
‘S Q U A T T IN G ’ O N  C R O W N  L A N D S  IN  

N E W  S O U T H  W A L E S  

Exploration and Early ‘Squatting’

The following notes and observations are given with a view 

to indicate the part taken by [explorers and] squatters in the 

prim ary inland explorations of the colony. The movements of 

squatters, in the appropriation of Crown lands for pastoral p u r 

poses, were for m any years practically uncontrolled owing chiefly 

to the inadequacy of Government supervision, and vast areas were 

privately explored and squatted upon long before the central 

government had any definite knowledge of such proceedings.

In Oxley’s report while passing over the tableland of New 

England, in the year 1818, we read, with regard to the likelihood 

of previous exploratory visits to that elevated plateau, as follows :

. . . One of the  m en, w ho had tak en  th e  dogs ou t a fte r  kangaroos, 
fell in  w ith  a  p a rty  of natives, am ong w hom  w ere som e w om en and 
children . T w o of the  m en accom panied  h im  to  the  tent. It was 
evident fro m  th e  w hole tone of th e ir  beh av io u r th a t they  had  been 
previously  acquain ted  w ith w hite  people, m ost p ro b ab ly  from  the 
settlem ent at Newcastle.

A fter the return of Oxley from his journey across country 

to the coast a t Port M acquarie, pastoralists lost no tim e in follow 

ing his trail, and the Liverpool Plains becam e largely occupied 

prior to  A llan Cunningham ’s journey, by way of these plains, to 

the D arling Downs in 1827. Five years later, in the same region, 

twenty-three squatters were displaced by the W arrah and Peel 

R iver exchange grants of the A ustralian A gricultural Company.
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The above persons were all well-known landholders in the 

settled districts, and were unauthorised occupiers of Crown lands 

beyond the “ limits of location” .]

In  Henry D angar’s Hunter River Directory and Emigrants’

Guide, published in England in 1828, it is stated that “from  the 

early part of 1822 to the end of the year 1825, all parts of the 

colony m ade extraordinary advances in settlement . . .  It is 

difficult to determ ine which division of the colony, during the 

time, m ade the greatest progress” .

As stated by D angar, a sim ilar expansion of pastoral settle 

ment occurred throughout the west and south, especially along the 

principal rivers; but care would appear to have been taken by 

many of the squatters to locate their primitive stations in incon 

spicuous places, for obvious reasons. In course of time it became 

necessary to increase the geographical knowledge of the interior, 

and, of the various rivers explored, mention may be m ade of the 

M urrum bidgee with reference to an incident which, whilst it 

occasioned uneasiness to C aptain Sturt and his party at the time, 

would indicate occupation by squatters.

It may be noticed, upon reading Sturt’s report, that he 

encountered no opposition by the natives worthy of note, until 

nearing the confluence of the Darling River, when, upon being 

opposed by a band of natives on the right bank of the river, “he 

made signs to them to desist, but without success” . While about 

to act in defence of his party, he wrote ;—

M y p u rpose  was checked by M acleay, w ho called to  me that 
an o th e r p a rty  of blacks had m ade th e ir appearance  upon  the left bank 
of the river. T u rn in g  round, I observed fo u r m en at the  top  of th e ir 
speed. T h e  forem ost of them , as soon as he got ahead of th e  boat, 
th rew  him self in to  the  w ater. H e  struggled across the channel to  the 
sandbank, and in  an incredib ly  short space of tim e stood in fro n t of 
the savage against w hom  my aim  had been directed. Seizing him  by 
the  th ro a t, he pushed him  backw ards, and forcing  all w ho w ere in the  
w ater upon the bank, he tro d  its m argin w ith a vehem ence and an 
ag ita tion  th a t w ere exceedingly strik ing— at one m om ent po in ting  to  
the  boat, a t an o th e r shaking his clenched hand in the  faces of the 
m ost fo rw ard , and stam ping w ith  passion on the sand; his voice, that 
was at first d istinct and clear, was lost in hoarse m urm urs. . . .

* W allam oul, by M itchell 
:  Abt. 1600, by M itchell



Sturt, while “overwhelmed with astonishm ent” a t the action 

taken apparently on his behalf, offers no explanation regarding 

the incident, but had he been aw are of the apparent squatting 

interests endangered by such bellicose proceedings on the part of 

the aggressive natives, comments would probably have been made 

on the friendly action of interested parties whose native stockmen 

had, it may be assumed, been instructed to secretly watch, and, 

if necessary, ensure the safety of the exploring party  against such 

attacks while passing through the occupied areas. Needless to 

say, the movements of Sturt would be known to the squatters, and 

care would be taken to remove any stock depasturing on the river 

during the passing of the Government explorers.

