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Introduction

In these days of telephone, telex and other communication devices the world is 

seemingly at our fingertips. No longer do we need to labour over letters seeking to 

communicate our inner feelings in a scrawl on faded paper. Yet, this dying art was 

o n c e ,   n o t   s o   l o n g   a g o ,   t h e   o n l y   m e a n s   o f   t r a n s f e r r i n g   i n f o r m a t i o n   b e t w e e n   

individuals across land and sea.

It was with great excitement therefore that in March 1979 I came across a box 

of documents which contained the papers of Joseph Keynes & Co. from 1839 to 1843. 

F r o m   a m o n g s t   t h e   c o n f u s i o n   o f   l e g a l   d o c u m e n t s ,   G o v e r n m e n t   g a z e t t e s ,   a n d   

account books, there emerged a meticulously catalogued bundle of letters which 

revealed the story of one man’s attempt to create a new life for himself in South 

Australia. What made the find even more remarkable was that the letters had lain 

d o r m a n t   i n   t h e   l o f t   a t   L i n d s a y   P a r k ,   A n g a s t o n ,   f o r   s o m e   1 3 0   y e a r s   u n t i l   t h e   

property was finally sold by the Angas family in the early 1960s and they somehow 

managed to survive even this major reshuffle. After many readings of the letters, I 

picked out those sections which I felt would be of most interest in terms of characters 

described, events that occurred and the general goings on of ‘colonial life’ and being 

careful to avoid repetition of content, came up with the selection that appears herein.

I would like to thank Mr and Mrs Henry Angas and Mr Richard Keynes for 

their kindness in allowing me to use the letters and documents of Joseph Keynes and 

George Fife Angas.1

*****

To cross the world to a new colony like South Australia in the late 1830s was no easy 

decision for any prospective emigrant in Great Britain. The risks and the sacrifices 

were great, the pain of leaving loved ones forever immense, yet many made the great 

journey, for they saw the hope of something better ahead. For many life in England was 

certainly nothing to be overjoyed about, especially if they held dissenting religious 

beliefs, as the establishment viewed dissenting doctrine as anathema. A young farmer, 



for example, seeking to advance his prospects in terms of wealth and social status, was 

seriously disadvantaged if his religious affiliations differed from the landowning class. 

When a landed proprietor interviewed a farmer seeking tenancy, the first question asked 

was often, ‘of what persuasion are you?’2 If t h e   a n s w e r   w a s   a n y t h i n g   o t h e r   t h a n   t h e   

e s t a b l i s h e d   c h u r c h ,   t h e   h o p e s   o f   g a i n i n g   t e n a n c y   w e r e   l o w .   H e n c e ,   m a n y   y o u n g ,   

a m b i t i o u s   p e r s o n s   v i e w e d   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a   as an attractive alternative in their search 

for material and religious satisfaction.

The promoters of South Australia went to great lengths to convince emigrants 

t h a t   t h e   n e w   c o l o n y   w o u l d   o f f e r   c i v i l   a n d   r e l i g i o u s   l i b e r t y   i n   a n   a t m o s p h e r e   o f   social

advancement. The South Australian Association’s manifesto of 18343 portrayed the 

probable lifestyle and the rewards for those of all c l a s s e s   w h o   w e r e   p r e p a r e d   t o   

e m i g r a t e .   P r e v i o u s   a t t e m p t s   t o   c o l o n i s e   a r e a s   o f   Australia had not met with great 

satisfaction at home; either because of the taint of a penal settlement, or because of the 

failure of land distribution, as had been the case with the Swan River Province. Most 

Britons would have agreed with John Stephens when he wrote that

L a n d ,   c a p i t a l   a n d   l a b o u r   a r e   t h e   t h r e e   g r a n d   e l e m e n t s   o f   w e a l t h ,   a n d   t h e   
a r t   o f   colonisation consists in transferring capital and labour from countries 
where they are in excessive proportion to the amount of fertile land, to countries
where there is plenty of fertile land, but neither capital nor labour.4

T o   m a n y   t h e   W a k e f i e l d   s y s t e m   o f   c o l o n i s a t i o n   b e i n g   u s e d   i n   t h e   s e t t l e m e n t   o f   

South Australia was the best means of carrying out this transference of capital and 

labour.5

One of the greatest advocates of this system of settlement in South Australia 

was George Fife Angas. Born in 1789, he entered his family’s coach building business 

at the age of 15 and from that time devoted his life to the pursuit of religion and 

philanthropy in commercial ventures. In religion a dissenter, in business usually 

h a r d h e a d e d   a n d   f o r t h r i g h t ,   h e   s t r o v e   t o   c h a n g e   t h e   w o r l d   b y   s u b j e c t i n g   t h e   

p r i n c i p l e s   o f   c o l o n i s a t i o n   t o   t h e   p r e c e p t s   o f   h i s   C h r i s t i a n   f a i t h .   A f t e r   h i s   

appointment to the South Australian Board of Commissioners in 1834 he wrote

My sole desire is to promote the success of the new colony under God as his 
agent, rather t h a n   t h a t   o f   a n y   g o v e r n m e n t   o n   e a r t h ,   a n d   I   p r a y   t h a t   m y   
a p p o i n t m e n t   m a y   n o t   t a k e   place if it shall not result in His glory and the 
amelioration of the condition of the poor and industrious.6

Angas’s main intent was to get the new colony settled by pious men, whose zeal 



and e n t h u s i a s m   f o r   r e l i g i o n   w o u l d   m a k e   t h e i r   c o n q u e s t   o f   t h e   w i l d e r n e s s   m o r e   

profitable. For this reason he invested heavily in the colony, helping to establish the 

South Australian Company on the one hand, and his private interests on the other. His

biographer, Edwin Hodder, rather sanctified his ideals when he wrote

T h e r e   w a s   n o t h i n g   t h a t   M r   A n g a s   w o u l d   n o t   d o   t o   f u r t h e r   t h e   i n t e r e s t s   o f   
S o u t h   Australia; he had glorious visions of it being a place of rest, a new 
starting point in life, f o r   m y r i a d s   o f   h i s   f e l l o w s   t r o d d e n   d o w n   b y   c o m p e t i t i o n ,   
p e r s e c u t e d   f o r   c o n s c i e n c e ’ s   sake, or struggling to be honest.7

There could be no doubt, however, about the sincerity of the man. It was his 

fervent testimony to the possibilities of South Australia, given to those disillusioned 

with the inflexibility of the English establishment,  that fired in many hearts the desire

for a new life in the Antipodes. Thus, when in late 1838 he made known his need of an 

overseer to supervise his farming interests in the colony, a suitable recruit was not hard

to find.

