
Shearers Strike of 1891 by Robert Finlay 

Working conditions for sheep shearers in 19th century Australia were not good. In 1891 wool 
was one of Australia's largest industries. But as the wool industry grew, so did the number and 
influence of shearers. 
 
By 1890, the Australian Shearers’ Union boasted tens of thousands of members, and had 
unionised thousands of sheds. At their annual conference in Bourke NSW in 1890, they laid 
down a new rule which prohibited members from working side by side with non-union workers. 
Within a short period of time, shearers at the Jondaryan Station on the Darling Downs west of 
Toowoomba went on strike over this issue. Their actions locally were unable to prevent non-
union labour from shearing and processing the wool, the Jondaryan shearers called for help. 
The Rockhampton wharfies responded and refused to touch the Jondaryan wool. The unionists 
won the battle. This galvanized the Queensland station owners and they formed the 
Queensland Pastoralists Association to counter the combined strength of the shearers unions 
and attempted to lower the shearers wage from 20 shillings per 100 shorn sheep to 17 shillings.   
 
On the 1st of February 1891, the Central District Council of the Australian Labour Federation 
issued an official proclamation calling upon all fellow unionists to ‘Strike’ if the Pastoralists 
Association did not accept the scale of wages set by the Queensland Labourers Union. It read in 
part……… 
 
“... We have a right to resolve this for, disenfranchised though we are, we are the men whose 
labour mainly upholds Queensland. It is out toil that brings rich dividends to banks and fat 
incomes to squatters and profitable trade to great cities. Yet we have no votes by which we can 
secure laws to protect us even in our earnings and the squatting companies dream of dragooning us into 
submission with hordes of police protected blacklegs when we refuse to work under any conditions which 
profit mongers who fleece us choose to draw up in some bank parlour......” 
 
The Unionists gave the Pastoralists until the 1st of March to respond, they rejected the 
proclamation. 
 
Mr Charles Fairbairn the manager of Logan Downs Station near Clermont on the 5th of January, 
1891 demanded shearers working at the station sign a Pastoralists Association contract of free 
labour in an attempt to reduce the influence of the shearers union. None of the shearers would 
sign, and all declined to work under any agreement other than the verbal agreement of their 
union which included “continuance of the existing rates of pay, protection of their rights and 
privileges under just and equitable agreements including a “closed shop” to exclude ‘scabs’  or 
Chinese labour. Free labourers were referred to as ’scabs’ by Unionists (a derogatory still used 
in Australia to denote persons who agree to work at a site that is already affected by a strike) 
and over the coming months regularly faced hostile crowds of striking men. 
 
The Queensland Pastoralists Employers Association (QPEA) met on the 13th of January and gave 
the strikers 14 days to return to work under a revised agreement. The Worker a prominent 
republican newspaper of the time edited by William Lane carried the rallying article: ‘you can 
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take all social injustices and industrial inequalities and vested interests and strangle them one 
by one with your million muscled hands.” The strike divided Queensland, some citizens 
supported stringent retaliatory measures against the strikers fearing that the strike amounted 
to a revolution against the Queensland government and a way of life and the unionists actions 
was nothing short of a declaration of war, while others worked to raise funds to support the 
striking men and their families.  
 
In February 1891 the centre of the strike moved to the township of Barcaldine a place 
advantageous to the Unions as it was the terminus of the railway line from Rockhampton and at 
the centre of the Mitchell district, the richest pastoral area of outback Queensland. This area 
included some thirty sheep stations of which Beaconsfield Station was noted at the time as one 
of the largest sheep stations in Australia. 
 
The unionists declared at Barcaldine on the 1st of February 1891 that the Queensland bush 
would be the battleground for a war with the landowners over fair wages and at a public 
meeting in the town on the 10th of February the strikers further condemned the actions of the 
pastoralists. 
 
