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AN ENIGMA:  TWO  INNAMINCKA  STATIONS AND THREE 

SMALL RUINS 

 

Abstract 

Innamincka Station, South Australia, built by Henry Colless on the northern bank of 

Cooper Creek in 1875, was, until recently, believed be the original Innamincka Station. This 

belief is now challenged by the discovery of three small ruins on the south bank of Cooper 

Creek and the identification of a little-known pioneering venture of courage and youthful 

exuberance. Searches through a tangle of archives identified evidence that these humble ruins 

are the site of an earlier Innamincka Station homestead built by Robert Bostock in 1873. The 

site also contained a transient post-contact Aboriginal camp containing evidence that the 

Yandruwandha people maintained their traditional culture through the transfer of traditional 

lithic technologies to glass following the abandonment of the homestead in 1880. In addition, 

the analysis of manufactured artefacts associated with other features provided insights into 

the ‘station diet’ of the pastoralists and the hardships they experienced in this harsh 

environment.   

Keywords: Cooper Creek – pastoral history; Yandruwandha Aboriginal culture; Innamicka 

Station – archaeology and history; pastoral history - Australia 

Introduction 

The discovery of three small ruins close to Cooper Creek in north-eastern South 

Australia provided intriguing insights into the colonial invasion and settlement of this remote 

region and the hardships confronted by the early pastoralists. In addition, evidence of a 

transient post-contact Aboriginal camp, used for reducing thick bottle glass for the 

manufacture of cutting tools based on traditional lithic technologies, provided an example of 



 

 

how the Yandruwandha Aboriginal people maintained continuity with their traditional 

culture.  

The ruins were discovered in 2015 in the Innamincka Regional Reserve close to 

Cooper Creek. Historical evidence and local knowledge initially suggested they were the 

ruins of the present Innamincka Station homestead and outbuildings built by the pioneering 

pastoralist Henry Colless, but recent research revealed a little-known pioneering venture of 

courage and youthful exuberance. In 1872 two friends, John Conrick and Robert Bostock, left 

southern Victoria, to establish cattle stations on Cooper Creek and convincing new evidence 

indicate these humble ruins were the homestead and outbuildings built by Robert Bostock. 

An archaeological survey of the ruins, referred to as site CHS (Cooper Homestead), was 

undertaken by the author with volunteers from the Friends of Innamincka Reserve in August 

2017.  

Site CHS is on the traditional land of the Yandruwandha people, who were 

marginalised by the invading colonists. An archaeological survey found evidence they had 

returned after the site had been abandoned after 1880 and a transient glass knapping site, 

dated to the period when most local Aboriginal people had been forced to depend on stations 

for rations, provided evidence the Yandruwandha had continued to maintain their traditional 

culture following the occupation of their land.   

The Yandruwandha and Yawarrawarrka people were, together, recognised as the 

rightful Native Title holders of this region (40,240 square km or 4,024,000 ha) at a Consent 

Determination meeting on Cullyamurra waterhole on 16th December 2015. Their Native Title 

claim also includes the Innamincka township and is located within the Innamincka and 

Cooper Creek State Heritage Area. Management of this area is now shared between the South 

Australian Department of Environment and Water and Innamincka Station, in consultation 

with the Yandruwandha Yawarrawarrka Parks Advisory Committee. Site CHS is 240 m south 



 

 

of Cooper Creek, 140 m south of Bourke’s camp ground and approximately 520 m south-

west of Bourke’s Burial Tree where the explorer Robert O’Hara Bourke was initially buried 

in 1861.  

Figure 1 shows the locations of these sites and their relationship to site CHS; the co-

ordinates for site CHS are Latitude: 27.73S Longitude: 140.78E. Bourke’s camp ground is 

accessed by dirt road from Innamincka township and is approximately 1,046 km north of 

Adelaide in the northeast corner of South Australia. 

{Figure 1 near here} 

Site CHS (referred to as ‘Old Station – remains only’) is located on South Australian 

Pastoral Lease (P.L.) 2437, Figure 2; this P.L. was later incorporated into the Innamincka 

Pastoral Lease, P.L.1714 (South Australia. Department of Planning, Transport and 

Infrastructure, Land Tenure Unit. Pastoral lease map prior to 1902). 

{Figure 2 near here} 

In 1873, when Bostock built his homestead, the South Australian/ Queensland 

boundary had not been surveyed and no squatting runs are shown in this region on the Map of 

Queensland with squatting runs, 1866 (Owen 1869). Both maps are relevant to the following 

discussion about the location of the state boundary and the pastoral lease boundaries. There 

are, however, confusing inaccuracies on the Pastoral lease map prior to 1902 which shows 

inaccurate locations for the Bourke and Wills sites and sites of the ‘new’ and ‘old’ 

Innamincka Station). The most relevant information from these maps is that Bostock’s 

Innamincka Station on P.L. 2437 was not included in P.L.s held by Becker, Green and 

Colless, owners of what is now recognised as the second Innamincka Station.  

Taphonomic Processes 

The significant taphonomic processes impacting on site CHS are important to the 

interpretation of the post-abandonment history of the site. Weather patterns along the Cooper 



 

 

Creek catchment, described as the wide-ranging channel country and wetlands, are variable 

and experience ‘boom and bust’ cycles with frequent and protracted dry periods punctuated 

by infrequent and relatively short periods of heavy rain (Australia. Bureau of Meteorology. 

Flood Warning System for the Cooper Creek Catchment). For example, in the extreme 

drought summer of 1884 temperatures of 54C (129F) in the shade were recorded; ‘stock 

were bogged in drying water holes and died in large numbers and dust storms darkened the 

sky day after day’ (Tolcher 2003:99). 

In the dry season (November to March) the channels of Cooper Creek are restricted to 

numerous lagoons and claypans, but ‘the dry’ is usually broken by floods, filling vast swamps 

and channel networks and providing vital habitat for fauna and aquatic flora across the 

catchment. Records of extreme floods extend back to 1893; Conrick, however, referred to 

significant floods in 1877 and 1885, observations which both pre-date official flood records 

but are after 1873, when Bostock’s homestead at site CHS was constructed (Conrick 1923; 

Australia. Bureau of Meteorology).  

The highest point of site CHS is 46 m above sea level; the height above sea level at 

the eastern end is 44 m. The 2010 flood at Bourkes Waterhole (approximately 200 m from 

site CHS) was approximately 48 m above sea level. Although a significant flood, it is less 

than the highest flood data recorded by the Bureau of Meteorology between 1893 and 2010 

and evidence site CHS has been regularly inundated for over 130 years. The first recorded 

flood in 1893 preceded the 1896 map, Figure 2, by three years; this map is the earliest 

reference to site CHS as a ‘ruin only’ - only twenty years after it had been built. 

Tourism in this region is low and is linked primarily to people visiting the Bourke and 

Wills heritage sites (Australia. Department for the Environment and Energy. Australian 

Heritage Database). Despite being close to the Bourke and Wills heritage sites, site CHS is 

unknown to tourists, although occasionally visitors accidentally blunder across it. As a 



 

 

consequence, people, irresistibly attracted to picking through artefacts, either remove them as 

souvenirs or leave them in neat piles on the remnant stone walls.  

History of Two Innamincka Stations 

Yandruwandha and Yawarrawarrka Aboriginal populations may have numbered over 

a thousand at the time the first white people arrived in their country.  For example, whilst 

exploring along Cooper Creek in 1845 Captain Charles Sturt noted in his diary, 3 November, 

he had been “introduced to 71 Aborigines within two miles” and led over a hill to where 300-

400 people were gathered. He recorded in detail the hospitality he was shown and provided 

insights into the daily routines and culture of his hosts (Rudolph 2006:260-264). Sturt had 

arrived at Cooper Creek on 29 October 1845 and named the tree-lined creek after Charles 

Cooper, a South Australian judge whom he admired.  

Sturt’s expedition was followed by the explorer Augustus Gregory in 1858 whilst 

searching for Ludwig Leichardt. Gregory also described the people he encountered, although 

many less than those encountered by Sturt: 

“With regard to the numbers and habits of the aborigines, I could collect little information, as 

only a collective number of about 100 men, a few women and children, were seen, in small 

scattered parties; but judging from the number of encampments seen, at least 1,000 must visit 

the banks of the river; and it is probable that the whole of the inhabitants for at least 100 

miles on each side are dependent on it for water during the dry season.” (Gregory 1884:210). 