Richard Keynes, the Congregational minister at Blandford in Dorset, a man 

k n o w n   t o   h i s   c o n t e m p o r a r i e s   f o r   h i s   ‘ i n f l e x i b l e   i n t e g r i t y   a n d   u p r i g h t n e s s   –   h i s   

n o b l e   g e n e r o s i t y   a n d   a b h o r r e n c e   o f   a l l   t h a t   w a s   m e a n ,   s o r d i d   

a n d   s e l f i s h ’ , 8   w r o t e   t o   Angas that his two sons, Joseph and William, were 

looking to South Australia for their future. Born in 1809, Joseph Keynes was the eldest 

of a family of five brothers and three sisters united by familial love and religious 

fervour. The closeness of the family was such that ten years or more after Joseph left 

Blandford his father fondly remembered their walks across the Dorset countryside 

during which they conversed about the problems and complexities of life. Joseph was

a man, serious minded, [often] keen in business, upheld by first principles, 
generous on occasion, loyal to his own, a spirit liable to feel resentment when 
believing it [was] w r o n g e d . . . . [ H e   h a d ]   a   b a c k g r o u n d   o f   r e l i g i o u s   f a i t h   [ t h a t ]   
s u s t a i n [ e d ]   h i m   t h r o u g h   trials, and [was] active when he felt he could help 
others.9

H i s   t a l e n t s   c o v e r e d   a   w i d e   a r e a ,   b u t   his true v o c a t i o n   lay in tending 

sheep and tilling the soil, and his skill at this was confirmed by Lord Portman, from 

whom he leased  l a n d ,   a s   w e l l   a s   n u m e r o u s   Dorset sheep breeders.10

Angas, delighted  with the thought of employing young men who were 

‘perfectly s o b e r ,   m o r a l   a n d   i n d u s t r i o u s ’ , 1 1     r e p l i e d   t o   R i c h a r d   K e y n e s ’ s   o f f e r   o f   

h i s   s o n s ’   s e r v i c e s   i m m e d i a t e l y ,   s e n d i n g   h i m   t h e   c o m p e n d i u m   o f   a   b o o k   c a l l e d   

‘ T H E   L A N D   O F     P R O M I S E     b e i n g   a n   A u t h e n t i c   a n d   I m p a r t i a l   H I S T O R Y   



[ c o m p i l e d   f r o m   e x c l u s i v e   s o u r c e s ]   o f   t h e   R I S E   a n d   P R O G R E S S   o f   t h e   N E W   

B R I T I S H   P R O V I   N C E   o f   S O U T H   A U S T R A L I A ’ ,   a n d   a n   i n v i t a t i o n   f o r   J o s e p h   

a n d   W i l l i a m   to  embark for South Australia within six weeks.12  Keynes naturally 

thought this w a s   r u s h i n g   t h i n g s   a   l i t t l e ,   a n d   n o t   u n t i l   a f t e r   s i x   m o n t h s   o f   n e g o t i a t i o n   

o n   t h e   future  of Joseph and William was agreement reached and a partnership formed

between George Fife Angas, George Miller and George Fife Angas & Co.,13 and 

Joseph Keynes under the title of Joseph Keynes & Co. This company was to pursue the 

management of stock and land in South Australia, although Angas saw fit to include a 

brick making concern in its sphere of activities. Angas and Miller were to provide the 

capital for the venture (not to exceed £5000), while Joseph, not endowed with great 

wealth, would give his expertise in the colony to be carried out with the ‘whole of his 

time, talents and skill.’14

These arrangements were seen by Joseph as God-sent and in his preparations 

for departure and during the voyage out and his subsequent work after arrival he was 

always zealous in Angas’s interests. Angas pinned more than a little hope on 

Keynes’s ability to succeed and told another of his employees, ‘Should he wear as 

w e l l   i n   t h e   C o l o n y   a s   h e   h a s   d o n e   i n   E n g l a n d   y o u   w i l l   f i n d   h i m   t o   b e   a   g r e a t   

blessing abroad’.15 Keynes’s letters to Angas contain something of the excitement and

vigour of colonial life, although they are not without a poignant side for South 

Australia was not all that Keynes expected. Indeed, often the harshness of colonial life 

transformed the ‘Land of Promise’ into a place of despair. To cope with this, Keynes 

had to be an optimist and to have what Douglas Pike termed the ability to see that 

‘behind a frowning mask nature had a smiling face’.16 His letters reflect his desire to 

describe what he saw and felt around him, in the hope that his friends and associates in 

England might better understand the reality of colonial life.

*****

Parting

J. A. James17 to Joseph Keynes: Edgbaston, 4 February 1839

... By a letter which I received some weeks since from your father, I learn that you are 

going to leave your native country and try your fortunes in Australia, and that you are 

going out under circumstances of a very advantageous nature. I do not wonder that 

you are disposed to avail yourself of the opportunity thus afforded you o f   d o i n g   b e t t e r   

a b r o a d   t h a n ,   o n   a c c o u n t   o f   t h e   p r e s e n t   c i r c u m s t a n c e s   o f   o u r   country, you were 

ever likely to do at home. I quite commend you for your courage a n d   r e s o l u t i o n   a n d   



b e l i e v e   t h a t   a   f a i r   p r o s p e c t   o f   d o i n g   w e l l   f o r   t h i s   w o r l d   i s   opening before you. Of 

course there are some things of a painful nature connected w i t h   t h i s   e x p a t r i a t i o n ;   t h e   

s e p a r a t i o n   f r o m   y o u r   f a t h e r   a n d   y o u r   b r o t h e r s   a n d   s i s t e r s   i s   w h a t   f i l i a l   p i e t y   a n d   

p a t e r n a l   l o v e   r e c o i l s   f r o m   b u t   m y r i a d s   a r e   continually making the same sacrifice, 

and you and they have the hope of becoming at one time or other the centres  of 

domestic circles of your own ...