The pastoralists’ executive council had received advice from their colleagues in Melbourne on 
28 January recommending that ‘free labourers’ be obtained from Victoria. Their Melbourne 
colleagues would organise 132 competent shearers, roustabouts and cooks and pay for their 
travel north as a show of support while pastoralists in New South Wales made similar offers, 
and still others would continue to arrive from as far afield as New Zealand until June.  The first 
free labourers left Melbourne on the 3rd of February bound for Rockhampton. They were 
offered 30s per week and the shearers, one pound per hundred sheep shorn above what the 
union was demanding with a guarantee of six months work. The Queensland Pastoralists were 
determined to survive by controlling the wage rates of the wool industry. 
 
The Queensland government was fearful that the shearers strike would still turn into a civil war 
continued law, order and civil obedience appeared to rest on frail foundations and In the minds 
of the states elected representatives there was a very real danger of a violent 
confrontation. Horace Tozer as Acting-Premier while Samuel Griffith was attending the National 
Australasian Convention in Sydney was alarmed at the growing tensions. The most vehement 
support for the strikers position outside the union movement appeared in a editorial called 
“Bread or Blood?” published by 21 year old F C B Vosper in the Australian Republican at 
Charters Towers.  Vosper’s seditious editorial urged the shearers to “equip yourselves, to bear 
arms in the coming fray”, and appeared to shouted in defiance, “the shearers have at last risen 
in open rebellion, and are making an armed march on Clermont fully determined to do or die in 
defence of their rights”. When the editorial was published on the 20th of February the 
Queensland Government no doubt have had visions of armed citizenry overthrowing the 
government of France 100 years before, it was seriously concerned.  
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The Queensland Government decided to call out the Queensland Defence Force under Section 
55 of the Defence Act of 1884. That morning Major Jackson of the Permanent Force was 
warned to prepare for immediate embarkation and by 2.00 pm the same day received orders to 
proceed to Clermont by the SS Burwah and sailed that night with 58 NCO’s and men, one 9 
Pounder cannon, one Nordenfelt machine gun, 9 horses and a full complement of camp 
equipment, they arrived in Rockhampton at 10.30 am on the 23rd of February. 
 
At 8.00 pm the same day, orders were sent to the Moreton Mounted Infantry to embark the 
following day on the AUSN Company Steamer ‘Wondonga’ for Rockhampton. Major Percy 
Ricardo called out the corps. Of a total strength of 136, 4 officers & 55 NCO’s and men were 
selected and the selected men set sail at 1.00 pm on the 21st of February. Surgeon Byrne & 5 
bearers of the Brisbane Ambulance Corps also embarked along with 12 men of the Permanent 
force. A contingent of Rockhampton Mounted Infantry consisting of 2 officers and 30 men 
made up of detachments of the Mount Morgan & Rockhampton corps were also called out by 
the local police. 
 
All Queensland troops called out for active service were armed with the Martini Henry rifle & 
bayonet, excepting Field Artillery & Ambulance Corps. Each soldier was issued with 50 rounds 
of ammunition and a further reserve of ammunition carried in the expense store. 
 
By the 23rd of February a force of 10 officers and 148 NCO’s and men under command of Major 
J D Jackson had gathered in Rockhampton and departed for Clermont by train at 2.15 pm that 
afternoon. On arrival in Clermont, the force was marched to the Town Hall where the NCO’s 
and men were billeted, the officers camped in the Police Barracks. Mr. Ranking a Police 
Magistrate was appointed government agent that day at Clermont and immediately issued a 
proclamation calling upon all unlawful assemblies to disperse and lay down their arms. 
 
On the 28th of February the Western Shearers Union called out all members and by March 
1891, the battle lines were drawn. Unionists camps numbered 1,000 men at Barcaldine, sandy 
Creek near Clermont numbered 350 men, Wolfgang Road 150 men and a smaller camp at 
Capella 80 men. Within a very short period the striking Shearers camps at Logan Creek and Blue 
Bush Swamp swelled to between 400-500 men. 
 
Twenty men of ‘A’ Battery, Queensland Permanent Artillery under Lieutenant Hamilton were 
dispatched to Wolfgang Station on the 1st of March, 20 men of the Moreton Mounted Infantry 
under Lieutenant Spencer Browne were also dispatched to Gordon Downs Station with orders 
to protect free labourers as non unionists were also known, and to protect all property.  
 
