Notes for researchers

The first wheat crop in South Australia
Version 2 – September 2017
www.christinaanddonaldmclean.com

This is one of a series of 38 articles which should be read in conjunction with each other. Look at ‘Setting the Scene’,
in Small Print on the left of the homepage, for a list of all these drafts and explanations of some concepts being used.
Also see ‘Overview of Donald’s life’ for summaries of each of the other notes.
The other notes which are most pertinent to the first wheat crop are ‘Donald’s life around Adelaide’.

..ooOOoo..

Summary – purpose and highlights
Donald McLean and his large family migrated from the Scottish Highlands on the ‘Navarino’ to the colony in South
Australia in December 1837. This was just 17 months after the very first migrants had started arriving in the new colony
and 12 months after the Adelaide site was decided. Surveying had started but land, which Donald had pre-purchased
in London, was not available until 7 months after the family had arrived. They grew 8 hectares of wheat which was the
first harvested in the colony.
These notes describe how the wheat was grown, controversies about claims for being the first, and the significance of
this development.
..ooOOoo..

Imperative
The need
•

•

•
•

•
•

At the time the McLeans arrived in the colony, there were xxxx settlers around Adelaide and xxx aboriginals in
the general area. New settlers were arriving at the rate of xxxx, and so, by the end of 1838, when the wheat
was harvested, there were xx mouths to feed.
There needed to be reliable sources of food for everyone. The traditional aboriginal methods of living off the
land would have gone little towards feeding such a large concentration of people who were putting
unprecedented pressure on scarce natural resources.
There would have been great interest in whatever supplies came on the ships from England and the other
colonies. Very little could come via the difficult overland journey from Melbourne.
They had to start growing their own food and many settlers would have been trying different crops. 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. They would have been
trying other crops, using methods which they were familiar with from ‘home’ – some methods would have
worked and others would have had little success in these different circumstances.
So, there would have been a great deal of discussion when people saw whatever someone else was trying.
With such a great need, and so many people trying different methods, it is surprising that others were not
already growing wheat. Thus, the McLeans efforts were impressive – they succeeded where others had not –
and would have attracted a great deal of attention.
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How the wheat was grown
Equipment
•

•

•

•

The McLeans arrived on the ‘Navarino’ at Holdfast Bay in 6 th December 1837. Just a month after arriving,
Donald had quickly sized up the conditions. They had brought a plough with them on the ship, and maybe they
also brought some small essentials such as spades, but they needed more stock, equipment and supplies to
set up a farm. Some items, like hoes and sickles might have been available in the new colony but they needed
more. Their requirements could be obtained from Van Diemans Land rather than overland from Melbourne
or Sydney.
So, Donald sent two sons on the ‘Navarino’ as it continued on its journey to Van Diemans Land. This would
have been Allan, and possibly Hugh or John. The ship departed on 6th January 1838. The only surviving shipping
information about this departure states that the 'Navarino' was carrying ballast and five un-named passengers
(Mathews p 11).
Donald had migrated with “a fair amount of capital” and Allan took £800 Allan for purchases (BRB pxx) They
bought two teams of bullocks and horses including their most prized horse called ‘Nugget’ and drays. They
obtained seed wheat which at that time was only obtainable in Van Diemen‘s Land. They also brought back
other items including a cat for their mother (BRB p11). It must have taken a while in Hobart Town (or
Launceston) to get hold of these items and prepare it all for shipping to Holdfast Bay.
We know they did not return on the 'Navarino' because this ship left Hobart Town for Valparaiso in Chile. John
Mathews has suggested that they might have returned on the ‘Lady Emma’ from Launceston in the fourth
week of January (Mathews p11). However, there are questions about whether they got all their supplies from
Hobart or Launceston – and also this gave the men two weeks whereas this might not have been enough time
for them to make these arrangements. Alternatively, Mathews has noted that the ‘Abedina’ returned from
Hobart in May (Mathews p11).

Acquiring the land
•

•
•

•

•

On 26th July 1837, a month before leaving London on 25th August, Donald had paid £80 for land, site unseen
(Mathews p8). [research: The BRB has it at £1,000 pounds.] This was for Land Order 454 which entitled him
to 80 acres near Adelaide and a town acre within Adelaide.
Everyone had to wait for the initial surveying of the land which was still being arranged by Col Light.
“A general meeting of the holders of the first 437 Land Orders issued was called for 12 th May 1838 for the
selection of their sections of the land. As holder of Land Order 454, Donald McLean would have attended the
second meeting, called by the Colonial Commissioner in a notice dated 15 th June 1838 which appeared in the
paper the next day” (Mathews p11). [research: BRB pxx has the meeting date on 6th June 1838]. There were
30 applicants attending and Donald had 12th choice (BRB pxx).
For his 80 acres, Donald chose section 50. This area was initially called Hilton. Donald’s section is the
southwestern corner of the present South Road and Richmond Road, Marleston where the Post Office and
Galway Garden are now. About 2 kilometers from the GPO. This was officially “ready for delivery of
possession” as from the 1st August 1838 (Mathews p11).
For his town acre, he chose lot 57 but it is not known when this was selected and when it became available.

Acreage
•
•
•

The McLeans ploughed 20 acres of their 80 acres in their first year - this was a strong beginning in virgin land.
20 acres (8 hectares) does not seem like a large area, but 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 (xxx) that it was just 3 acres, whereas the Big Red Book has it as 20 acres (8 hectares).

Characteristics of the land
•
•
•
•

Why did Donald select this particular section? Did he know anything about it, had he tried to use a spade on
it before the land meeting?
What sort of terrain? Hills? Water courses?
How good was the soil – was it sandy, clay, rock.
What sort of vegetation was it and how difficult was it to clear?
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•
•

How easy was it to plough? Everard’s hard ground xxxxx
Some of the above questions can be considered by observing what this area is like now.