I have not the slightest doubt of your success and of your ultimately becoming a 

respectable and wealthy man, provided you are a good man .... Do not become a 

greedy, covetous, hoarding worldling, but a generous supporter of God’s interest in the 

colony. Do not be in haste to marry. Be very cautious on this point, this is a step that will

do much to make or unmake you for life.18

******

At Sea

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas & Co.: ‘Anna Robertson’, 6 July 1839

... The pigs are very well with the exception of one which died about 3 weeks after we 

sailed. I think it must have had a blow or the other pigs laid across it and [hurt] its back 

– it was very weak across its loins and got worse and worse till at last it was not able to 

stand and then it died, the others thrive very well and I have no doubt but w e   s h a l l   b e   

a b l e   t o   g e t   t h e m   s a f e l y   t o   A d e l a i d e .   T h e   s h e e p   a r e   a l l   v e r y   w e l l .   A   fortnight ago 

the two Leicester rams had a bad cold owing to so much wet. I took a pint of blood 

from each and gave them an ounce of salts and they are now quite well.

I have not found the Captain so civil as I could have wished, but I think it must 

be owing to his not taking the money, and he knows that I have it in my custody; how 

he became acquainted with the fact I cannot tell, he did not receive the information 

from me.19 There has been great discontent on board especially amongst the 

intermediate passengers. I do not think Mr Brown did justice as regards the 

provisions,20 we have more than we can use but the quality of some of the articles is 

very inferior. The biscuit but very few persons on board use at all, if there had been 

h a l f   t h e   q u a n t i t y   a n d   o f   a   b e t t e r   q u a l i t y   i t   w o u l d   h a v e   g i v e n   m u c h   m o r e   

satisfaction; it is the same with the sugar, the tea is very good, the coffee, cocoa21 and 

rice but middling, the pork is very good ... so is the beer and porter, wine middling, 

raisons good and so is the mustard, pepper and salt, what makes the thing worse is that

Mr Stacy22 does not seem very well acquainted with his business and the intermediate 

cook has too much to do to perform it properly. The Captain blames Mr Brown for he 



says that you put the thing in his hands but the passengers say it is your and Mr Angas’s

fault, they paid [a] higher price to get superior accommodations and have not better if 

so good as the generality of vessels afford. I am afraid they will be making complaints 

when they reach Adelaide and will send home a bad report of you and your vessel. I 

hope you will excuse the liberty I have t a k e n   b u t   I   t h o u g h t   i t   r i g h t   t h a t   y o u   s h o u l d   

b e   m a d e   a c q u a i n t e d   w i t h   t h e   particulars of the case and be able to meet the 

complaints if any are made.

******

Arrival at Holdfast Bay

William Keynes on behalf of Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Adelaide, 3 

October 1839 23

I have not found it practicable to write or even begin a letter before this evening. The 

trouble, anxiety and labour of getting the sheep and our own, together with Yates’ and

Harding’s24 goods up from the port to the town had entirely prevented our sending 

any communication to you. The sheep were landed on Saturday 26th

S e p t e m b e r   a t   H o l d f a s t   B a y   a t   a b o u t   3   o ’ c l o c k   i n   t h e   a f t e r n o o n ,   w e   f o u n d   i t   

impossible to get lodgings for the night and we slept in the open air by the sheep.25 O n   

S a t u r d a y   m o r n i n g   f i n d i n g   t h a t   t h e r e   w e r e   n o   r a t i o n s   t o   b e   o b t a i n e d   w e   w e r e   obliged 

to drive the sheep to Adelaide where we arrived at 1 o'clock with them safe and in no 

ways injured by the journey. Mr Rowlands26 kindly offered us his yard for their 

convenience where they remain until this day, the shepherd driving them out every day 

to pasture and in the evening penning them up in the yard. Your farming a f f a i r s   a r e   i n   

a   m o s t   d e p l o r a b l e   c o n d i t i o n . 2 7   T h i n g s   h a v e   n o t   b e e n   m a n a g e d   properly and in 

addition to this I fear they have been most shamefully neglected – to give an instance, 

there is a fence round a section by the Torrens put up under Mr Lester’s28 direction, 

which I am told cost  £1200 and at the present time is not worth a n y t h i n g ,   a   c h i l d   

m i g h t   p u s h   d o w n   a n y   p a r t   o f   i t ,   a n d   i t   i s   a l l   l e t ,   p a r t   o f   i t   t o   Fisher29 the other 8 

acres to Clarke30 the gardener ... My brother finds it impossible at the present time to 

purchase sheep, horses or cows in the colony they are enormously dear a good horse 

being worth £140, sheep at 52s. per head and good cows £20 ... The necessaries of life

here are extravagantly high – I may say truly that they are ruinous, bread 3s 8d. the 

four pound loaf, potatoes 30s. the cwt., flour £60 the ton. The keeping of labourers here

comes very expensive and my brother of course feels very great concern respecting it 



... We are entirely dependent on Van Diemen’s Land for our flour and so also is New 

South Wales in some degree and when the crops in that country happen to fail as was 

the case in 1838 the scarcity of provisions in this colony almost amounts to a famine.

******

Tragedy on the Torrens

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Adelaide, 24 December 1839

I t   i s   n o w   w i t h   g r e a t   s o r r o w   I   g i v e   t h e   a c c o u n t   o f   W i l l i a m   H a r d i n g   w h o   l o s t   h i s   life 

by drowning in the Torrens just below the jail on Saturday the 23 November. Yates 

and Harding drove up some cows with me in the morning [from Walkerville] t o   

A d e l a i d e   t o   b e   s o l d   b y   a u c t i o n ,   i t   w a s   v e r y   c o l d   a n d   w e t   a n d   w e   a l l   g o t   w e t   

through by the time we reached the town at eleven o’clock, we put the cows in the pens

and observing the men were cold and uncomfortable I gave them 2s 6d. to get a glass of 

brandy and water each and warm themselves by the fire before the sale began, they 

attended to their duty during the sale, after it was over a gentleman that bought a cow 

and a calf asked for the men to help him home with her, and as he lived but a short 

distance from the place I consented. They had some difficulty in getting her there, and 

he gave them a glass bottle full of gin and water, part of which they drank and part threw 

away; the men then came to me I did not perceive them to be in [the] least intoxicated 

and told them to ride the two stock horses and drive home the cows that were not sold 

with them. They had hardly been gone 3/4 quarters of an hour before Mr Horswill31 

came to me in a state of great agitation and said I had a man and horse drowned. I 

thought it must have taken place at the s e c t i o n 3 2   a t   f i r s t ,   t i l l   h e   t o l d   m e   i t   w a s   

