion of Clan Campbell and there
is an ominous letter from Scotland discussing the best means
of seeking reparation from Williams without causing a
scandal.’® The sums were not large but they were sufficient
to sink Williams’ endeavour to become a squatter. In 1889
James McLaurin began purchasing the run at a mortgagee
sale.’!

The second phase is one of stagnation which lasted until
the early 1900s. The Ross family had successfully eliminated
Lunt’s Vale by about 1890 and there was no attempt at free
selection etther there or at Little Billabong during the 1890s.
McLaurin apparently demolished Williams® homestead

almost at once and relocated the station home in a shallow,
concealed, valley 2 kilometres further north. The ‘new’
homestead, where his son James McHardy McLaurin lived,
1s not currently available for research but beneath modern
restoration and improvements there appears to be a late
Victorian single-storey villa which would correspond to the
time of McLaurin’s land purchase.

At the heart of settlement. the Lirtle Billabong Hotel, as
it was called in 1884, remained in operation and in private
hands.”> When the hotel first opened in 1861 William Rial
had indulged in a controversial experiment with horse racing,
presumably on the creek flats near the hotel.” It is not known
whether the race meetings continued into the 1880s but the
hotel prospered. It was on the mail run to Tumbarumba even
after Cobb & Co. withdrew their frequent passenger service
in 1890.%*

About the turn of the century, James Quinlan removed
the hotel to the west bank of Little Billabong Creek (Fig.
7:8). The original building was retained as a general store.
There is not a great deal left of the newer building which
was burned down in the late 1950s. The site has been
bulldozed and subsequently turned over by bottle-hunters.
A concrete-lined well with tank stand remains, as do some
exotic shrubs. A floor plan is discernible.

In its heyday the hotel stood beside the original track to
Tumbarumba, close to where it crossed the Little Billabong
Creek (Fig. 7:7). In 1929 the road was moved 500m north
of the hotel, the creek was straightened and a substantial
bridge was erected (Fig. 7:6). The hotel remained in operation
however and an aerial photograph from 19445 clearly shows
the building and the old line of route.

After the 1875 goldfield proclamation noted above, mining
continued into the 1890s, so that by 1899 mining boundaries
were amended to include Hillside and Little Billabong within
the Tumbarumba Gold Field.’® Local mining activity
produced no major strike to influence closer settlement but
it did generate local commerce. Mining may also have
provided temporary employment to selectors as hired hands.
The Annual Mining Report for 1895 refers to a party
‘working on the Old Sam Claim on The Four Mile Gold
Field’. Little Billabong lay midway between the alluvial gold
and tin deposits at Westby and the reef gold at the Four Mile
Gold Field, which was roughly twelve kilometres distant.
Records are almost non-existent and, apart from isolated
costeans (shallow trenches to test the mineral deposit),
pasture improvement and cereal cropping have obliterated
mining traces on the plain within four kilometres of the
village, but the activity was evidently sufficient to contribute
to the continuation of Little Billabong as a service node.

As an indication of the population in the area of Little
Billabong at the start of the second phase, a provisional
school was opened in 1897.57 A school (Fig. 7:12) was built
near the church in 1903 and remained there until 1918. The
location is visible as a shallow terrace with a stone edging
near the top of Churchmount. A series of post holes delimits
the schoolyard which slopes quite steeply towards the present
Hume Highway. As with the church, access was gained along
the Port Phillip Road which is seen as a terrace on the
hillside.

The school had a population catchment area of
approximately 140 square kilometres, within a line drawn
midway between Little Billabong and the nearest
contemporary schools. Not all of the children within that
area attended. Some of those who went to school would have
been sent to Sydney or Melbourne. Alternatively there was
the private schoolroom at Hillside. Except for two years of
reduced status (1897 and 1912) the minimum enrolment
required at Little Billabong by the 1880 Public Instruction
Act was twenty children aged between six and fourteen years.
The reduction to half-time status in 1912, and the temporary
closure 1913-1917 prior to removal, indicate that the
settlement of Little Billabong was a brief phenomenon rather
than a continuing or self-regenerating process. The same is
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evident in the archaeological record, for although the hotel
license was renewed annually until after the Second World
War, by 1914 the major homestead was long deserted, the
school was abandoned and the church was derelict. No
residential site is known to date between 1899 and 1914.
Mining, also, had ceased.®®