The ill-fated Bourke and Wills expedition of 1860-1861 followed three years later. The 

presence of the men who were left at Depot LXV for four months and the care extended to 

King, the only survivor, for three months after the death of Bourke are the first documented 

experiences of white people living with Yandruwandha people on their land (Leahy 

2016:258).  



 

 

In the late 1860s Moravian missionaries from Germany also expressed their intention 

to establish a mission on Cooper Creek near Bourke’s grave. Although the mission was never 

established, Conrick wrote that “a double fronted block of fourteen miles was reserved for 

mission purposes and occupying all available frontage along the Cooper in South Australia” 

(Conrick 1923-24:43). Tolcher identified records locating this river frontage along the 

Cullamurra (now Cullyamurra) waterhole on P.L.2437: 

“Cullamurra. An area of 252 square miles was set aside after the Bourke and Wills expedition 

for the purpose of establishing a Mission to Aborigines. The missionaries however preferred 

more accessible sites and in 1875 the land was leased to Edward Laughton who paid 80 

pounds five shillings for it at auction” (Tolcher 1986:246). 

The mission reserve was later referred to as the Missionary Block. 

Accounts of relationships between the Yandruwandha and Yawarrawarrka and early 

European explorers were reasonably agreeable, but violence along the frontier surged 

following the arrival of pastoralists when it became clear they intended to remain, sure in 

their right to occupy the land and control those who passed through it. The grasslands of the 

Yandruwandha and Yawarrawarrka and their sacred waterholes became fodder and provided 

water for thousands of head of cattle; the rich native plant harvests on which the Aboriginal 

people depended were rapidly depleted and in a short time they were forced to accept rations 

from the pastoralists for their survival. In 1975 Coongie Lakes Station was the first station in 

north-eastern South Australia to provide rations to Aboriginal people, usually in return for 

their labour, and the practice was quickly introduced by most remote stations, particularly 

during the severe drought of the 1880s. Importantly, work on cattle stations also meant the 

Yandruwandha were able to continue living on their traditional land, care for those sacred 

sites not destroyed by cattle and maintain continuity with traditional cultural practices – at 



 

 

least for a few decades. (South Australia. Department of Planning, Transport and 

Infrastructure. Land Tenure Unit. n.d.). 

Accounts of at least three massacres involving Yandruwandha and Yawarrawarrka 

occurred during the last decades of the nineteenth century and were recorded a century later 

by linguist Luise Hercus (Hercus 1977:156; Hercus 1986:183-192; see also Tolcher 

2003:128-135). Bostock and Conrick had taken up their land in 1873, and although Conrick 

does not refer to massacres of Aboriginal people on his or Bostock’s land, his diary contains 

several references to massacres by the Queensland Native Police in nearby south-western 

Queensland (Tolcher 1997:16-17; see also Burke et al. 2018); it should also be noted that it 

was Conrick, along with other pastoralists, who had lobbied the Queensland Government in 

1875 to provide this police presence. Conrick’s diary is also rich with descriptions of his 

various encounters with Aboriginal people (Tolcher 1997:25, 28, 29, 39, 40). 

Conrick and Bostock 

The first permanent pastoralists along Cooper Creek were John Conrick and Robert 

Bostock. Conrick had been inspired by the Bourke and Wills expedition and their reports of 

large, deep water holes and by reports from Ernest Stevens, a friend who had pioneered 

Tintinchilla Station on the Bulloo River. Conrick, who was only twenty at the time he left for 

Cooper Creek, was the son of successful Irish immigrants who owned and farmed land at 

Tower Hill, in the Warrnambool district, south-west Victoria (Conrick 1923:2-27). Bostock, 

aged twenty-two, had been orphaned at the age of fifteen and received a substantial 

inheritance from his mother’s estate when he turned twenty-one. He was advised and 

supported by his uncle, who owned nearby Coomeete Station (see Watters 2010:9-11 for the 

complex details of Bostock’s inheritances).  

Conrick and Bostock set out from Warrnambool on 28 November 1872 with friends 

Fred Archer and Tom Archer, Alex McKay - a drover, William Pearce - a teamster, and 1,600 



 

 

head of cattle (mostly Shorthorn breeding cattle), 30 Shorthorn bulls by imported shires and a 

team of 20 horses, mostly well-bred mares including a Clydesdale mare and a horse Conrick 

described as a beautiful Cleveland mare (Tolcher 1997:6-7; Watters 2010:12). Conrick 

owned one third of the cattle and Bostock and an absentee partner, George Ware, owned the 

remaining cattle (Watters 2010:12). Their adventure-filled journey to Costello’s Kyabra 

Station took eighteen weeks and covered over 1,000 miles (1,609 km) (Conrick 1923:24); it 

seems the Archer brothers had left during the journey as Conrick does not refer to them after 

the expedition reached Queensland. 

On arriving at Costello’s Kyabra Station in south-west Queensland Conrick and 

Bostock left their cattle with Pearce and McKay for two months at the Eurongella Waterhole 

and rode west through the channel country to explore the lower Cooper Creek (Tolcher 

1997:19). Following a string of water-holes they found the blaze on the tree under which 

Bourke had died, and the Innamincka waterhole where the Strzelecki Creek diverged from 

Cooper Creek. Conrick wrote:  

“… I decided to go back and occupy the country where I first struck the Cooper, 100 miles 

back. Bostock, however, thought differently and decided to settle at Innamincka thinking that 

it was in Queensland territory. He took several blocks of territory there on behalf of himself 

and Mr Ware” (Conrick 1923:27). 

The two men then travelled back to Kyabra and, with their herds and team, retraced 

their steps to Cooper Creek. Bostock’s herd was joined by an additional team from 

Thargomindah during this final leg of their journey; this new team was owned by Bostock in 

partnership with George Ware and was under the control of Frank Doveton, Bostock’s uncle 

by marriage, and Captain Herbert (Tolcher 1997:20; Watters 2010:13).  

Their first camp on Cooper Creek was 28 October, 1873 and their journey from 

Tower Hill had taken eleven months. The next day they selected a site for Conrick’s 



 

 

homestead and, once he and Pearce were settled, Doveton, McKay and Hebert took Bostock 

and Ware’s cattle to Innamincka. It was during this last leg of the journey that Bostock rode 

800 km to Charleville to apply for pastoral leases for his and Conrick’s selections (see 

Tolcher 1997:22-26 for details). Bostock’s application was successful (although the South 

Australian/ Queensland border had not been surveyed), but disappointingly, Conrick’s 

selection had already been claimed. 

Bostock arrived back at Innamincka Station toward the end of 1873. In a letter home, 

later published in the Warrnambool Standard 10th February 1874, and the Melbourne Argus, 

14th February 1874, Bostock recorded that he was building within 200 yards (1.83 m) of 

where Bourke had died: 

“No doubt you know by this time we have pushed out west on Cooper’s Creek, near the 

South Australian boundary. It is splendid country, better watered than any I have seen in 

Queensland, and although nearly 300 miles from here, it is only 600 miles from Adelaide, 

and 300 from Port Augusta. We are building within 200 yards of where Bourke died – the 

mark of his grave; also, the tree with his initials and the date of this death cut on it. We intend 

fencing it in, as it will be a curiosity when the country gets settled.” 

An outcome of this archaeological survey is the identification of the location where 

Bostock built his homestead on his Innamincka Station; this is the same location as the site 

marked ‘Old Station (remains only)’, on Figure 2. This site is within P.L. 2437, adjacent to 

Bourke’s waterhole and approximately 300 m downstream of Bourke’s Burial Tree; this is 

also the location of site CHS. 

Bostock and Land Tenure 

The Queensland/South Australian border had been set at 141st degree longitude, but it was 

not surveyed until 1880. Bostock initially believed the blocks he selected on the lower 

Cooper Creek were in Queensland and a tangle of misunderstandings arose from this error. 



 

 

Watters, a descendant of Bostock, engaged a family history researcher to identify documents 

relating to the Queensland claims. Two land claims were identified adjacent to Finland 2 

(selected by Conrick) in Queensland and claims that appear to be the parcel of land referred 

to as P.L. 2437, now a South Australian pastoral lease.  