H a r d i n g .   M y s e l f   a n d   M r   R o w l a n d s   w e n t   down directly, the horse was dragged out of 

the water and we used every exertion to get the body of Harding, men went into the 

water and dived repeatedly after it but a l l   t o   n o   p u r p o s e ,   n o r   w a s   t h e   b o d y   f o u n d   

t i l l     t h e   F r i d a y   m o r n i n g   a f t e r   ,   i t   h a v i n g   laid in the water almost a week ...

W e   b u r i e d   H a r d i n g   i n   a s   c h e a p   a n d   d e c e n t   a   m a n n e r   a s   p o s s i b l e ,   h i s   

w i f e   b o r e   t h e   loss of her husband better than I could have supposed, she has a 

daughter born on the passage and intends staying with me still, I told her she would not 

want whilst I was in the colony.33 My brother and self have enjoyed our health as well as 

we could expect for new settlers. There has been two men drowned within this fortnight

near the same hole that Harding was. I must now conclude wishing yourself and family

every blessing and shall be thankful for your prayers and advice, I feel I need them both



for I am placed in a difficult and responsible situation.

*****

Brickmaking at Walkerville

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Adelaide, 24 December 1839

We are getting on steadily with the brickmaking34 about 15 thousand a week on an 

average but we find we can make faster than sell. [W]e have now ready for sale 150 

thousand and have sold 30 thousand at 3£ thousand. [W]e propose reducing the price to 

2£ 15s. and giving Mr Rowlands and Mr Cook[e] of the first of August and C o o k [ e ]   a   

c o m m i s s i o n   o f   5 £   p e r   c e n t   f o r   s e l l i n g .   T h e   p u g   m i l l   d o e s   i t s   w o r k   v e r y   w e l l ,   w e   

h a v e   a g r e e d   w i t h   t h e   b r i c k m a k e r s 3 5   t o   d o   e v e r y t h i n g ;   t h e   p u g   m i l l ,   tempering the 

clay, and deliver the bricks burnt and ready for sale [and] count them out from the kiln at

34s. thousand. The wood clearers to have 5s. tree for grubbing, the small trees not to be 

sectioned, and to cleave and saw up the wood fit for burning the brick at 3s.9d. thousand

[feet]. It. will cost us 2£ thousand for making and burning but then you will get your 

land cleared and fit for the plough without any expense.

Land has rose rapidly in Walkerville these last two years, so that your section 

which lies close to it must be increased in value as well. I have sold the 1/2 acre I 

bought there keeping a road 22 feet wide for the kiln, which takes off a considerable 

portion of it, for the rest I got 32£, what I gave for it was 37£ and the conveyancing cost

two more, our road at that will stand us in 7£. The outlay of capital on the brick concern 

has been very great indeed, almost as much again as I expected it would have been. 

[W]e have paid in labour sometimes 50 and 60£ in a week but I hope in future our 

weekly expenses will not exceed 30£.36

*****

Klemzig

William Keynes on behalf of Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Adelaide, 3 

October 1839 37

... The sections or acres in the town are yet unoccupied but as there will be great trouble

in leasing or letting them my brother thinks it best to act up to your instructions, 

retaining one for himself and making over the others to Mr Rowlands, who is of course 

always on the spot and has greater facilities of turning them to good account then we 

have. The Germans38 are settled for a time on two sections of land in a line with and 

almost contiguous to those occupied by Fisher and Clarke. They have decidedly the 

prettiest site for their village of any in the colony and they c u l t i v a t e   t h e i r   g a r d e n s   



w i t h   a s   m u c h   a s s i d u i t y   a n d   s k i l l s  as they are capable of but in this respect  they

are inferior to the English; and taken as men they have that p h l e t h o r   a n d   i n a c t i v i t y   

w h i c h   d i s q u a l i f i e s   t h e m   f r o m   a c t i v e   e x e r t i o n   i n   a n y   l i n e   o f   b u s i n e s s  – the women I

am told, are far more active than the men.39

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Flaxman’s Valley, 15 July 1840

…   M r   F l a x m a n   h a s   i n f o r m e d   y o u   b e f o r e   t h i s   t h a t   h e   h a s   l e t   t h e   s e c t i o n   a t    

Klemzig to the Germans; I believe for seven years, the first two without rent, but of that I 

cannot speak confidently. [T]hey have made quite a [v]illage, every house has its 

garden, many of them have sown wheat this year which is looking very well, so that the 

land must be greatly increased in value since they first had it.40

*****

German Settlers

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Adelaide, 1 February 1841

... I find in this country as well as in England that no man can serve two masters and as 

you sent me here to attend to your interest I will do it whoever I please or displease. 

Mr Morphett41 and I do not intend letting the Germans come to settle in the 

[Flaxman’s] Valley till we hear further from you. [I]f they come they would o c c u p y   

t h e   b e s t   p a r t   o f   t h e   V a l l e y   a n d   p a y   f o r   i t   i n   t e n   y e a r s   o r   n e v e r   p e r h a p s .   Besides, I do 

not see what they could do so far away from Adelaide. [H]ow they live now is by 

selling the produce of their gardens, with their butter and cheese, in Town; which they

could not do if they were up here so that I think they had better remain at Klemzig. I 

have only two Germans in our employ, both shepherds and very good ones, which is not

generally the case. I have tried several times to employ them but they do not like the 

idea of leaving their villages.

