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How you can use these notes 
• Too much detail?:  Read the summary first, to get the essence of what this is all about - rather than getting lost 

in the details in the body of these notes.  

• Research:  The notes are not in a narrative style because it is not intended for general reading.  This is for 
serious Researchers.  There are standardized headings and dot-points that are a framework into which new 
details can be placed so that the document can be occasionally updated.   

• Searching:  You can search this PDF document using Control/F, and then a relevant key word. 

• Our other docs:  This is one of a series of Research notes that are interconnected.  These can be found in the 
SMALL PRINT directory on the left of the homepage.  The notes that are most relevant to the first wheat are:- 

                                C10 – ‘Setting the scene’- essential reading.   
                                G55 - ‘Donald’s life around Adelaide’ – the family in the earliest days of the colony. 
                                E52 – ‘Donald’s 80 acre farm in Hilton, near Adelaide’ 
                                J30 – ‘Allan McLean & Catherine Dawson’ – a biography of Donald’s oldest son and his wife. 

• Feedback:  Your corrections and comments will be welcomed - via ‘Contact us’ on the homepage. 

• Authors:  Compiled by Don Gordon, in collaboration with Lorna McLean.  Don and Lorna are Donald’s and 
Christina’s GGG-grandchildren. 

 

Summary 
 
Donald McLean and his large family migrated from the Scottish Highlands on the Navarino to South Australia in 
December 1837.  This was just 17 months after the first immigrants had started arriving in the new colony and 12 
months after the Adelaide site was decided.    
 
When the McLeans arrived, some people were already on town acres, and Donald quickly purchased half an acre.  
However, the country sections were still being surveyed and 80 acres, which Donald had pre-purchased in London, was 
not available until seven months after the family had disembarked.  In the meantime, Donald’s eldest son, Allan did 
some ploughing on other land – with a plough that the family had shipped out with them. 
 
In late June or early July 1838, Donald was allocated an 80 acre farm in Hilton, on the outskirts of Adelaide.  These notes 
describe how the McLeans grew 20 acres of wheat.  This was the first such crop in the colony.  It is easy to imagine the 
public interest as the crop was growing because locally grown food was in short supply. 
 
There were controversies about who was the first ploughman, and who was the first to grow wheat.  We have 
considered various claims and have concluded that there were a few other ploughmen in several locations around 
Adelaide, and some other wheat was planted.  However, the McLeans stand out, because no one else was so early, with 
so many acres, and so successful with wheat.  They can claim the crown. 
 
Although the McLeans did not increase their wheat crops in the next three years, others began planting more and more.  
By 1840, wheat had become the dominant crop.  By 1842, the family had re-started in Strathalbyn and it is said that 
they were the first to grow wheat in that area.  By 1844, South Australia was producing in excess of its own 
requirements. 

 
..ooOOoo.. 
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The need 
 

• Population:  When the McLeans arrived in the colony, there were over 3000 settlers around Adelaide and 
estimates of the local aboriginal population ranged up to 1000 people.  There was an average of 263 per month 
new settlers arriving during the McLean’s first year and so there were over 6000 mouths to feed by the time 
their wheat was harvested at the end of 1838.  There needed to be reliable sources of food for everyone. 

• This is how things shaped up in the McLean’s first year: “In the month of November 1837, the population was 
estimated at 2,500 [sic], nearly the whole of it congregated in or near the city, producing nothing, because 
those who held land orders could not obtain possession of their land, and, as a community, steadily becoming 
impoverished. …. The business proceeded slowly, so slowly indeed that in October 1838, a year and a half after 
the city was laid out, …… 21,000 acres of preliminary purchases remained unsurveyed, and of course, the 
greater proportion of subsequent purchases were entirely unprovided for. …… Such was the stagnant condition 
that agricultural implements and dairy utensils, instead of being put to their legitimate use, were sold at auction 
at ridiculously low prices, and the proceeds used for current expenses” (Cyclodedia p94).    

• Imports: They were relying on whatever supplies came on the ships from England and the other colonies.  Very 
little could come via the difficult overland journey from Melbourne.  “Food was extremely expensive, bearing 
in mind that it wasn’t being produced in South Australia, and much of it was brought in from Sydney, or indeed, 
overseas.  For a simple commodity like flour, they were paying 100 pounds a ton” (Trevor McLean p11)     

• The bush:  Initially there needed to be food extracted from the land around Adelaide – perhaps looking for 
creatures in the bush or native berries which they could turn into something edible.  The traditional aboriginal 
methods of living off the land would have gone little way towards feeding such a large concentration of people 
who were putting unprecedented pressure on scarce natural resources.  Chambers noted that Basil Sladden, 
supplied kangaroo meat and wild turkeys at one shilling per pound, and another man sold a native vegetable 
called ‘cabbage’ at 6 pence per bunch (Appendix H, item 9).   

• Horticulture:  Very quickly they would have tried to grow vegetables which would give the quickest result 
within a month or so – or grains over many months – and livestock and fruit trees which take some years to 
develop.  Potatoes would have been one of the first things to try because the colonialists would have been 
used to growing them before they migrated, are quick growing, and are suited for small-scale cultivation.  One 
of the first to grow cabbages was William Hobbs (Chambers, Appendix H, item 9). Here is a list of what was 
being tried in one garden in 1837–radishes, mustard, cress, cabbages, peas, potatoes, lettuces, leeks, spinach, 
red cabbage, cauliflower, turnips, broad-beans, parsley, onions, tomatoes, maize, apples, cherries, almonds, 
gooseberries, currants, marrows, gourds, cucumbers, melons, water melons, pink lupins, blue lupins, yellow 
lupins, and many flowers (Kloot, Appendix E).  These would have had mixed success, but it certainly indicates 
the efforts to establish suitable food supplies.in the early months of the colony. 

• Crops:  They had to start growing their own food and many settlers would have been trying different crops, 
using methods that they were familiar with from ‘home’.  Some methods would have worked, and others 
would have had little success in this unfamiliar environment.  Maybe they learnt a little from the other colonies 
(Port Jackson, Van Diemans Land, Port Phillip, Morton Bay & Swan River) which had been settled some decades 
before South Australia.   

• Existing stock:  Allan’s memory was that there were no cows or horses and only a few sheep in the colony when 
he arrived at the end of 1837 (Appendix H).  However, even by early 1837, there was some stock listed by 
Chambers (Appendix J, item 9): five bullocks from Tasmania by the Hack brothers, six horses by JB Hack, 30 
cattle from Sydney by James Fisher, about 45 bullocks from the Cape on the Coromandel by Chambers’ brother, 
20 Government horses, a little white pony by John Morphett and two mules by Governor Hindmarsh.  The 
Cyclopedia (Appendix B, p92 & p96), there were two horses when there were only a few hundred people in 
the colony, and 20 Cashmere goats were brought in on the John Renwick in Feb 1837 and two Devon bulls on 
the South Australian in May 1837.  There were a dozen Timor ponies on the Lord Hobart in July 1837 (Sexton, 
Appendix H letter 7), The Cyclopedia (p96) also mentions the early importation of merino sheep and Leicester 
sheep and a Comet bull.   

• In February 1838, Allan brought in some horses and two teams of bullocks from Van Dieman’s Land (VDL).  The 
situation changed dramatically in their first year.  By the end of 1838, there were 480 horses, 2500 cattle and 
28,000 sheep in the colony.  It can’t be said that the McLeans played a significant part in this expansion.  

• Attitudes:  The colony would have been anxious for someone to grow any kind of crop as soon as possible but 
some expressed scepticism.  Allan observed that “the people already in the colony were telling me I was mad 
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to try farming there at the Reedbeds, as nothing would grow”.  When William Everard planted some wheat, 
“The neighbours looked over the fence and jeered at his folly. They said nothing could grow in such barren 
ground.  Spring brought the plants as high as the fence; great heavy ears appeared, and passers-by stopped to 
gaze in admiration and thankfulness.” (BRB xx).   

• Means:  Efforts were hampered because farmland was still being surveyed, agricultural equipment was scant, 
and there were few beasts of burden. 

• With such a great need, and so many people trying different methods, it is surprising that others were not 
already growing wheat.  Thus, the McLean’s efforts were impressive – they succeeded where others had not – 
and this would have attracted a great deal of attention.  
 

..ooOOoo.. 
 

How the wheat was grown 
 

Equipment & stock 
• McLean’s equipment: They had brought a 

plough with them on the Navarino.  The 
manifest on the right lists nails and hardware 
as well as the plough.  Allan stated that “I 
brought the plough out with me from Glasgow, 
a heavy cumbrous article, not one that went on 
wheels, but had to go on its shears, and hard 
work it if as to hold it.” (Appendix H, letters 3 & 
8).  Maybe they also brought some small 
essentials such as a hoe and pick, but they 
needed more stock, equipment and supplies to set up a farm.   

• Other ploughs:  At least two other ploughs arrived before the McLean’s:- 

 Watson: A plough had been brought to the colony seven weeks before the McLean’s, as explained by 
William Sexton:  “The first plough was brought in the barque Hartley, Captain Thomas Fewson, which 
arrived at Holdfast Bay on October 20, 1837, the owner of the plough being Mr. John Watson, a 
Northumbrian, who was a passenger, and I also was a passenger by the same vessel, and was one 
who assisted to carry or drag this pioneer plough over the sandhills after it was landed from the ship 
on the beach. And as in all probability some of my fellow passengers are still living, they will remember 
this redoubtable plough, as it was a most conspicuous ornament on board, being lashed to the 
starboard side of the quarterdeck; and many a joke was cracked about the wonderful work it was 
destined to do in turning the land in South Australia upside down” (Sexton, Appendix H, letter 7).   

 Finnis:  Some early ploughing was undertaken by John Chambers who using a plough belonging to 
Boyle Travers Finnis (Appendix H, item 9).  We have no details how or when Finnis obtained this 
plough. 

 Maybe there were other ploughs, but we have no indications of this. 

 It appears that Donald brought his plough out with him at his own initiative rather than any 
arrangement by the South Australian Company.  It is surprising that the company did not organise for 
a considerable number of this essential agricultural equipment.   

• Other equipment:  The Cyclopedia mentions agricultural implements and dairy utensils (p94).  Some items, like 
sickles might have been available in the new colony but the McLeans needed more.  These requirements could 
be obtained from Van Dieman’s Land rather than overland from Melbourne or Sydney.   

• Van Dieman’s Land:  Donald sent Allan to VDL to buy equipment and seed wheat.  He left on the Navarino on 
6th January and arrived in Hobart Town on 12th.  He was probably back after a month.  See our G55 for more 
details about the VDL trip. 

• Purchases in VDL:  “Equipped with a fair amount of capital, he [Donald] quickly sized up the conditions, and 
sent two [error – just Allan] sons to Tasmania who were then aged 24 and 22 years of age (error - 26 and 23) 
providing them with £800 to purchase seed wheat which at that time was only procurable in Van Diemen‘s  
Land, two teams of bullocks, horses, including their most prized horse called ‘Nugget’ & drays.  They obtained 
seed wheat which at that time was only obtainable in Van Diemen‘s Land.  They brought back other accessories, 
which by the way included a cat for his wife, Christina McLean”. (BRB p11)  [Research:  Or was this £300 as in 
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Northern Argus, 3rd Aug 1928, p6]  In 1888, Allan wrote: “The seed I brought with me from Tasmania, costing 
me 3 shillings a bushel” (SA Register, 11th Jan 1888, p7 & Appendix H, letter 8)) 

• Arrival: Unloading everything at Holdfast Bay (or Port Adelaide?) and lugging it all across the sand-dunes would 
have been quite an event because the colony was so poorly provisioned at that time.  People would have 
exchanged their opinions about the quality and quality of what Allan had secured for the considerable sum of 
£800:- 

 2 teams of bullocks 

 Horses, including ‘Nugget’ 

 Drays 

 Seed-wheat @ 3 shillings per bushel 

 Cat for Christina 

 There were other items.  Probably harnesses for the bullock teams and saddles for the horses. 

• Because they were not yet allocated their farming land, they might have kept everything on the half-acre in 
Hindley Street.  Or maybe they grazed their stock on the Reedbeds, as others were doing.  

 

Acquiring the land 
• The process by which Donald took possession of his small farm is detailed in our E52 ‘Donald’s 80 acres in 

Hilton’.  Suffice to say here, that although he had paid for a Land Order before he left London, no farmland was 
available when he arrived in the colony, and he had a frustrating wait for eight months.  It was not until early 
July before he could start working his land. 

 

Acreage 
• The McLeans ploughed 20 acres (8 hectares) of their 80 acres (32 hectares) in their first year.  

• 20 acres does not seem like a large area, but this was a strong beginning in virgin land.  It would have inspired 
great interest among the settlers within the new colony and was important in the context of that time and 
place. 

• John Chambers stated (Appendix H, item 9) that it was just 3 acres, whereas all other sources have it as 20 
acres. 
 

Terrain 
• Why did Donald select this particular section?  Donald would have had a look around various locations in the 

days before making his selection.  

• According to Trevor Mclean, who has looked at the area as it is in 2020, the 80 acres was a good choice of 
farming land.  It was fairly flat, with gentle slope to the south-east.  There are no significant hills or rocky 
outcrops.  Brown Hill Creek is off-site on the south, but there are no creeks or wetlands on the 80 acres.  At 
the time that Donald first started working the ground, it is probably open grassland, not heavily timbered, so 
it would have not been too difficult to clear for cropping.   

• How easy was it to plough?  The Everard’s had hard ground in their town 
acre, but managed to get wheat to grow well. 

• Cyclopedia referred to “experiments made by Mr Menge ….. on one of the 
Company’s acres on North Terrace … had proved that the land was suitable 
for cereals”.  And there was “confidence in the capabilities of the soil, and 
fitness of the climate” (p94). 

• The area adjacent to Donald’s farm (past the south-west corner) was 
described as follows.  “A dense area of bush known as the Black Forest 
once covered the Unley region of the Adelaide Plains.  The woodland forest 
was a mix of grey-box, blue gum, red gum, native pines and sheoak trees, 
with grass trees, native grasses and orchids.  These plants had deep roots 
that held the soil together and the plant debris that fell on the earth 
decomposed releasing nutrients into the soil.”  (The City of Unley) 

• The quality of soil varies around the outskirts of Adelaide township.  The 
examples in North Terrace and Black Forest are not sufficient to demonstrate that there was suitable soil within 
Donald’s 80 acres. 
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Where to start 
• Their first walk over their new farmland would have been exciting.  Donald and his sons would have had 

thoroughly looked at every part and discussed where, on the 80 acres, would be the best area to start clearing 
and fencing – and where to build their house. 