Guards & piquet’s were mounted to protect all government property and buildings in Clermont 
and no leave granted after dark to all military personnel to prevent any men of the Queensland 
Defence Force coming into contact with Unionists about the town. 
 
The most disturbing riot of the strike occurred at Clermont on the 7th of March 1891 when the 
pastoralists executive members, Mr George Fairbairn, Mr James Niall and Mr Robert Oliver 
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arrived by train with only Sergeant Dillon and a few constables to protect them. Sergeant Dillon 
was forced off his horse and the unionists took the winkers off the buggy horses to encourage 
them to bolt. Stones were thrown freely as the constables drew swords, an action immediately  
creating a great deal of tension. The following day at the Capella Creek camp more than 100 
unionists met the police with sticks and refused them entry to the encampment. Troops raided 
the union camps and a total of nine arrests were made. 
 
At Barcaldine railway station on the 10th of March, in a show of force almost 1,500 unionists 
met the Committee of the Pastoralists Association and two dozen police and initially the 
unionists blocked their exit from the platform. Once the procession forced their passage 
through the crowd, the unionists threw stones and attempted to cut the traces of the horses.  
 
On the 18th of March another riot occurred when the train brought free labourers to the 
township of Minerva. However when Charles Fairbairn ordered Qld Defence Force Major 
Ricardo to instruct his troops to fire, the Major refused. Finally bayonets were fixed and the 
unionists withdrew. On the 31st of March an attempt was made by striking shearers to wreck a 
train crossing at Abor Creek Bridge between the townships of Capella and Clermont by cutting 
through a headstock and the right pile. The telegraph line was also cut between Clermont and 
Emerald. 
 
The Queensland Government dispatched more troops to the trouble zones and on the 11th of 
March directed Colonel French to order a contingent of infantry and mounted infantry to 
embark at Maryborough and a total of 8 officers and 118 NCO’s & men travelled on the SS 
Raneleigh to Rockhampton on the 12th of March. This contingent consisted of Headquarters 
staff, 5 officers and 74 men of the Wide Bay Mounted Infantry, 2 officers and 38 men of the 2nd 
Regiment and 5 men of the Wide Bay Ambulance Corps. This contingent arrived in 
Rockhampton on the 14th of March and proceeded to Barcaldine arriving there on the 15th. 
In response, all Queensland Shearers were called out on strike by the Unionists on the 16th of 
March and additional union camps were formed, the principle of which was at Charleville at the 
terminus of the Southern & Western Railway some 777 kilometres from Brisbane. 
 
While all units of the Queensland Defence Force were involved including infantry, mounted 
infantry, artillery, medical units, etc most troops were employed in a mounted infantry role due 
to the distances between strike centres required rapid deployment at short notice, only the 
artillery units remained static and were based in areas of acute disquiet. The mounted units 
rode from woolshed to woolshed, driving off the striking shearers. When striking unionists were 
arrested, woolsheds and crops were often burned in retaliation. The Queensland Government 
called out further troops throughout March 1891 to reinforce those already in the field and on 
the 17th of March, the Mackay Mounted Infantry were ordered to embark on the SS Gabo and 9 
officers and 43 men of this corps arrived in Rockhampton on the 22nd of March. 
Throughout March, the call out of troops continued while union delegates A Taylor, Griffin & 
Stuart were arrested, a further 14 unionists were arrested during disturbances at Charleville 
from the 27th to the 31st of March.  
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In a carefully planned police operation seven shearers were arrested in Barcaldine. Two groups 
of mounted infantry formed a line outside the union office in the town’s main street, virtually 
hemming in a large crowd of onlookers who were mainly unionists. A detachment of the 
mounted infantry then rode to the office door escorting a contingent of police who walked 
through the mounted lines and arrested five men found within the office, Thomas Ryan, 
Michael Murphy, William Fothergill, Hugh Blackwell and William Bennett. The prisoners were 
then marched across the street into the police station where they were charged with 
conspiracy. The formal charge being conspiracy with the aforementioned Mr Taylor and others 
to commit an unlawful act,  to unlawfully prevent certain of Her Majesty’s subjects from 
following their lawful occupation. The five men were immediately put in the cells. Two more 
men were arrested on the same charge several hours later. 
 