*****

The Seven Special Surveys

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Flaxman’s Valley, 28 October 1840

... I am glad for your sake and interests that you have allowed me to aid in the 

selection of your lands.42 Be assured I will do the utmost of my power and use my 

best judgement in their selection and as there are some good parcels of land 

contiguous to your surveys, if possible I will get Mr Jacob43 the surveyor, to include 

and take them into your surveys. I cannot say that the surveys are adapted to extensive



cultivation for though the land is rich, it is more fitted for grazing then agriculture on 

an extensive scale, as it is encumbered with many rocks and is most truly a land of hills 

and valleys ... I have seen Mr Morphett, he says he shall be most happy to have my 

assistance in the selection of the surveys. [He] is a pleasant man and I have no doubt 

but we shall agree very well. Of course, you expect me to have the priority of choice in

the selection of your lands as you have much more at stake than Mr Flaxman in the 

concern ...44

I shall endeavour to choose [the lands] adapted both for cultivation, sheep and 

cattle. Angas Park,45 I think is the best adapted for cultivation and the surveys in 

Flaxman’s Valley and on the R[h]ine,46 more suitable for sheep and cattle runs. 

S t o c k - k e e p e r s   g e n e r a l l y   s a y   t h a t   w e   h a v e   t h e   b e s t   r u n   f o r  fattening cattle in the

colony, and the R[h]ine surveys being bounded by the Murray scrub on the east side a n d   b y   

t h e   o t h e r   s u r v e y s   s u r r o u n d i n g   i t ,   y o u   w o u l d   h a v e   n o   f e a r   o f   o t h e r   p e o p l e   settling near

you  and would take the use of all the waste land in the vicinity. I have seen Mr. Jacob 

about the boundary line but that was fixed some time since. [T]here will be 40,000 

acres of measured land, but I hope we shall be able to choose the sections so as to 

make the other 12 thousand not worth the notice of any person.

*****

Flaxman's Valley

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Flaxman’s Valley, 27 March 1840

... I believe I gave you a rather different report of it [Flaxman’s Valley]47 in one of my

last letters representing it as ascending with a gentle slope towards the hills on both 

sides of the water, which was true of the part I first saw, but since I have had the pleasure 

of examining it more fully I find it to be a succession of hills with here and there a flat 

fit for cultivation. But this I can confidently assert, it is one of the best sheep runs in 

South Australia, indeed I should not like to change with any one. A hilly country is 

more suited to sheep than a flat one, however rich it might be, there is a greater variety 

of herbage and in the dryest season you have always plenty of food. [F]or whilst all 

the plains round Adelaide were burnt cup and the water dry in many of the streams, yet

in Flaxman’s Valley there was an abundance of green herbage and plenty of water. 

[T]he contrast was so great that in my journeys to the town, the land around it looked 

like a wilderness, whilst our valley resembled the Garden of Eden.48

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Adelaide, 1 February 1841



... If half what Mr Menge49 says is true, the inside of Flaxman's Valley is worth more 

than the outside, it being full of iron, gold and precious stones. I believe there is iron, 

there may be precious stones, but about the gold I have great doubts.50

*****

Angas Park and the Rhine Survey

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas, Adelaide, 21 June 1841

An account of the surveys belonging George Fife Angas Esq., by Joseph Keynes, 

manager, and Thomas Green, stockman.

... Angas Park Survey: this is decidedly one of the best, it comprises within its 

limits plenty of water51 plenty of good land, excellent grass, good timber, and at the 

north of the survey is the best place for a township52 as it is close to the Great 

Northern Road and there would be plenty of water frontage for the first settlers and full 

two thousand acres of land but slightly covered with timber, fit for agriculture. This 

survey is more adapted for cattle than sheep on account of its low situation and the 

back runs being so heavily timbered. The survey would keep a thousand head of cattle

with two thousand sheep with the adjoining back runs. The soil is rather sandy but not

so much as some of the other surveys. Captain Hall53 has a section at the west of this 

survey which he bought of Mr Flaxman for £4 an acre ...

Rhine Survey: this consists of very indifferent land almost wholly unfit for the

p u r p o s e s   o f   a g r i c u l t u r e .   I t   h a s   t o l e r a b l e   s h e e p   r u n s ,   b u t   o w i n g   t o   t h e   s c a r c i t y   o f   

w a t e r   w o u l d   n o t   k e e p   a b o v e   3 0 0 0   s h e e p . 5 4   I t s   c h i e f   a s s e t   i s   i n   i t s   p r o t e c t i n g   t h e   

b a c k   runs on the east of Flaxman’s Valley. You cannot say anything about cattle as  

they must go to Flaxman’s Valley to be watered in summer. If water could be obtained it

would run twice the number of sheep I stated. I think there must be water below  the 

measured land where the Rhine is lost in the Murray scrub. I must examine it, and if it is 

the case we must make a station there. We have one sheep station on the Rhine. This 

survey is the eastern boundary of the rest, there is no water between it and the Murray 

scrub.

*****

Mount Crawford

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Adelaide, 21 June 1841

... Mount Crawford, this is the Land of Goshen; the thousand acres in particular that 

was sold by Mr Stephens to Frew and Rankin55 is the best in all the surveys, in fact 

there is no such land with such an abundance of water to be found elsewhere. I t h i n k   



t h e r e   i s   f u l l   t w o   m i l e s   o f   w a t e r   f r o n t a g e   b e l o n g i n g   t o   F r e w   a n d   R a n k i n ’ s   land, the 

water holes are very deep, at least thirty or forty feet, and owing to the abundance of 

springs they contain are never dry, but keep constantly running through the dryest 

weather.56 The land not taken by Frew and Rankin is not nearly so good, besides which 

it contains very little water. [I]t would run about a thousand head of cattle but owing to 

its being so surrounded on all sides with Settlers, and the land being good, I should think

it most advantageous to sell this portion of the Survey especially as it is already cut up

by the sale of Frew and Rankin.

M o u n t   C r a w f o r d   p u t   m e   m o s t   i n   m i n d   o f   t h e   s c e n e r y   o f   D e v o n s h i r e   t h a n   

anything I have yet seen in the colony. [I]t was the place I had always looked out in my 

own mind for you to have built your mansion on.57 The distance from Adelaide is only 

40 miles which is nothing in this country. The soil of Frew and Rankin’s land is a 

deep, black loam; the soil of the other land is not so deep, and more sandy.