• They probably would have already decided not to start on their town acre rather than on the farm. 
 

When 
• Expectations:  When the McLeans disembarked off the Navarino they probably expected that they would be 

able to start farming straight away.   

• Supplies:  Straight away, they saw that farming requirements were not available in the colony and so Allan was 
quickly off to VDL to get what they wanted.  He returned with everything in February.  They now had the seed, 
equipment and stock to get started with their farming.   

• Pre-paid:  But the land they had paid for in London (Land Order 454) was not available yet.  They must have 
been frustrated, waiting months to find out where their farm was to be. 

• Reedbeds:  In the meantime, Allan put their plough to good use in the Reedbeds in April & May of 1838 before 
being able to plough their country section in June that year.  The Reedbeds was the colonial name for a large 
area which is now many suburbs including Cowandilla, Fulham, Lockleys, Underdale, West Beach and the 
airport.  It was the floodplain of the River Torrens with wetlands inundated by winter flows of the river.  It is a 
few kilometres north-west of the McLean’s 80 acre farm.  As an old man, Allan recalled that “I did not 
commence to plough until April 1838” (Appendix H, letter 8).  He explained that, after arriving on the Navarino 
he “immediately took up land at the Reedbeds, having brought my plough with me from Glasgow.  I commenced 
farming at once, only waiting for the soil to get soft for the plough.  In April or May 1837 [sic], I turned the first 
sod with the plough the people already in the colony telling me I was mad to try farming there at the Reedbeds, 
as nothing would grow.”  (Appendix F, letter 3).  The Reedbeds location was supported by Haldane (Appendix 
F, letter 1) and Rankine (Appendix F, letter 5) 

 Was referring to the Reedbeds just another way of speaking about the 80 acres in Hilton?  Were the 
Reedbeds & Hilton the same place?  No.  They are definitely two different locations, even though they 
are fairly close, being a few kilometres apart.  It is improbable that Allan (& Haldane & Rankine) were 
confused even though the letters were written half-a century after the events.  In April and May, the 
McLeans would not have known where their farm would eventually be, even though they might have 
hoped it might have been in the Reedbeds.  Allan mentioned Hilton separately in one of his letters 
(Appendix F, letter 8)  

• Process:  The months of waiting continued.  In the end, it was over seven months from the time they 
disembarked, full of anticipation, until the farm was officially theirs.  The surveying was a major task which 
took time.  The McLeans missed out on the first allocation meeting on 12th May because they were not among 
the first 437 land grant holders.  Then they attended the second meeting on 6th June, for those who had orders 
after 437.  They were allocated County Section 50.  At last they knew exactly where their farm was to be and 
they would have wasted no time in starting work on their own land.  The seasons were against them and so 
they probably did not wait for the official ‘delivery of possession’ on 1st August - and certainly did not wait 
until March the next year when the Land Grant was eventually signed off 

• Seasons:  Apart from the anxious time waiting for this process, timing was also crucial for the cropping cycle.  
The McLeans had not experienced enough of the local conditions to know what time of the year they should 
have the seeds in the ground.  But they probably sensed that, by June, the window for sowing was closing.  
[Research:  Based on later experience, what is currently considered the latest time wheat can be planted in 
that area] 

• Hilton:  After they found out where their 80 acre farm would be, “Mr McLean’s sons, Allan and John lost no 
time in yoking the bullocks to the plough” (BRB p10).  It might have taken a month or so to undertake the major 
tasks of clearing at least 20 acres and planting the wheat.  Maybe they were able to sow the wheat by early 
July, otherwise it would not have had time to mature in that year. 

• Later:  After planting their wheat at Hilton, Allan did some ploughing on other properties because he was 
probably one of the few people who had the means.  “I did lots of ploughing afterwards on piecework at £5 an 
acre, my first job for wages being for Mr Leigh at the Sturt” (SA Register, 11th Jan 1888, p7).  Also, Bay and Port 
Roads [Research: More details needed]   

• Harvesting:  Allan wrote: “I took off my first crop in December 1838” (SA Register, 11th Jan 1888, p7). 
 



 

G60 - The first wheat crop in South Australia - 1838 web - Page 6 of 42 
 

Workers 
• Who did the clearing, fencing, ploughing, seeding and harvesting?   

• “The two sons Allan and John who really did the cropping of the very first wheat grown in SA on their father’s 
land” (BRB p11) 

• This work would have required many hands.  Of the men in the household, Donald was about 59 years old, 
Allan 27, Ewen 24, John 20 and Archibald 17 years old.  The women, Christina 51 years, Mary 21, and perhaps 
Ann and Rachel (15 and 13 years) might have had some role.  Other pioneers may have also become involved. 

 

Clearing, fencing and ploughing 
• The McLeans were better equipped than many of the other pioneers because generally.  “It was very hard to 

get horses, bullocks, ploughs, and as a result of a lot of people ‘hand-ploughed’ with a spade, just tried to turn 
the soil over.  In fact, apparently even spades and shovels were hard to come by.  It was reported (I don’t know 
how accurately) that you could even see people with sticks, trying to till the soil because they had no other 
implements” (Trevor McLean p11). 

• Fortunately, the McLeans had more than sticks.  They were among just a few who had a plough and beasts to 
pull it.  

• They would have tried using the ploughing methods they were familiar with.  Back in 1792, Frazer had described 
ploughing with horses in the Scottish parish of Kilmallie where the McLeans had come from: “Four of them are 
yoked abreast in plough; and a man leads them, stands immediately before them, and walks backward, facing 
the ploughman.  This surely, is very awkward!  The gentleman in the parish, however, yoke but two horses in 
the plough; and one who holds it, manages also the reins.  Three different kinds of ploughs are used” (Fraser 
p424). 

• “Cultivation was carried out just as it was probably a century before, using an old Scotch plough.  This 
implement was single plough pulled by 4 horses in a line abreast against a beam fastened to them using deer 
hide straps.  The plough had two almost perpendicular handles, so the ploughman held them in an erect position 
as he guided the plough through the ground.  A man followed with spade to flatten the furrow not filled in by 
the two sideboards on the plough.  In front of the four horses was the driver who held the reigns of the horses 
collected in a cross stick 3 feet (1 m) long.  In this awkward position the driver navigated backwards across the 
field.  The horses used for this work were small Highland ponies.  Unless there was a plough maker nearby, 
farmers had to make their own.” (‘The McPhees of Argyll’, p58) 

• Page 11 of the BRB stated that their horse, Nugget, was used for the original ploughing.  However, on that 
same page, the BRB states that they used bullocks. “Mr McLean's sons Allan and John lost no time in yoking 
the bullocks to the plough which they had brought with them“.   

• “I brought the plough out with me, a heavy cumbrous article, not one that went on wheels, but had to go on its 
shears, and hard work it was to hold it.  ……  The plough was held by myself, and drawn by my bullocks.”  
(Appendix H, letter 8). 

• Chambers stated, “The land which Mr McLean ploughed was about 3 acres near where Keswick now is, and 
that he sowed with wheat” (Appendix H, item 9).  This confirms that the McLeans sowed wheat on their 80 
acres (which is clearly not the Reedbeds) but all other sources have it as 20 acres rather than 3 acres. 

 

Sowing 
• Timing: If they first got on to the property in June, they would have done well to sow by early July.  Even this 

was very late in the season for a success crop. 

• Method: “It was regarded as good farming to actually individually plant each seed, which they called ‘dibbing’ 
…. and apparently it was a radical move (and described as a ‘radical’ move), when they actually wore the wheat 
in some container in front of them, and started sowing it with two hands …. a very radical change in agriculture” 
(Trevor McLean p11) 

 

Harvesting 
• The McLeans would have hand reaped with sickles and/or scythes.  

• They might have stooked the harvest. 

• A ‘good crop’ was harvested in the end of 1838 (Appendix F letter 8) 
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• In 1888, Allan wrote: “I took off my first crop in December 1838, which realized 21 shillings a bushel” (SA 
Register, 11th Jan 1888, p7).  This was a good result in view of him having purchased the seed in VDL for 3 
shillings per bushel. 

• It would have been interesting to know how many bushel this crop yielded. 
 

Threshing 
• We wonder what was the McLeans method for separating the wheat grains for the stalks and husks – threshing, 

winnowing and sieving.  

• “It had to be hand-sieved (it actually had to be belted out of the heads by hand), therefore, hand-thrashed and 
hand-sieved, prior to the advent of winnowers.  So - it was certainly a very labour-intensive operation which I 
suppose is where all those children came in so handy!” (Trevor McLean p11). 
 

Selling 
• The McLeans probably sold most of their grain and just kept enough for their own family needs. 

• Allan said they realized 21 shillings per bushel (SA Register, 11th Jan 1888, p7). 
 

Milling 
• What methods of grinding were used in Scotland before the McLean family migrated? [Research: Find a 

description somewhere] 
 

Cooking 
• Even if they sold most of it, the McLean family would have retained some for their own use. 

•  “It is believed that this wheat was ground into meal and eaten after the manner of the oaten cake and bannock 
bread which was common Scottish fare in those days” (BRB p11). 

• Mrs Calaby of Mt Barker …. stated that Mr Ottaway, several others and herself had eaten bread made from the 
very first wheat grown in SA and that this wheat was grown by the late Mr McLean (Donald) on his section No.  
50, near Hilton” (BRB, newspaper xxxxx).   (The Pinnarroo & Border Times on 31st March 1922 states it was Mr 
Callaty, but this is probably an error.)  The accuracy of Mrs Calaby’s memory is doubted because she, as ten 
year old Janet Frame, did not arrive in the colony until eight months after the wheat had been harvested.  It is 
unlikely, given the shortages at the time, that flour would have been not been consumed soon after the wheat  
was harvested. 
 

..ooOOo.. 
 

The development of the wheat ‘industry’ 
 

• Place in history:   

 How does Donald stand in the broad sweep of the expansion of wheat in South Australia? 

 It cannot be said that there would not have been a wheat industry without Donald.  It was inevitable 
that South Australia would become a major producer.  Even if the McLeans had not planted their 20 
acres in 1838, it is certain that someone else would have planted even more the next year.  

 Donald’s place is that he took the initiative to bring a plough out with him whereas few others had 
done this.  And others were not so quick as Donald and his boys in getting the acres cleared and 
planted. 

 His success with the first crop would have inspired others to follow his example.   

 Maybe the Donald and his sons were just doing what they were just doing. .  Maybe they were 
accidental heroes.   

• Donald’s perceptions: 

 Did Donald (at the time, or in later years) recognise the enormity of what he had started?  We don’t 
really know. 

 Maybe Donald was not a great innovator who had a vision of the potential of wheat, and pushed this 
against the tide of public opinion. 
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 There are no indications that Donald ever directly promoted/advocated the development of the 
wheat ‘industry’.  He was never on a rural development authority or wheat marketing board etc.  

 Maybe, in their lifetimes, the public interest was not so much about wheat, but about ploughing.  Late 
in Allan’s life he wrote to newspapers about being the first ploughman rather than growing the first 
wheat crop.  He mentioned wheat in passing, but gave more details about ploughing, partly because 
this is what others had raised in their letters.   

• Why wheat?: 

 Why Donald started with wheat, rather than barley and oats which he had been growing back in 
Duisky.  Maybe wheat was the seed most available when Allan went to Van Dieman’s Land.  In 
subsequent years, they grew barley and oats as well as wheat.  For example, in 1840, Donald planted 
14 acres of wheat, 4 acres of barley, 1 acres of oats (green-feed) and 1 acre of potatoes (Agricultural 
Returns per Mathews p11). 

 
The McLeans’ association with the expansion of wheat cropping within South Australia can be traced as follows:- 

• 1836: 

 No crops of any kind in the colony. 

• 1837: 

 No crops of any kind 

• 1838 

 The McLeans’ 20 acres of wheat.  Others cultivated 66 acres of other crops. 

• 1839:   

 We have no records of what crops the McLeans planted this year. 

 There was a drought in the first half of 1839 in Tasmania, but this was not affecting South Australia 
(BRB p12).   

 There were 120 acres of wheat in 1839 (State Records Office per Mathews p11).  There were 320 
acres of other crops. 

• 1840:   

 Donald planted 14 acres of wheat, 4 acres of barley, 1 acres of oats (green-feed) and 1 acre of potatoes 
(Agricultural Returns per Mathews p11). 

 Out of a total of 2500 acres cultivated, there were 817 acres of wheat (State Records Office per 
Mathews p11).   

 Later in 1840 Allan made another journey to Van Dieman’s Land – this time with Donald.  This might 
have been to get supplies with a move to Strathalbyn in mind.  They returned on the Minerva which 
left Launceston and arrived in Adelaide on 15th November (SA Record & BRB p11).   

 Wheat had become the dominant crop - after being just a quarter of cultivated land in the first two 
years, it was three-quarters in 1840 and was the main crop from then on.   

• 1841:   

 Cultivated land was 2,720 hectares (this might have included other grains as well as wheat), 959 
horses, 16,050 cattle and 166,800 sheep [Research:  Check these figures] 

• 1842:   

 Less than four years after they had arrived in the colony, the family had left Hilton and settled in 
Strathalbyn which was about 55 kilometres to the south.   

 As well as being the first wheat grower near Adelaide, Donald was also “one of the first men to grow 
a patch of wheat on the [Strathalbyn] plains.  He had some grain ground at Mr Ridley's so-cakked 
flourmill while I was at work there” (John Dunn p58).  [Research: Is cakked referring to a kind of cake?] 

• 1843:   

 “Five years later in 1843, there were 23,000 acres of wheat.  So obviously, wheat growing was very 
profitable, very popular to go from 20 acres to 23,000 acres in a period of five years.  South Australia 
in the 1840s was known as ‘the granary of Australia’, which is an interesting term, because the eastern 
states were more dominated by sheep squatters, and hence, there wasn’t the farming and the land 
wasn’t apparently, to the average bloke in the manner it was in South Australia” (Trevor McLean p11).  

 
 
 
 



 

G60 - The first wheat crop in South Australia - 1838 web - Page 9 of 42 
 

• 1844: 

 There were 26,918 acres of land under cultivation - with 18,980 of wheat.  South Australia produced 
wheat in excess of its own requirements. 

