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How many kinds of sweet flowers grow 

In an English country garden? 

I'll tell you now of some that I know 

And those I miss I hope you'll pardon. 

Daffodils, heart's ease and phlox, 

Meadowsweet and lily stalks 

Gentian, lupins and tall hollyhocks,  

Roses, foxgloves, snowdrops, forget-me-nots 

In an English country garden. 

 

So runs the 18th century Morris dancing song ‘Country Garden’ set to music by the Australian-

composer Percy Grainger in 1918. It’s a pretty picture but I suspect it might have drawn a snort from 

women in remote rural Australia in the late 19th and early 20th century should they have heard it. Their 

country gardens were hard fought for from the unforgiving soils and the bipolar vagary of droughts and 

flood of the Australian climate. In this paper I look at two such gardens to see what light they throw on 

how women lived in remote Australia in the later 19th and early 20th centuries. I look at what they grew 

and what they did with it: what impacted on what they could grow; and what became of the gardens. I 

also look at what else they ate as it bears on how they lived. 

I look at Mary Durack’s garden at Thylungra, the Durack property in south west Queensland, 

using as my source Kings in Grass Castles, the Durack family history written in 1959 by her 

granddaughter also called Mary. To avoid confusion in what follows, I will call the garden maker Mary, 

and the author Durack. I look at Myrtle Rose White’s garden at Lake Elder Station in north east South 

Australia – which renames Noonameena in her 1932 memoir No Roads Go By. 

 

 
 

Thylungra station 

Photo: Kings in Grass Castles, photographer uncredited. 
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In 1867 Patrick and Mary Durack left their holding in Goulburn, New South Wales, for the still 

unsettled plains of south west of Queensland. Mary, Durack wrote, ‘was not a pioneer by nature or 

inclination … Once, when praised by a city friend for her courageous pioneering spirit, she replied 

simply, ‘I had nothing of the sort, my dear, but when Patsy said we must go pioneering, what else was 

I to do?’i This was not unusual for women of that time and, indeed, till well into the 20th century. As 

men pursued the dream of a new yeomanry that had brought the first free settlers to the British colonies 

in what would become the federated nation Australia, wives and family had little choice but to follow 

them into ever more marginal and remote land. 

Reaching their destination, the Patsy and Mary Durack settled on the banks of Kyabra Creek 

building a mud and daub bungalow which they named Thylungra, the first of the Durack dynasty’s 

‘grass castles’. The name, Durack wrote, was taken from the words for ‘good water’ in the language of 

the Boontamurra nation who were the traditional owners of the land. The house was ‘shaded with bush 

shrubs and wild creeper, the flagged floor daily washed and swept down, starched chintz at the shuttered 

windows, the rough bush furniture spread with crisp linen, everything smelling cleanly of caustic soap 

and river water, the dripping canvas water bags swinging from wire hooks, the big white station cups 

rattling in their saucers announcing the next cup of tea … a haven in the hard land’.ii 

Durack wrote that as a young girl, Mary had little care for schoolwork, taking every opportunity 

to escape to the kitchen ‘where she picked up from a capable Scottish cook, Anne McTavish, most of 

those practical and frugal skills that served her in good stead in years to come, feeding her family in the 

‘hard land’.iii  

Sadly, Durack gives us little information on what Mary grew in the garden itself, only 

mentioning sweet potatoes and pumpkin, the latter described as ‘the bushman’s best friend his standby 

through good seasons and bad’.iv But in the house are ‘greenhide shelves [that] groaned under rows of 

pickles and preserves, some of them the produce of the kitchen garden’.v Thinking about what may have 

been pickled and preserved may give us some clues about what Mary grew. It’s unlikely that Mary 

would have had to hand Edward Abbott’s 1864 tome grandly titled The English and Australian Cookery 

Book. Cookery for the Many, as Well as for the “Upper Ten Thousand”, but perhaps the vegetables 

Abbott lists as commonly being pickled would also be on Mary’s shelves: melons, capsicums, 

cucumbers, tomatoes, cauliflower, French beans, red and white cabbage, marrows and, as we know, 

pumpkins. Mary being of Irish stock, I would hazard a guess she also grew potatoes and turnips. Durack 

also describes Mary eking out tea with ‘dried leaves of wild marjoram and other herbs – a brew 

commonly called ‘posts and nails’ because of the little sticks that always came floating to the top’.vi 

Perhaps among the other herbs were thyme, sage and bay, common kitchen herbs of the time. 