*****

Men and Stock

Joseph Keynes to George Miller: Adelaide, 1 February 1841

... Our flocks have turned out better than we could have expected, we having reared 22

hundred lambs out of 24 hundred ewes. Our sheep likewise averaged 3 lbs. of wool each,

58 which we intend sending home not being able to get more than 1s lb. in the colony....

Next year I hope the wool will almost pay my expenses. I hope to send you 

home c l o s e   u p o n   a   t h o u s a n d   p o u n d s   w o r t h   o f   w o o l   i f   i t   f e t c h e s   a n y t h i n g   l i k e   a   

g o o d   price, besides making 6 or 700£ of wethers. We want a herd of breeding [horses] 

and a few brood mares, they would be scarcely any expense and would make a good 

return for capital.

My shepherds used to be always running to Adelaide for clothes or shoes till I 

adopted the plan of keeping them by me ... I do not allow them to go to town which is 

much better for the men, some of them used to spend all their money in drink and on the 

bad women and come away without anything for their use, at last. Ardent spirits and 

bad women are the ruin of the labouring class in this colony. I believe t h e r e   i s   a s   

m u c h   d e m a n d   for both  a s   t h e r e   i s   i n  London according to  t h e   s i z e   o f   t h e   p l a c e .   

T h e   n a t i v e  dogs  are very troublesome to our flocks in this c o l o n y ,   s o   m u c h   so 

[that] w h e n   sheep have been left out through the negligence of shepherds, whole 

flocks have been so scattered by them that they have been all destroyed before they 

could be found ...



Y a t e s   t h e   s h e p h e r d   I   b r o u g h t   w i t h   m e   i s   a   g o o d   s h e p h e r d   a n d   b e h a v e s   

h i m s e l f .   He is musical and if you could find him out a cunopian,59 I think he called it. 

I w i l l   i n c l o s e   h i s   o r d e r   a n d   f e e l   o b l i g e d   i f   y o u   c o u l d   e x e c u t e   i t .   H i s   w i f e   h a s   h a d    

another child, she has now two boys and a girl. I hope there is not any more coming; they, 

are not quite so profitable a stock as lambs, their rations cost more and [they do] not 

make any return.

*****

Making a Station

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Adelaide, 1 February 1841

... Making a station cost us about twenty pounds. It consists of a hut 11 feet wide, 12 to 

15 feet long; a watch box for the hutkeeper60 to sleep in at night by the folds and 120 

hurdles, 60 for each flock. The hut is covered in with shingles, the whole is made out of

Gum Trees. We put a ewe flock of six hundred and a lamb flock of 8 hundred at a 

station. If two ewe flocks are put together the lambs are apt to mix and the shepherds to 

steal each others lambs.61

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Flaxman's Valley, 18 June 1841

... I am glad you have not given up the idea of coming out to South Australia. I think 

whenever you come you are likely to find me at work about something or other, 

perhaps assisting to skin and kill a bullock for that is always the stockman’s work and 

my own. [I]n that case we will give you as good a beef stake as you will ever eat in 

London, only you must not expect too many domestic comforts, as Mr Forster62 calls 

them, in the bush. Bitterly did he complain of my want of them when he asked for a 

basin to wash himself in the morning and I showed him a broken pot outside the door. 

That was the climax, ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you do live rough indeed.’ Mr Forster 

mentioned my want of various things to the stockman and he said, ‘he thought master 

was very well off, and if he bought so many things that was no good he would soon 

spend all his money and that would not do as he came to get money, not spend it ...’63

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas & Co.: Flaxman’s Valley, 6 December 1841

… We have consigned our first clip of wool to your house and should it not manage 

quite so well as we could wish, allowance must be made for the want of proper 

conveniences, such as a washing pool and shearing shed which we were unable to 

obtain last year. We shall be better accommodated this year having put up a large and 



commodious wool shed 64 feet long by 16 wide with a verandaw for the men to shear 

under, and two wings 32 feet long by 16 wide to put the sheep in s h o u l d   i t   b e   w e t .   

T h e   w h o l e   b u i l d i n g   i s   t o   c o s t   1 1 0 £ ,   t h e   m a n   f i n d i n g   a l l   t h e   m a t e r i a l s   w i t h   t h e   

e x c e p t i o n   o f   t h e   n a i l s   a n d   h i n g e s ,   w h i c h   w i l l   n o t   a m o u n t   t o   more than 8£. It is all 

built and roofed in entirely of Gum.

*****

The Golden Fleece

J o s e p h   K e y n e s   t o   G e o r g e   F i f e   A n g a s   &   C o . :   F l a x m a n ’ s   V a l l e y ,   4   A p r i l   1 8 4 2 

... I have not had experience enough in the wool to say much it about it , but  the size of the 

merino is much improved by the cross with the Leicester.64 The wethers weigh on an 

average 30 or 40 lbs. heavier and come to hand a year sooner. The Down sheep breed 

much better than the Leicester but the wool between the Down and merino is not so 

good as the cross with the Leicester....

We run from 6 to 7 hundred ewes in a flock, lamb once a year about May 

getting from 90 to 95 per cent of lambs. The wethers and young sheep we run from 1000

to 1200 together. There is usually two flocks at one station, a dry flock and a ewe flock, 

we allow a hut keeper to each station whose business is to shelf the folds, cook for the 

shepherds and sleep in a watchbox by the sheep at night. We shear in October, if it is 

delayed after that time the grass seed gets into the wool. We have lost several sheep by

grass seeds, they eat through the skin into the inside of the sheep. The principal 

disease sheep have here is the Scab, which is easily cured by proper attention.65 In 

moist conditions they will get foot rot and I think more giddy here than at home, this I 

attribute so much to breeding in and in. We lose scarcely any ewes by lambing, last 

year out of 2000 ewes we did not lose 10. The average weight of fleeces are about 31bs.

each, which we calculate at 1s lb. We sent home this year 10 Tons of wool.