• 1887: 

 There was a series of a dozen letters to newspaper , debating whether 
or not Allan was the first ploughman. (Appendix H) 

• 1922: 

 Donald’s grandson, Donald Henry McLean (born 1854, son of John) 
highlighted Donald’s wheat crop with articles in newspapers and 
information given to the Mortlock Library in 1922.  The controversy 
was more about the first wheat, rather than the first ploughman.   

• 1995: 

 The BRB family history was titled “Donald & Christina McLean & Their 
Descendants First Wheat Crop Growers in South Australia 1838”.  

• 1997:   

 Plaque:  on the corner of South Road and Richmond 
Road in Marleston. “In memory of Donald and 
Christina McLean and family who grew the first wheat 
crop in South Australia.  They planted 20 acres on block 
50 at Hilton now Marleston in 1838.  Early in the 1840s 
they took up land in the Strathalbyn district.  Erected by 
Strathalbyn National Trust 1997” 

• 2016:   

 How much wheat is being harvested now?  According to the Primary Industries and Regions of South 
Australia in 2016, there were 1.5 million hectares of wheat yielding 2.9 million tonnes of wheat.  It all 
started with the McLean’s 8 hectares 180 years ago.   

 
..ooOOoo.. 

 

Were they the first? 
 
There have been arguments back a forward about whether the McLeans’ 20 acres in 1838 was the first crop of wheat 
in South Australia. 
 
The evidence is strongly in favour, but it is worthwhile following this interesting debate. 
 

Claims that it was the first 
 

• Official records: 

 The State Records Office has no wheat grown in the state before 1838 and it lists 20 acres of the 
wheat grown in 1838 (Mathews p11).   The record does not specify who grew this wheat, but we take 
it that this was Donald’s 20 acres.  

• Not disputed: 

 “This has always been acknowledged as the very first wheat grown in SA.  In fact, it has never been 
disputed, although it appeared repeatedly in the Adelaide newspapers.”  (ref: BRB p10) 

 Comment: In fact, it has been disputed (see counter-claims below). 

• Family records 

 “We give another claim in which we understand dates and family records have been checked and 
counter checked, with everything possible being done, to establish beyond doubt a genuine claim to 
the first crop of wheat grown in this State.  The particulars which have been supplied to us by a well-
known resident of Murrayville (Victoria), a relative (grand-son) of the late Donald McLean, are as 
follows:- “The very first wheat grown in S.A. without a shadow of a doubt was grown by the late Donald 
McLean in 1838” (BRB p10 & 11).  The article then goes on to cite the evidence of Calaby, Grieg and 
Crossman.   
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• Textbook: 

 “In this book ‘The History of South Australia’, which is a school textbook, they don’t mention McLean 
but they record that in 1838, there were 20 acres of wheat growing” (Trevor McLean, p11) [Research:  
Can we get a copy of this textbook?] 

• Mrs Calaby: 

 “Mrs Calaby of Mt Barker arrived in 1839 and died several years ago, at about 90 years of age. Since 
her death, an article appeared in the papers relating to her experiences in SA.  She stated that Mr 
Ottaway, several others and herself had eaten bread made from the very first wheat grown in SA and 
that this wheat was grown by the late Mr McLean (Donald) on his section No.  50, near Hilton” (BRB 
p10). 

 Janet Frame, aged about 10 years old arrived, in Adelaide on 13th Aug 1839 on the Adiadne with her 
parents Agnes & John Frame.  She married Thomas Calaby in 1849 (Thomas had arrived in Adelaide 
on 17th Dec 1839 on the Duchess of Northumberland (Diane Cummings).    

 It is not known who this Mr Ottway might be. Thomas (Finch?) Ottway and wife (Harriet Jane Hyde?) 
(no children listed) disembarked in Adelaide on 21st March 1839 on the ‘Buckinghamshire’ (Diane 
Cummings). 

 Comment: Because the colony was so short of basic food supplies, the harvested wheat would have 
been made into flour and bread straight away – and the bread would have been eaten while it was 
fresh.  Little 10 year old Janet Frame (later Calaby) would be unlikely to have eaten this bread when 
her family disembarked eight months after the first wheat was harvested.   Maybe she had heard 
stories from others.  But either way, Mrs Calaby’s version cannot be counted as proof of the McLean’s 
first wheat crop.  None-the-less, it is significant that Mrs Calaby, so many decades after the event, 
singled out the connection between the McLeans and wheat.  

• William Grieg 

 “Mr William Grieg of Hindmarsh, who came to SA, in the same ship as the McLean family, declares 
that he was present when Mr McLean put in his first crop of wheat and he is positive that this was the 
first wheat grown in SA.  He died about four years ago aged 95 years of age, and old colonists often 
spoke in reference to this being correct” (BRB p10). 

• Mr Crossman 

 “A Mr Crossman, a descendant of an old pioneer, has printed a book wherein it is recorded that the 
late Mr Donald McLean was the first to grow wheat in SA and also that the amount was 20 acres near 
Hilton” (BRB 10).  [Research: Get this book] 

● Donald McLean (grandson):   

 “The best and most factual account of the wheat was by Donald's grandson (eldest son of John), 
namely Donald Henry McLean (1854-1933) of Murrayville, Victoria. It was published in the ‘Southern 
Argus’ Strathalbyn, of December 7th, 1922”.(BRB p10) 

 

Counter-claims 
 

• Controversy: 

 "Controversy has furiously raged about the claims of the first wheat crop in S.A., and a vast amount of 
Research work has been put in to establish various claims. So far as we know there has never been a 
satisfactory claim to this honor, since the confusion of dates and localities, and hazy memories has 
usually led up to the proverbial Scotchman's ‘doots’" (Southern Argus" Strathalbyn, Dec 7th, 1922). 

• Official records: 

 The annual agricultural records have 86 acres cultivated in 1838, 20 of which was wheat (Research : 
Source?).  This is an indirect (unacknowledged) recognition of Donald as the first substantial wheat 
grower because no one else has claimed that they planted so much wheat.  However, it also shows 
that there were several others who were ploughing the other 66 acres for other kinds of (unspecified) 
crops.  Maybe some of these acres were turned by shovel, but no doubt there were a lot of others 
using ploughs.  So Donald and his sons might have the crown for wheat, but not for ploughing.   

• Cyclopedia 

 The Cyclopedia of South Australia stated (p97) that there was a crop of seven acres of wheat by the 
time governor Hindmarsh left in July 1838.  This must have been referring to a 1837 planting  - the 
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year before the McLeans.  Unfortunately, no details are provided so it is not possible to examine this 
more closely..   

 The Cyclopedia also mentions – “The experiments made by Mr Menge at Kangaroo Island, and on 
one of the Company’s acres on North Terrace proved that the land was suitable for cereals” (p94) 

• John Chambers:     

 John Chambers states that Allan McLean is mistaken in claiming that he turned the first sod - John 
claims this for himself.  “I did the first ploughing in the colony.  It was the city acre 55, where the Castle 
Inn now stands, on the Morphett street frontage between Hindley-street and North-terrace.  The land 
belonged to Mr. Birdsey, who gave me £10 for the work.  The plough was of the most improved 
description.  It was brought here by the Hon BT Finniss, who came here before Mr Allan McLean.  I see 
that Mr. McLean has claimed that he turned the first sod here, but it is a mistake. I have two letters 
here, one from Mr John Templer, of Two Wells, and another from Mr Windebank, of Hamilton, 
mentioning that I ploughed the first acre of land in South Australia.  Windebank, who came out as 
farm bailiff to the late Mr Robert Thomas, was I remember well the first constable in the colony.  The 
ploughing was done with a team of six bullocks.  I guided the plough, and George Parsons drove the 
bullocks.  Afterwards I ploughed 2 acres of land on the south corner of Hurtle-square for Mr. George 
Milner Stephen, who paid me £20 for the work.  The land which Mr. McLean ploughed was about 3 
acres near where Keswick now is, and that he sowed with wheat.  Mr. Donald McLean built a house 
there, and he and his family resided at the place for some years.”  (Adelaide Register, 11th Jan 1888, 
p6) 

 Boyle Travers Finnis arrived on the Cygnet in Sept 1836.  John Chambers arrived on the John Renwick 
in February 1837.  This was eight months before the McLeans.  It is not clear whether Finnis brought 
a plough in the Cygnet, or whether he arranged for it to come out on a later ship. 

 The Australian Dictionary of Biography states that Chambers was the “first to make 'a bullock-drawn 
vehicular contrivance' for carrying goods and luggage from Holdfast Bay to the newly-chosen site of 
Adelaide, where he bought an acre lot in the first land sale.  He bought horses from Van Diemen's Land 
….. John was reputed to have done the first ploughing in Adelaide on a section owned by Boyle Travers 
Finniss” 

 Comment:  This claim is about the first ploughing rather than the first wheat crop. 

• William Everard: 

 "William Everard said that he was the first man to plant wheat here. He lived with his father, Dr C, G. 
Everard, near the corner of Morphett and Hindley Streets.  The ground was hard to dig, but he broke 
up part of the yard and sowed the seed. The neighbours looked over the fence and jeered at his folly. 
They said nothing could grow in such barren ground.  Spring brought the plants as high as the fence; 
great heavy ears appeared, and passers-by stopped to gaze in admiration and thankfulness. Mr 
Everard was the pioneer in wheat growing." (from an Everard family memorandum book per Appendix 
A)  

 “It is unfortunate that the Everards have not recorded the year in which William put in his wheat.  The 
family settled on town acre 71 in March 1837 and remained there until July 1838 when they moved to 
Ashford on the South Road.  If William grew his wheat in 1837 he clearly has priority over McLean, but 
it is quite possible that he put the wheat in during the early part of the Winter of 1838, in which case 
his crop would be contemporaneous with that of McLean.  It is really impossible, in the absence of 
exact data, to decide between the two.  You will notice that Mr Crompton is under the impression that 
William Everard dug up the whole of an acre, but the extract from the Everard memorandum book 
shows that the ground was too hard for digging and that he merely broke up and planted a part of the 
yard.  I do not think the Everards had acre 72, and it is almost certain that wheat was grown on the 
corner block i.e. acre 71” (from a letter by GN Pitt,  archivist of SA State Library in 1942 – per Appendix 
A) 

 “Donald McLean is generally credited with producing South Australia's first crop of wheat, but it is 
likely that others had small plantings around the same time.  Dr Everard had a small plot at his home 
on the corner of Hindley and Morphett Streets — the ground was hard and apparently infertile, but 
the experiment was successful, and heavy ears of grain were produced, to the discomfiture of his 
detractors” (Doug Butler). 

 William Everard arrived on the Africane in November 1836. 

 Comment:  He did not use a plough to prepare a large area.  Rather, he probably used a spade to turn 
a part of the town acre for the wheat. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/finniss-boyle-travers-2044
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/finniss-boyle-travers-2044
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Morphett_Street
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• John Watson 

 John used bullocks to plough a small piece of land on a town acre in South Terrace and Hack’s 
garden (Appendix F, William Sexton letter 7 & Bull letter 12).   

 Hack’s garden was under the North Adelaide hill.  JB Hack owned about 60 town acres.  Some of 
these were adjacent to each other.  Notably, he had 15 town acres in one block – 1004 to 1018 in 
North Adelaide, so this might have been where his garden was.  Hack might have also owned that 
town acre in South Terrace. 

 John Watson arrived on the Hartley in October 1837.  John Barton Hack & Stephen Hack arrived on 
the Isabella in February 1837.  

• Others 

 There might have been others who did some ploughing and planted small crops of wheat and other 
crops. 

 For example; in September 1837, a letter states, “I have already wheat coming up”.  This letter was 
later published in the South Australian Record (Appendix H), but the name of the writer/cropper was 
not stated.  Maybe it was Mr Morphett because the letter is in a similar optimistic style to another 
letter written by Mr Morphett around the same time (Cyclopedia p96). 

 
Letters to the editor 
 

• In 1888, a half century after the events, the controversy played out in a series of a dozen letters to the 
newspapers.  Some of these have already been quoted above but all the letters, and commentary, are in 
appendix H.  The conclusions were as follows:- 

• Help:  The series of letters started with Robert Haldane’s proposal that Allan,  who was impoverished, should 
receive help from the public.  This did not prompt a strong positive response.  

• Relationships:  The letters imply some interesting connections between the early colonialists - the McLean, 
Haldane and Rankin families.   

• Debate:  The letters were debating “Who ploughed the first sod?”, rather than “Who grew the first substantial 
crop of wheat?”   

• First plough:  Donald’s was not the first plough to be brought to the colony.  The Watson plough arrived on the 
Hartley, seven weeks before Donald’s on the Navarino.  And John Chambers says he used a plough owned by 
Finnis which might have arrived many months before that.  Maybe there were other ploughs, but we have no 
indications of this. 

• First wheat:  There were a couple of crops of wheat either the year before, or the same year as McLeans – but 
these were smaller.  They were at Hack’s garden in North Adelaide and Dr Everard’s town acres.  

• First ploughman:  Three people might have been doing some ploughing before Allan but not as much as him.  
They were John Chambers, John Watson & William Everard.  There was a total of 86 acres cultivated in 1838 – 
only 20 acres where the McLeans’ was wheat.  This means that the other 66 acres of non-wheat crops were 
ploughed by other ploughmen (but some were turned with spades). 

• First locations:  In the first year or so, there would have been many areas where the sod was turned by spade 
and at least eight areas ploughed – probably many more.  These were all small fields, mostly on town acres.   

• McLeans:  Their efforts contrast with all these others in that it was much more extensive:- 

 Reedbeds:  Allan ploughed for some sort of crop in the Reedbeds in April and May in 1838.  

 Hilton:  The McLean’s harvested their wheat in December 1838, so they must have cleared, ploughed 
and seeded as soon as they knew what farmland they were allocated – so maybe by early July 1838. 

 Elsewhere:  Allan did a lot of ploughing around town and in Sturt, Bay Road and Port Road.  This might 
have been in late 1838 or subsequent years. 

• Credibility: 

 There is some credibility in Allan claiming that he was the first ploughman and that this was at 
Reedbeds because:- 

 Means:  He had the plough, had the bullocks and had the seed. 