The following is a summary of this research:  

“J.H. Martin of Goombilla Thargomindah (as spelt) had made application for two runs, 

Warnambool and Coolumaroo on 25th October 1873 on behalf of Robert Bostock and George 

and William Ware. These two runs were each 50 square miles, running ten miles down the 

Cooper, the former on the north side and the latter on the south side of the creek. The starting 

point was a property called Finland No. 2 that, according to Queensland Lands Department 

maps adjoined Nappa Merrie on the Queensland side of the border, 141st degree of longitude 

line Declarations of stocking for these two runs were date 10th and 11th July 1874 respectively 

and the leases were approved on 1st April 1875. Documents show that the interest in these 

two leases was later transferred to George and William Ware (reference 74/3445B). Yearly 

lease rents on these two blocks were paid to the Queensland Government up till 1881 [a year 

after the completion of the state border survey]. A refund was approved on 5th January 1881. 

Messrs George and William Ware were informed” (author unknown).  

This is the only reference to Warrnambool and Coolumaroo block identified and it is 

probable they are within the same land parcel set aside for the Moravian mission, referred to 

as the Missionary block (Tolcher 1997:55). These blocks were later included in P.L. 2437. 

According to Tolcher, Conrick selected both Nappa Merrie and Finland 1 and 2 in 1874 

(Tolcher 1997:24).  

On 23rd November 1874, Bostock made two further applications on behalf of himself 

and George and William Ware, these were registered in Queensland and named Bourke and 

Wills. These registrations were made a year after he had arrived at Innamincka and made his 



 

 

800-mile (1,287 km.) dash to Charleville to register his and Conrick’s selections and a year 

after the Coolumaroo and Warrnambool runs were registered. The Bourke and Wills runs are 

described as “west of the first two, and on both the north and south sides of the Cooper and 

running a further eight and six miles downstream respectively, with a depth from the Cooper 

of about 2 miles (3.2 km.) and 12 miles (19.3 km.) respectively …” (Watters 2010:15A). A 

declaration of stocking rates dated 20th September 1875, and the leases were approved by the 

Queensland government on 9th December 1875; rental payments continued to be paid until 

1880, and a refund was approved on 22nd October 1880. Maps showing the locations of these 

four blocks given to Birrell by Tolcher have not been sighted, but according to the 

Queensland title search, the four blocks along Cooper Creek from Finland 2 almost to the 

present Innamincka township, are the blocks first sighted and selected by Bostock in 1873. 

The location of the South Australian/ Queensland border remained unresolved until 

late 1880 when Poeppel completed the border survey (Poeppel 1891). Watters’ research 

confirmed Bostock continued to hold the Bourke and Wills block leases until the location of 

141st degree longitude was confirmed, as the Queensland government’s refund was made 

after the border survey proved the Bourke and Wills blocks were in South Australia. This is 

supported by Conrick who recorded that Bostock had held his lease for six years after 1875 

(Conrick 1923:20) and made frequent references to Bostock’s Innamincka station and to 

Frank Doveton as Bostock’s manager. For example: “During the day I met another traveller 

John Wilson and engaged him on behalf of Bostock and Ware for their station on the Cooper” 

(Conrick 1923-24:33), and another event in 1875 confirmed that Frank Doveton was still at 

Innamincka Station: 

“… the settlers began to urge the presence of police on the Cooper as a protection against 

such thefts, and in 1875 John Conrick of Nappa Merrie, Frank Doveton of Innamincka, 



 

 

Thomas Dargin of Chastleton Station and others of the district petitioned the Colonial 

Secretary in Brisbane for police to be stationed on the upper Cooper” (Tolcher 2003:65). 

In 1875 the South Australian government had offered J.W. Lewis, a surveyor, 200 pounds to 

survey the country north-east of Lake Eyre and to identify a stock route from south-western 

Queensland to South Australian markets. Whilst surveying along Cooper Creek Lewis 

recorded in his diary that he had taken “advantage of Bostock’s Innamincka Station to spend 

a week in the area” (Conrick 1923:50). He added that it was Doveton, not Bostock, who was 

in residence and that they had explored the banks of The Cooper and visited Bourke’s grave 

where Lewis “marked another tree” (Tolcher 1986:57).  

Conrick had moved further upstream in 1874 after Bostock returned from Charleville, 

Queensland, with the news that Conrick’s first selection, Goonabinna, had been selected by 

others (Tolcher 1997:30-32). He named his new station Queensland station Nappa Merrie and 

it remained in the Conrick family for the next eighty-three years. As Bostock’s fortunes failed 

to flourish his associates gradually shifted to Conrick’s station: “One of Bostock’s men and 

Wilson and Doveton from Innamincka joined me” (Conrick 1923-24:36). And, 

“When our small cottage had been finished, George Ware arrived from Victoria, 

accompanied by James Aikin, on the way to Innamincka, where Bostock had formed a 

station. Ware had followed our tracks from Wilcannia. He admired our station improvements 

but did not enjoy them for more than one night. After he reached Innamincka he sent me a 

letter by blackfellow to say he had dissolved his partnership with Bostock” (Conrick 1923-

24:38). 

Ware then joined Conrick as a partner in Nappa Merrie: 

“… It was a great relief to me to reach Innamincka, as my arm and hand were in a bad state. 

Applications of Australian Ointment worked wonders and in a few days I was well again. 



 

 

Ware joined me as a partner, having found that his Innamincka Station was in South 

Australian territory and that his Queensland lease was valueless” (Conrick 1923-24:38). 

Bostock’s Innamincka partnership with Ware was dissolved on 31 December 1874 and 

recorded in the Public Notices in the Brisbane Courier on 24 and 27 February 1875. The land 

is described as at ‘Inamingeo in the Gregory District, Colony of Queensland’ (Watters 

2010:14), evidence the Queensland government continued to believe Bostock and Ware’s 

four blocks on Cooper Creek were in Queensland.  

Bostock was, however, extremely busy attending to other business during these years. 

Watters recounted his many diverse activities including a Rockhampton, Queensland, court 

case involving an encounter with a policeman on the Paroo River in 1873 (he was acquitted); 

a further court case involving his three pastoral leases on the Thompson River where Michael 

Durack had stocked runs on his behalf; he had been arrested at Cunnamulla in January 1874 

and, again, acquitted (Watters 2010:18-20). The failure of his Queensland ventures and other 

financial difficulties involving property in Gippsland, Victoria, meant he had spent his entire 

inheritance by the early 1880s. Bostock is recorded as being a grazier in Gippsland during 

this period; he had married Hester Manning in Sydney in 1875 and their first three children 

were born between 1875 and 1880 (Watters 2010:20-22). He would have had little time to 

spend on his blocks on Cooper Creek!    

The size of the contentious P.L. 2437 was 252 square miles (65,267 ha) and extended 

both north and south of Cooper Creek, as shown on Figure 2. According to South Australian 

records, it was purchased in 1875 by Edward Laughton, a pioneer of the South Australian 

cattle industry (Pastoral Pioneers of South Australia 1927:90-91). This was a much larger 

holding than Bostock’s Bourke block of 50 square miles (12,950 ha) and the Wills block of 

45 square miles (11,655 ha), which were now within P.L. 2437. According to Tolcher, 

Laughton never occupied his lease, described as being ‘on the Cullamurra waterhole’ 



 

 

(Tolcher 1986:246; Cullyamurra was also within the former Mission block). This was 

fortunate for Bostock, or rather, for Doveton, as Laughton may not have been aware of their 

presence on his lease. In 1877 McLeod purchased P.L. 2437 from Laughton and, although 

Tolcher describes subsequent border disputes between McLeod and Conrick, his neighbour, 

no conflict with Bostock or Doveton was recorded (Tolcher 1986:58). Conrick, in a letter to 

McLeod, stated he owned P.L.s along the Cooper to within 3km of Innamincka Station, 

including the Missionary block. Local settlers had measured their runs using the Missionary 

block as a fixed starting point and this dispute also put their boundaries in doubt (Tolcher 

1997:55).  

Pastoral lease boundaries were not surveyed until 1885 and, as Doveton had joined 

Conrick at Nappa Merrie by 1880, McLeod may have considered Bostock’s abandoned 

homestead as being of little value. Site CHS is the only evidence we have of a homestead on 

P.L. 2437, but McLeod must have been also living on this lease, possibly near the 

Cullyamurra waterhole. He still held the lease in 1896, by which time site CHS was recorded 

as being ‘Old Station - remains only’ (Figure 2; see also Smith 2018 Attachment 1. Pastoral 

lease map annotated with the names of lessees). Bostock is the only pastoralist recorded as 

building in this location, that is, on his Bourke block adjacent to Bourke’s waterhole.  