*****

Ups and Downs of Colonial Life (1)

Joseph Keynes to George Miller: Flaxman’s Valley, 6 December 1841

... with respect to the aspect of the colony, I think it decidedly better than it ever was 

before. We down all from the highest to the lowest [have been] doing things we ought 

not to have done and neglecting things which we should have done. A new colony 

ought to begin with cultivation, combined with the breeding of sheep, cattle and 

horses, instead of which they all staid in the town dabbling in bricks and mortar, 

building large houses and Public Buildings ... with no earthly reason that I can see 



except as monuments to future generations of the folly and absurdity of the first settlers 

in South Australia.66

The fact was, we all came out here with mistaken ideas. We thought to amass 

large fortunes in a few years and then to have returned to enjoy it, but we now begin to 

look on the place as our home, wherein though we get not that fortune we expected, 

yet we are sure of moving to a far better rank of society than we could at home; of 

being surrounded in a few years by every comfort and of leaving to our children, 

those that have any, the benefit of our labours. I can now earnestly recommend any 

parties to come out, feeling well convinced [that] if they paid attention they must 

ultimately succeed. I mean to write to my Father strongly urging him to send out my 

two brothers, if he can only let them have 500£ between them, for that sum is worth 

more now than 1500£ was at the commencement of the colony.

*****

Ups and Downs of Colonial Life (2)

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas Co.: Flaxman’s Valley, 4 April 1842

The prices of wages and provisions are much cheaper now than when I arrived in the 

colony.67 W e   g a v e   t h e   m e n   t h e n   1 £   a   w e e k   w i t h   r a t i o n s ,   f l o u r   w a s   £ 6 0   

t o n ,   m e a t   9 d . ;   m e a t   i s   n o w   4 d .   l b . ,   f l o u r   2 0 £   t o n   a n d   w a g e s   1 0 s .   w e e k .   T h e   r a t i o n s 

w e   a l l o w   t h e   m e n   a r e   1 0 l b .   f l o u r ,   1 2 l b .   m e a t ,   2 l b .   s u g a r ,  1/4 lb. tea a week. The 

principal sheep farmers buy their own flour. Wheat has been selling from 7s. to 9s. 

bushel, so it does not pay to grow wheat except it is by men that have about 40 or 80 

acres and work themselves. Sugar is about 30s. cwt. and tea 12£ chest weighing 80 lb.

T h e   c o l o n y   h a s   b e e n   i n   a   v e r y   b a d   s t a t e   t h e s e   p a s t   t w e l v e   m o n t h s . 6 8   T h e 

m e r c h a n t s   h a v e   b e e n   b r e a k i n g   d u r i n g   t h a t   t i m e   t i l l   t h e r e   i s   s c a r c e l y   o n e   l e f t ,   

property has been sacrificed at auction to a fearful amount, in many instances not 

f e t c h i n g   c o s t   p r i c e .   E w e s   h a v e   s o l d   l a t e l y   a t   7 s .   a   h e a d   a n d   e w e   l a m b s   a t   4 s .   I t   i s   

e x p e c t e d   t h a t   a l l   t h e   m e r c h a n t s   w i l l   b e   b a n k r u p t e d   t h e y   a r e   s o   m u c h   i n v o l v e d   w i t h   

one another. The cause of all this has been speculation in land and other things ... 

building  to a ruinous extent. Whilst these things were going on people were all 

stopping in Adelaide, none went into the country to grow food for the colony. 

Consequently all the ready money went to Van Diemen’s Land for flour and to 

S y d n e y   f o r   s t o c k .   T h e   f i r s t   t h i n g   a   n e w   c o l o n y   s h o u l d   d o   i s   t o   r a i s e   i t s   o w n   

provisions, when it can do that it may build and make improvements, it being able to 

supply the labourers with food. But till that time the less done the better. I hope when 
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the present crisis is past things will be better, but it will take some time to bring us to 

a healthy state.

Joseph Keynes to George Fife Angas: Adelaide, January 1842

... There are no doubts now as to the capabilities of the colony. It is without doubt a fine 
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comforts than they could have hoped to obtain at home.
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Fife Angas to Charles Flaxman, 21 May 1839.
40 ‘ K l e m z i g   i s   a   G e r m a n   v i l l a g e ,   c o n t a i n i n g   a b o u t   1 6 0   f a m i l i e s ,   p a r t   o f   a   b o d y   o f   G e r m a n   Lutherans 
... Each family has a plot of land on lease, on which they cultivate vegetables, wheat, maize and 
potatoes ... the villagers lead a happy and independent life, and by their s o b r i e t y ,   i n d u s t r y   a n d   g e n e r a l   
e x e m p l a r y   c o n d u c t ,   h o l d   o u t   a   g o o d   e x a m p l e   t o   a l l   o t h e r   c o l o n i s t s . ’   J .   F .   B e n n e t t ,   H i s t o r i c a l   a n d   
D e s c r i p t i v e   A c c o u n t   o f   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a ,   ( L o n d o n ,   1843), p. 133.
41 John Morphett arrived in South Australian in 1836 aboard the Cygnet. He was later a p p o i n t e d   t o   t h e   
f i r s t   L e g i s l a t i v e   C o u n c i l   i n   1 8 4 3   a n d   b e c a m e   S p e a k e r   o f   t h e   H o u s e   i n   1851 when the constitution was
altered.
42 Keynes is referring to choosing for use land Angas already owned, rather than acquiring new land. In
1839, supposedly without the knowledge of his employer George Fife Angas, Charles Flaxman, 
formerly head clerk in Angas’s London office, started on a rampage of land speculation which nearly 
caused Angas's financial ruin. The land he chose in his surveys was around the sources of the Rhine and
Gawler Rivers and was some of the best in the colony. Angas certainly was annoyed at Flaxman, not 
only at the s p e n d i n g   o f   £ 2 8 , 0 0 0   o f   h i s   e m p l o y e r ’ s   m o n e y   w i t h o u t   p r o p e r   c o n s e n t ,   b u t   a l s o ,   i n   
A n g a s ’ s   m i n d ,   a t   t h e   man’s audacity in demanding a quarter share of all the lands in return for his 
speculation. Angas wrote at the time that Flaxman’s purchases were ‘little short of insanity’. However, 
in later years they proved to be the foundation of Angas’s wealth in the colony.
43 W i l l i a m   J a c o b   w a s   a s s i s t a n t   s u r v e y o r   t o   W i l l i a m   L i g h t   u n t i l   L i g h t   r e s i g n e d   i n   1 8 3 8 ,   b u t   it was in his
capacity as a surveyor with Light, Finnis & Co. that Jacob surveyed the Seven Special Surveys. In R. 
Cockburn, Pastoral Pioneers of South Australia, vol. 1, p. 138, Jacob relates an interesting story about 
the selection of one survey and how Charles Flaxman beat some spirited opposition to acquire it. Jacob 
later married a daughter of Charles H e r v e y   B a g o t ,   o n e   o f   t h e   o w n e r s   o f   t h e   K a p u n d a   m i n e ,   a n d   
s e t t l e d   a t   M o o r o o r o o ,   n e a r   the junction of the River Gawler and Jacob’s Creek.
44 Keynes’ insistence over his right to have, on Angas’s behalf, the first choice of the surveys w a s   d u e   t o 
F l a x m a n ’ s   a s t o u n d i n g   b e h a v i o u r   i n   d e m a n d i n g   a   q u a r t e r   o f   t h e   s u r v e y s .   Keynes, however, could not
carry out his wish as Flaxman retained the deeds of settlement and refused to hand them to Angas, giving
him the upper hand in negotiations.
45 Angas Park is the beautiful plain on which the town of Nuriootpa is now situated.



