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I  n l ' . t06. t l )c Stirre Covernttrenl.

I  und.r pre..r l .e frottr Kinrberley

pastoralists, agreed to invesrigate the

viabiliry ofestablishing a stock route to

bring live cattle to southern nlarkets.

David Carnegie had explored the area

further east in 1897 but suggested the

scheme was 
"absolutely impracticable"

However, a decade later '  Alfred

Wernam Canning Proved him wrong'

He found a viable rcute that has since

become known as one of the worldl

premier four-wheel drive adventures'

A problem and its solution

The Kimberley cattle industry had

its beginnings in the 1880s, follorving

marathon overland droving trips from

the New South Wales and Queensland

catt le .re f ls.The exparlding gold nl ining

indr.rstry in Kalgoorlie and Coolgrrdie

lay more than 2000 kilometres to the

south. The hungry mil lers provided a

reidy nteat n)Jrkel btrt  Lhe Kirnberley

cattle werc being increasingly affected

by t icks.rnd were qurr. ln[ ined fronr

being transported south.The catt lenen

reasoned that a 2000-kilometre, well-

watered stock route thlough the

centre of the Sttte-lnd the change

of climate along the rvay-would see

the ticks drop off and the cattle ^trlve

in good condit iol t .

Hence, in 1906, tn exPedit ion led

by Canning set otlt to surveY an

inland stock route to the Kalgoorlie

Goldfi elds. Canning, an accomplished

sttrveyor with the Department of

Lands and Surveys, had just linished

the epic construction of the 1850-

kilometre No. 1 Rabbit Proof Fence.

With his able depury HubertTrotnan'

Canning spent months preparing for

the trip. They alnassed an enornrous

quantity of gear and stores for two

years. All had to be transPorted bY

camels. They hired well  bui lders,

canleleer( and gener.r l  l rJnd) xnd. by

May 1906, were rcady to leave DaY

Dawn near Cue with eight men' 23

camels, two horses and the cook's new

dog. Ahead of theln was the unknown:

about 2000 ki lonlcrre. of 'ortret ir t tes

thick bush, spiny spinifex, some 900

soft sand dunes often ttp to 15 metres

high, blazing hot days, freezing nights,

scurvy lrom an inadequate diet ancl a

cantankerous and vindictive cook.

34 LANDSCOPE

Canning knew that locating a

suitable stock route would depend

on the ready availability of warer. The

water had to be potable, at a reasonable

depth and at intervals not exceeding

a fair day\ droving distance (about 25

kilometres). To this end he enlisted

Iocal Aboriginal people ro act as guides.

Often, his wells were sunk alongside or

on an Aboriginal waterhole Canning

reasoned that ifthe Aboriginal well was

replaced there was less likelihood of

vandalism or pollution by the locals. hT

1906, there was little or no Aboriginal

cultural awareness. Canning would

have been unawarc that he himself was

colnnlitting cultural vandalisn and that

the consequences would be exacted

on some unfortunate futlrre traveliers

along the route.
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Main Durba Hil ls shine red
in the sun along a stretch of
the Canning Stock Route.
Photo - David Bettini
lnsets clockwlse flom left
Ranji bush lAcacia PYtifolia)
Photo - Ken Leighton
Early expeditions along the Canning
Stock Route.
Photos - Courtesy of LandEate

Above Red sand dunes adorn the arid
inland of the Canning Stock Route.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

Left Camel tracks in Lake Disappointment
in the Little Sandy Desert.
Photo - Marie Lochman

Parts of the central Western

Australian desert had previously been

crossed by a series ofdedicated explorers

ln his querc for.t stock route. Crnning

crcssed the routes of-Warburton (1873)'

. John Forrest (1874), Ernest Giles

(1876), Laurence Wells of the Calvert

Expedition (1896) and David Carnegie

(1897). Collectively, they identif ied

key topognphic features such as

Joanna Springs, Weld Springs, Calvert

Ranges, Breaden Hills and Sturt Creek'