Practicality and frugality led Mary to make ‘spiced and pickled beef [and] home cured bacon 

and ham’. She ‘had mastered the delicate art of extracting rennet from the carcasses of calves’, Durack 

wrote, ‘for making cheeses which she kept in store with a variety of queer sausages that festooned the 

rafters between hanging bladders of lard’. vii Memoirs of rural life in Australia until very recent times 

often describe the annual or more frequent killing of a beast, the best cuts eaten over the next few days, 

others processed in some way – salting and drying being popular, and as in Mary’s case, being mixed 

with fat, blood and spices and made into sausages to ‘festoon’ rafters as they dried.  

Like other women in rural and remote Australia in those years Mary also conducted ‘endless 

experiments in preparing ‘bush tucker’, Durack writes, ‘to give variety to the salt meat menu. 

Grandmother did her best with kangaroo, emu and even, under strong persuasion, with lizard, but she 

put her foot down when it came to snakes, frogs and witchetty grubs, which Grandfather insisted were 

delicacies if cooked on hot coals as the blacks advised.’viii She also made preserves, Durack wrote, 

‘from wild oranges and bright red rosellas that grew along the river bank.ix The wild orange is the fruit 

of Caparis mitchelli, also known as the Native Pomegranate or Bumble Tree, usually eaten raw. 

Rosellas  - Hibiscus sabdariffa - are the calyxes of a nativised hibiscus that’s a staple of Australian 

home jam-makers and is also these days preserved in syrup and dropped to open dazzlingly in a glass 

of champagne.  

 



3 
 

 
 

Rosellas (Hibiscus sabdariffa) 

Photo: seemit.com 

 

 
 

Wild Orange (Caparis mitchelli) 

Photo: Australian Native Plants Society 

 

The ‘blacks’ of whom she writes were members of the Boontamurra who camped near 

Thylungra. When the Durack’s settled Thylungra, they did what other pastoralists did to lessen the 

likelihood that their stock would be killed by the Aboriginal peoples whose land they had stolen. They 

struck a bargain through rationing and employment. The Aboriginal group would not kill stock and in 

return were given rations of tea, sugar and flour and meat. Men were taken on as stock workers, as they 

were at Thylungra. Durack doesn’t say if any of the women were employed as domestics, though we 
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can assume they were as this was the practice on other stations. We only get one glimpse of 

Boontamurra women, ‘pounding away’, Durack writes, ‘in the ancient manner of crushing nardoo’ to 

soften the skin of hides for rugs’.x (Nardoo (Marsilea drummondii) is an Australian fern typically 

growing in water in areas of intermittent flooding, with long stalks bearing sporocarps, bulbous parts 

containing the fern’s spores. The sporocarp can be toxic due to high levels of thiaminase, which destroys 

thiamine and can cause beriberi. Aboriginal women collected the sporocarps and prepared them by 

roasting, which breaks down the thiaminase, and grinding then to a flour which they then mixed with 

water to make flat cakes cooked on coals. It’s one of several plants Aboriginal Australians learned to 

treat in some way before eating to avoid illnesses related to toxins in the plant.) 

Rationing became a hotly debated practice in the next decades between those who saw it as 

vital to the protection of stock and claimed it led to civilising influences on Aboriginal groups, and 

those who saw it as developing an unhealthy dependence leading to a degradation of the ‘noble savage’.  

Durack doesn’t say how Mary cooked at Thylungra, but it’s likely it was the same combination 

of open fireplace and mud oven she would use later at the second Durack ‘grass castle’, Argyle, in the 

Kimberleys in north Western Australia.  

The overall picture we get is of Mary ensuring there is good, seasonal food in times of plenty, 

and plenty also stored for harder times. 

Mary’s first garden didn’t survive the drought that began in 1869 and continued for three years. 

The Kyabra and Cooper’s Creeks were reduced to a trickle. ‘Wells were sunk into the creek beds, 

Durack wrote, ‘and water fed by means of whip and bucket to lines of rough-hewn troughing.’ xi But 

this precious water was for stock and human consumption not for gardens. 

Did she re-make the garden more than once over the 20 years she lived at Thylungra? Durack 

doesn’t say. Mary fades into the background as the history shifts to the Durack’s trek to the new 

promised land of the Kimberleys where Mary died of malaria in 1892. 

 

 
 

Myrtle Rose White 

Photo: Rudolf Buehner 

 

The Durack’s went to south west Queensland hearing it was a land of lush grassy plains that 

could recover from dry seasons rapidly. This proved to be true, so we can assume that the soil was 

fertile. The soil at Lake Elder Station, where Myrtle Rose White and her husband arrived in 1915 to 

manage a property for the cattle baron Sir Sidney Kidman, was anything but fertile. The station lay 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sporocarp_(ferns)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thiaminase
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thiamine
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between Lake Frome in north east South Australia and the border of New South Wales. It was sandhill 

country, White writes, ‘Huge red sandhills that were like endless serpents twisting out of the north and 

coiling away into the south. They had no beginning and no end.’xii Thylungra was a remote homestead, 

but Mary Durack’s brother, John Costello, and his family had the adjoining property and there were 

frequent comings and goings between the families. The Whites were the only Europeans in the area for 

hundreds of miles in any direction, Broken Hill, the couple’s former home in New South Wales, being 

the closest town of any size. On her first night there, she writes, ‘I ached, just ached, for the touch and 

voice of a fellow human being….it was a feeling never entirely erased in all the years I lived in the 

bush. I was to feel it always - that terrifying oppression of the infinite solitude the eerie silence that can 

crush the bravest spirit; and mine was never that.’xiii 

 