Further south, the unlicensed occupation of Crown lands was 

also becoming fairly general, regarding which mention may be 

m ade of the H enty Brothers, who were in occupation of the 

Portland Bay district six years before their presence there, as 

squatters, became known to the Surveyor-General in Sydney.

[Other explorers, whose reports helped to m ake the inland 

country better known were H um e and Hovell overland to 

W estern Port and district in 1824, and A llan Cunningham 

over the Liverpool Range to the D arling Downs in 1827. 

Then in the 1830s, as M ajor M itchell’s explorations into the 

interior became widely known, stock was being mustered in 

great numbers by squatters eager to  follow his well m arked 

routes to  locate suitable spots to establish a squattage.]

This irregular mode of pastoral occupation of Crown lands 

beyond the limits of location continued up to the year 1840, when, 

in accordance with the Land Act of the previous year, these outer 

lands were subdivided into districts and, as stated by Governor 

Gipps, “commissioners were appointed to exercise a control over 

the numerous grazing establishments which have been formed in 

those districts” .

[It may be mentioned here tha t two earlier Acts concerning 

Crown Lands “beyond the limits” were brought in during 1833 

and 1836 respectively, both of which will be referred to later.]

Prior to the publication of Commissioner Bigge’s report of 

10 January, 1823, unauthorised occupation of Crown lands for 

pastoral purposes was largely confined to the unappropriated 

lands, adjoining or in the vicinity of grants to settlers; but, upon 

the issue of that report, which, in conjunction with a general 

review of public affairs, described the successful efforts of colonial 

pastoralists in the rearing of sheep and cattle, and the grassland 

discoveries of explorers, a stimulus given pastoral pursuits [by 

squatters] which soon overflowed the “ limits of location” or the 

external limits of the nineteen counties into which the 34,505 

square miles of settlement area around Sydney was divided [later].

The term ‘squatter’, as applied to the unauthorised occupier 

of Crown lands in Australia, would appear to have had its origin



in the United States of America, where it continues to have a 

reproachful significance as regards similar occupancy of State 

lands. In A ustralia, however, this originally opprobrious term 

gradually assumed a com plim entary significance as the squatters 

increased in num ber and became opulent.

[S. H. Roberts, in his book History of Australian Land Settle 

ment, a t p. 175, says, “The word was first used in Van 

Diemen’s Land— in the twenties there emerged a class of what 

might be termed frontiersmen, ‘bushrangers’ or ex-convicts— 

shingle splitters—or small cultivators who gathered flocks both 

by legal and illegal means. These people were known as 

‘squatters’— even in the twenties and their holdings were 

termed ‘runs’—a most convenient depot for stolen sheep . . .” ]

The “ limits of location” or the boundaries “beyond which 

land was neither sold nor let” [nor settlers allowed], was originally 

decided upon in 1826, but m ore definitely located in 1829.

[It might be explained here that the origin of action regarding 

the division of the territory for land settlement in the colony 

above referred to, originated in a Despatch No. 1, from the 

Secretary of State to G overnor Brisbane, 1 January, 1825, for 

the appointm ent of three Commissioners called Commissioners 

of V aluation and Survey with instructions signed by Sir 

Thom as Brisbane, 23 June, 1825, that their duties w'ere ;— 

apportionm ent of the territory into counties and parishes, the 

valuation of the W aste Lands of the colony, issue of grants 

and provision for reserves, etc. The original Commissioners 

were John Oxley, Surveyor-General, Chief Commissioner, 

William Cordeaux and John Campbell. In 1828 M ajor 

Mitchell, owing to the death of Oxley, became Surveyor- 

General and Chief Commissioner and G. M. C. Bowen was 

added. In 1829 a further change took place which then com  

prised M ajor Mitchell (S.G.), John Stephens and George Innes.

After about three years of investigation the work was con 

sidered sufficiently advanced towards completion for the 

Secretary of State to advise Governor Darling that any further 

duties regarding this work should devolve on the Surveyor- 

General (T. L. Mitchell). The office of the Commissioners 

was then discontinued by Royal Instructions from the Secre 

tary of State and the Surveyor-General advised by the 

Governor in a letter from the Colonial Secretary, 28 October, 

1830.

Following the report of the Commissioners, Sir Ralph 

Darling issued a Government Order on 14 October, 1829, 

defining the “ limits of location” or the settled district which 

comprised the Nineteen Counties mentioned before by J. F. 

Campbell.]



