
Early Reminiscences 
 

(The recollections of 72yr old John Macgregor, published in three parts in the Mullumbimby Star 17Sep1925 - 
1Oct1925)  

 

Many times during the last few years various attempts have been made to induce the grand pioneer of the 
Brunswick's early civilization, Mr John Macgregor, to set down his reminiscences on paper. Both the Directorates of 
the Metropolitan papers, as well as those controlling the destinies in North Coast centres, have used their powers of 
persuasion in urging upon Mr Macgregor the task if for no other reason than as a record for future generations. Not 
least among those urging their claim, has been the "Mullumbimby Star"; and Mr Macgregor, who, above all, is a 
staunch advocate of "Boost and help your own home town" has favoured the local paper with his "reminiscences" - 
and so the following record sets forth, with all the modesty that characterised those early pioneers, an outline of the 
steady march of progress, made during the last forty years; making light of their trials and vicissitudes, and, with a 
thankfulness for small mercies, accepting philosophically, whatever gifts the gods in their wisdom chose to provide. 
 

This paper has only one regret, and that is that Mr Macgregor's modesty has forbidden his mentioning any of his 
personal experiences, which were both various and interesting; rich in excitement and many of them intensely 
humorous. 
 

Part One 
 

Not much more than 40 years ago one could travel from the banks of the 
Richmond river to the Tweed and on to the Queensland border through the 
deep-shaded and narrow tracks of the early cedar-getters and scarcely get 
more than an occasional glimpse of the sun even on the clearest day.... 
 

Once it set in, the tide of settlement flowed on uninterruptedly until in several 
years time most of the accessible area of the Big Scrub had been selected, 
surveyed and settled upon. The work of clearing was heavy and progress was 
slow.... No strikes unexpectedly stopped the regular chop, chop, chop of the 
American axe and towards sunset, when the "run" went off, and the crashing of 
several chains of falling timber reverberated like thunder's echo in the quite 
stillness, it sounded like sweet music to the axeman.... 
 

And so the work went on from day to day, from month to month and from year 
to year, and all the difficulties of obtaining supplies, and many natural obstacles 
in the way of progress were not able to dishearten the toiler.... 
 

Of the great army of early settlers and the objects they had in view; some hoped 
to enter into cultivation of sugar cane.... A few intended to enter the timber trade; others 
fruit. The stimulus, however, which did most to guide the destinies of the district, was given 
by the South Coasters, who came with a knowledge of dairying and without loss of time laid 
down their clearings under various grasses, got together a few head of dairy stock and 
started to work up useful herds. It was not long before nearly the whole settlement was 
similarly engaged. 
 

The first grasses sown were of various sorts, viz., ryegrass, prairie, cocksfoot, couch, clover, 
ribgrass, buffalo, and several others not so well known. Often a mixture of most of the 
foregoing was sown in late autumn, on the bare grown after a running fire.... The cocksfoot, 
couch, clover and buffalo had the most permanency. 
 

About this time it was generally reckoned that it took 2½ acres to keep a cow. Weeds were 
then a great trouble in the grass lands and weeding paddocks took up a lot of the time of 
early settlement. A good running fire over the felled timber got rid of most of the branches 
and smaller limbs, but the land was still littered with trunks and big limbs. The fires were 
generally kept going day and night during the dry periods and the burning off and clearing 
went on, over irregular periods, sometimes for years. 
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Of the first houses built no particular school of 
architecture was adhered to, but each builder 
had his own idea; sometimes the length and size 
of timber - which was split and chopped out of 
the scrub - shaped the plan of the structure. At 
that time, if any little bit of embellishment 
appeared, more by accident than design, it was 
termed by the neighbours as "flash" for the 
surroundings. Split slabs for the walls and a 
shingle roof was the rule. If a sawpit happened 
to be in the vicinity, sawn boards might be got 
for the floor, if not, split slabs, adzed down were 
considered just the thing.... 
 