 
 

Sandhills – Lake Frome area 

Photo: MESA 

 

Faced with the desolate landscape – what wasn’t sandhills was bare saltbush and tussock grass 

county - in their first year the Whites made ‘great plans to beautify the place’ full of optimism ‘to see 

the desert blossom like the rose’. They planted lawns of couch grass, bougainvillea, wisteria, jasmine, 

tamarisks, cedar and roses, which, White writes, ‘despite explicit instructions about packing – arrived 

like something the dogs chewed and fought over.’xiv ‘ 

Their house, White writes, ‘was quite a comfortable homestead when finished. Two large centre 

rooms opened onto cement verandahs fourteen feet wide and thirty feet long. Under the side verandahs, 

and down two steps were built on the one end a dining-room, small office, and pantry, and on the other 

a guest-room … with a bathroom and maid’s rooms off the back verandah. A detached kitchen and the 

men’s dining-room stood a short distance away, also a flour store, built up on piles with a slatted floor 

to allow of a free circulation of air’. xvThere was also a large underground cellar for storage of bulk 

goods. White doesn’t describe the stove, but it is likely it was woodfired. Gas ovens had been 

manufactured in Australia since the mid-1870s but it’s unlikely there would have been a gas line to 

Noonameena. It was not until several years after the White’s began living there that a telephone was 

connected. 

The ‘men’s dining room’ White wrote of is where the station hands ate when they worked near 

the homestead. ‘A big area of cattle-country,’ White wrote, cannot be worked from the head station 

with a night out now and again. It means getting out and about, camping a week or two on this end of 

the run, a week or two on that.’xvi She accompanies her husband to a distant camp site and as they 

approach in the evening ‘Savoury smells of fresh baked bread, roast beef, potatoes, beans and delectable 

spicy apple-pie tickled hungry palates, ‘she writes. ‘The cook had his fire to himself and was slapping 
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camp-oven lids and black billy-cans around with a will. He had a long hook for a weapon, and he was 

plenty adept at using it.’xvii In the morning, ‘the smell of fried steak and onions, and the delicious 

aromatic odour of coffee, pervaded the camp.xviii 

The kitchen garden, too, was part of making the desert bloom. Here she grew ‘grape vines and 

citrus trees, with melons of all varieties – rock-melons, bouquet-melons, water-melons – to assuage our 

cravings for fruit’, White wrote. ‘Hardy Northern Territory beans were planted to climb over and 

beautify the bush sheds; bamboos were set to break the winds.’ xix White doesn’t say whether she did 

any pickling or preserving, but if she did perhaps she used Joseph Fowler’s home-bottling kit – the now 

iconic Fowler’s Vacola – which was on the market in Sydney by in 1915. And she may have picked 

one up at one the new ‘department stores’ then becoming popular alternatives to the corner general 

store.  

 

 
 

Fowler’s Vacola 

Photo: National Museum of Australia 

 

But their hopes of were dashed. The bore water which was all she had to use for the garden 

proved disastrous. ‘For one short season the vegetable garden flourished and multiplied’, she wrote, 

‘then the ground became impregnated with the minerals that were in the bore-water, and all growth 

withered and died. A new plot was fenced in, but it very soon became apparent to the would-be 

gardeners that the seeds would not germinate without rainwater, and since drought was already on the 

prowl, rainwater they could not get.’xx 

As the drought continues, White paints a vivid picture of its impact on their food. ‘There was 

the endless filling of coolers that would not cool. The morning’s milk was sour by night. Butter was a 

hope of the future and a thing of the past. There was the terrible unappeasable craving for cool fresh 

green salads, tomatoes, fresh fruit and the like. An endless wringing out of clothes from blue water, or 

soda water, to wrap around foods in order to tempt jaded appetites; and round jellies that would not jell, 

and which, even if they did, would melt before they could travel from plate to mouth, and for cold 

puddings that were cold in name only. There is fresh beef for one day, and salt beef for twenty-nine. I 

could compile a cookery book wholly and solely of corned-beef recipes, or else offer a huge prize for a 

fresh recipe, so sure am I that there are no fresh ways for serving up that commodity … There were 

times in the latter years at Noonameena, when I would have considered a lamb chop above rubies, 