All claims to his Bourke and Wills blocks ended in 1880 following the South 

Australian/ Queensland border survey and there are no records of Bostock having interests in 

the Innamincka district following the refund of his rental payments on his pastoral leases by 

the Queensland government on 22nd October 1880.  

The Second Innamincka Station 

The next recorded pastoralist to settle in the Innamincka district after Bostock was 

Henry Colless, a hotelier and pastoralist from Bourke, New South Wales. Local newspapers 



 

 

reported that Colless secured a pastoral lease on Cooper Creek in 1874 and herded cattle to 

the lease: 

“Mr Henry Colless arrived at Innamincka station, Cooper’s Creek, with 1620 head of mixed 

cattle at the beginning of October. He reports water magnificent, green grass on the flooded 

ground, plenty of dry grass and shrubs, a kind of which the cattle appear to be very fond of. 

There was no rain lately.” (Maitland Mercury and Hunter River General Advertiser 25 

November 1874). 

A Bourke correspondent mentioned that Colless had two partners: “… on the 

Ennaminka [sic] station lately taken up at Cooper’s Creek by Messrs. Becker, Green and 

Colless…” (Mitchell 2015:138). From these reports it is clear that Colless also represented 

Becker and Green and planned to establish a permanent presence on the Cooper:  

“In 1874 Henry Colless moved onto the South bank of the river to build a stone, iron-roofed 

house close to the place where the explorer Bourke had died. His wife was the first white 

woman in the area near Innamincka. The land he selected for his cattle centred on 

Innamincka, straddling …” (Tolcher 2003:63). 

Recent research identified the site of the first Colless homestead as being on the 

northern bank of Cooper Creek on the same site as the current homestead (Department of 

Environment and Natural Resources n.d.) and it is possible that Tolcher mistook the reference 

to ‘Old Station – remains only’ on the 1896 map (Figure 2) as being the site of Colless’ stone 

cottage, as both the Bostock and Colless homesteads were called Innamincka Station. 

Interestingly, the Innamincka Station pastoral leases, P.L.s 2407, 2408, 2409, 2410, 2420, 

2421 and 2738, reported as belonging to Colless and partners, were all registered in1874 in 

the name of a sole lease holder, Joseph Becker, and transferred to William Campbell in 1882 

(Smith 2018: Attachment 1- annotated map of SA pastoral leases prior to 1902). Colless’ 

presence at Innamincka Station during this period is, however, well documented (Mitchell 



 

 

2015; Tolcher 1986, 1990, 1997, 2003), suggesting there was a private agreement between 

the partners relating to ownership and management of the new, or second, Innamincka 

Station. The only PLs purchased by Henry Colless were P.L.s 2458 and 2459 and these were 

not purchased until 1880 and held by him for two years only. These were also transferred to 

William Campbell in 1882.  

The Becker pastoral leases, although extensive, did not include Bostock’s Bourke and 

Wills blocks, that is, P.L. 2437. Colless built his new homestead on P.L. 2407 (Figure 2) and 

the evidence suggests he took his cattle and building materials across Cooper Creek to the 

northern bank:  

“He could not leave his wife and young family behind; but as he had just built them an 

impressive home at Darling Villa, he could hardly expect Elizabeth to settle for a bark hut out 

at Innamincka. So he had that to plan for as well. He was bringing with him the materials for 

his homestead, the tools and stores he need while he had his stone cottage constructed” 

(Mitchell 2015:142). 

Although Colless was clearly responsible for building the new stone homestead, it is 

uncertain when it was completed, see figure 3.  

{Figure 3 near here} 

We can, however, assume the cottage was completed when Mrs Colless and her children 

joined her husband in 1877:  

“An event of some significance took place with the arrival on the Cooper of Henry Colless's 

wife and family. For the first time the rough bachelor households of the district had before 

them the example of a woman's touch, with decorated china and glassware instead of rough 

earthenware and enamel plates and mugs. What Mrs. Colless made of Cooper society is 

unrecorded, but as the only woman in a lonely and lawless place she must have had some 

anxious hours” (Tolcher 1997:54-55). 



 

 

The five years the Colless family spent at Innamincka must have been trying and very 

emotional, as three of the children born during that period died (Mitchell 2015). The Colless 

family left the district following the sale of Becker’s P.L.’s to William Campbell. Conrick 

also recalled that Colless had purchased land from Bostock and Ware (Conrick 1923:43), 

however, no record of this transaction was located in the South Australian or Queensland 

Pastoral Lease records. 

According to research by the South Australian Department of Environment and 

Natural Resources the homestead built by Henry Colless was washed away by floods in 1908:  

“… and a new building of timber and galvanised iron was constructed the following year on 

the present homestead site (following rebuilding in 1942, and again in 1963, nothing now 

remains of the earlier buildings” (Department of Environment and Natural Resources, 

pamphlet, n.d.). 

This flood was in the same year Sydney Kidman and his partners acquired the greatly 

expanded pastoral lease named Innamincka Station and Kidman was responsible for 

construction of the new iron and timber homestead. Burchill, an Australian Inland Mission 

nurse based at Innamincka during the 1930s, described this homestead as: “… a galvanised 

iron building but sheltered with plenty of peppertrees which gave plenty of shade” (Burchill 

1960:40). A photograph of this galvanised iron homestead currently hangs in the Australian 

Inland Mission building in Innamincka and is remarkably similar in design to the stone house 

built by Colless, including the off-set internal chimney and appears to occupy the same 

footprint as the original stone house.  

The north-east corner of South Australia along Cooper Creek, Strzelecki Creek and 

Coongie Lakes was fully stocked with cattle by 1880 and in 1885 all station boundaries were 

surveyed by C.L.K. Scott (Tolcher 2003:75). Nowhere remained for the Yandruwandha and 

Yawarrawarrka people to gather their once plentiful grasses and fruits and were compelled to 



 

 

move into fringe camps around station homesteads. As early as 1875 Coongie Lakes Station 

became the first station to regularly provide rations to Aboriginal people in this region, 

ensuring their dependence on the invaders and an expectation of their loyalty.  In return for a 

weekly ration of beef, flour (500 gm), sugar (60 gm) tea (15 gm) and tobacco (Tolcher 

2003:69), men worked as stockmen or maintaining windmills and outstations, whilst women 

did the housework, the more menial jobs and, often, providing sexual pleasures for the 

cattlemen living far from home (Smith 2000, 2001).  

Archaeological Survey 

The short occupation period of Site CHS is now established; occupation commenced 

in 1873 with the building of the small homestead and outbuildings by Robert Bostock and the 

site was abandoned during 1880. The 1896 map, Figure 2, also shows the building was a ruin 

by the mid-1890s. The occupation period was, therefore, between seven and eight years and, 

with the exception of Feature F4, it was predicted most artefacts would date from within this 

period. The field survey of site CHS was undertaken over three days by the author and three 

volunteers from the Friends of the Innamincka Reserve. As described, the Cooper Creek 

flood plain in the survey area comprises a series of braided channels in which site CHS 

occupies a small, sparsely vegetated sand dune approximately 135 m long and 60m wide. The 

dune is 44 m above sea level at Feature F1 and 45 m above sea level at its highest point, refer 

to Figure 4, an overview of site CHS. 

{Figure 4 near here} 

Time did not permit a full and systematic survey of the eight features identified and 

associated artefacts; the site had also been highly disturbed by the taphonomic processes 

described above. The code used to identify artefacts was CHS followed by an individual 

number. Only those artefacts associated with Features F1, F2, and F3, the three ruins, were 

documented in situ. The many artefacts along the bed of the creek had been transported for 



 

 

up to 100 m downstream and were all unprovenanced. Other unprovenanced artefacts were 

also found across the dune in varying densities and in small collections apparently grouped 

by tourists. The majority of all artefacts were dated to the second half of the nineteenth 

century and appear to have originated from Feature F7, a domestic dump associated with site 

CHS; a few ammunition shells, were dated to the early twentieth century.  

Features 

Eight features were identified across the relatively flat surface of the sand dune (see 

Table 1).  

{Table 1 near here} 

Each feature was recorded, described and location recorded by GPS.  

F1 – Fireplace and collapsed stone chimney 

Feature F1 is comprised of a fireplace, hearth and collapsed stone chimney, they are 

all that remain of the small colonial homestead. The internal dimensions of the fireplace 

hearth stones are 1600 mm wide x 830 mm deep. There are two rows of hearth stones at the 

front and between the hearth stones and the rear (eastern) wall of the chimney was compacted 

ash and charcoal fragments with no stone foundation. A small area of whitewash was found 

on a single stone, evidence that the internal walls may have been whitewashed. 