Where to start
•

•

Their first walk over their new farm land 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 perhaps fencing.
They would have been deciding whether or not to start on their town acre rather than the farm.

When
•
•

•

BRB states (p xxx) they “lost no time” in planting the crop, but in fact, they would not have known which land
was to be their and “marked off ready for delivery of possession” until the beginning of August (Mathews p12).
After Allan had returned with the supplies from Van Dieman’s Land (at the end of January if the return was on
the ‘Lady Emma’, or May if on the ‘Abedina’), they would have been keen to get stated – but they had to wait
until August to find out where their farm would be.
They would have been anxious to get their first crop in, because by August, it was already late in the season and of course, they had not experienced enough of the local conditions to know what time of the year they
should have the seeds in the ground.

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 pxx)
John Chambers attributes the work to Allan, but all 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.
Also, maybe other pioneers got 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 might have been 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 parish 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).
“Mr McLean's sons Allan and John lost no time in yoking the bullocks to the plough which they had brought
with them“ (BRB p xx). Or maybe it was horses: “a horse called Nugget which was used for the original
ploughing” (BRB p xx) (ref: BRB p 9 – May 1923 text accompanying a sketch of Donald McLean’s cottage in
Hilton – Mortlock Library in the Public Library Adelaide source Laurence & Douglas McLean)
John Chambers used bullocks rather than horses.

Sowing
•

“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)
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Harvesting
•
•

The McLeans would have hand reaped with sickles and/or scythes. They might have stooked them.
Result: A ‘Good crop’ was harvested in the end of 1838

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).

Milling
•

What methods of grinding were used in Scotland before the McLean family migrated?

Cooking
•

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

Supporting the claim
•

•

•

•

•

•

State Records Office:
 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 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 wellknown 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”” (source xxxx).
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,
newspaper xxxxx).
 Comment: But if she arrived in 1839, how can we count on her stories about the events of 1838?
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 xxx).
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•

●

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 xxx)
 .
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.

Counter-claims
•

•

●

Controversy:
 Southern Argus" Strathalbyn, of December 7th, 1922: "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".
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)
 Comment: This claim might be compatible because the McLean claim is not about ploughing but
about planting and harvesting 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."
 “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” (Mortlock Library research note 276, January 1942 – letter from Archivist G.
N. Pitt)
 “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
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the experiment was successful, and heavy ears of grain were produced, to the discomfiture of his
detractors” (Doug Butler).
•

Others
 People started settling in the new colony 17 months before the McLeans. Initially they all had to rely
on the extra supplies that had been bought on their ships. Immediately there would have been a
huge effort to extract food from the land around Adelaide – perhaps looking for creatures in the bush
or native berries which they could turn into something edible. 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.
 But this was in an unfamiliar environment – maybe they learnt a little from the other colonies (Port
Jackson, Port Phillip, Morton Bay and and Van Diemans Land) which had been settled some decades
before South Australia.
 Also they were held up because no one owned any property while the first survey was taking time to
be completed.

Reconciling the claims
•
•
•
•

Maybe others did some ploughing first (but it was less than 20 acres)
Maybe some planted wheat (but it was less than 20 acres)
Or maybe they planted other crops.
But no one is claiming that they planted so much and were so successful.
..ooOOoo..

The development of the wheat ‘industry’
•

•

1839:


1840:




•

1841:




•

•

1842:


1843:


There was a drought in the first half of 1839 in Tasmania, but this was not affecting South Australia
(Newspaper xxx).
There were 120 acres of wheat in 1839 (State Records Office per Mathews p11).
Donald planted 14 acres of wheat, 4 acres of barley, 1 acres of oats (greenfeed) and 1 acre of potatoes
(Agricultural Returns per Mathews p11).
There were 817 acres of wheat (State Records Office per Mathews p11). [research: Check if it was
not 1816 acres]
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 (ref : SA Record and H, p11).
Cultivated land was 2,720 hectares (this might have included other grains as well as wheat). [research:
Check if this was not 1013 acres]
Cultivated land was 1,013 hectares, 959 horses, 16,050 cattle and 166,800 sheep.
In 1841, less than four years after they had arrived in the colony, the family left Hilton for Strathalbyn
which was about 55 kilometers to the south.
Apart from being the first wheat grower near Adelaide, Donald was “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).
“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).
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•
•

1995:

2016:


Plaque: on the corner of South Road and Richmond Road in Marleston.
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 – and
it all started with the McLean’s 8 hectares about 180 years ago.
..ooOOoo..

Miscellaneous
Why wheat? :
• Why wheat?: We wonder why Donald started with wheat, rather than barley and oats which he had been
growing in Duisky. In subsequent years, he grew barley as well as wheat.
• Did Donald (at the time or in later years) recognise the enormity of what he had started?
 There are no indications that he ever directly promoted/advocated the development of the wheat
‘industry’. He was never on a rural development authority or wheat marketing board etc.
 Maybe he was just doing what he was just doing.
..ooOOoo..

References
•

•

‘Library’ – this is a full list of the sources used in all the research notes in this series. It also has information on
how to access each of these documents and points out in what ways the particular document is relevant to
our research.
The most relevant documents for this present document have been included in the appendices: BRB – ‘The History of Donald and Christina McLean and Their Descendants’
 Trevor McLean – Speech at the McLean Reunion in 1988
 John Matthews – ‘Their Names Liveth’
 John Chambers – Newspaper article
..ooOOoo..
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Appendix A: 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, Marlston, 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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Page 11
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Page 12
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Appendix B – John Matthews “Their Name Liveth’, p 11
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Appendix D
Trevor McLean
– speech at the McLean Reunion on 1988 – page 11
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