 Needs:  The colony would have been anxious for someone to grow any kind of crop 

 Land:  In early 1838, the only land owned were the town acres.  The McLeans had a half acre, but it is 
not known why Allan did not plough there.  The McLeans were waiting for their 80 acres to be 
allocated to them (Hilton) so maybe Allan started using land at Reedbeds which did not belong to him 
(or to anyone else)   
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 Memories:  However, Allan and the other correspondents, would have some faulty memories about 
some details because they were trying to recollect activities which had occurred a half-century before.  
Inaccuracies would have crept in as people perceived the same events in different ways 

• Reconciling the claims 

 We should not overstate the part the McLeans played.  Many others were contributing to the early 
development of agriculture in the colony.  Others were ploughing and others were growing wheat – 
but none as much as the McLeans. 

 The McLeans stand out, because no one else was so early, with so many acres, and so successful with 
wheat. 

 
..ooOOoo.. 
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Appendix A 
Letter from the Archivist of the State Library of SA 

 to the Town Clerk of Adelaide, 1942 
Source : State Library of South Australia – Research note 276 by George Henry Pitt, 1942 
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Appendix B 
Extracts from the BRB 

 
Page 6 
 
Donald McLean was the first man to grow a crop of wheat in South Australia. This he did on his allotment Section 50, 
situated on the southwestern corner of present day South Road, and Richmond Road, Marleston, in 1838. 
 
Page 6 
 
He chose section 50, Hilton, later Marleston, and there he grew 20 acres of wheat from seed that his son, Allan, had 
brought from Tasmania, where he had been sent by his father to procure bullocks, horses, drays and seed wheat. 
 
Page 10, 11 & 12 – see next pages 
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Appendix C 
John Mathews ‘Their Name Liveth’, p 11 
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Appendix D 
Trevor McLean 

– speech at the McLean Reunion in 1988 – page 11 
 

 
 

..ooOOoo..  
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Appendix E 

 

p217 

 



 

G60 - The first wheat crop in South Australia - 1838 web - Page 22 of 42 
 

 



 

G60 - The first wheat crop in South Australia - 1838 web - Page 23 of 42 
 

 

 

 

  



 

G60 - The first wheat crop in South Australia - 1838 web - Page 24 of 42 
 

 

Appendix F 
South Australian Record, 14 March 1838, page 5 
 
ORIGINAL CORRESPONDENCE  - From a Letter dated Eastern Terrace, Adelaide, 11th Sept. 1837. (author not specified 
– Don Gordon thinks may be Morphett). 
 
"The government having lost some bullocks, and two of ours having gone in search of other pastures, my land steward, 
Stephen Blunden, went last week, mounted on my mare, to the head of Gulf St. Vincent, with another equestrian in 
company. An arm of the sea runs inland from the head of the Gulf; a perfect swamp, however, abounding in red gum 
trees; but not a vestige of a river from the mountains.  I had hoped to have reported a tributary stream to the Darling or 
the Murray. The distance from my cottage, directly North, is about 35 miles, over a dead level covered with high grass 
and beautiful flowers. The lower range of mountains, after leaving the head of the river Torrens, is covered with verdure 
to the very top ; the whole studded with Mimosas, in luxuriant yellow blossom, an invariable proof, wherever found, of 
the superior richness of the soil; and I have hundreds in sight, at this moment, from my door-way, where my little flock 
of 150 Merinos is now grazing.  
 
“Stephen reports to me six mountain streams in the line above described, which are dry in the summer, resembling in 
this respect, however, many more mountain torrents—these are almost at equal distances, from two to three miles 
apart.  The head of the river Torrens is about nine miles from my own abode, and midway in the mountains is a small 
cataract, with a fall of 50 feet nearly perpendicular.  
 
“Forests of valuable stringy bark are in the mountains ; trees grow to the summit of Mount Lofty, some of which are of 
gigantic stature.  These forests reach to Mount Barker, and as far as the eye can see, all round the horizon. Blunden is 
confident that he could reach the Murray in twelve hours on horseback.” 
 
From the same, dated the 13th Sept., 1837.  
 
"We want, now, nothing but an increase of our Merino flocks, to make South Australia complete;—my own little flock is 
now in sight, which, if they were gifted with the organs of speech, would bear me out in all my praises of this country 
Two beautiful little martins are building their nests over the porch of the door-way; they are actually flying about my 
head, anxious to leave their cards of address; should they be subpoenaed as witnesses in this 'wilderness of yesterday.' 
My two goats have just presented me with four white, and two black, kids, half bred Cachmeres.  
 
“Port Adelaide will be to the town on the river Torrens, what Blackwall is to the Exchange, and this would reconcile 
commercial captains to the harbour. I have already erected one of my square cottages with three rooms: were there a 
dozen small beds in it, they could all be let for 2s. 6d. the night.  As it is the lodgers sleep on the floor in agreeable 
numbers at the same charge,—See the Advertizements from my tenant, under the head of 'Pavilion Cottage'.  I have 
built him a kitchen , and shall run up some more bed rooms before the fresh arrivals, and hope the Grand Pavilion Cafe 
will be erected.  I have bought a lot of Sydney cedar, from 4d. to 9d. the superficial foot. I have already wheat coming 
up, with barley, oats, and maize in the ground; and an entire acre planted with potatoes, peas, beans, Brussels sprouts, 
&c.', as also about 60 European and tropical fruit trees in bud in front of my house, including the vine, orange, lemon, 
pomegranate, mulberry, not to mention pumpkins, melons, &c.” 
 

..ooOOoo.. 
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Appendix G 

 
Southern Argus, 7 December 1922, page 3 

 
THE FIRST WHEAT. 
Controversy has furiously raged about the claims of the first wheat crop in South Australia, and a vast amount of 
Research work has been put in to establish various claims.  So far as we know, there has never been a satisfactory claim 
to this honor, since a confusion of dates and localities and hazy memories has usually led up to the proverbial 
Scotchman's 'doots'.  
We give another claim in which, we understand, dates and family records have been checked and counter-checked and 
everything possibly done to establish beyond doubt a genuine claim to the first wheat grower in this State.  The 
particulars which have been supplied to us by a well-known resident of Murrayville — a relative of the late D McLean, 
are as follows: —  
The very first wheat grown in SA, without a shadow of doubt, was grown by the late Donald McLean in 1838.  Mr 
McLean, who was a relative of the late Hon.  Allan McLean, a former Premier of Victoria, hailed from Argyleshire, and 
left Gravesend with his wife and family of ten on August 6, 1837, landing by the "Navarino" at Holdfast Bay on December 
6.  
At that time there were no houses in Adelaide, and the Governor was living in a reed hut on the banks of the River 
Torrens.  
Equipped with a fair amount of capital he quickly sized up the conditions, and sent two sons to Tasmania, who were 
then 22 and 24 years of age, providing them with £300 to purchase seed wheat, which, at that time, was only procurable 
in Van Dieman's Land, two teams of bullocks, horses and drays and other necessaries — which by the way, included a 
cat for his wife.  
A land order entitled Mr McLean to select land, but as the surveying had not been done, it was necessary to wait till 
June 6, 1838, the date of the first land meeting in SA for selecting blocks around Adelaide. Thirty applicants attended, 
and Mr. McLean selected section No. 50, one and a half miles from the GPO, now known as the suburb of Marleston; 
better known as Hilton.  
The two eldest sons, Allan and John, started cultivating operations at once with a plough brought from the old country. 
Twenty acres of cleared land was fenced and put in seed, a good crop being hand reaped towards the end of 1838.   
The records in the Government office substantiate the claim that no wheat was grown in SA, before 1838, but the first 
was the 20 acres by Mr. McLean.  
In 1839 120 acres were cultivated, and 816 acres in 1840. 
It is also recorded in the Government office that Mr McLean was granted this land on June 6, 1838.   
It is believed that the first wheat was ground into meal and eaten after the manner of oaten cake or bannocks, which 
was a common Scotch fare in those days.  
A few years ago, a Mr Calaly, of Mount Barker, an old pioneer, claimed to have eaten bread made from the first wheat 
grown by the McLean, and a Mr W. Greig, a shipmate of the McLean's, testified that he saw the wheat put in and that 
no other wheat was grown in SA in that year.  
The remains of the homestead still stand near Hilton. The land was sold later to Mr. John Marle's father.  
Further evidence was given by a very early pioneer who held land near the McLean's, in which it is recorded in a book, 
that Mr. McLean was the first wheat grower in the State.  
Later on, Mr McLean purchased a large area of land at Strathlbyn adjoining the township, and other blocks along the 
Angas and Bremmer Rivers. The old homestead of Mr. McLean was situated close to Strathalbyn, a solid two-storey 
house which still stands.  
 

..ooOOoo.. 
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Appendix H 
Letters to the editor in 1887 & 1888 

About Allan McLean’s plight late in his life and claims that he was the first ploughman in the colony 
With notes by Don Gordon in April 2020 

 
There was a series of a dozen letters which were started about concerns for Allan McLean’s recent impoverishment but 
then quickly became a debate about who was the first ploughman in the colony. 
 

1:  TR Haldane on 10th Dec 1887 
A SOUTH AUSTRALIAN PIONEER PLOUGHMAN 
There is still amongst us the very man who turned the first sod in South Australia – a pioneer of 1836.  The person alluded 
to is Mr Alan Mclean, late of Strathalbyn.  Now a very old man but in indigent circumstances.  He arrived in the colony 
with his parents, his father being Mr Donald McLean, who died many years ago.  On their arrival they took up land at 
the Reedbeds in 1837; there they (father and son) commenced farming.  Mr Alan McLean claims the right to be the first 
man who turned the soil with a plough.  He is now nearly 80 years old and very frail.  At one time Mr McLean was very 
wealthy, but at the moment he is as poor as Lazarus.  A good old honest man he is, but rather inclined to hide his poverty.  
If any man has a right to a place in the Old Colonists’ Court in our Exhibition it is Mr McLean; but I think his shillings are 
few and far between.  I appeal to a generous public for some practical help for him in his old age.  He can be seen any 
day at his residence, Power’s stables, Carrington Street.  Old Alan can spin a good story of olden days.  Old colonists 
know him, but do not know his circumstances.  My object in making it public is that he will not do it himself.  His excuse 
is, ‘They won’t look at me now, now that I am poor’.  Rally up and assist a brother pioneer in his old age.    T R Haldane, 
East Terrace”  (SA Register 10th Dec 1887, p3 & Evening Journal 10th Dec, p8) 

 
Notes:- 

• This was the first of three letters from Haldane. 

• Ploughing – who?:   

 Allan was “the very man who turned the first sod in South Australia. … the first man who turned the 
soil with a plough”.  

• Ploughing – where?:  

 “On their arrival they took up land at the Reedbeds in 1837; there they (father and son) commenced 
farming.”   

• Ploughing – when?:   

 1837 

• Help: 

 “If any man has a right to a place in the Old Colonialists Court Court in our Exhibition it is Mr McLean”  

 “I appeal to a generous public for some practical help for him in his old age. …. Rally up and assist a 
brother pioneer in his old age”  

• Other details: 

 Haldane stated that Allan’s residence was Power’s stable in Carrington street in 1887.    This would 
have been the residence of his daughter, Margaret, who married a horse-breaker Thomas Power. 

 The Old Colonist’s Court was an exhibit within the Adelaide Jubilee International Exhibition held in 
North Terrace Adelaide, in 1887-1888. 

Photos by S Solomon – photo collection 
B10212 – items 1, 34 & 35 – State Library 
of South Australia 
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 There is no direct evidence that Allan was acknowledged at this exhibition, however, from Solomon’s 
photos (above), maybe there might have been photos from the old colonialist banquet which included 
Allan (check this) 

  Errors:   

 The McLeans arrived in 1837, not 1836 – and ploughed in 1838, not 1837.’ 

 Allan has two ‘ll’s – not one ‘l’. 
 

..ooOOoo.. 
 

2:  Missing letter – RMB’s reply to TR Haldane’s letter  [research: Possibly in the SA Register on 11th Dec 1887] 
 

 
..ooOOoo.. 

 

3:  Allan McLean on 12th Dec 1887. 
WHO TURNED THE FIRST SOD IN SOUTH AUSTRALIA? 
To the Editor.  Sir—In answer to inquiries made through the medium of the newspapers, and R. M. B.'s reply to T. R. 
H., I beg to state that I arrived in South Australia by the ship Navarrino in January or February 1837, and immediately 
took up land at the Reedbeds, having brought my plough with me from Glasgow.  I commenced farming at once, only 
waiting for the soil to get soft for the plough.  In April or May 1837, I turned the first sod with the plough the people 
already in the colony telling me I was mad to try farming there at the Reedbeds, as nothing would grow.  A few years 
afterwards I removed to the other side of the hills—to Strathalbyn—where I settled and resided for more than forty 
years.  I have raised up a family, four sons and seven daughters—eleven in all, and all alive.  I am 78 years of age, and 
well known by all old colonists, who will acknowledge me. If I live to January next I will be fifty-one years in the colony, 
as one of the pioneers of the colony.  The ship I arrived in was the Navarrino, Captain C. Warman. I am, Sir, &c,  Allan 
McLean - 78 years of age. Carrington -street, December 10.   P.S.—Between January and April 1857 I went to 
Tasmania for cattle and horses. (SA Register, 12th Dec 1887, p7 & Evening Journal, 12th Dec, p4) 

 
Notes:- 

• This is Allan’s first of two letters to the editor. 

• Plough - which?:  

 Allan wrote that “[I] brought my plough with me from Glasgow” 

• Ploughing – who?: 

 Allan claimed “I turned the first sod with the plough” 

• Ploughing – where?:   

 Reedbeds 

• Ploughing – when?:   

 “immediately took up land at the Reedbeds” 

 “I commenced farming at once, only waiting for the soil to get soft for the plough” 

 “in April or May 1837”  

• Errors:- 

 The McLeans arrived in December 1837 rather than January or February 1837 – Allan arrived back 
from VDL in January or February in 1838. 

 The ship is spelled with one ‘r’.  

 “It was the third ship, the first being the Buffalo, the second the Coromandel, and the third the 
Navarino”.  In fact, the Buffalo arrived in December 1836, the Coromandel arrived in January 1837 
and the Navarino on 6th December 1837.  There were 9 ships from the UK on 1836 and the Navarino 
was the last of 12 ships in 1838.  See also letter 10 from ‘Old Salt’, below. 

