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FARMING AT RODBOROUGH 
[By our Agricultural Reporter] 
 
The whole railway system of Victoria boasts but one cross country line, and it occurs 
where the traveller, having arrived at Castlemaine, on the Sandhurst line, which is 78 miles 
from Melbourne, changes into the train which, striking to the westward, keeps along the 
valley of the upper Loddon, past the railway stations of Guildford, Newstead and Joyce 
Creek, then rises on to a flat table land upon which, after passing Moolort and Carisbrook 
reaches Maryborough, on the Ballarat and Donald line, at a distance from Castlemaine of 
34 miles.   
 
At the point on this cross country line between the railway stations of Joyce’s Creek and 
Moolort, where it rises from the Loddon Valley on to the plains, in the distance, looking 
southward, a view is obtained of the white mulloch heaps of the two most northerly mines 
of the famous Kingston group, viz, the Madame Berry and the Lone Hand.  Coming right 
on to the northward in the line of these two mines past Moolort and down near to 
Newstead, the shearlegs are to be seen at intervals, where the boring rods are at work 
searching for the lead, which the farmers all round these parts are sanguine will be found, 
when familiar fortunes to those secured by their confreres in Smeaton, Hepburn and other 
districts lying between them and Creswick, they anticipate will also be theirs.  Already the 
land extending between the Madame Berry claim and Newstead, for about 20 miles, by a 
width of from 2 to 3 miles, has been taken up by various prospecting companies, who have 
treated with the owners to the tune of handsome cash payments, together with royalties 
upon the gold, should it be struck. 
 
At Moolort, the traveller is 22 miles out of the 34 on the way between Castlemaine and 
Maryborough, and here he finds himself surrounded by open plains, having light belts of 
timber here and there in the distance ; the soil being volcanic, similar to the chocolate 
plains further to the south at Smeaton.  Settlement is rather meagre, the houses being far 
apart, and little traffic to be seen, in these respects comparing unfavourably with the 
numerous and homely looking, garden-surrounded farm dwellings on the Loddon banks 
down towards Newstead.  Meagre as the settlement is, however, it is found to be in the 
way of undergoing an improvement in this respect.  The district immediately to the 
southward of Moolort is named Rodborough, that being the name of the early squattage 
occupied by Mr. Bucknall.  That gentleman, who is now deceased, divided among his six 
sons the purchased property belonging to the station, amounting to 18,000 acres, and thus 
there has been in this instance very satisfactory progress made already in the direction of 
minimising the disadvantages resulting from the occupation of large unimproved estates, 
together with the prospects of increased subdivision in the future, there being no fewer 
than 27 grandchildren of the late Mr. Bucknall among his sons’ families now resident upon 
the original 18,000 acres. 
 
A description of Mr. Frederick Bucknall’s portion of the property, consisting of 3000 
acres, will serve to illustrate that the improvement of the land accompanies its reduction in 
area.  Mr. Bucknall was employed in harvesting when I visited him last Saturday, there 
being this year a total of nearly 400 acres under crop, the whole, except for a few acres of 
barley and hay, being wheat.  Last year the total crop amounted to 800 acres, chiefly 
wheat, and this is about the usual area placed under grain.  This season more bare 



fallowing has been done, and less crop put in than usual.  Mr. Bucknall’s system is one that 
combines sheep keeping with tillage, in a manner calculated to adapt itself profitably to 
surrounding conditions.  If gauged by the standard required under the title of what is called 
“high farming” in other countries such as Great Britain, probably Mr. Bucknall’s 
operations would fall short ; but looked at from the practical standpoint of “What is likely 
to pay ?” it would require hesitation before pronouncing him very far wrong.   
 
I remember in a trip made for The Leader some time ago, through South Australia, finding 
a selector in the Port Pirie district who was widely known as the man who was getting rich 
at wheat growing off 1000 acres of land.  He did nothing else but grow wheat, and this is 
how he worked.  His 1000 acres were divided into two equal paddocks of 500 acres each, 
one of which he cropped yearly, while he bare fallowed the other.  As the employment of 
labor-saving implements and machinery was a leading feature in the arrangement, he used 
the stripper to harvest the wheat and cleaned it by winnowing machinery driven by horse 
power.  At the conclusion of harvest he opened the gates for the admission of every one’s 
stock, and the horses, cattle and sheep during the hot days of summer trod down and 
ground into powder the long wheat stubble.  With the autumn showers there sprang up 
self-sown grain, sprouting weeds and general vegetation, which the stock were allowed to 
graze upon up to the latter part offspring, when the field presented a clean sod, ready for 
ploughing.  Then the double and treble ploughs were put in to turn the land up to summer 
fallow, in which condition it was allowed to lie until the following seed time.  Carrying out 
the labor saving rule, sowing was done by the broadcast machine which works in 
connection with the wheels of a cart, and harrowing was performed by each man managing 
a double set of harrows and double pair of horses.  In this way the farmer in question 
claimed that he kept his land clean and in good heart, while his ploughing being done is the 
slack season at spring-time left him free from trouble at the time when the working stock 
were required for grain carting immediately after harvest.  In addition to always having a 
clean sample of grain free from wild oats and other weeds, he also invariably secured an 
average of from 15 to 20 bushels per acre of wheat when from 6 to 12 bushels were about 
the yield of his neighbors. 
 