cabbage food for the gods … Live on a diet of beef for seven years only relieved by goat about four 
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times in twelve months, and see how you feel. Live on dried vegetables for two unbroken years on end 

and you will know how alluring can be the thought of fresh vegetables’.xxi  

Keeping food for any length of time in the remote Australia in these years, particularly meat 

and dairy products, was challenging. Salting and drying meat was one option. Another option was using 

a drip-safe to keep raw meat and other perishable products cool. These were made of an upright wooden 

frame covered with hessian kept damp by soaking its ends in a tray of water. As the water evaporated 

from the hessian, heat was drawn from the inside of the safe keeping the meat cool. Mary Durack 

probably used some kind of drip safe. In the late 1890s, Arthur Patrick McCormick developed these 

home-made coolers into the Australian iconic Coolgardie Safe which kept food cool as well as 

protecting it from insects and scavengers. Perhaps it was one of the ‘coolers’ in White’s kitchen. 

 

 
 

A Coolgardie Safe 

Photo: State Library of Western Australia 

 

The dried vegetables were part of the stores that came twice a year only, ‘over the sandhills on 

pack-camel or string-teams as they are called … usually the property of Afghans’.xxii . Twenty-five 

camels had arrived in Australia in 1860 to carry supplies for the ill-fated expedition of Robert O’Hara 

Burke and Edward Wills to the Gulf of Carpentaria in northern Australia. (Both died on the return 

journey). Then in 1866 a shipment of 127 camels and their handlers arrived in Port Augusta, South 

Australia, marking the beginning of the commercial South Asian merchants’ ventures into the remotest 

areas of central Australia. While most came from Afghanistan others were Bengali with businesses in 

Calcutta. Camels were better suited to the arid centre than horses and bullocks for the long hauls to 

outback towns and stations. Trains of as many as 70 animals carried food, furniture, medicines, mining 

and building material, including material for the north south railroad now called the Ghan 

commemorating the Afghan cameleers. By the early 1920s motor vehicles had replaced camel trains. 

They brought ‘flour and sugar by the ton, ‘White wrote, ‘currants, raisins, dried fruits, baking powder, 

hops, sauces, jams, by the case; dried peas and beans by the bag, and compressed potatoes by the tin, 

when they did come’.xxiii  
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Camel train 

Photo: State Library of Western Australia 

 

Mary Durack also got bulk provisions twice a year: ‘sacks of flour, casks of black sugar, kegs 

of salt, cases of currants and raisins and spices.xxiv  Hers came relatively undamaged via one of the 

family wagons which had been despatched to Bourke, 200 miles away, some months before. Durack 

writes of how opes would be raised with each cloud of dust in the distance that it was a sign of the 

returning wagon. For White, on the other hand, the arrival of stores could at times be as great a 

disappointment as the withering of her garden. One Christmas, she wrote, ‘the ham we had was 

something that the forwarding agents had not been successful in palming off on their city customers. 

After the green mildew had been removed, it had shrunk considerably in size. A knife slipped in near 

the bone told a tale of long storage or faulty curing. We soaked it in vinegar and boiled it in a strong 

solution of the same liquid. Then it was eaten or left according to the state of the palates it 

encountered…A big tin of Arnott’s Milk Arrowroot Biscuits when opened presented another eye-

opener; the motion of the swaying camels had acted as pestle and mortar. The biscuits resembled 

nothing so much as fuller’s earth; even the wrappings were reduced to infinitesimal scraps’.xxv 

As the drought deepens dust storms bring new challenges. Dust ‘released in a country where 

there is no tree-growth worth mentioning, and only sand, sand and again sand … Food is prepared with 

dust sifting down from every crack and crevice; food is cooked with dust pouring down the chimney 

into the pots and pans; food is left waiting until there is a sufficient lifting of the reddish-yellow blanket 

in which to serve it. Dishes freshly washed are filmed with dust and grit as they are laid on the table; 

follows a meal with grit, and the one and only flavouring from start to finish.’xxvi 
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Dust storm, Mildura, May 2019 

Photo by Michael Moodie, The Guardian 

 

They struggled on for seven years after which her husband sought and got a better Kidman 

property. ‘When like Lot’s departing wife’, White writes, ‘I could not refrain from a backward glance 

at the deserted buildings between the sandhills, I glimpsed a patch of vivid green above the kitchen 

roof. It was the cedar, left in lonely undisputed possession of that homestead of few joys and no 

regrets’.xxvii 
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vii Ibid 
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xii Myrtle Rose White, No Roads Go By (1932), Adelaide, p. 45 
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xvii White, No Roads, p.48 
xviii White, No Roads, p.53 
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xxiv Durack, Kings, p. 103 
xxv White, No Roads, pp. 199-202 
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