 “I arrived in South Australia by the ship Navarrino in January or February 1837, and immediately took 
up land at the Reedbeds”.  Their land was at Hilton, not Reedbeds.  They took up the land at Hilton in 
late June or early July. 

• Comments: 

 See the heading RELATIONSHIPS, below, for a discussion about the connections between the McLean, 
Haldane and Rankin families. 



 

G60 - The first wheat crop in South Australia - 1838 web - Page 28 of 42 
 

 Allan stated that he ‘immediately took up land at the Reedbeds …. (and) commenced ploughing at 
once, only waiting for the soil to get soft for the plough.  In April or May 1837, I turned the first sod 
with the plough”.  In order for ploughing to be undertaken at the Reedbeds, some land must have 
been cleared, and there must have been some rains by April or May 1838. 

 He mentions the Reedbeds, but surprisingly does not mention either town half acre 57 in Hindley 
Street nor 80 acres in Hilton.   

 Reedbeds were where the suburbs of Fulham, Lockleys & Underdale are now.  It is about 6 kms 
northwest of the 80 acres and 8 kms west of the town half-acre. It is unlikely that Allan, (even allowing 
for mis-remembering after half a century), would equate/conflate/confuse the Reedbeds with Hilton. 

 In the early 1838, the only land owned were the town acres.  No country sections were available – 
surveying had not been completed so none could be allocated.  The McLeans had a half town acre, 
but it is not known why Allan did not plough this land.  The McLeans were waiting for their county 
section to be allocated to them.  They were eventually allocated an 80 acre farm in Hilton in June 1838 
- so in the meantime it appears that Allan started using land which did not belong to him (or to anyone 
else) in the Reedbeds in April & May – a few months before the McLeans were allocated their own 
farmland in Hilton.     

• Research:  Who was RMB?  Where is the letter from this person? 

• Other details: 

 Allan confirmed that he was living in Carrington Street 

 That he went to Tasmania xxxxxx 
 

..ooOOoo.. 
 

4.  TR  Haldane on 13th Dec 1887  
WHO TURNED THE FIRST SOIL WITH THE PLOUGH?   
To the editor, Sir – Should Mr Allan McLean prove he was the first ploughman who turned the soil with his plough, I beg 
to suggest that some tangible present should be given to him on the 28th of this month.  It is scarcely likely he would be 
able to go to the Bay to see the sports, but some little memento in honour of being the first ploughman should be 
presented to him.  He is indeed worthy of some help.  All old colonist will concur with me that Mr McLean has indeed 
been a good old colonist.  Fifty-one years in the colony, and father of eleven children, and all alive and all good colonists.  
It would be a pity to see the old man want.  I appeal again to all kindly disposed colonists to do something.  I suggest 
that the Editor will take charge of any donations that may be sent, the total sum to be handed over to some old colonist 
for the presentation on the 28th inst.  There are many in the colony who can substantiate what the old man says himself.  
All other aspirants are out of it altogether, old Allan being the pioneer ploughman.  I am, Sir, &c, T R Haldane (SA Register 
13th Dec 1887, p3 & SA Observer 17th Dec p12) 

 
Notes:- 

• This is Haldane’s second of three letters to the Editor. 

• Ploughing – who:   

 Allan “was the first ploughman who turned the soil with this plough ….. all other aspirants are out of 
it altogether, old Allan being the pioneer ploughman”.  

• Ploughing – where 

 Nothing stated 

• Ploughing – when 

 Nothing stated 

• Help: 

 “He is indeed worthy of some help…… It would be a pity to see the old man want.  I appeal again to all 
kindly disposed colonists to do something.” 

 “I beg to suggest that some tangible present should be given to him on the 28th of this month …. some 
little memento in honour of being the first ploughman should be presented to him ….  I suggest that 
the Editor will take charge of any donations that may be sent, the total sum to be handed over to some 
old colonist for the presentation on the 28th inst.”   The 28th December is the date of the sports at the 
Holdfast Bay to celebrate the anniversary of the founding of the colony in 1836. 

 There are no indications that Allan was ever presented with a memento or donations.  
 

..ooOOoo.. 
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5:  Robert Rankine on 14th Dec 1887 
To the editor.  Sir—In your issue of Saturday last appears a letter from ‘T. R. Haldane’, appealing to the public for 
assistance to Mr. Allan McLean, and stating that he (A. McLean) was the first ploughman who turned the first sod in 
South Australia. There are a few mistakes in Mr. Haldane's letter which I wish to correct. Mr. Donald McLean and family, 
consisting of himself and wife, five sons and five daughters, arrived in the colony per ship Navarino, and landed at 
Holdfast Bay in the month of December 1837. Mr. D. Mclean having purchased an 80 acre section (in London) found on 
arrival here that he could not select his land till after the preliminary land-order holders had selected theirs, which they 
did in the month of April 1838. Before that time no country land was occupied; therefore no ploughing had been done, 
except two or three little patches about the town, viz., one patch on the Torrens near what was Buffalo Row, which was 
growing with paddy, and also a patch in North Adelaide, known as Hack's Garden, sown with wheat, and a patch sown 
with barley near South Terrace belonging to the South Australian Company.  So that Mr A McLean's claim as to being 
the first ploughman who turned the first sod in South Australia is not correct. Before Mr. D. McLean selected his land, 
Mr. A. McLean went to Tasmania and brought a few working bullocks, which they worked about town and on the Bay 
and Port roads. Mr. D. McLean selected a first-class agricultural section adjoining the late Dr. Everard's land, and not at 
the Reedbeds, where he lived for some time, when he and his family moved to Strathalbyn, where a number of the family 
married and settled on land of their own, and were considered to be well-to-do farmers. I am sorry to think that Mr A. 
McLean, after having reared a family of eleven children, is so poor in circumstances as to be obliged to ask the public for 
assistance. Surely some of his children are able to support their parent, or in they all so destitute of filial affection for 
their father that they will not? If they will not assist willingly the law ought to compel them. I am, Sir, &c. Robert Rankine, 
Stockport, December 12. (SA Register, 13th Dec, p3 & Evening Journal, 14th December 1887, p4  & SA Observer, 17th 
Dec 1887, p12) 

 
Notes:- 

• Ploughing – who:   

 Mr A McLean's claim as to being the first ploughman who turned the first sod in South Australia is 
not correct.” 

• Ploughing – when: 

 Nothing stated 

• Ploughing – where: 

 “Mr. D. McLean selected a first-class agricultural section adjoining the late Dr. Everard's land, and 
not at the Reedbeds” 

 “two or three little patches about the town” (ie town acres), none on county sections of 80 acres etc.  
The town patches were:- 

− “one patch on the Torrens near what was Buffalo Row, which was growing with paddy”  

− “a patch in North Adelaide, known as Hack's Garden- sown with wheat” 

− “a patch sown with barley near South Terrace belonging to the South Australian 
Company” 

− Allan worked his bullocks “about town and on the Bay and Port roads”. 

 “Mr. D. McLean selected a first-class agricultural section adjoining the late Dr. Everard's land, and 
not at the Reedbeds” 

• Other details: 

 Allan went to Tasmania  

• Help: 

 Allan was “so poor in circumstances as to be obliged to ask the public for assistance.” 

 “Surely some of his children are able to support their parent, or in they all so destitute of filial 
affection for their father that they will not?  If they will not assist willingly the law ought to compel 
them.” 

• Errors: 

 The first land allocation meeting was not in April (it was in May) but Donald had to wait for the 
second meeting that was in June. 

• Comments:- 

 Robert Rankine was a fellow passenger of the Navarino with the McLean family. 

 Rankine acknowledges that Donald purchased an 80 acre section in London yet “he could not select 
his land till after the preliminary land order holders had selected theirs which they did in the month 



 

G60 - The first wheat crop in South Australia - 1838 web - Page 30 of 42 
 

of April 1838”.  But Donald did have a preliminary land order, so why wasn’t he able to make a 
selection with the others in April rather than wait for the second lot in June? 

 According to Haldane (his letter on 14th Dec), Allan and Robert were ‘fast friends’. 

 Rankine is assuming that Allan’s claim to be the first ploughman was in relation to the 80 acres, but 
Allan states in his first letter (12th Dec) that he first ploughed the land at Reedbeds.   

 See the heading RELATIONSHIPS for a discussion about the connections between the McLean, 
Haldane and Rankin families. 

 
..ooOOoo.. 

 

6.  TR Haldane on 14th Dec 1887 
To the Editor,  Sir – I am sorry that Mr Rankine’s letter was not couched in more temperate tones, as I led to believe that 
Mr McLean and he were fast friends, as well as old pioneer colonists.  I am sure that Mr Rankine could not have seen or 
read Mr McLean’s own letter on the subject claiming to be the only pioneer ploughman, as he brought the first plough 
into the colony, and went to Tasmania for the bullocks in the interim between January and April 1837, to work his little 
piece of land with.  As to his family – they are all married, and some doing well, but none all them rich.  They all do what 
they can assist their aged parents; reminding one of a remark of olden times, which came from a greater one than Mr 
Rankine.  They have done what they could.  My only object in bringing the subject before the public is this: - If Mr McLean 
is really the pioneer ploughman, old colonists should acknowledge him, and give him a birthday present on December 
28th, just a little token of respect.  Not that he is in needy circumstances, but it would enhance the old man’s pleasure 
immensely.  I rejoice that I am an old man’s champion.  Let us cheer his remaining last days, for they cannot be many 
now, and speak kindly.  It Mr Allan McLean is what he says, let him think so, without any quibble.  Old fossils will quibble 
over it.  But I think Mr McLean has the honour.  In my first letter I spoke only of father and son – Allan, not sons.  As I did 
not know them all, I could not speak correctly.  I have had several conversations with the old man, and he maintains that 
his plough was the first in the colony.  As to society and time he is likely a little at sea owing to old age and so long ago, 
but it was doubtless, in the year 1837, fifty-one years ago.  I trust my suggestion will be carried out.  Let some abler pen 
than mine do it, and do some practical kindness to an old colonist like the pioneer ploughman.  I am, Sir, &c., T R Haldine 
(Evening Journal 14th Dec 1887 p4 & SA Observer 17th Dec p12) 

 
Notes:- 

• This is Haldane’s third of three letters. 

• Plough – which: 

 Allan “brought the first plough into the colony.      he maintains that his plough was the first in the 
colony”    

• Ploughing – when: 

 Not stated 

• Ploughing – who: 

 “I think Mr McLean has the honour” 

• Ploughing – where: 

 Not stated 
Help:  

 “As to his family – they are all married, and some doing well, but none all them rich.  They all do 
what they can assist their aged parents; reminding one of a remark of olden times, which came from 
a greater one than Mr Rankine.  They have done what they could.”  

 “If Mr McLean is really the pioneer ploughman, old colonists should acknowledge him, and give him 
a birthday present on December 28th, just a little token of respect’. 

 “Not that he is in needy circumstances, but it would enhance the old man’s pleasure immensely. 
….Let us cheer his remaining last days, for they cannot be many now, and speak kindly” 

 “do some practical kindness”.   

• Relationships: 

 Robert Rankine & Allan were ‘fast friends’ 
 

..ooOOoo.. 
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7:  WB Sexton on 23rd Dec 1887 (but dated 3rd Jan!?) 
THE PLOUGH  
To the editor.  Sir— Concerning the above Mr. P. R. Haldane writes:—"Mr. Allan McLean, now nearly 80 years of age, 
commenced ploughing in April or May 1837, having brought the first plough into the colony. Between January and April 
of the same year he went to Tasmania for bullocks to work the plough. When I asked a recent question, I had then in my 
mind what Mr. McLean had told me. Mr. McLean maintains he has the claim, and no one can say no. He brought the 
first plough here, and therefore has the claim. Many old colonists can prove it if they like. I thank your numerous 
correspondents for their answers, but none of them can beat the first ploughman— viz , the pioneer ploughman —Allan 
McLean 
”This is Mr. P. R. Haldane's version. Now, Sir, I will give mine, and to commence I give a most emphatic No to the above. 
In the first place, it is stated that Mr. McLean commenced ploughing in April or May, 1837, which is an impossibility, as 
the McLean family, of which Mr. Allan was a member, did not arrive in South Australia until sometime in December of 
the same year, as immigrants per ship Navarino, and it is equally impossible that he could have gone to Tasmania 
between January and April of the same year to purchase bullocks to work the plough. As regards bringing the first plough 
that assertion is equally erratic. The first plough was brought in the barque Hartley, Captain Thomas Fewson, which 
arrived at Holdfast Bay on October 20, 1837, the owner of the plough being Mr. John Watson, a Northumbrian, who was 
a passenger, and I also was a passenger by the same vessel, and was one who assisted to carry or drag this pioneer 
plough over the sandhills after it was landed from the ship on the beach. And as in all probability some of my fellow 
passengers are still living, they will remember this redoubtable plough, as it was a most conspicuous ornament on board, 
being lashed to the starboard side of the quarterdeck; and many a joke was cracked about the wonderful work it was 
destined to do in turning the land in South Australia upside down. Then, as to Mr. McLean being the pioneer ploughman. 
Such an assertion is misleading, as the first land turned up was in North Adelaide, in what was then known as Hack's 
Garden, also a small piece of land on South-terrace, and that by the pioneer ploughman, John Watson. It is an absolute 
absurdity for Mr. McLean to say he commenced to plough on his country land so early, as there was very great delay in 
getting the country sections surveyed, so much so that the then Colonial Commissioner (the late Sir James Hurtle Fisher) 
chartered the brig Lord Hobart, Captain Henry Hawson, with Mr. Birdseye as supercargo, to go to Timor for a cargo of 
ponies, with the intention of having what was to be termed a ' running survey;' but, unfortunately, through rough 
weather in returning, most of them were lost, only something less than a dozen being landed, hence another cause of 
delay. The only lands surveyed for some considerable time were the town acres and the preliminary sections contiguous 
to Adelaide, and these were taken up by the South Australian Company and other gentlemen acting as agents for English 
speculators. To each preliminary section a town acre was given in; hence so much city property in the hands of absentee 
capitalists. So, Sir, I think I have proved beyond doubt that Mr. McLean did not bring out the first plough, neither was he 
the pioneer ploughman. So well do I remember, the McLean family just after their arrival in South Australia that it was 
a source of amusement to some of us— then young sparks— to watch the female portion of the family yoked together, 
pulling behind them a large cask, going to the Torrens for water and returning with their load— they were good pullers, 
stanch to the collar— to Immigration Square, where a number of wooden huts had been erected with ship-fittings for 
the accommodation of the newly arrived immigrants, on the South Park Lands, in a line with North-terrace. This was in 
the latter end of December 1837, and the beginning of January 1838. In conclusion I beg to state that if Mr. P. R. Haldane 
has derived his information through dictation from Mr. Allan McLean, the inference is that on account of his weight of 
years his memory must be much impaired. As to myself, although I am on the shady side of threescore and ten my 
retention of memory as to many events that occurred in the very early days is as fresh as though they had occurred only 
a few months previously. : I am, Sir, &c, W. B. Sexton, Kanmantoo, January 3. (SA Register 5th Jan 1888, p7 & it also 
appeared in SA Advertiser 23rd Dec 1887 p4 – however the letter is dated 3rd January, Adelaide Observer, 7th Jan 1888, 
p11) 