The three sides of the collapsed stone chimney, that is, the back wall of the hearth and 

the two side walls, each comprised eight rows of stone lying on the ground and an estimated 

two rows of stone scattered beyond the area of the fall (Table 1, F1-1). The average height of 

each row of stones when vertical would have been approximately 200 mm.  

Each row of building stones remains in its original position in all three sides of the chimney. 

This integrity of the arrangement of stones could not have been retained if the stones had 

fallen individually over a long period of time and it was concluded the three sides of the 

chimney had collapsed simultaneously.  



 

 

Based on a maximum of 10 rows, the height of the chimney is not likely to have been 

more than 2 m high; also, the stones are roughly shaped, an indication the builder was not an 

experienced stonemason. Interestingly, two distinct types of stone were used, white calcrete 

(caliche) and red sandstone, suggesting the builder intended to create a decorative 

polychrome effect. Calcrete was the dominant stone. Both types of stone and particularly 

calcrete, make poor quality building material and all stones are severely weathered. Mortar 

must have held the stones together and an examination of the stones identified only one small 

fragment of mortar and it was presumed all other mortar had weathered to dust. The one 

remaining fragment came from a stone fragment in the partly buried first stone course, and 

had fractured when the chimney fell.  The weak mortar made from local mud, sand and 

possibly a little lime was undoubtedly why the chimney collapsed after only two decades (see 

Smith and Smith 2009). 

Four sheets of weathered and bent galvanised iron were recorded in a steep eroded 

gully directly to the north of the ruin, together with domestic artefacts washed from the site. 

Another cut and shaped fragment of galvanised iron was partly trapped under the eastern end 

of the stone tumble. It was not possible to identify all the materials used to construct the 

cottage, but there was sufficient galvanised iron in the gully to suggest it was used to 

construct the rear wall on either side of the stone chimney. The shape of the fragment of 

galvanised iron appeared to have been cut to fit the point where the wider bottom half of the 

stone chimney narrowed toward the top, similar to the chimney illustrated in Figure 5. That 

this chimney narrowed toward the top was clear from the formation of the fallen stones and it 

was common for short, stocky stone chimneys to be extended by a section of pipe, similar to 

the chimney illustrated.  

{Figure 5 near here} 



 

 

Evidence of a footing was sought under a row of tumbled stones on the eastern side of 

the chimney; there was no evidence of a footing and the stones were replaced. It was initially 

thought the fireplace had been an internal chimney because of the location of the cut piece of 

galvanised iron, but, on reflection, there was no conclusive evidence of whether it had been 

an internal or external chimney. Given the cottage was lived in for seven or eight years and 

that visitors stayed there, it is probable the walls were clad with cut timber rather than brush 

with an interior resembling the cottage in Figure 6, or the first homestead built by Conrick 

and McKay at Nappa Merrie and described by Conrick:   

“… a nice little house, with upright stumps upon which were laid logs, the crevices between 

being filled with a pug of sand and clay. The thatch was cut from the bank of the waterhole, 

using a stringy-bark which the Aborigines called coorna, which they laced to the sapling roof 

frame with green hide to make a cool and perfectly watertight roof. Around the house they built 

a thatched verandah to keep the rain from the walls and provide a cool shade for summer. A 

short distance away they built a meat house of saplings with walls and roof of polygonum 

boughs, a cool and dry airy place to hang their meat. McKay also made a brine cask in which 

to store meat” (Tolcher 1997:31). 

{Figure 6 near here} 

An area 5 m x 7 m was identified as the footprint of Bostock’s homestead. This 

measurement was based on the extent of the artefact scatter and a straight line of raised earth 

highlighted in the late afternoon sun and extending for 7 m at a right angle from the stone 

chimney. This appeared to be the northern edge of a compacted dirt floor (Table 1, F1-2). 

This area was then divided into one metre squares and all artefacts in each square were 

recorded. They were: 26 nails, 58 metal fragments, 1 cut twist of wire, 1 wire hook, 4 screws 

(or part screws) 2 lengths of wire, 14 glass fragments. The density of nails and metal 

fragments (weathered metal, unable to be identified) supports the suggestion that the 



 

 

framework of the homestead was constructed using timber and that the walls and possibly the 

roof were clad with cut, possibly adzed, timber. A section of cut tie wire was an indication 

that wire had been used inside the cottage, but as there was only one piece of wire it is 

probable green hide was used to lace a sapling roof frame using the method described above 

for Conrick’s homestead. No postholes or other evidence of the cottage framework was 

identified, although this is not surprising given the number of times the site has been flooded 

in the past 130 years. A completed and utilized Aboriginal glass scraper lay between the 

tumble of the rear wall stones, this is illustrated in Table 1, F1-3. 

F2 – Stone structure, function unknown 

Feature F2 is thought to have been a small single-room building adjacent to the 

cottage and, although its function is unknown, it is probable it was a storeroom. The uneven 

stone floor measured approximately 800 mm wide x 650 mm deep, the back row of the floor 

comprised three large well-shaped stones, with two rows of smaller stones across the front. A 

low stone wall, estimated to have been approximately 500 mm high on three sides, had fallen 

and all that remained was a tumble of calcrete stones; the fourth side would have been a door 

or opening. It is likely the wall construction had been similar to the homestead, with a 

framework of saplings supporting walls made from brush or timber resting on the low walls. 

This would have provided some protection from flooding. See Table 1, F2 -1.  

The artefact survey included the stone floor and extended for 7m beyond the open 

doorway on the southern side. Artefacts recorded were: 79 nails; 3 screws; 16 iron fragments; 

1 clay pipe stem; 1 food can; 1 washer; 1 china fragment with transfer print and 8 fragments 

of green glass. All but five of the nails, which were in a variety of sizes, were rusted together 

in small clusters on the floor of F2, all were square-cut, hand forged nails. This large number 

of nails rusted together suggests either there had been a timber structure above the low stone 

wall which disintegrated over time and the nails fell onto the floor and were washed into the 



 

 

lowest  points of the floor and formed clusters or, alternatively, nails had been among the 

items stored in the building. 

F3 – Stone structure, function unknown 

Feature F3 is a tumble of calcrete stones and red sandstone stones from what had 

originally been a low wall on three sides of a single-room building. The wall had been 

approximately 300-400 mm high with a door opening on the east-facing side. As with F2, it is 

probable the structure had been a composite stone and timber framed structure made from 

brush or stringy bark tied with green hide. Remnants of render and white-wash on the stones 

indicate care had been taken to ensure the spaces between the wall stones had been filled with 

render and the walls whitewashed, suggesting the pastoralists had attempted to waterproof 

and vermin proof the room (irruptions of native rats (Rattus villosissimus) were common in 

this region following heavy rain, see Bonyhady 2019). 

The dirt floor measured approximately 1000 mm wide x 700 mm deep with one large 

central flag-stone embedded in the dirt floor, Table 1, F3-1. The artefact survey extended for 

7 m from the rear of the ruin. Artefacts recorded were 31 nails (including tacks); 9 glass 

fragments; 6 metal fragments (close together); 1 metal strap. No artefacts were recorded in 

the interior of the ruin. This meagre evidence, together with the need to render and whitewash 

inside the structure, suggests this had been a food store. Meat, together with damper, was a 

dietary staple on all Australian cattle stations and it would have been essential to provide a 

protected store for hanging and/or preserving meat. Bostock and Conrick carried a brine 

barrel for preserving meat during their journey from Tower Hill to Cooper Creek and would 

have been Bostock’s preferred method for preserving meat. This, and Conrick’s description 

of a similar small thatch structure at Nappa Merrie which held a wooden brine barrel for 

preserving meat and where meat was hung, suggest a plausible explanation for the function of 



 

 

Feature F3 (Conrick 1923:36; Tolcher 1997:31). In addition, the large central flag stone 

would have provided a suitable base on which to stand a wooden barrel. 

Wooden barrels generally have wider metal hoops at the top, bottom and across the 

middle and narrower intermediary hoops; these hoops would have been hand forged in the 

nineteenth century. The fragment of metal strap recorded is slightly curved, hand forged and 

39 mm wide, the gauge (thickness) is 14 (British gauge). This fragment is made of two ends 

of ‘strap’ fastened together by two hand forged rivets. This and the slight curve suggest the 

width, gauge and curve of CHS066 are consistent with an iron hoop from a wooden barrel. A 

similar second fragment of metal strap was recorded close to F3.  