Mr. Bucknall’s system of farming as pursued at Rodborough comprises all the good points 
of the foregoing, with the additional advantages that he keeps his own stock instead of 
feeding others.  This year, besides the cows for the use of the place, the working mares, 
which are of a good sort and from which a yearly return is always obtained in shape of 
foals by first class Clydesdale horses, he has 3,500 well bred merino sheep.  Mr. Bucknall 
has made several attempts to establish artificial grasses, which have been unsuccessful, 
owing to the scarcity of rains ; but his experience resembles that of others I have met with 
respect to the stock carrying capabilities of the soil being increased by breaking it up for 
farming, even where no attempt is made to sow down afterwards with grass.  Of course 
this must not be held to apply to inferior thin soils, the ploughing of which, in many cases 
destroys the little grass they are capable of producing.  To all rich limy land with deep 
loamy subsoils, such as those of the wheat growing districts, however, the remark is 
applicable.  Amongst the stubble after a crop has been taken off there grows up a quantity 
of herbage, which not only keeps a larger number of sheep than did the former natural 
pasture, but it is also found to be more fattening.  Mr. Bucknall therefore pursues the 
following course :- Wheat sown on bare fallow ; next year a self sown crop, and then the 
stubble let out to pasturage until again wanted for breaking up, when the ploughing is done 
in spring and laid up to bare fallow through the summer ready for sowing with the earliest 
showers in autumn.  In this way there are always from 400 to 800 acres to crop on the 



farm, a similar area being ploughed in the spring, and laid up to bare fallow in the summer, 
and the remainder of the 3000 acres carrying an annual average of 3500 sheep, besides the 
other stock.  Not more than the one sown crop on the bare fallow, surrounded by the self 
sown crop are ever taken off the one piece of land ; a new part of the farm being selected 
for the plough each year, and so the operations regularly proceed.  To enable this system to 
be properly carried out, subdivision fencing is indisputable, and already Mr. Bucknall’s 
property is divided into 20 substantially fenced fields, with increased work of this kind 
continually going on.   
 
The farm steading appointments are of a more complete character, the improvements over 
the whole of the property having amounted to date to £6 per acre.  The latest improvements 
in double and treble ploughs, harrows, cultivators, seed-sowers, rollers, chaff-cutters, corn 
crushers, strippers, reapers, drays and wagons, are all to be found all well kept under cover 
in several sheds.  Three strippers are kept and two self-binding reapers, the former being 
kept for light crops, and the latter where the straw is good.  Two of the strippers which 
were at work at the time of my visit have been made specially wide to Mr. Bucknall’s 
order, the combs being six feet broad, the reason for this being that as he does not use this 
class of harvester in any but the light crops a considerable width can be successfully coped 
with.  The crop being stripped at the time of my visit was a 10 to 12 bushel one, and this 
Mr. Bucknall explained was an exceptionally poor yield for his farm owing to the drought.  
In the crop cut by the self binding reapers, the straw stacks are so arranged as to be well 
distributed throughout the various fields on the farm, and these are found to come in most 
profitably for the sheep both as food and shelter, especially with the ewes and lambs 
during the cold weather.  The straw in sheep keeping is found most valuable.  In winter and 
spring it proves a corrective to the green soft fodder, and in the dry season it is astonishing 
how well sheep get on where water can be obtained, and where the parched short pastures 
can be supplemented by a pull at a good straw stack.  The farm is well watered by being 
traversed through the centre by one of several spring-fed creeks which take their rise in this 
district and form tributaries to the Loddon.  The labor saving system followed by Mr. 
Bucknall in his operations was exemplified in his manner of working, as seen in the field 
where the two strippers were at work.  The strippers, which together were harvesting about 
15 acres a day, were managed by one man each, and the wheat was being brought to one of 
T. Robinson & Co’s horse driven winnowing machines, which was situated in the middle 
of the field, and with the labor of two men cleaned the wheat as fast as it was brought.  
Thus with the labor of four men 15 acres of wheat per day were being harvested, cleaned 
and bagged. 
 