 
Notes:- 

• Plough – which: 

 “The first plough was brought in the barque Hartley, Captain Thomas Fewson, which arrived at 
Holdfast Bay on October 20, 1837, the owner of the plough being Mr. John Watson, a Northumbrian, 
who was a passenger, and I also was a passenger by the same vessel, and was one who assisted to 
carry or drag this pioneer plough over the sandhills after it was landed from the ship on the beach. 
And as in all probability some of my fellow passengers are still living, they will remember this 
redoubtable plough, as it was a most conspicuous ornament on board, being lashed to the starboard 
side of the quarterdeck; and many a joke was cracked about the wonderful work it was destined to 
do in turning the land in South Australia upside down.” This was seven weeks prior to the McLeans 
landing. 
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• Ploughing – when: 

 Not stated 

• Ploughing – who: 

 “the first land turned up was in North Adelaide, in what was then known as Hack's Garden, also a 
small piece of land on South-terrace, and that by the pioneer ploughman, John Watson. John Watson 
ploughed a small piece of land on South-terrace 

 “It is an absolute absurdity for Mr. McLean to say he commenced to plough on his country land so 
early, as there was very great delay in getting the country sections surveyed …. The only lands 
surveyed for some considerable time were the town acres and the preliminary sections contiguous to 
Adelaide, and these were taken up by the South Australian Company and other gentlemen acting as 
agents for English speculators” 

• Ploughing – where: 

 “the first land turned up was in North Adelaide, in what was then known as Hack's Garden,  

 “also a small piece of land on South-terrace” 

• Girls:- 

 “the McLean family just after their arrival in South Australia that it was a source of amusement to 
some of us— then young sparks— to watch the female portion of the family yoked together, pulling 
behind them a large cask, going to the Torrens for water and returning with their load— they were 
good pullers, stanch to the collar— to Immigration Square, where a number of wooden huts had 
been erected with ship-fittings for the accommodation of the newly arrived immigrants, on the South 
Park Lands, in a line with North-terrace. This was in the latter end of December 1837, and the 
beginning of January 1838” 

  “I think I have proved beyond doubt that Mr. McLean did not bring out the first plough, neither was 
he the pioneer ploughman” 

• Town acres:  

 “To each preliminary section a town acre was given in”.  Donald was not ‘given’ a town acres even 
though he had pre-paid (preliminary) for a county section.  He did get a half acre, but he paid for this.  
The reason why he missed out is not clear.  Was this ‘giving’ just for the first 437 Land Grants.  Or 
maybe Donald was not aware of this concession.  But lack of awareness would have been surprising 
because there seemed to be a general understanding at that time, that town acres go with the County 
Sections – as exampled in Sexton’s letter. 

• Errors: 

 It is T.R. Haldane not P.R. Haldane. 

• Immigration: 

 John Watson arrived on the Hartley on 20th October 1837 

 William Bradshaw H Sexton arrived on the Hartley on 20th October 1837 

 John Barren Hack & Stephen Hack arrived on the February 1837 
 

..ooOOoo.. 
 

8.  Allan McLean on 11th Jan 1888 
THE PIONEER PLOUGHMAN  
To the editor.  Sir, the date of my arrival in South Australia was December 1837 – I am not sure of the day, but at all 
events, on consideration, it was in that month.  The ship I came on was the Navarino.  It was the third ship, the first being 
the Buffalo, the second the Coromandel, and the third the Navarino.  I landed at Holdfast Bay with my parents, five 
sisters and four brothers, twelve in all, belonging to the one family. Finding no cattle, save a few sheep, I proceeded by 
the same vessel to Tasmania for cattle or horses to work our section (80 acres), which my father bought in London.  
Having procured bullocks in Tasmania I returned in February 1838, and took up our section.  The situation in where 
Goodwood now stands, close to John Everard’s.  Some years afterwards this land was cut into blocks, ten pieces, every 
one of the family getting a portion.  This was after Donald McLean’s death, some thirty years ago.  I did not commence 
to plough until April 1838, so my former statement was incorrect, being one year out of my reckoning.  Still there were 
no ploughed lands in the colony at this time, and not either until my plough struck on the first land and turned the first 
sod.  Mr Sexton can say what he likes about his pioneer plough and ploughman, but the plough of John Martin never 
struck out until long after I brought the plough out with me, a heavy cumbrous article, not one that went on wheels, but 
had to go on its shears, and hard work it is as to hold it.  I took off my first crop in December 1838, which realized 21s a 
bushel.  I did lots of ploughing afterwards on piecework at £5 an acre, my first job for wages being for Mr Leigh at the 
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Sturt.  The seed I brought with me from Tasmania, costing me 3 shillings a bushel.  I adhere to my first statement about 
the plough – that my plough turned the first sod, and the plough was held by myself, and drawn by my bullocks.  As to 
Mr Sexton’s remarks about the girls, it’s perfectly true.  They did what they could, drew water themselves from the river, 
filled the barrel, and pulled the barrel on a sledge up to the camp where the gaol now stands, the motive power being 
themselves.  Mr Sexton may have been amused at the picture of seeing Highland girls working hard for their old father.  
Still we got on, sold our land and went Strathalbyn soon after we got separated, some going that way and some the 
other.  My father being dead, I, being the eldest came into possession, I remained in Strathalbyn for nearly forty years, 
raising a family of four sons and seven daughters, all alive.  Now I am old, nearly 80 years of age.  I have lost almost 
everything in a worldly sense through a succession of bad years.  I maintain that I turned the first sod and my plough did 
it.  I am Sir &c Allan McLean. (SA Register 11th Jan 1888 p7 & Adelaide Observer 14th Jan, p12) 

 
Notes:- 

• This is Allan’s second of two letters to the Editor. 

• Plough – which: 

 “I brought the plough out with me” 

 “A heavy cumbrous article, not one that went on wheels, but had to go on its shears, and hard work 
it if as to hold it … drawn by my bullocks” Xxx 

• Ploughing – when: 

 “I did not commence to plough until April 1838 ….  there were no ploughed lands in the colony at this 

time”  
 “I took off my first crop in December 1838, which realized 21s a bushel”     

• Ploughing – who: 

 “the plough of John Martin [Watson] never struck out until long after I brought the plough out with 
me,  

 “my plough struck on the first land and turned the first sod” 

 “I adhere to my first statement about the plough – that my plough turned the first sod, and the 
plough was held by myself, and drawn by my bullocks” 

 “I maintain that I turned the first sod and my plough did it.   

 “my plough turned the first sod, and the plough was held by myself” 

• Ploughing – where: 

 “I did lots of ploughing afterwards on piecework at £5 an acre, my first job for wages being for Mr 
Leigh at the Sturt” - also Bay and port roads  

 Hilton – Allan described their section (ie country section 50) as “where Goodwood now stands, close 
to John Everard’s”.  Yes, it was next to Everard’s section, but Goodwood is 3 kms southwest of 
Hilton.  

 Hilton – “Some years afterwards this land was cut into blocks, ten pieces, every one of the family 
getting a portion.  This was after Donald McLean’s death”.  Surprisingly, it appears that Allan, to 
have confused the subdivision of the Hindley St and Hilton.   

 “sold our land and went Strathalbyn soon after  

• Later life: 

 “we got separated, some going that way and some the other.  My father being dead, I, being the eldest 
came into possession, I remained in Strathalbyn for nearly forty years, raising a family of four sons and 
seven daughters, all alive.  Now I am old, nearly 80 years of age.  I have lost almost everything in a 
worldly sense through a succession of bad years.”  

• Help:  

  

• Girls:   

 “As to Mr Sexton’s remarks about the girls, it’s perfectly true.  They did what they could, drew water 
themselves from the river, filled the barrel, and pulled the barrel on a sledge up to the camp where 
the gaol now stands, the motive power being themselves.  Mr Sexton may have been amused at the 
picture of seeing Highland girls working hard for their old father.”   

• Seed:  

 “The seed I brought with me from Tasmania, costing me 3 shillings a bushel”  

• Colony development:  

 No cattle, few sheep, and “no ploughed lands in the colony at this time” 
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• Tasmania:   

 Went on the same vessel to Tasmania  

 Returned in February 1838 

• Errors: 

 Navarino was not the third ship. – see letter 10 from Old Salt. 

 Allan referred to John Martin instead of John Watson 

 “I returned in February 1838, and took up our section.”  They took up their section four months after 
February - in late June or early July. 

• Comments: 

 Surprisingly, Allan did not mention anything about Hindley Street, but he said that the Hilton 
property was divided up in the way that Donald's will specified for the Hindley Street. 

 Allan contradicted himself by stating that the land was sold before the family moved to Strathlbyn.  
Also, as the eldest son, he came into possession. 

 All quite confusing.  Maybe he had lost track of the facts after half a century.  
 

..ooOOoo.. 
 