Thatched meat houses were essential for storing perishable food, particularly fresh 

meat, and were a feature of most Australian farms and cattle stations prior to refrigeration. 

Many of these meat houses are still found on cattle stations today, although they increased in 

size over the years, fly-wire replaced thatch and butchering tools were generally found 

hanging from hooks. It is concluded that CHS F3 was a small food store based on the care 

with which the walls had been rendered and white-washed and the evidence for a wooden 

barrel of the type used to preserve meat in brine.  

F4 – Shell midden with fragments of glass etc 

Feature F4 is an oval shaped shell midden and a transient Aboriginal site measuring 2 

m (north- south axis) x 3.5 m (east-west axis). The only obvious activities are collecting and 

eating fresh-water mussels (Velesunio spp.) then found in abundance along Cooper Creek 

(Schmarr et al. 2013:49) and the secondary reduction of glass bottles for the manufacture of 

tools based on traditional technologies used in the production of stone tools. The primary 

reduction site was F7, the homestead dump. Apart from mussel shells, the site contained a 

large number of glass fragments including debitage from tool manufacturing and several 

multi-facial glass cores; F4 was identified as a secondary reduction site and an overview of a 



 

 

section of the knapping floor is illustrated in Table 1, F4-1. No artefacts from this site were 

collected for analysis and future surveys at this feature must include representatives of the 

Yandruwandha people. 

F5 – Bone midden 

This oval shaped midden, or pyre, measuring 2.0 m x 2.00 m) was comprised entirely 

of burnt bone. A set of bovine incisor teeth (see Table 1, F5-1) provided evidence that the 

bones were of a burnt bullock located away from the homestead. The midden is adjacent to a 

large Eucalyptus tree and, based on the traditional nineteenth century bush method of killing 

and hanging meat described by Conrick, the bullock would have been hoisted off the ground 

using ropes and utilizing the fork in the tree.  

“Yet another improvement was a gallows for preparing a beast for the brine cask, two forked posts 

fourteen feet high with a revolving crosspiece so that one man with ropes could hoist a bullock up 

single handed. The dead beast was hung all night, and on the following day, split into four, with the 

bone taken out in summer, and then carted to the brine cask, with a small quantity of fresh meat kept 

in the fly-proof meat safe. Salt for meat was one commodity which was always in good supply. Once 

when the vegetable garden failed, Conrick lived on meat alone for three weeks” (Tolcher 1997:30). 

A usual part of this process was to finally burn the bones and waste to destroy the 

smell and visits by wild dingos; this is a plausible explanation for the formation of Features 

F5 and F6. This method of butchering and preserving meat was repeated on farms and cattle 

stations across Australia and the slaughtered beasts at Bostock’s homestead would have been 

stored in a brine filled barrel in a food store, considered to have been Feature F3. 

F6 – Bone midden 

A second oval shaped midden (2.5 m x 3.00 m) comprised entirely from burnt bone 

was identical to Feature F5 and although no bullock teeth were found at this feature, the 

author is confident the formation processes were the same as those for Feature F5.  



 

 

A wax-vestas (the strike-anywhere match) match box was found on the north-west 

corner of the midden. William Newton patented the ‘wax vesta’ in England in 1832 and the 

match comprised a wax stem that embedded cotton threads and had a tip of phosphorus. An 

exact date for the embossed lid of the R. Bell & Co. metal hinged case (see below, drawn by 

the author) was not established, but this design predates the printed lids produced by this 

company from the 1890s to 1930s (Bedford 1985:45). 

 

As the match box was associated with the midden of burnt bone, it is considered reasonable 

to presume these matches were used to lite the fire and that wax-vestas matches were listed 

among the household supplies. 

F7 – Domestic rubbish dump 

The domestic rubbish dump was 19 m south-west (217 degrees) of the cottage ruin, 

Feature F1, and on the corner of the southern and eastern slopes of the dune. It was clear that 

many of the artefacts found along the water channel had been washed downstream from the 

dump during floods. The several hundred fragments of black, dark olive green and light green 

glass bottle glass dominate the landscape and the majority of fragmented shapes represented 

bottle walls, necks and tops or ‘finish’; fewer artefacts of thick base glass were present, these 

were both with bottle walls attached and with bottle walls removed. All fragments were dated 

to the nineteenth century; the typical ‘finish’ was the type produced when the top of a free-

blown bottle is cut off and a blob of molten glass is wrapped around the raw edge using a pair 

of tongs (Table 1 F7-3). Tool marks and irregularities in the glass were obvious (see Boow 

1990:9-10). The second most prevalent fragments were white ware with transfer print, no 



 

 

attempt was made to record all the fragments present. Other artefacts included metal food 

containers, see Table 1, F7-2.  

F8 – Possible lime ‘kiln’ 

A weak lime mortar was found between stones at Feature F1 and also on building 

stones at F3. A small deposit of burnt fragmented limestone was identified on the northern 

slope of the site CHS, 17 m north of Feature F2, this was interpreted as being where 

limestone had been burnt to manufacture lime mortar. This was also evidence that Bostock 

had manufactured lime mortar for his chimney and outbuildings. The raw material for lime 

mortar is limestone (calcium carbonate) which is fired (or calcined) to 880C in a kiln. In the 

nineteenth century, and particularly in remote areas, a kiln was simply a hole in the ground 

and Feature F8 is interpreted as being such a kiln (Bell 2002:7). The quicklime is then slaked, 

that is, hydrated by thorough mixing with water to form a slurry or lime putty. A rapidly 

dried lime mortar under these conditions results in a mortar which is low-strength and poor-

quality. 

Comments on the Artefact Record 

The code used to identify artefacts was CHS followed by an individual number. Given 

the time constraints, a full archaeological survey of the artefacts was not undertaken as the 

site had been highly disturbed by the taphonomic processes described and no artefacts were 

collected for laboratory analysis at this time. A selection of artefacts with diagnostic 

properties were recorded in situ. Artefacts known to have been on site CHS but without an 

exact provenance either because they had been disturbed by floods or moved from their 

original context by visitors, were taken to the Innamincka office and photographed, measured 

and described (see Smith 2018: Attachment 4); a sample of these artefacts are described in 

Table 2.  

{Table 2 near here} 



 

 

There is potential for the unprovenanced artefacts along the creek bed to provide 

further information about the diet and lifestyle of the pastoralists. A survey of the nearby 

Aboriginal sites in this region and particularly the fringe camps of the present Innamincka 

Station must be undertaken to further understand the post-contact experiences of the 

Yandruwandha Aboriginal people. 

The initial inspection of artefacts associated with site CHS identified many artefacts 

that had been moved by flowing water along the creek bed and also down the northern slope 

of the dune. This was not surprising as the major taphonomic impact was flowing flood 

water. The deep erosion channels on the north-eastern corner of the site indicate strong 

flowing water and it was in these gullies that the sheets of galvanised iron were found, 

together with artefacts. Although the artefact analysis was compromised by loss of context, it 

provided information about staple foods and drinks, medicines and the utensils used daily. 

Those artefacts which were expected in the artefact record but not represented include the 

most durable, such as cooking pots and utensils, enamelled drinking mugs and plates and 

cutlery, which would have taken by those living in the homestead when the site was 

abandoned in 1880. Other artefacts not represented would have been the least durable, for 

example, the calico or hemp bags used to transport flour, sugar and tea, frequently recycled 

into clothing for Aboriginal women. 

All recorded artefacts were manufactured from glass, earthenware/ stoneware or metal 

and the domestic dump is small considering the site was occupied for between seven and 

eight years. The most common artefacts were black, dark green, or light green glass 

fragments from ‘champagne’ style bottles used for aerated drinks such as ale and wine and it 

is likely they were drunk from enamelled metal mugs not present in the archaeological 

record. Several medicine bottles provide evidence there were basic medicines and support 

Conrick’s memoir after burning his hand and arm: ‘the medical chest at Bostock's hut yielded 



 

 

Australian Ointment, which was applied to the burns with the happy result that in a few days 

they began to heal’ (Tolcher 1997:38 – although this ointment was not present in the 

archaeological record). One cobalt blue glass bottle base was recorded; during the nineteenth 

century blue glass was associated with Laudanum, although not exclusively.  