46 Flaxman’s Valley, later known as Salem Valley, runs along the course of the River Gawler.
47 F l a x m a n ’ s   V a l l e y   w a s   w h e r e   J o h n   H o w a r d   A n g a s ,   G e o r g e   F i f e ’ s   s e c o n d   s o n ,   c h o s e   t o   settle on 
his arrival in 1843. His first home, Tarrawatta, and his later home, Collingrove, still stand.
48 Keynes’s account of the Adelaide area as dry and dusty is supported by nearly all the reminiscences 
of early settlers in the colony.
49 J o h a n n e s   M e n g e ,   a   G e r m a n   g e o l o g i s t ,   w a s   f i r s t   e n g a g e d   b y   t h e   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a n   Company in 
1836 as a mine and quarry agent. He was dismissed in 1838 and subsequently gave his assistance to many
individuals and mining companies in the selection of lands.
50 There have been no mineral discoveries of consequence in Flaxman’s Valley, although many small 
operators have tried their luck.
51 Before dams became common the need for year round water supplies was imperative. S e t t l e r s   w e n t   
t o   g r e a t   l e n g t h s   t o   b u i l d   s u f f i c i e n t   w a t e r   s t o r a g e   f o r   t h e i r   o w n   n e e d s .   However, if their stock did 
not have water as well, their work was in vain.
52 The township was built and named Nuriootpa.
53 Most probably George Hall, private secretary to Governor Gawler.
54 K e y n e s ’ s   o p i n i o n   o f   t h e   R h i n e   s u r v e y   d i d   n o t   p r e v e n t   h i s   s e t t l i n g   t h e r e   i n   1 8 5 1 .   H i s   
descendants still work the property.
55 Edward Stephens was the manager of the Bank of the South Australian Company. James Frew and 
John Rankin were early pastoralists.
56 A   g r e a t   p r o p o r t i o n   o f   t h e   l a n d   i n i t i a l l y   i n c l u d e d   i n   t h i s   a r e a   o f   A n g a s ’ s   s u r v e y s   i s   n o w   p a r t   o f   t h e 
M o u n t   C r a w f o r d   S t a t e   F o r e s t .   T h e   a r e a s   l e f t   u n d i s t u r b e d   s t i l l   s u g g e s t   t h e   ‘rolling hills’ of Devon.
57 In a letter on 1 February 1841, Keynes had told Angas: ‘You could build a capital mansion at Mount 
Crawford and be the king of the whole district’. It is hard to know whether this would have appealed to 
Angas.
58 T h e   a v e r a g e   w e i g h t   o f   a   m e r i n o   f l e e c e   t o d a y   c a n   b e   w e l l   i n   e x c e s s   o f   2 0   l b s ,   s h o w i n g   advances 
in breeding since 1841.
59 Keynes is referring to a cornet.
60 The hutkeeper’s task was to cook for the shepherds and keep their hut in reasonable condition. He 
also watched the fold at night in the watchbox, a construction which barely protected him from the 
elements, but at least allowed him to sit down on the job.
61 If shepherds lost stock their pay was docked accordingly. To mix two shepherds’ flocks together, 
therefore, was to risk wholesale stealing to replace lambs which had strayed.
62 Anthony Forster had arrived in South Australia in early 1841 as Angas’s manager and overseer. 
According to Keynes, his inflexible attitudes lost Angas many hard working employees.
63 B e n n e t t ,   p .   1 3 6 ,   p a i n t e d   a   m o r e   c h a r i t a b l e   p i c t u r e   o f   b u s h   l i f e :   ‘ T h e   w i l d   a n d   almost solitary life 
of a bushman may appear to many to possess few charms, but I have almost invariably found the 
reverse to be the case. Their independent and in many cases romantic mode of life, the busy and 
profitable employment ... combined with the delights o f   a   c l i m a t e   a l m o s t   u n r i v a l l e d ,   a n d   i n   t h e   
m i d s t   o f   a   c o u n t r y   w h e r e   i n d u s t r y   a n d   perseverance are sure to yield an abundance “of the good 
things of this life”, produce a charm to which almost every one ultimately yields.’
64 Keynes must have been one of the first South Australian sheep breeders to experiment with the 
Merino/Leicester cross.
65 Scab is a most unpleasant disease, caused by mites which settle on the wool and eventually work under 
the skin. This burrowing causes the skin to blister and turn a greenish blue colour, and patches of wool 
flake off leaving the inflamed skin exposed.
66 This early urbanization in South Australia was partly because people hoped to make easy money in 
town through land speculation and partly because rural land was not surveyed fast enough to allow 
easy access to it by settlers.
67 See the letter headed ‘Arrival at Holdfast Bay’ above.
68 G o v e r n o r   G e o r g e   G a w l e r   r a n   u p   l a r g e   d e b t s   w i t h   A d e l a i d e   m e r c h a n t s   a n d   l e f t   t h e m   payable by 
the Crown. On Governor George Grey’s arrival, however, he declared the m e r c h a n t s ’   b i l l s   n u l l   a n d   
v o i d   a s   p a r t   o f   h i s   e c o n o m y   d r i v e .   M a n y   m e r c h a n t s   w e n t   bankrupt accordingly.