9:  John Chambers on 11th Jan 1888 
A CHAT WITH AN OLD COLONIST (By our Special-Reporter.) 
The ranks of the pioneers in the settlement of this colony are gradually being thinned, and there are not many now 
amongst us whose experience of South Australia extend over fifty years.  A chat with one of these old colonists is always 
of interest to those who remember and honour them as having "borne the heat and burden of the day."  Mr John 
Chambers is well known as a pioneer, and on Tuesday morning we had a long talk together over the old times.  
'Oh, yes,' said Mr Chambers, ' I am an old colonist now, and know something of what life was in those early days.  The 
ship I came in was the John Rennie, which arrived here on February 7, 1837, so that I have been in the colony nearly fifty-
one years.  My brother James was here before me, having come in the Coromandel.   
The Hon John Baker was a great trader in those early times between here and Tasmania, whence he brought pigs, sheep, 
and all kinds of general produce for the colonists.  The first bullocks which came to this colony were from Tasmania too.  
They belonged to Mr J. B. Hack and his brother Stephen, who fetched them here.  There were five altogether.  It was only 
about a fortnight after I landed that they came, and I can recollect well meeting Stephen Hack walking up the Adelaide 
Plains from Glenelg to Adelaide, just past the place where Sir John Morphett now resides.  He was looking at the country 
before he landed the bullocks.  Mr James Fisher arrived shortly after with a small mob of cattle which he had bought in 
Sydney.  They had to be taken care of when they landed through fear that they would be injured by the blacks or lost.   
It was part of my duty to see that they were looked after at night, and what a trouble I had in finding a man to do the 
work. At last a man named James Howford was engaged, but he would not do anything unless we found him a cutlass 
and musket as he was afraid of the natives.  I got these for him from the Government store, and, stayed with him most 
of the night.  The cattle were quiet after a feed, and next day we took them to Adelaide.  There were about thirty in the 
mob, and most of them were killed for food.   
Shortly after this between forty and fifty head of bullocks, which my brother purchased at the Cape while the Coromandel 
was there, arrived.  We used to run them on the plains all-round the city.  Some of them were killed, and others were 
used as working cattle, which were very valuable then.  They were carefully watched but once I recollect they got away.  
My brother and a man named Levi got on their tracks and followed as far as they could.  They had no provisions, and 
were obliged to come back.  Then they employed a man named William Fergusson to get them.  Fergusson and another 
man followed the lost cattle, and found them somewhere near the Light, about 40 or 50 miles from Adelaide.  The 
country was quite unknown at the time, and Fergusson, when he returned, was made quite a lion of.  
They had Government horses, for there were hardly any others in the colony at the time.  Mr JB Hack had a few, about 
half a dozen, Mr Osmond Gillies had a horse, and Sir John Morphett had a little white pony.  Governor Hindmarsh owned 
two mules, and for the rest there were about twenty horses belonging to the Government.   
I was the first man who built a house in the colony with a fireplace, door, and glass window.  It was made of mud, rushes, 
and grass.  The situation was between the Railway Station and where the Government Garden now is.  I believe the old 
place is standing, at any rate the walls are, and after I left it the Government Gardener lived there for years.  While it 
was being built Governor Hindmarsh, the Colonial Architect Mr. White, and others used to come and see my work.  They 
were very pleased with it at the time, but were afraid that the reeds and grass in the mud might burn.  The house was 
16 by 10.  I carried the rafters and everything required.  The rafters and battens were taken from the Pine Forest beyond 
North Adelaide, just above where the Windmill Hotel now is.  It was hard work to carry these things on my shoulders, 
but when the work was done I had a more comfortable hut than anyone else here.   
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Well, yes, there was a deal of variety in the structures first put up in Adelaide.  They were all tents; poles and rails covered 
with all kinds of bed clothing, blankets, patchwork quilts, and anything else which would serve the purpose of giving 
shelter; all sizes and all shapes.  It is something to think of when one looks at the city today and considers the contrast 
of then and now.  The chief of these residences were along North-terrace from below Trinity Church as far up as where 
the Buck's Head now stands.  They were placed there in that position because it was the most convenient for obtaining 
water from the Torrens.  Water-carting was a great work in the early days.  Barrels of all kinds were fixed on wheels, 
and men, women, and children all had to help drag these filled with water from the Torrens to the tent door.  The work 
in those days was hard. It had to be done, and there were few here to do it.  
Along the track from the Bay to Adelaide, which extended from the end of Hindley-street directly past Netley to the 
mouth of the Patawalonga Creek, one could see all kinds of goods left lying while the owners rested or went for a drink.  
There was no fear of anything being stolen. Our community was so small that if a man did take anything he could not 
sell it, and it would soon be recognised by the rightful owner.  It was this, and not the honesty of the people altogether, 
that prevented robbery.  
People living on the Park Lands, as we were, only did so on sufferance, and I was the last to leave.  Extra liberty was 
given to me because I had a good deal to do with the Government.  We did all the Government carrying work, and moved 
the surveying parties wherever they required.   
Governor Gawler at one time thought of taking a long tour, and asked me to go with him.  He gave instructions that I 
was to remain in the house I had built till he returned.  He never made the tour, but I went with him on a trip he did make 
down to the south of Encounter Bay, Currency Creek, the Meadows, and Willunga.  All that country was at the time 
perfectly new to the colonists.  I recollect when we were at Willunga the men cried out about want of rations.  I told the 
Private Secretary of this, and Mr Gell and myself went out to secure meat.  We killed three kangaroos, which gave us 
fresh meat for a time.  At another time on this same journey we divided into parties, Governor Gawler giving instructions 
to the Surveyor where they were to camp.  The Surveyor made a mistake, and guided the drays into the wrong place.  
The others did not come at nightfall and we fired off guns, and lit fires on the top of a hill to show where we were.  The 
Governor got to the camp, after travelling all night, about 7 o'clock in the morning.  Mr Hall, the Private Secretary, came 
in about. 2 o'clock in the afternoon. Mr Inman, the Inspector of Police, was still out, and I and another of the party went 
to look for him.  We found his saddle some distance from the camp, but could not see him.  Afterwards we lit a fire on 
the top of a hill, and about 6 o'clock Mr Inman turned up, half dead with hunger and thirst.  This was at Currency Creek 
then a quite unknown country.   
After returning to Adelaide I removed to Cherry Gardens. There were only three other persons residing there at the time.  
I did the first ploughing in the colony.  It was the city acre 55, where the Castle Inn now stands, on the Morphett street 
frontage between Hindley-street and North-terrace.  The land belonged to Mr. Birdsey, who gave me £10 for the work.  
The plough was of the most improved description.  It was brought here by the Hon BT Finniss, who came here before Mr 
Allan McLean.  I see that Mr. McLean has claimed that he turned the first sod here, but it is a mistake. I have two letters 
here, one from Mr John Templer, of Two Wells, and another from Mr Windebank, of Hamilton, mentioning that I 
ploughed the first acre of land in South Australia.  Windebank, who came out as farm bailiff to the late Mr Robert 
Thomas, was I remember well the first constable in the colony.  The ploughing was done with a team of six bullocks.  I 
guided the plough, and George Parsons drove the bullocks.  Afterwards I ploughed 2 acres of land on the south corner 
of Hurtle-square for Mr. George Milner Stephen, who paid me £20 for the work.  The land which Mr. McLean ploughed 
was about 3 acres near where Keswick now is, and that he sowed with wheat.  Mr. Donald McLean built a house there, 
and he and his family resided at the place for some years.  
The natives on the Adelaide Plains in those early days were very numerous. I think there were as many blacks in the 
vicinity of Adelaide as anywhere I knew, except perhaps on the Murray.  They were never any trouble, poor fellows, if 
they were properly treated.   
It is true that I had a good deal to do with Mr Stuart and his explorations.  He was at Port Lincoln with his friends when, 
through Mr Finke, I got him to survey our Northern stations.  There were the Oratunga, Bobmuna West, Palsey's Springs, 
Mount Chambers, Balcaracana, and others.  We wanted them surveyed, and I took him up to do the work.  While up 
there in the course of conversation he said that he could cross the colony.  I promised to supply him with everything he 
wanted if he would make the attempt.  He agreed, and I fitted him out with horses and food, and men off the station 
formed the party.  No one off the station knew of the enterprise till he had started.  I hardly remember the year, but I 
think it was 1857 or 1858. After failing in his attempt Mr Stuart returned to Oratunga Station.   
In subsequent expeditions of Stuart my brother James, Mr. Finke and myself, all assisted in fitting him out.  I started him 
on his final expedition from Mullooloo, which was made the head station instead of Oratunga.  William Cave and myself 
shod all his horses and punched all the spare shoes which he took with him on that journey.  When Stuart was returning 
after his successful journey I was at Bolmuna West when the first news that he was coming back arrived.  I went up to 
Leigh's Creek, now a railway station, below Farina to meet him.  At that time the furthest settlement north was 
Chambers's Creek Station, about 150 miles further up, held by Humphrey & Barker, and that was the last point of 
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civilization Stuart passed on his way out, and the first he touched at on his return.  At Leigh's Creek I met him and his 
party, and brought them through to Adelaide, about the last 400 miles of their journey.  They were all emaciated when 
I saw them.  Stuart would never have got through but for Auld and others of the party.  Coming down I had the great 
pleasure of witnessing the receptions of the party at the Burra, Kapunda, and Gawler, and the enthusiastic termination 
of the journeyings in Adelaide.   
I lived at Cherry Gardens till 1855, when I removed to my present residence at Richmond. During this time I looked after 
the stations at Lake Bonney and the other places I have mentioned, which were situated: about 350 miles north.  When 
these northern runs were first taken up they were the furthest north, and were looked upon as quite out of the world.  
Others soon took up the surrounding country, however, but it was so new that the Government paid Stuart for the 
surveys which he made for me.   
Yes, it is a pleasure to look back on those old days and see what the colony is now.  We had to work then, and did work, 
but we were all the better for it.  We had a new land before us and had to prove it.   
Fresh meat was worth something in those days.  I remember Basil Sladden, who lived at the Horseshoe, and used to 
supply the people with kangaroo meat and wild turkeys at 1s. a lb.  Vegetables were scarce, too.  The first man who 
grew vegetables here was a shipmate of mine named Hobbs, and the first produce he sold was some cabbages. Another 
man used to sell some native vegetable, which he called cabbage, in small bunches at 6d. each, and we were glad to buy 
it.  Although the life was hard then we used to enjoy ourselves and were very happy. We never expected to see such 
progress as has been made. To receive letters from England in a month we could not have believed possible.  If we got 
a reply from the old country in eighteen months it was very good.  And the Exhibition— no you are right — we never 
thought to see anything like that in Adelaide. No, but it is pleasant to look back now and see what has been done here, 
compare Adelaide now and as it was when I first knew it, or to have a chat with one whom I knew in those old times. 

South Australian Register – 11th January 1888, page 6 

 
Notes:- 

• This is not a letter, but it appeared in the same paper, on the same page as another letter about the first 
ploughing. 

• Plough – which: 

 “The plough was of the most improved description. It was brought here by the Hon. B. T. Finniss, who 
came here before Mr. Allan McLean” 

• Ploughing – where: 

 “City acre 55, where the Castle Inn now stands, on the Morphett street frontage between Hindley-
street and North-terrace. The land belonged to Mr. Birdsey”.  This is about 100 metres east of 
Donald’s half-town acre.   

 “2 acres of land on the south corner of Hurtle-square for Mr. George Milner Stephen, who paid me 
£20 for the work”. 

 “The land which Mr. McLean ploughed was about 3 acres near where Keswick now is, and that he 
sowed with wheat. Mr. Donald McLean built a house there” 

• Ploughing – when: 

 “I did the first ploughing in the colony …..  Mr. McLean has claimed that he turned the first sod here, 
but it is a mistake” 

• Ploughing – who: 

 John Chambers & George Parsons – “I guided the plough, and George Parsons drove the bullocks” 

 “I see that Mr. McLean has claimed that he turned the first sod here, but it is a mistake” 

 “I did the first ploughing in the colony…. Mr. Birdsey gave me £10 for the work.  

  “I have two letters here, one from Mr. John Templer, of Two Wells, and another from Mr. 
Windebank, of Hamilton, mentioning that I ploughed the first acre of land in South Australia.  
Windebank, who came out as farm bailiff to the late Mr. Robert Thomas, was I remember well the 
first constable in the colony “ 

 “Afterwards I ploughed 2 acres of land on the south corner of Hurtle-square for Mr. George Milner 
Stephen, who paid me £20 for the work. 

 John Bowler Bull agreed that Chambers was the first ploughman (Letter 12) 

• Ploughing – how 

 “The ploughing was done with a team of six bullocks. I guided the plough, and George Parsons drove 
the bullocks” 

• Stock: 

 5 bullocks from Tasmania by Stephen Hack & JB Hack – in February 1837  
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 30 cattle from Sydney by James Fisher -  early 1837 

 40 or 50 bullocks from the Cape on the Coromandel  - brother of Chambers – early 1837 

 20 Government horses  

 6 horses by JB Hack 

 Little white pony – John Morphett – 

 2 mules – Governor Hindmarsh 

• Food: 

 “Basil Sladden, who lived at the Horseshoe to supply the people with kangaroo meat and wild 
turkeys at 1s. a lb”  

 “The first man who grew vegetables here was a shipmate of mine named Hobbs, and the first 
produce he sold was some cabbages”. 

 “Another man used to sell some native vegetable, which he called cabbage, in small bunches at 6d. 
each’ 

• Immigrants: 
 John Chambers in Feb 1837 on the John Renwick 

 James Windebank arrived in the colony on 14th Nov 1836 on the Africaine.  He was 22 year old 
labourer engaged by Robert Thomas (ref:  http://www.slsa.sa.gov.au/BSA/ShipLists%20Alpha%20by%20Year/1836.htm) 

 John Templer arrived on 12th Jan 1837 on the Coromandel  

 Boyle Travers Finnis arrived on 11th Sept 1836 on the Cygnet  

 Cornelius Birdseye arrived on 30th July 1836 on the Lady Mary Pelham. 

• Errors: 

 Chambers’ ship was the John Renwick  - not the John Rennie 
 

..ooOOoo.. 
 

10. ‘An Old Salt’ on 12th Jan 1888 
THE PIONEER PLOUGHMEN  
To the editor.  Sir— As it will soon be fifty years since I landed at Holdfast Bay, I naturally take a deep interest in matters 
relating to the early days of the colony. and cannot refrain a smile at times when I see how ‘mixed’ some of the old 
pioneers get in their revelations. In your issue to-day Mr. McLean says:— “The ship I came in was the Navarino. It was 
the third ship, the first being the Buffalo, the second the Coromandel, and the third the Navarino’.  Mr. McLean has 
evidently lost his reckoning, and is drifting hopelessly without chart, sextant, or compass, as will be seen by the following 
list of vessels which arrived before the Navarino, the third vessel, according to Mr. McLean, which dropped anchor in St. 
Vincent's Gulf : — Duke of York, Lady Mary Pelham, John Pirie, Rapid, Cygnet, Emma, Africaine, Tam o' Shanter, Buffalo, 
Coromandel, William Hutt, John Renwick, Mary and Jane, South Australian, Sarah and Elizabeth, Shah, Isabella, Lord 
Hobart, Abeona, Solway, Katherine Stewart Forbes, Hartley, Peter Proctor, and Lady Emma. It matters little to me 
whether Mr. McLean, Mr. Watson, or Mr. Chambers' turned the first furrow in South Australia, but when I see the 
nautical history of the colony so garbled by a 'Pioneer Ploughman' I cannot refrain from entering it in the log. I am, Sir, 
&c, An Old Salt (South Australian Register, 12th January 1888, p6 & Adelaide Observer 14th Jan, p12)  

 
Notes:- 

• Plough – which: 

 Nothing stated 

• Ploughing – when: 

 Nothing stated 

• Ploughing – who: 

 Nothing stated 

• Ploughing – where: 

 Nothing stated 

• Ships: 

 The Old Salt’s list of ships coincides with the details on Diane Cummings’ website “Bound for South 
Australia’.  

 There were 9 passenger ships in 1836, and 15 in 1837.  The Navarino was the last of these. 
 

..ooOOoo.. 
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11.  TR Haldane on 14th Jan 1888 (letter dated 5th Jan) 
THE OLD PLOUGHMAN  
To the editor.  Sir—In answer to Mr. W. B. Sexton, and all the other correspondents who have taken part in the 
controversy, let me say in brief to save time and space, "Who's to prove it?" Let the old men meet and talk over the 
matter themselves. What a glorious time they would have to talk over half a century of events of the colony in which 
they live. Just fancy—Mr. McLean, age 78; Mr.R. Rankine, 77 ; and Mr. Sexton, 76, meeting. This little trio would soon 
settle the matter by searching up at the Land Office old files. That would settle it. These three gentlemen are all known 
to each other, but there is not much love lost, all the others save poor Mr. McLean being well to do. Mr. Sexton's caustic 
remarks re the female portion of the McLean family has certainly done them no harm. It is well known that every member 
of the old family— old Donald's family—had to work hard. As to the date of arrival, Mr. Allan McLean is a little out, Mr. 
W. B. Sexton having preceded him by only four months. That's not long. But the matter of the plough and plough man. 
Whose was it, and who brought it out, and who was he?  Mr. McLean says it was he. Now, I think if the three met and 
discussed it over it would settle it. What do you say, Sir?   I am, sir, &c.,  T. R, Haldane. East-terrace, January 5  (Adelaide 
Observer, 14th January 1888, p12) 

 
Notes:- 

• Plough – which: 

 Not stated 

• Ploughing – when: 

 Not stated 

• Ploughing – who: 

 “Mr. McLean says it was he” 

• Ploughing – where: 

 Not stated 

• Girls:  

 “Mr. Sexton's caustic remarks re the female portion of the McLean family has certainly done them no 
harm. It is well known that every member of the old family— old Donald's family—had to work 
hard.” 

• Solution: 

 “settle the matter by searching up at the Land Office old files” 

• Relationship: 

 Allan, Robert Rankine & William Sexton – “These three gentlemen are all known to each other, but 
there is not much love lost.” 

 
..ooOOoo.. 

 

12:  John Bowler Bull on 15th Jan 1888 
THE FIRST PLOUGHMAN 
To the Editor.  Sir— I was quite surprised at Mr. McLean claiming to be the first that ploughed up ground in South 
Australia. Now, Sir, for your information and the public I have heard my father say when I was a boy, over forty years 
ago, that the first ground ploughed in the colony was an acre on East-terrace for himself, and a small piece under the 
North Adelaide Hill for the Hack Brothers, and that Mr. John Chambers was the man who ploughed the ground, so he 
must be the first pioneer ploughman. My father was a man you could depend on as to truthfulness. I never knew him to 
tell a lie, and he hated a liar. Mr. McLean naming the Reedbeds as the first place where ground was ploughed in the 
colony made a great mistake. My father occupied one of the first sections at the Reedbeds by putting a flock of sheep 
there. Old Miles was the shepherd, and I think it is known by the name of Bull's section to this day. My father's business 
at that time brought him in contact with everything that was going on, so I think he ought to be a good authority. If Mr. 
McLean is in poor circumstances let his friends assist him by all means by getting up a subscription-list, whether he be 
the first or last ploughman, I will give my mite. I am. Sir. &c, John Bowler Bull, Wallup, Victoria, January 15. (South 
Australian Register,18th January 1888, p7) 

 
Notes:- 

• Plough – which: 

 Nothing stated 
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• Ploughing – when: 

 Nothing stated 

• Ploughing – who: 

 “The first ground ploughed in the colony …… that Mr. John Chambers was the man who ploughed the 
ground, so he must be the first pioneer ploughman”. 