A small number of fragments from glazed earthenware flat plates, some with transfer 

prints were noted at F7 and F4. All were samples of readily available cheap domestic china, 

an indication the occupant owned a few china plates, but was not wealthy. Only one porcelain 

fragment from an ornament was noted, an indication that it is unlikely women lived at the 

homestead, and only nine metal food cans were noted, eight of which were hole-in-top type – 

including those in the unprovenanced collection, see Smith 2018: Attachment 4 for details of 

all artefacts recorded. Early iron food cans (or sanitary cans) were used for preserving milk, 

vegetables and fruit but, based on the small number present, these are considered to have 

been special treats. In addition, there was a background scatter of fragments of artefacts 

across the site which were noted but not fully documented; many more were downstream 

from the site along the dry creek bed. 

The hame, attached to the leather collar used with horse teams, suggests the horse 

team was used, and we know a horse team joined Bostock and Conrick from 

Thargomindah during the final leg of their 1873 journey. This team been under the control of 

Frank Doveton and Captain Herbert on behalf of Robert Bostock (Watters 2010:13; Tolcher 

1997:20).  

Discussion 

Was ruin CHS the first homestead on Cooper Creek? 

The earliest post-settlement record of Cooper Creek, apart from diaries of explorers, is 

the Queensland Pastoral Run map 1866 showing there were no pastoral runs along the 

Cooper seven years prior to the arrival of Bostock and Conrick in 1873. Bostock’s letter of 



 

 

1873 confirmed he was building a small homestead only 200 yards (183 m) from Bourke’s 

Burial Tree and the 1896 map (Figure 2) confirmed a small homestead had been built on 

P.L.2437, but that it was a ruin by that year. This was only twenty years after the surveyor 

Lewis stayed at ‘Bostock’s Innamincka homestead’. 

It is not surprising the homestead had collapsed within this short time. Bostock’s 

chosen building site was an elongated dune with streams of the braided Cooper Creek on 

either side; in addition, the height of the dune is lower than recorded major flood levels and 

would have been flooded in all major flood years. The quality of the lime mortar used to 

construct the stone chimney was also extremely poor. That the integrity of the arrangement of 

chimney stones was retained after the chimney had collapsed, could only have happened if 

the chimney had collapsed suddenly and simultaneously. In my opinion, it was the poor 

quality of lime mortar and flooding, particularly the major flood in 1893, that destroyed 

Bostock’s homestead.  

The records of the arrival of Henry Colless in the Innamincka region is better 

documented. It is clear from the pastoral records that the homestead built by Colless was on 

P.L. 2407 and that P.L. 2437, and location of site CHS, was never owned by Becker or his 

partners Green and Colless. The homestead built by Colless was constructed from stone, as 

illustrated in Figure 3; this homestead bears no resemblance to the arrangement, building 

materials and foundation sizes of the buildings represented by the ruins recorded at site CHS.  

Occupation of site CHS by the Yandruwandha people 

The presence of European artefacts, in this instance fragments of bottle glass, is a 

characteristic of many post-contact artefact assemblages across Australia, although with 

regional variations (for examples of research see McCarthy 1967; Akerman and Bindon 

1995; Patterson 1999; Harrison 2000, 2002; Austin-Broos 2009; Birmingham and Wilson 

2010). Glass fragments were recorded at both Features F4, a midden of mussel shells, and F7, 



 

 

the homestead dump. The scatter of artefacts at Feature F4 was interpreted as a knapping 

floor, a specialised activity area conforming with O’Connell’s evidence for the separation of 

archaeological material according to activities undertaken (O’Connell 1987). No bottle necks 

or finish (closures) were recorded at this site and most glass fragments were identified as 

debitage and small cores from thick glass, some being struck flakes and exhibiting percussion 

bulbs. It is noted that fracturing through trampling by people following deposition can 

produce similar effects (Harrison 2000; Niemoeller and Guse 1999); however, given the 

evidence for knapping and the very slight evidence of disturbance at site CHS by visitors, 

damage by trampling was considered unlikely or minimal. There is a slight possibility of 

trampling by cattle, but, in the absence of testing, it is considered the heavier animal would 

have crushed the glass into smaller fragments. 

It was concluded Feature F4 was a secondary reduction site for bottle glass selected 

from Feature F7, the homestead dump, and evidence the Yandruwandha people had used 

Feature F4 for the modification of European material culture for reuse.  

This conclusion was based on the criteria for sequencing reduction sites identified by 

Allen and Jones (1980:231; Patterson 1999:79), criteria applicable to both the reduction of 

lithics and glass for the manufacture of artefacts. 

The primary reduction site was identified as Feature F7, the homestead dump. The 

high number and size of glass fragments at Feature F7, and its close proximity to Feature F4, 

provided sufficient evidence to conclude glass for manufacturing tools had been ‘quarried’ at 

this site. Although F7 was not systematically documented, it was clear the finish and necks of 

bottles were more abundant than the bases of the bottles; similar finding were documented by 

Harrison (2000). Glass suitable for transferring lithic tool manufacturing technologies to the 

manufacture of glass tools, in this instance the very thick base bottle glass, was selected here 



 

 

and the unwanted finish and necks of the bottles discarded for ease of transport; Patterson 

(1999) and Gibbs and Harrison (2008) reported similar observations.    

The selected thick glass fragments were then transferred to Feature F4, where the 

glass was shaped into a finished, or almost finished, tool, whilst feasting on mussels. The 

high number of small glass fragments at F4, including thick bottle base glass, knapping 

debitage and, as described, several multi-facial glass cores provided sufficient evidence to 

conclude F4 had been a secondary reduction site and, based on the number of discarded 

mussel shells, had been visited on several occasions. Once the glass had been selected and 

roughly shaped it would have been transported to a main camp site for finishing. This 

practice was reported by Patterson (1999) whilst also working in the Lake Eyre Basin. 

Knapping floors are generally close to living areas, but in this instance no living areas in the 

immediate vicinity were identified, the nearest being the Aboriginal fringe camp at the 

second Innamincka Station on the northern bank of Cooper Creek.  

There is no evidence of a fringe camp or living floor at site CHS, neither are there 

records of Bostock’s Innamincka Station distributing rations to Aboriginal people. Based on 

this evidence it was concluded the Yandruwandha people visited the site after Bostock and 

his manager had left the region and their main purpose was to select suitable glass for the 

manufacture of glass tools.  

Evidence of the ‘station diet’ 

The analysis of artefacts from site CHS contributes insights into the diet and harsh 

lifestyle of the few cattle-men along Cooper Creek during the 1870s. Studies of the 

Australian ‘station diet’ have focussed on Aboriginal people living in fringe camps in remote 

cattle stations, but their diet and that of the invading pastoralists was very similar, although 

not in quality or quantity (Smith and Smith 1997; Smith 2000:89-92). The dietary staples of 

both white and Aboriginal people were flour, meat, rice (not on all stations), tea and sugar, 



 

 

generally used to sweeten tea; the diet was, however, very inadequate in fresh fruit and 

vegetables, milk, cheese and butter (Commonwealth Department of Health 1952). Aboriginal 

people were also more likely to supplement their diet with bush foods where they were 

available (Smith 2000).  

Beef, the basic staple, was readily available on cattle stations and the evidence for 

butchering and the preservation of beef was identified at Features F5 and F6, see Table 2, 

artefact CHS070, a hand forged iron blade of a cleaver used for butchering. 

As referred to above, no evidence for other dietary staples, that is, flour, sugar and tea, 

was found. Flour, sugar and tea were packaged in calico or hemp bags during the nineteen 

and early twentieth centuries and may have been delivered to this remote region as seldom as 

twice a year by horse or bullock train and dray. Once again, we are indebted to an entry in 

Conrick’s diary for evidence of stores, in this instance flour, and how they were transported 

to his neighbouring station.  

“At last the distant sound of cracking whips, then the laboured creaking of the dray was 

heard, as the horses floundered through the bogs and floodwater. The going was so heavy that 

Conrick sent an Aborigine down to Innaminka for help, Wilson, Doveton and another man 

came up and they spent three days getting the load over thirteen kilometres of sodden 

country. In some places they had to take the horses out and pull the dray across with ropes, 

after the bags of flour had been off-loaded and manhandled to dry ground” (Tolcher 

1997:30). 

Deliveries of rice were also referred to by Conrick, although rice was transported by 

the camel trains from Farina to the south along a route pioneered by Conrick after site CHS 

had been abandoned; (see Conrick’s comments in Tolcher 1997:56 regarding the theft of his 

rice by Afghan Cameleers). 