This central area, which embraced the nineteen counties, and 

which was then considered as of ample extent for the requirements 

of settlement, may briefly be described as having been bounded on 

the north  by the M anning River up to its source in M ount Royal 

Range, thence by that range and the Liverpool R ange westerly 

to the source of the Coolaburragundy Creek, and thence in a 

south-westerly direction to the town of Wellington. On the west 

the boundary followed an irregular line in a southerly direction, 

by way of the sites of the townships of M olong, Orange, Cowra, 

Boorowa and Yass, and south to the M urrum bidgee, which it 

followed upwards for a distance of about sixty miles; thence on 

the south by the heads of the Queanbeyan and Shoalhaven Rivers, 

and by the M oruya River to the ocean (see m ap, page 16). In the 

following year (1830) the County of M acquarie was added to the 

settlement area.

The delimiting of rural settlement, as above described, did 

not, however, restrain the advance of pastoralists, as we read in 

G overnor D arling’s despatch of 17 February, 1831, that “precise 

boundaries being established, beyond which settlers are not allowed 

to receive grants or to lease land ; but it is impossible to prevent 

their sending their cattle to graze beyond those limits” .

[In C. J. King’s book. An Outline of Closer Settlement in 

New Soutii Wales, Part 1, pp. 45-46, he writes, “From  about 

1831 a significant change took place, as G. E. R anken states, 

‘A state of aff'airs arose which was unprecedented, unrecog 

nised by authority, and was totally unintelligible according to 

all official and business authority—the population was expand 

ing, and the sheep and cattle were increasing still faster— 

Impelled by a common impulse, the pioneers headed for the 

boundary (The Nineteen Counties ‘Limits of Location’). 

Shortly they were pouring across the frontiers in scores, north, 

south and west—The Governor could not have prevented this, 

because all the police and m ilitary in  A ustralia could not have 

guarded an open frontier of 500 miles—the trespassers had 

found a new nam e for themselves;—The inland frontiers of 

the United States were then infested by outlaws and vagrants 

who called themselves “squatters” , and this nam e was adopted 

by the A ustralian adventurers who had fluttered the dovecotes 

of the Colonial Ofl'ice about 1855’.”

(This brings vividly to mind some of A. B. Paterson’s 

lines, from  “Song of the Future”—

“The m ountains saw them  m arching by;

They faced the all-consuming drought.

They could not rest in settled land.

Their faces ever westward bent 

Beyond the farthest settlement.

Responding to the challenge cry.

Of ‘better country further out’.



Could braver histories unfold 

T han this bush story yet untold—

The story of their westward m arch”) ]

Then again on 4 July, 1834, G overnor Bourke, in his despatch 

of that date, wrote as follows :—

I w ould observe th a t it is no t beyond the sou thern  boundary  alone 
th a t flocks and herds of the  colonists have w andered fo r  su itab le  
pastures. T hey  are  num erous to  the  south-w est along the  bank of the 
M urrum bidgee, and to  th e  north  they have crossed the  m oun ta in  range 
in to  L iverpool Plains. H ere, indeed, and still m ore northerly*  on the 
banks of P ee l’s R iver, five hundred  thousand  acres of land have been 
granted  to  the  A .A. C om pany.J In every d irection , the  desire of 
procuring  good pastures fo r sheep has led th e  colonists fa r  beyond 
the  lim its of location . T hese  unauthorised  occupations m ust not. 
however, be perm itted  to  continue so long as lo create any title  to  the 
land  in the  occupier. U nder the provisions of an Act o f C ouncil, 
passed last year (1833). m easures m ay be taken to  prevent such a 
fraud  on the Crown.

The Act referred to is entitled “An Act for protecting the 

Crown Lands of this Colony from Encroachment, Intrusion, and 

Trespass”, and quoting from  Bourke’s despatch of 26 November, 

1833, “It authorises the appointm ent of Commissioners to act as 

the representatives of the Crown in all m atters relating to property 

in land, and more particularly to make such entries as should pre 

vent the rights of the Crown from being atfected, or lost sight of, by 

mere occupation w ithout purchase for a long space of time. 1 do 

not, however, propose” , he adds, “nor could 1 recommend it as 

a measure of sound policy, to seclude settlers from the tem porary 

occupation, w ithout payment, or those tracts of country in the 

rem ote interior which are already occupied as stock stations” .