Part Two 
 

When a fair area had been got under grass, the 
district was scoured far and wide for a few head 
of likely looking stock, and getting them home 
through scrub tracks was no joke.... 
Sometimes the services of a neighbour had to be 
sought before these oft-time "scrubbers" were 
subdued. It was eventually the importation of 
SouthCoast cattle that laid the foundation of our 
dairy stock. As a further nucleus of live stock, 
sucking pigs were got wherever possible, and 
often packed on horseback over long distances, 
also "chooks" with their heads sticking out of 
sacks. There were no formed roads in those 
early days, and the squealing and squawking en 
route was as good as a spur to "old Roanie," 
when he shook up his live pack over a boggy 
stretch. Sugar cane for plants, stores, etc., were 
also packed long distances, sometimes 20 to 30 
miles.... 
 

Notwithstanding, the industry made progress, 
and during the suitable months of the year, 
butter was made and packed in kegs on horse-
back to the nearest port, it might be Lismore, 
Ballina or Brunswick, and sent off in steamers or 
sometimes even sailing vessels to Sydney or 
where there was any local demand. A lot of 
cedar was sent away from the Brunswick in those days and two schooners and a little ketch, called the "White Cloud" 
plied regularly between Sydney and the Brunswick. The schooners were too large to get over the bar and anchored 
outside, the cedar logs being rafted out singly on an ebb tide and picked up by surf boat and towed to the vessel's 
side, when they were heaved onboard with a winch. The store goods and general cargo were landed in the same 
manner by the surf boat. The "White Cloud" came inside the river and was tied up on the North beach and what little 
produce left our district at that time, was sent by her. One incident thereanent might be related. The ketch "White 
Cloud" lay in the Brunswick harbour, timber laden for Sydney and early one Saturday, Capt Cringle sent along word 
that she would sail out on Monday morning's high tide and any farmer's produce would be received up to sunset on 
Sunday. Several kegs of butter were hurriedly packed on horseback for Mullumbimby and got on board. When 
crossing the bar a big wave washed the decks of the little vessel and carried the kegs overboard and, as stormy 
weather was setting in they were smashed up on the north headland. The quality of the butter was evidently good, as 
fish were attracted from far and near and evidently had the time of their lives. Ever since then the Brunswick has 
been noted as a fishing resort. The late Mr Alexander Kethel was owner of the little craft, and be it recorded to his 
credit, when he heard of the incident, he made good the loss at full market rates. 
 

 

 
Purportedly Doran's Hill (cnr Montecollum and Wilsons Crk Roads) 

~1890. (If so, steep-roofed slab hut is probably a legacy of the cedar 
getters, and Thomas Doran probably built the adjacent kitchen-

equipped manor house). 

 
The improved version annotated as 'A Settler's Home, Mullumbimby' 



Thus a start was made to get some return, after so many years of labour. On many farms a fine flavoured butter was 
made during about 8 or 9 months out of the year, but the returns from the Sydney agents were seldom satisfactory. 
 

Soon after this followed the introduction of the cream separator and many dairymen got hand powered machines. In 
a good many centres where improved roads permitted, steam separating factories were established and the milk was 
carted daily to these stations, where the cream was separated and the butter made, and the skim milk carted back to 
the farms for the calves and pigs.... 
 

Our early parliamentary members were Messrs Ewing, Perry and Nicoll - a trio for the district. In those days the 
qualifications of the men who acted as parliamentary representatives were measured largely by the grants of money 
they secured for expenditure on the urgent work of road and bridge building, and our members were not allowed to 
be idle. 
 

This was before the advent of the Shire Councils, and every little centre of importance had its Progress Association, 
and those bodies were not troubled with modesty in their demands. If you had asked one of our members, he would 
have told you how the citadel of the Works Department had to be bombarded at regular intervals by the "dauntless 
three" and an indemnity demanded commensurate with what was required to carry on some important work of 
construction.... 
 

Part Three 
 

One of the most influential and powerful factors in the development of the big scrub area was the advent and 
construction of the railway line from Lismore to the Tweed. Some there were who, perhaps outside the pale of its 
influence, sarcastically called it "the railway from nowhere to nowhere"; but the development which followed on its 
completion compelled an acknowledgement of the district's prominence and importance that more than justified the 
railway construction and the pre-eminence to which the North Coast attained as a hive of rural industry has never 
waned. 
 

Before this was accomplished, however, a lot of intelligent organising work had to be put in, and a mead of praise 
must be given to the many progressive settlers who took a prominent part in all matters likely to advance the 
district's welfare; and... these men would willingly attend the necessary public meetings at various centres 
throughout the district. 
 