 

 

The artefact analysis provided additional information and clues about this minimalist 

diet.  The fragments of glazed stoneware jars are evidence that pickled foods were among the 

food stores, although we have no indication of what these foods were. Conrick referred to his 

vegetable garden, and it is possible Doveton at Innamincka Station may have grown a few 

vegetables and pickled vegetables would have provided him with a limited but tasty addition 

to his meals.  

The analysis of metal food containers at F7 provided insights into tinned additions to 

the pastoralists’ diet. The nine metal cans may have contained preserved meat, evaporated 

milk or fruit, but the number is too small, particularly as the site was occupied for seven to 

eight years, to have made a significant contribution to the pastoralist diet. It is reasonable to 

suggest many light empty cans may have been lost through flooding or recycled as ‘billies’ 

by the Yandruwandha people and removed from the site. Metal artefacts such as food 

containers were highly valued by Aboriginal people and became personal possessions 

recycled for a wide range of secondary functions. Although none were found on at site CHS, 

metal food containers of varying sizes have been noted as recycled artefacts at the fringe 

camp at the current Innamincka Station (pers. com. Katheryn Litherland). 

Metal containers were most frequently modified by the addition of a wire handle and 

reintroduced into the systemic context with a new function, as a billy can used for a variety of 

tasks depending on its size (Smith 2000). These tasks included boiling and drinking liquids, 

carrying small fruits and seeds and for carting water. These recycled functions often replaced 

functions formerly fulfilled by coolamon, carefully manufactured traditional Aboriginal 

wooden bowls.  

The largest number of artefacts at Feature F7 were the fragments of black and dark 

green glass bottles, mainly wine bottles and ‘champagne’ style bottles used for aerated 

beverages such as ale. That there should be such a concentration of glass bottles containing 



 

 

alcohol is a little surprising given the care required to transported them long distances over 

rough terrain during the 1870s. In this region Doveton and his men also had to endure 

extreme climate changes and a beer after a long day in the saddle would have been very 

welcome.  

Conclusion 

Robert Bostock, a little-known pioneering pastoralist who explored the remote 

frontier of south-western Queensland and north-eastern South Australia, held pastoral leases 

issued by the Queensland government between 1873 and 1880 believing his two blocks, 

Bourke and Wills, were in that state. There is now sufficient historical evidence to conclude 

that site CHS had been the humble Innamincka homestead built by Robert Bostock in 1873 

and, although occupied for only seven to eight years, was the first homestead on Cooper 

Creek. 

The site has, however, been substantially disturbed by a variety of taphonomic 

processes during the 140 years following abandonment. The diary entries of John Conrick 

and the few domestic items remaining in situ, suggest only one or two men and the 

occasional visitor had lived at the homestead.  

The evidence for the post-abandonment occupation of the site CHS by Yandruwandha 

Aboriginal people is compelling and is similar to many post-contact Aboriginal sites across 

Australia. The scatter of artefacts at Feature F4, including small cores and glass fragments, 

some with percussion bulbs, was interpreted as a knapping floor and secondary reduction site 

using lithic technologies transferred from the manufacture of stone artefacts for the 

production of glass artefacts. Feature F7, the homestead dump, was interpreted as the primary 

reduction site where suitable bottle glass was selected and reduced prior to being transported 

to Feature F4. This feature provides significant evidence the Yandruwandha maintained 



 

 

continuity with their traditional culture after 1880 when site CHS had been abandoned and 

the number of mussels in the midden suggests the site was visited a number of times.    

Discarded artefacts at F7, the household dump, and unprovenanced artefacts along the 

creek provided insights into a humble bush dwelling and the staple foods on this remote 

frontier and illustrate the harshness of living conditions on early cattle stations. These 

artefacts were largely associated with food preserved in stone ware jars and metal cans, 

bottled beverages, together with evidence of butchering cattle and preserving the meat.  

Site CHS was a surprise to the archaeological survey team. On arrival at the site only three 

tumbles of stone and a scatter of artefacts were immediately apparent on a site that was 

occupied for a short span of seven to eight years. The spatial distribution of the features, the 

interpretation of the artefacts and background research provided surprisingly valuable 

insights into the lives of the youthful pastoralist, Robert Bostock, and his manager. It also 

provides additional information about the invasion of the lands of the Yandruwandha 

Aboriginal people, their ability to adapt and to maintain an aspect of their traditional culture. 
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Table Captions 

Table 1. Site CHS: Details of Feature 1 – Feature 7. 

Table 2. Artefacts selected from the CHS unprovenanced artefact database. 

 

Figure Captions 

Figure 1. Map showing the location of the three small ruins (green pin), Cooper Creek, 

the Burial Tree (red arrow – this is the place where Robert O’Hara Bourke was buried) 

and Bourke’s Camping Ground (blue arrow - this is not where Bourke camped, but the 

name of a current camping area). The site is approximately 5km upstream from 

Innamincka township. Source: SA Department of Environment, Water and Natural 

Resources 2017.  

Figure 2. Plan of Pastoral Leases 2407 and 2437 dated December 1895 and June 1896. 

The ‘Old Station’ (Ruin CHS – the first Innamincka Station built by Robert Bostock) 

is located on P.L. 2437 and the second Innamincka Homestead built by Henry Colless 

is on P.L. 2407. Source: South Australia. Department of Planning, Transport and 

Infrastrucutre. Land Tenure Unit. 

Figure 3. The house built by Henry Colless at Innamincka Station. Sketched in 

1883 after the pastoral lease had been transferred to W. Campbell. Source: State 

Library of South Australian photograph B5618. 

Figure 4. Over view of F1, the CHS homestead site photographed from F3. View is east. 

Source: Kate Buckley. 



Figure 5.  The chimney, CHS F1, would have been similar to this illustration. August. 

Watercolour on paper 21.9 x 18.2 cm signed STG. c.1840-1842 (undated). Sketch by S.T. 

Gill. Source: National Library of Australia (NLA R.3299). 

Figure 6. Illustration of the interior of an unidentified cottage suggesting what CHS F1 

may have looked like. Source: Originally published in the Illustrated Australian News 

(no date) and reproduced in Murray Walker, 1978, Pioneer Crafts of Early Australia, 

p.141















Table 1. Site CHS: Details of Feature 1 – Feature 7 

Description  Photograph 

F1–1 

Collapsed wall, right-hand side of the fire place. Note 

that each row of stones is aligned, indicating a 

simultaneous collapse. View east. 

 

F1–2. Overview of CHS feature 1, showing flood 

over-flow channel which flows into Cooper Creek. F1 

-1 is on the right side of the photograph. View: East. 

 

F1–3 Aboriginal glass artefact. The bottle base has 

been beautifully crafted into a scrapper using 

traditional lithic technologies transferred to glass.   The 

artefact was found between the tumble of chimney 

stones, photographed, then replaced.  

 



F2–1 

The floor of F2. The floor is the three rows of large 

stones under the range pole and the row of smaller 

stones in front. The stones on the left and back are 

tumble from the collapsed wall. Note that four groups 

of very rusted, mostly square cut, nails and some 

screws were recorded in the cracks and hollows of the 

floor. Some artefacts (large square cut nails, glass and 

a food can) had been collected by visitors to the site 

and arranged on the left front corner. View north. 

 

F3–1 

Overview of F3 taken from the front of the 

feature. View west. The wall tumble was more 

widely distributed than F2. Range pole is resting 

on the large central stone. View west. 

 

F3–2 

Lime render on a stone forming the inside wall; 

evidence the building had been rendered to seal 

the internal joints and gaps in the stone wall for 

use as a food store.  

 



F4-1 

Glass debitage and partly formed glass tools on 

the shell midden F4.  

View north. 

 

F5–1 

 

Six incisor teeth (bovine). F5 is typical of where 

a bullock has been slaughtered. It is likely that 

the beast had been hung from the adjacent tree 

and the meat stripped and either salted or 

preserved in brine in a wooden barrel (see 

Conrick 1923:36 for a description of salting beef 

in a barrel).  

 



F7–1 

Overview of a portion of feature F7, the 

homestead dump. The photo illustrated shows 

broken glass from bottle walls, a bottle base, and 

a tin used to preserved fish.  

 

F7–2 

‘Hole-in-top’ sanitary can. Several of these were 

found in the creek bed below site CHS and three 

were identified at feature F7. These cans were 

also collected by Aboriginal people and recycled 

into containers for transporting small items, for 

example, seeds, or used as drink containers.  

 

F7-3 

Green glass finish with ‘blob-top’ and reduced 

bottle base.  

 

 