[The following persons were approved by the Governor 

as Commissioners of Crown Lands for the purposes of the Act, 

and published in the New South Wales Government Gazette, 

30 October, 1833 : Samuel Augustus Perry, Percy Simpson 

and M ortim er William Lewis. They were to be armed with 

authority to warn off all trespassers on Crown Lands beyond 

the “ limits of location” , but the task was already quite hope 

less. The ever-increasing num ber of squatters continued to 

cross the prohibited boundaries, and as one observer said, not 

a hundred thousand soldiers scattered throughout the bush 

could drive back our herds within the limits of the nineteen 

counties. The Governor, however, had already decided not to 

displace any tem porary occupier of a stock station without 

payment.]

* See the  R oyal A ustra lian  H isto rica l Society’s Jo u rn a l of 1922, Vol. V III. 
Part V.

t  F o r  a  b rief account of th e  proceedings of th is com pany, w ith regard to 
th e  location  of parts of th e ir  g ran t in  the  L iverpool P la ins d istric t, sec 
the R oyal A ustra lian  H istorical Society’s Jo u rn a l of 1923. Vol. IX. 
Part III.



A bout this time the increasing irregularities of a certain class 

of “ squatters” became so pronounced that special mention of 

their crim inal practices was made by Judge Burton in addressing 

the jury, upon closing the proceedings of the Supreme Court, at 

the end of 1835 :

. . . “ A nother source of crim e, he  though t to be, the  occupation  
of th e  w aste lands of th e  colony by u n au thorised  and im pro p er persons 
bo th  bon d  and free, w ho com m encing w ith  no th ing , o r a very small 
cap ital, soon a fte r  acqu ired  by a degree o f w ealth  w ith  w hich m ust lead 
every reasonab le  m an to  the  conclusion they  d o  no t get it honestly .”

This assertion was freely commented upon in the local press, 

and editorials descriptive of the various methods of squatting 

appeared. N or did the Governor fail to represent the true state 

of affairs respecting “squatters” as may be perceived upon reading 

the following extract from  his despatch of 18 December, 1835 :—

. . . “T he persons to  whom  M r. B urton  alludes, fam ilia rly  called 
squatters,*  a re  th e  objects of great anim osity  on  th e  p a rt o f the  
w ealth ier settlers. As regards, however, th e  unauthorised  occupation  
of w aste lands, it m ust be confessed th a t these squatters are  only 
follow ing in th e  steps of all the m ost influential and exceptionable 
colonists, w hose cattle  and sheep sta tions a re  everyw here to  be found  
side by side w ith those of the obnoxious squatter, and held by no 
b e tte r title .”

[These were apparently the types of persons referred to 

in C. J. K ing’s book where in quoting G. E. R anken he says, 

“The report of the select Committee of the Legislative Council 

issued in 1835 stated, ‘The nefarious practices of these men 

are greatly facilitated by the system of taking unauthorised 

occupation of Crown Lands, or squatting as now prevails’. It 

appears that m any convicts who become free of servitude, or 

who hold the indulgence of ticket-of-leave, take possession of 

Crown Lands, in remote districts, and screened from  general 

observation, erect huts for their tem porary purposes, and 

become w hat is generally termed ‘squatters’. There were 

thousands thus living precarious lives in the bush on land to 

which they had not title. Gangs could loot the respectable 

establishments or harry the stock; individuals could erect 

shanties to serve as grog shops; so-called settlers could live 

off their neighbours and cover their bushranging and stealing 

activities with a m ask of legitim ate stock raising; vagabonds 

could ‘do a thousand and one things that sufficed to carry on 

their brutish existence’.” . . .

* T he general im portance of the squa tte r class of p ioneers is aptly  referred  
to  by  L ord  Stanley  in  h is despatch of Jan u a ry  30, 1845. “ . . . 1  know ,” 
he w rote, “ th a t the  g reat source of the  w ealth  of N ew  South W ales, the 
p ro d u c tio n  of wool, has been m ainly  th e  w ork  of those  w h o  are  term ed 
squatters. I am  also well aw are, th a t a lthough  described fam ilia rly  by 
th is term  of A m erican orig in , they  differ greatly , and in  m ost im portan t 
p a rticu lars, from  th e  class whose nam e has been transferred  to  them ; 
th a t instead  of consisting  m ainly  of th e  least educated of th e  population , 
as is often the case w ith  the pioneers of c iv ilisation  in A m erica, they  
include m any of the  m ost educated, the m ost in telligent, and the 
w ealth iest of th e  in h ab itan ts of the colony. I believe, m oreover, th a t they 
constitu te  a  body w hose influence in the  colony, out of th e  Legislature, 
is very great, and in it, a t th is m om ent, p aram oun t to  every o th er.”



The term “settler” , on the other hand, was a m ark of 

honesty, whether a man had a large or small holding. 

W hether it applied to all settlers all the time is doubtful— 

very doubtful.]