Canning used this scant knowledge

to guide him through the deserts

but none had travelled extensively

along his prospective route Canning's

owD intuition and skills as a surveyor

and bushman got the route through,

together with a lot of help from local

Aboriginal PeoPle
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C REcoRYb

E;rch rvell rvls cquippcd rvith 13

rrctrc\ ot g,r lvlr i 'eJ t touglr.  .r  rr l t ip

pole, pullcy, a hend opentcd rvindhss

on suppoltin!! lcgp end nvo -l5Jitrc

buckcts All this lud to be crrried

by camel tbr the clrrire routc-there

rvorrld be no resuppJy :nission.The rve'lls

wcre linltrcrcd lioDr trees fbund locally,

the Drost cortlrlrolr eud dr.trablc lreilrg

t lre srirrely dcscrt oek (Al lLttaunnnn

r/r arr'rrcarra). I3y April 1 91 ( ) (}rrning rtd

his telnr l,cre back il Wiluua. blving

conrplctecl this cxtrlordinrrl tlsk.

Droving days
The first cornmercial drover on the

Oanning Stock Roure rppelrs to be
Gcorge Mclltyre in October 191(1. Hc'
took .12 horses 6orrr Pinc Creek in the
Northern Teritory ro Coorow in WA.
Only nine survived. Ncxt, in December
1910,Williaru M;ryberra dlove 77 head
of horses south, :rnd 13 died along
rhc' wry. hr J.iuary 1911, ShoesDrith,
Thomson. Clhinenral and trrlybe three
other Aboriginirl stockmen lcft Halls
Creek rvith ;r rnob of 150 br.rl locks.
Fronr Thomson'.s di;rry cntries it appears
thit on or about 2(r April they were
muldered lt No.37 Wc'l l. Cole and
Penneflther discovered che bodies on
29 Jr.rne 1 91 1 rvhilc droving a substantirl
nob of 350 bullocks south.
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Despite these dif l lcult ies, the

concept behind the rcu[e worked.

The't icks indeed dropped ofiand died

along the way, the catt le f lourished,

cl lves were born and al l  general ly

:rrr ived in better shape than when

they left the Kimbe rley.

The inunediate decline in trse of

the route has been attributed to fear

of attack Fom Aboriginal people. By

the mid 1920s, the wells had become

so bldly detetiomted :rs a rcsuL of

6re, terlnitcs aDd vandxlisnl-th:rt it was

inrprudent ro drivc cattle along the

route. In 1929, the State Governrnent

contracted r reconslruction tearl, led by

William Snell ofleonora, to reftrrbish the

rvells. Snell sank three nelv wells (3a, 4a,

4b) and erected six windmills rnd tanks,

becon)ingthe 6rstperson to nrake limited

use of a nlotor vehicle along the stock

route. However, he firiled to complete

the reftrrbishnrent. In 1930 the State

Goverunent asked Caming (now aged

70) to complete the job. For 16 r'tonths

ClnninS; and his crew systernatically

rcsurrected the rvells, including most of

those previously Attended to by S[ell.

Canning rarely agreed rvith Snell over

the siting of wells and resolutely resited

those that Snell had shifted. Between

1911 and 1931 only eight mobs ofcattle

had used the stock route

Above left Part of Canning's
six-metre-long detailed survey
map, prepared in 1907.
Photo - Courtesy of Landgate

Above Lake Disappointment from the air.
Photo - Jiri Lochman

With the rdvent of World War

II and the bonrbing of Wyndhrrn

Harbour-the port by which nlost

c: lrr le were now beiug shippcd.orrth-

the then Public Wor*s Department

conlnlissioned further rcnovalion of

the rvells. By 1944, horvever,Wyndharn

Harbour hld reopeDed and the morc

eff icient southern shipping trade

resumed. Again the Canning Stock

Roure lrnguished. ln the period 1932

to 1959 only 20 mobs conpleted

the journey. The last cattle drive left

Bi l l i luna at the northern end of the

stock route in 1959.
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