With these arrests, the strike began to lose momentum and a protracted trial of the arrested 
leaders ended in Rockhampton on May 20 with thirteen of the men sentenced to three years 
hard labour on St. Helena Island in Moreton Bay. The legitimacy of the arrests and fairness of 
the trial has been heavily debated in the years since.  
 
18th March 1891: 2 Officers & 25 NCO’s & men of ‘B’ Company Darling Downs Mounted Infantry 
commanded by Captain King. 

18th March 1891: 1 officers & 31 NCO’s & men of Moreton Mounted Infantry under Lieutenant 
Palmer. 

21st March 1891: 2 officers & 53 NCO’s & men of ‘B’ Company Mount Morgan Infantry 

21st March 1891: 6 members of the Brisbane Ambulance Corps. 

24th March 1891: 2 officers & 53 NCO’s & men of ‘F’ Company of the 3rd Regiment.  

24th March 1891: 1 officer & 20 NCO’s & men of the Darling Downs Mounted Infantry under 
command of Lieutenant Chauvel. This detachment was ordered to escort free labourers from 
Currajong to Oakwood. For a period of four days, the detachment endured pouring rain, having 
no tents or camp equipment rations being covered in each soldiers haversack and each man 
carried only a blanket & water proof sheet for cover from the elements. 
 
24th March 1891: 3 officers & 46 NCO’s & men of the Charters Towers Mounted Infantry 

25th March 1891: 3 officers & 40 NCO’s & men of the Townsville Mounted Infantry and orders 
were received to dispatch 12 officers and 145 NCO’s & men from Brisbane under command of 
QDF Commandant Colonel G A French. 

One company each of the 1st Regiment and the Queensland Volunteer rifles entrained at 
Brisbane’s Central Station and proceeded to Bundaberg via Gympie. As the railway line was not 
completed the whole distance to Gympie, the troops disembarked at Yandina and marched 12 

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com


kilometres to Cooran. The march was exceptionally heavy on unseasoned troops, the rain 
pouring down in torrents and the newly made track soft, the heavy going distressed the men 
who in addition to carrying packs were also carrying blankets, rations and ammunition. Colonel 
French marching with the troops arranged for a wire to be sent ahead to Gympie and arranged 
for a hot meal to be prepared and an issue of dry socks to be ready at the Gympie drill shed. On 
their arrival at the Gympie train station however a large crowd had gathered to meet them and 
hooted the troops. Their threatening attitude so alarmed the Commandant that he ordered 
bayonets to be fixed and the troops charged the crowd until they were dispersed beyond the 
stations fence. 
 
By the end of the 1891 Shearers Strike, 85 officers & 1,357 NCO’s & men of the Qld Defence 
Force were called out for active service, mounted on 765 horses and armed in addition to the 
Martini Henry rifles and bayonets and sundry side-arms, with 3 Nine Pounder cannon & 2 
Nordenfelt Machine guns. Re-enforcement continued through April, on the 4th of April and 
Lieutenant E R Drury was appointed Acting Commandant and assumed command of the 
Southern District and on the 20th of April Major L E Morrice Acting Brigade Major of the 
Northern District was ordered to proceed to Hughenden to take command of all Northern 
District troops then on Active Service. 
 
In April, 377 non union workers arrived on two trains heavily escorted by military personnel. 
One group left the train at Back Creek east of Barcaldine and were further escorted to Coreena 
station by a military party. On the way an emu was shot and feathers plucked to adorn their 
hats, an idea later copied for all Australian mounted forces to this day. 
 
One of the first May Day marches in the world took place during the strike on 1st May 1891 in 
Barcaldine. The Sydney Morning Herald reported that 1,340 men took part, 618 of which were 
mounted on horseback. Banners carried included those of the Australian Labor Federation, the 
Shearers' and Carriers' Unions, and one inscribed 'Young Australia'. The leaders wore blue 
sashes and the Eureka Flag was carried. The "Labor Bulletin" reported that cheers were given 
for "the Union", "the Eight Hour Day", "the Strike Committee" and "the boys in gaol". It 
reported the march: "In the procession every civilised country was represented doing duty for 
the Russian, Swede, French, Dane etc, who are germane to him in other climes, showing that 
Labour's cause is one the world over, foreshadowing the time when the swords shall be turned 
into ploughshares and Liberty, Peace and Friendship will knit together the nations of the earth." 
 