• Ploughing – where: 

 An acre on East-terrace for John Bull’s father.   

 “A small piece under the North Adelaide Hill for the Hack Brothers”  

 Not Reedbeds: “Mr. McLean naming the Reedbeds as the first place where ground was ploughed in 
the colony made a great mistake.  My father occupied one of the first sections at the Reedbeds by 
putting a flock of sheep there.  Old Miles was the shepherd, and I think it is known by the name of 
Bull's section to this day.” 

• Help:  

 “If Mr. McLean is in poor circumstances let his friends assist him by all means by getting up a 
subscription-list, whether he be the first or last ploughman, I will give my mite 

• Immigrants: 

 John Bowler Bull’s father was probably Edward Bull who arrived on the Buffalo in December 1836. 
 

..ooOOoo.. 
 

Relationships 
 
On the face of it, this exchange of letters appears to be between citizens who are simply expressing their views but who 
are not personally connected with Allan, and do not know each other.  In fact, there is some history between them and 
they did not declare their interests.  A little digging reveals some fascinating insights into the circumstances surrounding 
these letters. 
 
Allan, Robert Rankine & William Sexton – “These three gentlemen are all known to each other, but there is not much 
love lost.” (Haldane letter 11) 
 
Haldane families: 
There were many linkages between the Haldanes and the McLeans :- 

• TR Haldane might have been Thomas Haldane who had married Elisa Willock Dawson in 1852.  Elisa’s sister 
was Catherine who was Allan’s wife. 

• Thomas’s younger brother Robert had married Allan’s and Catherine’s daughter, Eliza Anne (in 1873).  Allan 
and Catherine stayed with Eliza and Robert in Mount Templeton and again with Eliza in Hackney after Robert 
died a year after the letters. 

• On 16th May 1881, Robert was appointed an attorney to handle all Allan’s business transactions as well as those 
of Allan’s oldest son Donald.  (ref :  Mathews, p 65)   

• But note also Thomas and Elisa Willock separated around 1880.  And Elisa Ann’s and Robert’s marriage was 
dissolved at the end of 1886.  The breakdowns of these marriages would have affected relationships between  
the kinship network.  

• Allan’s and Catherine’s daughter, Christina (Tina) married Peter Kelly who had (unspecified?) connections with 
the Haldanes. 

• The other family association alluded to by TR Haldane is that another daughter, Margaret married Thomas 
Power so maybe Allan and Catherine were staying with either Margaret or her in-laws at Power’s stable’s.      

 
Rankine families:   

• We are not certain what connections Robert Rankine had with the Rankins who were a prominent pioneering 
family which had had a great deal to do with the McLeans around Strathalbyn over the previous half century.   

• However, we are certain that Robert and Allan knew each other because they both came out on the Navarino 
together exactly 50 years previously.  We know this because of a gravestone in the Stockport cemetery has it 
that Robert Rankine died in 1896 at 86 years old after 57 years as a pioneer.  This corresponds, within a year 
so, of the details on the passenger list which had him 26 years old.  However, the list has his wife as Isabella 
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whereas the wife named on the gravestone is Margaret – maybe this was a second marriage.  Robert and Allan 
would have got to know each other very well on the long voyage.   

• Now, half a century later, maybe he reacted so unsympathetically because of some antagonism between the 
families – possibly arising from (or the cause of) Allan’s dramatic departure from Stathalbyn a decade 
previously.  So we ask, were the Rankines rankled when the McLeans cleaned out?   

• There was a hint of conflict between the families in an incident back in the 1860s when William Rankine tricked 
Allan’s brother, John, out of most of Waterloo (section 2778) during a whisky drinking session (BRB p264).   

• Some jealousy between the two pioneering families might be implied because Mr Rankine was nitpicking over 
whether the McLeans “turned the first sod in South Australia”.  Mr Rankine identifies three crops (paddy, 
wheat and barley) on town blocks.  He does not say how large these crops were and neither does he specify 
when this was.  It could have only been between when the first settlers arrived in late 1836 and June 1838 
when the McLeans acquired their ‘country’ land.  The McLeans would have set about clearing and ploughing 
very soon after that because they harvested their first crop later that year.  Rankine leaves it open that the 
McLeans could have been the first to sow a substantial (20 acres) wheat crop because the town blocks would 
have been quite small and may in fact have been prepared by shovel rather than plough.  We do not know.  In 
either case, it seems a bit churlish of Rankine to dwell on this technical point of whether or not a plough was 
used and whether the crop was wheat or some other crop.  He bypasses the main thrust of the Haldane letter 
which was that Allan was undoubtedly a pioneer and was undoubtedly needing some help now. 

• At the same time, there was Andrew C Rankine who was prominent in the spectacular growth of the Church 
of Christ in Norwood (HR Taylor’s history of the CoC, p 116).  It is not known what the relationship was between 
Andrew and Robert, but Allan would certainly have known AC very well (why?) – but this is probably not 
relevant.   However for a time he worked for Alexander Gordon on Angas Plains near Strathalbyn (ref : obid p 
179), so he did have connections with Strathalbyn where the Rankine family was prominent. 

• TR Haldane described Robert Rankine and Allan and as being ‘fast friends’ (letter 6), but implied that there had 
been a falling out.. 

 
Seeing that it was possibly in the background of this exchange of letters, we can reflect for a moment on the comparative 
contributions of the three pioneering families in Strathalbyn – McLeans, Dawsons and Rankines.   The Haldanes were 
never part of the Strathalbyn story but had marriage connections with the McLeans and Dawsons.  There were of course 
many other pioneering families in Strathalbyn – most prominent amongst them were Donald Gollan and less prominent 
were the Gordon’s.  But for now, let’s just focus on the three families : 

• McLeans:  The McLeans settled in Strathalbyn just a year or so after the very first settlers.  Allan was the eldest 
son and was there for 36 formative years before he left.  Allan was briefly a member of the local council, but 
generally the McLeans were not prominent in civic life or elders in the church.  So they were not key figures in 
the leadership and planning for the development of the area.  Apart from the first wheat crop, they did not 
continue to be innovators in agricultural practices.  Their important place in the district is because of the size 
of the families and their many farming properties across the districts south of Strathalbyn.   

• Dawsons: Catherine as the oldest daughter of James Dawson who was there right from the beginning and was 
prominent in many aspects of public, commercial and agricultural life. 

• Rankines: Robert was possibly the son of Dr John Rankine.  John and his brother, Mathew, along with James 
Dawson, were regarded as the founders of the town and district. 

 
We do not know whether TR Haldane and Robert Rankine knew each other personally or whether they exchanged 
words directly before or after this public exchange through the newspaper.  But they certainly would have known other 
members of their extended families even though the two men had now moved away from Strathalbyn - TR in East 
Terrace and Robert in Stockport.  
 
Although Robert Rankine did not declare his underlying motivation, neither did TR Haldane declare his connections with 
the McLeans.  Mr Rankine was probably aware of the general connections between the McLeans, Haldanes and Powers 
but he might not have known the specifics of how much the children had helped their parents.  Otherwise he would 
have known that it is not warranted to criticize them for lack of ‘filial affection’ and the need to ‘compel’ them to help 
their father.   Mr Haldane’s motivation in seeking public support might not have been to obviate the need for family 
contributions because we know that at least daughter Eliza, brother John and maybe daughter Margaret, had cared for 
them in recent years. 
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Maybe Robert Rankine had a point – who were Allan and Catherine staying with? :- 

• With Eliza and Robert at Kilkerrin for a year or so.  And then with Eliza (after she separated from Robert) in 
Adelaide for a year or so. 

• With John at Waterloo for a short time. 

• With Margaret at Power’s Stables at the time of the letters. 

• Could have, or did, the other children contribute.  What were they thinking? 

• How destitute was he?  Catherine had inherited a substantial property in 1885 after her mother’s death and 
Allan farmed this land for a year or so before moving to Adelaide. 

 
So, with these letters, Allan’s plight and his family’s obligations were canvassed in public way.  This must have had a big 
impact on many people.  We are left to ponder the various points of view which would have been voiced across the 
meal tables – between Allan and Catherine, and the many other McLean households around the countryside.  Also, the 
general readers of the newspaper would have been either sympathetic or disdainful of the sentiments expressed by TR 
Haldane and Robert Rankine. 
 
There is are general connections between the Rankines and the McLeans which the present parties might not have 
been aware of :- 

• The Rankines are seps of clan McLean. 

• The Rankines are the pipers for clan McLeans. 

• Allan’s grandmother was probably a Rankine. 
 
Robert Haldane died eleven months after these letters.  Allan died almost three years after these letters. 
 

Summary 
 
The various locations are summarized on the following table:- 

 
Where                                         When                Crop        Owner             Ploughman        Method             Reference 

“North Adelaide known as 
Hack’s Garden” - “small 
piece under the North 
Adelaide Hill”.  This might be 
town acres 1004 to 1018. 

 Wheat Hack 
brothers 

John 
Chambers 
and/or John 
Watson 

 Rankine, letter 5 
& Sexton, letter 7 
& Bull letter 12 

“one patch on the Torrens 
near what was Buffalo Row” 
(Emigration Square) 

 Paddy  Not specified  Rankine, letter 5 

“Near South Terrace”  Barley South 
Australian 
Company 

Not specified  Rankine, letter 5 

Town acre - “small piece of 
land in South Terrace” 

   John Watson Bullocks Sexton letter 7 

Town acre in East Terrace    Edward Bull John 
Chambers 

 Bull, letter 12 

Town acre 55 - “where the 
Castle Inn now stands, on 
the Morphett street 
frontage between Hindley St 
& North Tce” 

  Cornelius 
Birdseye 

John 
Chambers & 
George 
Parsons  

6 bullocks Chambers, item 
9 

Probably town acres 598 & 
599 – “2 acres of land on the 
south corner of Hurtle-
square” –  

  George 
Milner 
Stephen 

John 
Chambers & 
George 
Parsons 

6 bullocks Chambers, item 
9 

Town acres 71 & 72 - “Near 
the corner of Morphett and 
Hindley Streets” 

 Wheat Charles 
George 
Everard 

William 
Everard 

By spade Appendix A in 
G60 
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About town and Bay & Port 
Roads 

  Various Allan Bullocks Rankine, letter 5 

Sturt & lots of others After 
Hilton in 
late 1838 
or 1839 

 Mr Leigh 
 

Allan Bullocks Allan, letter 5 

Reedbeds April & 
May 1838 

 Owned by 
no-one 

Allan Bullocks Allan, letter 3 
Haldane, letter 1 

Hilton – 20 acres July 1838 Wheat Donald 
McLean 

Allan & John 
McLean 

Bullocks  

 

Conclusions 
 

• Help:  The series of letters started with Robert Haldane’s proposal that Allan,  who was impoverished, should 
receive help from the public.  This did not prompt a strong positive response.  

• Relationships:  The letters imply some interesting connections between the early colonialists - the McLean, 
Haldane and Rankin families.   

• Debate:  The letters were debating “Who ploughed the first sod?”, rather than “Who grew the first substantial 
crop of wheat?”   

• First plough:  Donald’s was not the first plough to be brought to the colony.  The Watson plough arrived on the 
Hartley, seven weeks before Donald’s on the Navarino.  And John Chambers says he used a plough owned by 
Finnis which might have arrived many months before that.  Maybe there were other ploughs, but we have no 
indications of this. 

• First wheat:  There were a couple of crops of wheat either the year before, or the same year as McLeans – but 
these were smaller.  They were at Hack’s garden in North Adelaide and Dr Everard’s town acres.  

• First ploughman:  Three people might have been doing some ploughing before Allan but not as much as him.  
They were John Chambers, John Watson & William Everard.  There was a total of 86 acres cultivated in 1838 – 
only 20 acres where the McLeans’ was wheat.  This means that the other 66 acres of non-wheat crops were 
ploughed by other ploughmen (but some were turned with spades). 

• First locations:  In the first year or so, there would have been many areas where the sod was turned by spade 
and at least eight areas ploughed – probably many more.  These were all small fields, mostly on town acres.   

• McLeans:  Their efforts contrast with all these others in that it was much more extensive:- 

 Reedbeds:  Allan ploughed for some sort of crop in the Reedbeds in April and May in 1838.  

 Hilton:  The McLean’s harvested their wheat in December 1838, so they must have cleared, ploughed 
and seeded as soon as they knew what farmland they were allocated – so maybe by early July 1838. 

 Elsewhere:  Allan did a lot of ploughing around town and in Sturt, Bay Road and Port Road.  This might 
have been in late 1838 or subsequent years. 

• Credibility: 

 There is some credibility in Allan claiming that he was the first ploughman and that this was at 
Reedbeds because:- 

 Means:  He had the plough, had the bullocks and had the seed. 

 Needs:  The colony would have been anxious for someone to grow any kind of crop 

 Land:  In early 1838, the only land owned were the town acres.  The McLeans had a half acre, but it is 
not known why Allan did not plough there.  The McLeans were waiting for their 80 acres to be 
allocated to them (Hilton) so maybe Allan started using land at Reedbeds which did not belong to him 
(or to anyone else)   

 Memories:  However, Allan and the other correspondents, would have some faulty memories about 
some details because they were trying to recollect activities which had occurred a half-century before.  
Inaccuracies would have crept in as people perceived the same events in different ways 

• Reconciling the claims 

 We should not overstate the part the McLeans played.  Many others were contributing to the early 
development of agriculture in the colony.  Others were ploughing and others were growing wheat – 
but none as much as the McLeans.  The McLeans stand out, because no one else was so early, with 
so many acres, and so successful with wheat                    ..ooOOoo.. 