One such notable meeting (which heralded the advent of our great North Coast Co-operative Creamery) took place 
while the railway line was under construction, to consider the expediency of establishing a central creamery at some 
suitable centre on the line. The meeting was held at Clunes on the 14th November, 1892, with Mr James Armstrong 
in the chair. The idea was that the cream from the farms and from the separating stations could be delivered at some 
centre to be agreed upon, and... it was eventually decided to make the centre Byron Bay. 
 

On the 3rd July, 1893, a committee was appointed at Clunes to inaugurate the Company, which they named The 
North Coast Fresh Food and Cold Storage Co-op Co., Ltd. - nominal capital £5000. Provisional directors were 
appointed and the Company was declared formed on the 17th May, 1894. The first permanent board of directors was 
elected on 19th July, 1894, comprising Messrs A.C. Alcorn (Newrybar), W.M. Moses(Lismore), A. Johnston (Eureka), 
W.M. Charles (Tweed), J. Gibson (Clunes), J.B. Kelly (Tyagarah), F.H. Bartlett (Rous), J. Pearson(Pearce's Crk) and 
R.S. Cooke (Bexhill). (Macgregor was appointed 13Aug1895, but dropped out 1897/98, marking time until taking up 

full-time directorial duties 
1907-1932 and serving as 
Chairman Dec1913 – 
Jan1927).  
 
Butter making commenced 
at Byron Bay in June, 1895. 
The first branch was built 
at Lismore in 1902; the 
second at Murwillumbah 
in 1906 and now in 1925, 
with the amalgamations 
there are 15 factories.... 

 

 
John Macgregor's Residence, 'Glenlyon', Myocum, 1906 



Thus, it might be said, was inaugurated the great co-operative movement which has done so much to shape the 
district's destiny. Other co-operative companies of farmers began also to establish factories at different centres at 
irregular intervals, and contributed by the individual efforts to swell to flood-tide of co-operative dairying. 
 

The value of paspalum as a pasture grass and its ultimate effect upon the fertility of the soil, has been the subject of 
controversy at different times and some (including Mullum Municipal Council) have been inclined to belittle its value 
and give it the reverse of a blessing, even to state that the district would have been better off without it. 
 

There is no doubt that for some years after its introduction, the growth of the paspalum was phenomenal...,providing 
evidence that it was adapted to the new environment and would eventually oust most other grasses and practically 
take possession.... For many years after its introduction, the stock-carrying capacity of the land increased by from 50 
to 100 per cent. In fact during several months of the year, say from November to March, it was almost impossible to 
over stock it. 

 

There is no doubt that the 
paspalum played its part in 
the district's development 
and that under the old 
original grasses the district 
would not have made the 
same rapid progress. Dairy 
stock do well on it, and it 
has been quite free from 
any disease or pest.... The 
fact that a few years ago, 
the soil gave evidence of 
decreasing fertility is only 
what might have been 
expected, and is Nature's 
way of expressing that she 
had given too abundantly 
and need a rest. The 

drought a year ago gave a required and enforced rest to the soil, and its partial recuperation, at least, is now evident. 
 

His death at Myocum on 18May1939, aged 86, marked the end of an era, generating obituaries in all the local rags, 
while the Mullum Star reprinted the above Early Reminiscences series with a new introduction, adding thatTo many 
he was recalled as a popular bachelor, who in years gone by had been the life of every district function, while others 
would recall his work for the construction of the Federation Bridge (?) and still more remember him as "The Squire of 
Myocum." The part he played in the establishment of the Brunswick District will no doubt be his monument… and 
then repeats his original observations with minor changes.  
 

His obituary noted that he was one of the early pioneers to whose enterprise and indomitable spirit the foundation of 
the great dairying industry of the Far North Coast is due. 
A staunch supporter of the principles of co-operation right from the cradle days of the dairying industry, the late Mr 
Macgregor was one of the hardy band of advocates which in the face of tremendous difficulties in the early days, 
successfully launched one of the greatest co-operative organisations in the world – Norco Co-operative Ltd…. 
 

For a more comprehensive summary of his life story and family background see Newsletter No 82 of March 2019 - 
John Macgregor, Laird of Glenlyon. 

 

 
'Glenlyon', 1920s/30s 