Litile Billabong experienced a slight renaissance after the
First World War, when it became a satellite of Holbrook.
The small holdings provided a nucleus for dairying, which
was made practicable by the beginning of motorised
transport. Although the school had moved away, Little
Billabong otherwise continued its community service
functions. The Post Office was maintained by a small holder,
Mr. J. Graham, the church was restored and rededicated as
St. Thomas’s>® and in the mid 1920s a community hall was
built (Fig. 7:4). A recreation reserve was gazetted nearby,
9 June 1922,

The economic basis was tenuous however. Closer
settlement had been encouraged by breaking up stock
reserves around Little Billabong, but in three cases which
are documented on Lands Board files of the 1920s the small
holder gave his principal occupation as ‘labourer’. Little
Billabong vanished in the shadow of the great Depression.
For example, in March 1929 Charles Campbell asked that
the residence condition be lifted from his lease of portion
84, since he could find ‘no employment in the immediate
locality’.®0 The lease was sympathetically altered to ‘Grazing
and Vegetable Garden’, enabling Campbell’s partner, Charles
Woodland, to carry on. The site (Fig. 7:5) was still used in
1981 by a Holbrook family as a weekend farmlet. The church
went out of use in 1929¢! and shortly afterwards it was
incorporated within the Hillside Station lease.%? The Post
Office ceased about the same time®? and the hotel passed out
of local hands.®

This third and final phase is archaeologically dominant.
Little Billabong between 1861 and 1900 was primarily a
service node for a shifting population of selectors and miners,
who have left only the most fragmentary earthworks and
hearth-stone scatters. Crowe’s hut, for example, is
represented by only two pieces of glass and a half dozen
granite stones scattered across 30m by ploughing. The
majority of the surviving residential sites belong to the
period 1900 to 1930. Such sites are distinguished by the
predominance of introduced materials, especially bricks and
corrugated iron, a quantitatively greater surviving population
of metal and organic detritus and large quantities of brown
bottle glass. These sites, for example Figure 7:11, are found
only near the service node. They were in any case
concentrated at that point and elsewhere agriculture has
removed even the mining traces.

The interest in Little Billabong is that whereas the other
settlements such as Hillside may offer clear archaeological
and historical statements, Little Billabong generated
interpretative problems. A ruined church demands a former
congregation. Little Billabong indicates the value of archival
research, for without the plans and title deeds obtained from
the Crown Registrar it would not have been possible to
separate the developmental phases within the archaeological
record except in the most general terms. In particular, the
documents enabled a distinction between an aggregation of
genuine free selectors and a dispersed population of two or
three selectors surrounded by the squatter’s dummies.

CONCLUSION

The villages of Hillside and Little Billabong were essentially
enclaves of minor enterprise and free selectors forced into
nucleation by the land policies of large graziers. Service
facilities were offered to a catchment area that may have
varied considerably between the time of the first Hillside
cemetery and the closure of the Little Billabong church, but
evidently the service facilities were not self-sustaining. They
were a symptom of settlement but not its cause. The
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correlation between the distribution of sites, the history of
settlement and the practices of the local squatters is too close
to argue that the villages were primarily service nodes.
Rather, the villages were the product of an intense struggle
to possess land.

The effect of the Robertson Land Acts and their Victorian
equivalents has been controversial since their proclamation.®
They remain a steady source of debate among historians.*
It was intriguing to discover in the Riverina a quantity of
hitherto unsuspected archaeological evidence to co-ordinate
with the documents and to direct archival research to form
the core of this paper. Thus Figure 5, that summarises the
struggle for Hillside, is a synthesis of title deeds, ruins,
vegetation and fencelines. At the risk of disappointing the
artefactually inclined, the physical remains of a full century
of occupation have been described only in passing, as specific
components of village reconstruction. However, discovering
and figuratively repopulating these forgotten settlements
discloses possible commonplaces of colonial New South
Wales that have become ignored, perhaps to the detriment
of our understanding,.

If problems of settlement and landscape analysis are to be
addressed, then the realities of life for the miners, shepherds
and graziers should be sought beyond the pit-head and the
woolshed. This is neither arcane local history nor stamp
collecting,®” for in the midst of problem-oriented research
we are still dealing with people’s lives and human
motivation. Hillside village does not exist in published
history but it is a lode of enquiry and information for the
historical archaeologist. Simply being able to recognise
similar sites should influence regional studies and there are
lines of related research that archaeologists are well placed
to pursue. Deserted or shrunken rural settlements are a
stratum of colonial society that will repay close study.
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