Henry Lawsons well known poem, Freedom on the Wallaby was written as a comment on the 
strike and published by William Lane in the Worker in Brisbane on the 16th May 1891. 
 
Troops rode to the strikers camp at the township of Capella in June of 1891 to arrest the 
unionists involved in the jostling of George Fairbairn at Clermont Railway station. The Union 
office at Barcaldine was surrounded by 120 mounted infantry who arrested the strike 
committee. They were charged with sedition and conspiracy and each received three year gaol 
terms served at St Helena Goal. They arrived there on the 27th of May 1891 and on their release 
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received further punishment in the form of a fine of two hundred pounds and a twelve month 
good behaviour bond for each.  
 
By the end of June 1891 unions funds supporting the strikers was exhausted & the strike had 
collapsed, some 220,000 sheep had been shorn by the free labourers despite the efforts of the 
unionists.  
 
The Brisbane Courier newspaper reported on the 10th of July 1891 that all troops had been 
withdrawn from strike affected areas and would be home by the end of that week. 
 
In August 1891, the Pastoralists emerged the victors at the conclusion of a two-day conference 
which effectively signalled the end of the shearers’ strike. After a bitter & often violent five-
month feud, representatives of the Amalgamated Shearers Union and the Pastoralists’ Union 
finally met and drew up an agreement which was in fact a total cave-in by the Shearers’ Union. 
 
The harsh suppression of this strike made many people in the trade union movement 
see the limitations of industrial action and the need for a political party to represent the 
interests of working people and calls began for a political party to protect the interests & rights 
of the Australian worker and they became more insistent as time passed. These moves 
eventually lead to the creation of The Australian Labor Party which exists to this day on a state 
and federal level and is currently the governing political party in Australia. 
 
The Shearers Strike also saw Queensland Mounted troops first begin wearing emu plumes in 
their slouch hats, a tradition that continues today among all Australian mounted & armoured 
units. 
 
Suggested reading:  

Special Service by Corps of the Queensland Defence Force, a report by Colonel Drury 30th June 
1891. 

National Library of Australia  
http://trove.nla.gov.au/ 
 
Queensland Historical Atlas 
http://www.qhatlas.com.au/content/great-shearers%E2%80%99-strike-1891 
 
Sin, sweat & sorrow: the making of Capricornia Queensland 1840s-1940s, Liz Huf, Lorna 
McDonald & David Myers - Central Queensland University Press, Rockhampton 1993. 

Freedom of contract: a history of United Graziers’ Association of Queensland.Ruth Kerr- United 
Graziers’ Association, Brisbane 1990 
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The shearers’ war: the story of the 1891 shearers’ strike, Stuart Svensen - Hesperian Press  
Carlisle WA 2008 

<>  

Townsville Mounted Infantry soldiers escorting a wagon train of blackleg 
workers to Hughenden Station during the Shearers strike. In late March and 
early April about sixty blacklegs were recruited at Townsville for Hughenden 
station. On 25 March 121 officers and men of the Townsville Mounted 
Infantry were called out to protect them. (Information taken from: S. Svensen, 
The Shearers' war : the story of the 1891 shearers' strike, 1989) 
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<>  

The Great Shearers' Strike started with more than 1000 men downing shears 
to march through the streets of Barcaldine demanding better conditions from 
graziers. The shearers were on strike for the 'recognition of unionism'. The 
strike ended after four months, with 13 of its leaders arrested and sentenced to 
three years hard labour to be served at St Helena Island prison. The shearers 
sparked the revolution against poor working conditions and paltry wages, 
laying the foundations for today's system of industrial relations and 
arbitration. (Information taken from The Australian Workers Heritage Centre, 
retrieved 20 February 2003,  
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Strikers' Library at Barcaldine during the 1891 Shearers' Strike 

contributed by QldPics, taken in 1891 
(contact QldPics about this picture) 
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QDF Camp Barcaldine 1891 
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